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  Introduction:

  The History of What?


  
    The argument is no other than to inquire and collect out of the records of all time what particular kinds of learning and arts have flourished in what ages and regions of the world, their antiquities, their progresses, their migrations (for sciences migrate like nations) over the different parts of the globe; and again their decays, disappearances, and revivals; [and also] an account of the principal authors, books, schools, successions, academies, societies, colleges, orders—in a word, everything which relates to the state of learning. Above all things, I wish events to be coupled with their causes. All this I would have handled in a historical way, not wasting time, after the manner of critics, in praise and blame, but simply narrating the fact historically, with but slight intermixture of private judgment. For the manner of compiling such a history I particularly advise that the matter and provision of it be not drawn from histories and commentaries alone; but that the principal books written in each century, or perhaps in shorter periods, proceeding in regular order from the earliest ages, be themselves taken into consultation; that so (I do not say by a complete perusal, for that would be an endless labour, but) by tasting them here and there, and observing their argument, style, and method, the Literary Spirit of each age may be charmed as it were from the dead.

  


  


  —FRANCIS BACON, D E DIGNITATE ET AUGMENTIS SCIENTIARUM LIBRI IX (1623)1


  


  Mutatis mutandis, Bacon’s task was mine. He never lived to complete it; I have—but only by dint of a drastic narrowing of scope. My mutanda are stated in my title (one not chosen but granted; and for that honor I extend my thanks to the Delegates of the Oxford University Press). For “learning and the arts” substitute music. For “the different parts of the globe” substitute Europe, joined in Volume 3 by America. (That is what we still casually mean by “the West,” although the concept is undergoing sometimes curious change: a Soviet music magazine I once subscribed to gave news of the pianist Yevgeny Kissin’s “Western debut”—in Tokyo.) And as for antiquities, they hardly exist for music. (Jacques Chailley’s magnificently titled conspectus, 40,000 ans de musique, got through the first 39,000 years—I exaggerate only slightly—on its first page.2)


  Still, as the sheer bulk of this offering attests, a lot was left, because I took seriously Bacon’s stipulations that causes be investigated, that original documents be not only cited but analyzed (for their “argument, style, and method”) and that the approach should be catholic and as near exhaustive as possible, based not on my preferences but on my estimation of what needed to be included in order to satisfy the dual requirement of causal explanation and technical explication. Most books that call themselves histories of Western music, or of any of its traditional “style periods,” are in fact surveys, which cover—and celebrate—the relevant repertoire, but make little effort truly to explain why and how things happened as they did. This set of books is an attempt at a true history.


  Paradoxically, that means it does not take “coverage” as its primary task. A lot of famous music goes unmentioned in these pages, and even some famous composers. Inclusion and omission imply no judgment of value here. I never asked myself whether this or that composition or musician was “worth mentioning,” and I hope readers will agree that I have sought neither to advocate nor to denigrate what I did include.


  But there is something more fundamental yet to explain, given my claim of catholicity. Coverage of all the musics that have been made in Europe and America is obviously neither the aim of this book nor its achievement. A glance at the table of contents will instantly confirm, to the inevitable disappointment and perhaps consternation of some, that “Western music” here means what it has always meant in general academic histories: it means what is usually called “art music” or “classical music,” and looks suspiciously like the traditional canon that has come under so much justified fire for its long-unquestioned dominance of the academic curriculum (a dominance that is now in irreversible process of decline). A very challenging example of that fire is a fusillade by Robert Walser, a scholar of popular music, who characterizes the repertoire treated here in terms borrowed from the writings of the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm. “Classical music,” writes Walser,


  
    is the sort of thing Eric Hobsbawm calls an “invented tradition,” whereby present interests construct a cohesive past to establish or legitimize present-day institutions or social relations. The hodgepodge of the classical canon—aristocratic and bourgeois music; academic, sacred and secular; music for public concerts, private soirées and dancing—achieves its coherence through its function as the most prestigious musical culture of the twentieth century.3

  


  


  Why in the world would one want to continue propagating such a hodgepodge in the twenty-first century?


  The heterogeneity of the classical canon is undeniable. Indeed, that is one of its main attractions. And while I reject Walser’s conspiracy-theorizing, I definitely sympathize with the social and political implications of his argument, as will be evident (for some—a different some—all too evident) in the many pages that follow. But that very sympathy is what impelled me to subject that impossibly heterogeneous body of music to one more (perhaps the last) comprehensive examination—under a revised definition that supplies the coherence that Walser impugns. All of the genres he mentions, and all of the genres that are treated in this book, are literate genres. That is, they are genres that have been disseminated primarily through the medium of writing. The sheer abundance and the generic heterogeneity of the music so disseminated in “the West” is a truly distinguishing feature—perhaps the West’s signal musical distinction. It is deserving of critical study.


  By critical study I mean a study that does not take literacy for granted, or simply tout it as a unique Western achievement, but rather “interrogates” it (as our hermeneutics of suspicion now demands) for its consequences. The first chapter of this book makes a fairly detailed attempt to assess the specific consequences for music of a literate culture, and that theme remains a constant factor—always implicit, often explicit—in every chapter that follows, right up to (and especially) the concluding ones. For it is the basic claim of this multivolumed narrative—its number-one postulate—that the literate tradition of Western music is coherent at least insofar as it has a completed shape. Its beginnings are known and explicable, and its end is now foreseeable (and also explicable). And just as the early chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and preliterate modes of thinking and transmission (and the middle chapters try to cite enough examples to keep the interplay of literate and nonliterate alive in the reader’s consciousness), so the concluding chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and postliterate modes, which have been discernable at least since the middle of the twentieth century, and which sent the literate tradition (in the form of a backlash) into its culminating phase.


  This is by no means to imply that everything within the covers of these volumes constitutes a single story. I am as suspicious as the next scholar of what we now call metanarratives (or worse, “master narratives”). Indeed, one of the main tasks of this telling will be to account for the rise of our reigning narratives, and show that they too have histories with beginnings and (implicitly) with ends. The main ones, for music, have been, first, an esthetic narrative—recounting the achievement of “art for art’s sake,” or (in the present instance) of “absolute music”—that asserts the autonomy of artworks (often tautologically insulated by adding “insofar as they are artworks”) as an indispensable and retroactive criterion of value and, second, a historical narrative—call it “neo-Hegelian”—that celebrates progressive (or “revolutionary”) emancipation and values artworks according to their contribution to that project. Both are shopworn heirlooms of German romanticism. These romantic tales are “historicized” in volume III, the key volume of the set, for it furnishes our intellectual present with a past. This is done in the fervent belief that no claim of universality can survive situation in intellectual history. Each of the genres that Walser names has its own history, moreover, as do the many that he does not name, and it will be evident to all readers that this narrative devotes as much attention to a congeries of “petits récits”—individual accounts of this and that—as it does to the epic sketched in the foregoing paragraphs. But the overarching trajectory of musical literacy is nevertheless a part of all the stories, and a particularly revealing one.


  *****


  The first thing that it reveals is that the history narrated within these covers is the history of elite genres. For until very recent times, and in some ways even up to the present, literacy and its fruits have been the possession—the closely guarded and privileging (even life-saving) possession—of social elites: ecclesiastical, political, military, hereditary, meritocratic, professional, economic, educational, academic, fashionable, even criminal. What else, after all, makes high art high? The casting of the story as the story of the literate culture of music turns it willy-nilly into a social history—a contradictory social history in which progressive broadening of access to literacy and its attendant cultural perquisites (the history, as it has sometimes been called, of the democratization of taste), is accompanied at every turn by a counterthrust that seeks to redefine elite status (and its attendant genres) ever upward. As most comprehensively documented by Pierre Bourdieu, consumption of cultural goods (and music, on Bourdieu’s showing, above all) is one of the primary means of social classification (including self-classification)—hence, social division—and (familiar proverbs notwithstanding) one of the liveliest sites of dispute in Western culture.4 Most broadly, contestations of taste occur across lines of class division, and are easiest to discern between proponents of literate genres and nonliterate ones; but within and among elites they are no less potent, no less heated, and no less decisively influential on the course of events. Taste is one of the sites of contention to which this book gives extensive, and, I would claim, unprecedented coverage, beginning with chapter 4 and lasting to the bitter end.


  Indeed, if one had to be nominated, I would single out social contention as embodied in words and deeds—what cultural theorists call “discourse” (and others call “buzz” or “spin”)—as the paramount force driving this narrative. It has many arenas. Perhaps the most conspicuous is that of meaning, an area that was for a long time considered virtually off limits to professional scholarly investigation, since it was naively assumed to be a nonfactual domain inasmuch as music lacks the semantic (or “propositional”) specificity of literature or even painting. But musical meaning is no more confinable to matters of simple semantic paraphrase than any other sort of meaning. Utterances are deemed meaningful (or not) insofar as they trigger associations, and in the absence of association no utterance is intelligible. Meaning in this book is taken to represent the full range of associations encompassed by locutions such as “If that is true, it means that …,” or “that’s what M-O-T-H-E-R means to me,” or, simply, “know what I mean?” It covers implications, consequences, metaphors, emotional attachments, social attitudes, proprietary interests, suggested possibilities, motives, significance (as distinguished from signification)… and simple semantic paraphrase, too, when that is relevant.


  And while it is perfectly true that semantic paraphrases of music are never “factual,” their assertion is indeed a social fact—one that belongs to a category of historical fact of the most vital importance, since such facts are among the clearest connectors of musical history to the history of everything else. Take for example the current impassioned debate over the meaning of Dmitry Shostakovich’s music, with all of its insistent claims and counterclaims. The assertion that Shostakovich’s music reveals him to be a political dissident is only an opinion, as is the opposite claim, that his music shows him to have been a “loyal musical son of the Soviet Union”—as, for that matter, is the alternative claim that his music has no light to shed on the question of his personal political allegiances. And yet the fact that such assertions are advanced with passion is a powerful testimony to the social and political role Shostakovich’s music has played in the world, both during his lifetime and (especially) after his death, when the Cold War was playing itself out. Espousing a particular position in the debate is no business of the historian. (Some readers may know that I have espoused one as a critic; I would like to think that readers who do not know my position will not discover it here.) But to report the debate in its full range, and draw relevant implications from it, is the historian’s ineluctable duty. That report includes the designation of what elements within the sounding composition have triggered the associations—a properly historical sort of analysis that is particularly abundant in the present narrative. Call it semiotics if you will.


  But of course semiotics has been much abused. It is an old vice of criticism, and lately of scholarship, to assume that the meaning of artworks is fully vested in them by their creators, and is simply “there” to be decoded by a specially gifted interpreter. That assumption can lead to gross errors. It is what vitiated the preposterously overrated work of Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, and what has caused the work of the “new musicologists” of the 1980 s and 1990 s—Adornians to a man and woman—to age with such stunning rapidity. It is, all pretenses aside, still an authoritarian discourse and an asocial one. It still grants oracular privilege to the creative genius and his prophets, the gifted interpreters. It is altogether unacceptable as a historical method, although it is part of history and, like everything else, deserving of report. The historian’s trick is to shift the question from “What does it mean?” to “What has it meant?” That move is what transforms futile speculation and dogmatic polemic into historical illumination. What it illuminates, in a word, are the stakes, both “theirs” and “ours.”


  Not that all meaningful discourse about music is semiotic. Much of it is evaluative. And value judgments, too, have a place of honor in historical narratives, so long as they are not merely the historian’s judgment (as Francis Bacon was already presciently aware). Beethoven’s greatness is an excellent case in point because it will come in for so much discussion in the later volumes of this book. As such, the notion of Beethoven’s greatness is “only” an opinion. To assert it as a fact would be the sort of historians’ transgression on which master narratives are built. (And because historians’ transgressions so often make history, they will be given a lot of attention in the pages that follow.) But to say this much is already to observe that such assertions, precisely insofar as they are not factual, often have enormous performative import. Statements and actions predicated on Beethoven’s perceived greatness are what constitute Beethoven’s authority, which certainly is a historical fact—one that practically determined the course of late-nineteenth-century music history. Without taking it into account one can explain little of what went on in the world of literate musicmaking during that time—and even up to the present. Whether the historian agrees with the perception on which Beethoven’s authority has been based is of no consequence to the tale, and has no bearing on the historian’s obligation to report it. That report constitutes “reception history”—a relatively new thing in musicology, but (many scholars now agree) of equal importance to the production history that used to count as the whole story. I have made a great effort to give the two equal time, since both are necessary ingredients of any account that claims fairly to represent history.


  ****


  Statements and actions in response to real or perceived conditions: these are the essential facts of human history. The discourse, sooften slighted in thepast, is in fact the story. It creates new social and intellectual conditions to which more statements and actions will respond, in an endless chain of agency. The historian needs to be on guard against the tendency, or the temptation, to simplify the story by neglecting this most basic fact of all. No historical event or change can be meaningfully asserted unless its agents can be specified; and agents can only be people. Attributions of agency unmediated by human action are, in effect, lies—or at the very least, evasions. They occur inadvertently in careless historiography (or historiography that has submitted unawares to a master narrative), and are invoked deliberately in propaganda (i.e., historiography that consciously colludes with a master narrative). I adduce what I consider to be an example of each (and leave it to the reader to decide which, if any, is the honorable blunder and which the propaganda). The first comes from Pieter C. Van den Toorn’s Music, Politics, and the Academy, a rebuttal of the so-called New Musicology of the 1980 s.


  
    The question of an engaging context is an aesthetic as well as an historical and analytic-theoretical one. And once individual works begin to prevail for what they are in and of themselves and not for what they represent, then context itself, as a reflection of this transcendence, becomes less dependent on matters of historical placement. A great variety of contexts can suggest themselves as attention is focused on the works, on the nature of both their immediacy and the relationship that is struck with the contemporary listener.5

  


  


  The second is from the most recent narrative history of music published in America as of this writing, Mark Evan Bonds’s A History of Music in Western Culture.


  
    By the early 16th century, the rondeau, the last of the surviving formes fixes from the medieval era, had largely disappeared, replaced by more freely structured chansons based on the principle of pervading imitation. What emerged during the 1520s and 1530s were new approaches to setting vernacular texts: the Parisian chanson in France and the madrigal in Italy.

  


  


  
    During the 1520s, a new genre of song, now known as the Parisian chanson emerged in the French capital. Among its most notable composers were Claudin de Sermisy (ca. 1490–1562) and Clément Jannequin (ca. 1485–ca. 1560), whose works were widely disseminated by the Parisian music publisher Pierre Attaingnant. Reflecting the influence of the Italian frottola, the Parisian chanson is lighter and more chordally oriented than earlier chansons.6

  


  This sort of writing gives everybody an alibi. All the active verbs have ideas or inanimate objects as subjects, and all human acts are described in the passive voice. Nobody is seen as doing (or deciding) anything. Even the composers in the second extract are not described in the act, but only as an impersonal medium or passive vehicle of “emergence.” Because nobody is doing anything, the authors never have to deal with motives or values, with choices or responsibilities, and that is their alibi. The second extract is a kind of shorthand historiography that inevitably devolves into inert survey, since it does nothing more than describe objects, thinking, perhaps, that is how one safeguards “objectivity.” The first extract commits a far more serious transgression, for it is ideologically committed to its impersonality. Its elimination of human agency is calculated to protect the autonomy of the work-object and actually prevent historical thinking, which the author evidently regards as a threat to the universality (in his thinking, the validity) of the values he upholds. It is an attempt, caught as it were in the act, to enforce what I call the Great Either/Or, the great bane of contemporary musicology.


  The Great Either/Or is the seemingly in escapable debate, familiar to all academically trained musicologists (who have had to endure it in their fledgling proseminars), epitomized in the question made famous by Carl Dahlhaus (1928–89), the most prestigious German music scholar of his generation: Is art history the history of art, or is it the history of art? What a senseless distinction! What seemed to make it necessary was the pseudo-dialectical “method” that cast all thought in rigidly—and artificially—binarized terms: “Does music mirror the reality surrounding a composer, OR does it propose an alternative reality? Does it have common roots with political events and philosophical ideas;OR is music written simply because music has always been written and not, or only incidentally, because a composer is seeking to respond with music to the world he lives in?” These questions all come from the second chapter of Dahlhaus’s Foundations of Music History, the title of which—“The significance of art: historical or aesthetic?”—is yet another forced dichotomy. The whole chapter, which has achieved in its way the status of a classic, consists, throughout, of a veritable salad of empty binarisms.7


  This sort of thinking has long been seen through—except, it seems, by musicologists. A scurrilous little tract—David Hackett Fischer’s Historians’ Fallacies—that graduate students of my generation liked to read (often aloud, to one another) behind our professors’ backs includes it under the rubric “Fallacies of Question-Framing,” and gives an unforgettable example: “Basil of Byzantium: Rat or Fink?” (“Maybe,” the author comments, “Basil was the very model of a modern ratfink.”8) There is nothing apriori to rule out both/and rather than either/or. Indeed, if it is true that production and reception history are of equal and interdependent importance to an understanding of cultural products, then it must follow that types of analysis usually conceived in mutually exclusive “internal” and “external” categories can and must function symbiotically. That is the assumption on which this book has been written, reflecting its author’s refusal to choose between this and that, but rather to embrace this, that, and the other.


  Reasons for the long if lately embattled dominance of internalist models for music history in the West (a dominance that in large part accounts for Dahlhaus’s otherwise inexplicable prestige) have more than two centuries of intellectual history behind them, and I shall try to illuminate them at appropriate points. But a comment is required up front about the special reasons for their dominance in the recent history of the discipline—reasons having to do with the Cold War, when the general intellectual atmosphere was excessively polarized (hence binarized) around a pair of seemingly exhaustive and totalized alternatives. The only alternative to strict internalist thinking, it then seemed, was a discourse that was utterly corrupted by totalitarian cooption. Admit a social purview, it then seemed, and you were part of the Communist threat to the integrity (and the freedom) of the creative individual. In Germany, Dahlhaus was cast as the dialectical antithesis to Georg Knepler, his equally magisterial East German counterpart.9 Within his own geographical and political milieu, then, his ideological commitments were acknowledged.10 In the English-speaking countries, where Knepler was practically unknown, Dahlhaus’s influence was more pernicious because he was assimilated, quite erroneously, to an indigenous scholarly pragmatism that thought itself ideologically uncommitted, free of theoretical preconceptions, and therefore capable of seeing things as they actually are. That, too, was of course a fallacy (Fischer calls it, perhaps unfairly, the “Baconian fallacy”). We all acknowledge now that our methods are grounded in and guided by theory, even if our theories are not consciously preformulated or explicitly enunciated.


  And so this narrative has been guided. Its theoretical assumptions and consequent methodology—the cards I am in process of laying on the table—were, as it happens, not preformulated; but that did not make them any less real, or lessen their potency as enablers and constraints. By the end of writing I was sufficiently self-aware to recognize the kinship between the methods I had arrived at and those advocated in Art Worlds, a methodological conspectus by Howard Becker, a sociologist of art. Celebrated among sociologists, the book has not been widely read by musicologists, and I discovered it after my own work was finished in first draft.11 But a short description of its tenets will round out the picture I am attempting to draw of the premises on which this book rests, and a reading of Becker’s book will, I think, be of conceptual benefit not only to the readers of this book, but also to the writers of others.


  An “art world,” as Becker conceives it, is the ensemble of agents and social relations that it takes to produce works of art (or maintain artistic activity) in various media. To study art worlds is to study processes of collective action and mediation, the very things that are most often missing in conventional musical historiography. Such a study tries to answer in all their complexity questions like “What did it take to produce Beethoven’s Fifth?” Anyone who thinks that the answer to that question can be given in one word—“Beethoven”—needs to read Becker (or, if one has the time, this book). But of course no one who has reflected on the matter at all would give the one-word answer. Bartók gave a valuable clue to the kind of account that truly explains when he commented dryly that Kodály’s Psalmus Hungaricus “could not have been written without Hungarian peasant music. (Neither, of course, could it have been written without Kodály.)”12 An explanatory account describes the dynamic (and, in the true sense, dialectical) relationship that obtains between powerful agents and mediating factors: institutions and their gatekeepers, ideologies, patterns of consumption and dissemination involving patrons, audiences, publishers and publicists, critics, chroniclers, commentators, and so on practically indefinitely until one chooses to draw the line.


  Where shall it be drawn? Becker begins his book with a piquant epigraph that engages the question head-on, leading him directly to his first, most crucial theoretical point: namely, that “all artistic work, like all human activity, involves the joint activity of a number, often a large number, of people, through whose cooperation the art work we eventually see or hear comes to be and continues to be.” The epigraph comes from the autobiography of Anthony Trollope:


  
    It was my practice to be at my table every morning at 5:30 A.M.; and it was also my practice to allow myself no mercy. An old groom, whose business it was to call me, and to whom I paid £5 a year extra for the duty, allowed himself no mercy. During all those years at Waltham Cross he was never once late with the coffee which it was his duty to bring me. I do not know that I ought not to feel that I owe more to him than to any one else for the success I have had. By beginning at that hour I could complete my literary work before I dressed for breakfast.13

  


  


  Quite a few coffee porters, so to speak, will figure in the pages that follow, as will agents who enforce conventions (and, occasionally, the law), mobilize resources, disseminate products (often altering them in the process), and create reputations. All of them are at once potential enablers and potential constrainers, and create the conditions within which creative agents act. Composers will inevitably loom largest in the discussion despite all caveats, because theirs are the names on the artifacts that will be most closely analyzed. But the act of naming is itself an instrument of power, and a propagator of master narratives (now in a second, more literal, meaning), and it too must receive its meed of interrogation. The very first chapter in Volume I can stand as a model, in a sense, for the more realistic assessment of the place composers and compositions occupy in the general historical scheme: first, because it names no composers at all; and second, because before any musical artifacts are discussed, the story of their enabling is told at considerable length—a story whose cast of characters includes kings, popes, teachers, painters, scribes and chroniclers, the latter furnishing a Rashomon choir of contradiction, disagreement and contention.


  Another advantage of focusing on discourse and contention is that such a view prevents the lazy depiction of monoliths. The familiar “Frankfurt School” paradigm that casts the history of twentiethcentury music as a simple two-sided battle between an avantgarde of heroic resisters and the homogenizing commercial juggernaut known as the Culture Industry is one of the most conspicuous and deserving victims of the kind of close observation encouraged here of the actual statements and actions of human agents (“real people”). Historians of popular music have shown over and over again that the Culture Industry has never been a monolith, and all it takes is the reading of a couple of memoirs—as witnesses, never as oracles—to make it obvious that neither was the avantgarde. Both imagined entities were in themselves sites of sometimes furious social contention, their discord breeding diversity; and paying due attention to their intramural dissensions will vastly complicate the depiction of their mutual relations.


  If nothing else, this brief account of premises and methods, with its insistence on an eclectic multiplicity of approaches to observed phenomena and on greatly expanding the purview of what is observed, should help account for the extravagant length of this submission. As justification, I can offer only my conviction that the same factors that have increased its length have also, and in equal measure, increased its interest and its usefulness.


  R. T.

  El Cerrito, California

  16 July 2008


  


  


  CHAPTER 1

  The Curtain Goes Up


  “GREGORIAN” CHANT, THE FIRST LITERATE REPERTORY,

  AND HOW IT GOT THAT WAY


  LITERACY


  Our story begins, as it must, in the middle of things. The beginning of music writing in the West—which not only made history possible, but in large part determined its course—coincided with no musical event. Still less did it mark the origin of music, or of any musical repertory.


  Something over a thousand years ago music in the West stopped being (with negligible exceptions) an exclusively oral tradition and became a partly literate one. This was, from our perspective, an enormously important change. The beginning of music writing gives us access through actual musical documents to the repertories of the past and suddenly raises the curtain, so to speak, on developments that had been going on for centuries. All at once we are witnesses of a sort, able to trace the evolution of music with our own eyes and ears. The development of musical literacy also made possible all kinds of new ideas about music. Music became visual as well as aural. It could occupy space as well as time. All of this had a decisive impact on the styles and forms music would later assume. It would be hard for us to imagine a greater watershed in musical development.


  At the time, however, it did not seem terribly important. There is not a single contemporary witness to the introduction of music writing in the West, and so we have only a rough idea of when it took place. Nobody thought of it then as an event worth recording, and that is because this innovation—momentous though it may appear in retrospect—was the entirely fortuitous byproduct of political and military circumstances. These circumstances caused the music sung in the cathedral churches of Rome, the westernmost “see” or jurisdictional center of early Christendom, to migrate northward into areas that are now parts of France, Germany, Switzerland, and Austria. Musical notation arose in the wake of that migration.


  The music thus imported during the eighth and ninth centuries—the first Western repertory to be notated as a coherent corpus or body of work—was not only sacred but liturgical. That is, it was set to the official Latin texts of Western Christian worship. It was not only vocal but monophonic, which is to say that it was sung by soloists or by chorus in unison, without accompaniment. From these facts it is easy to draw various false conclusions. It is easy to assume that in the West there was sacred music before there was secular, liturgical music before there was nonliturgical, vocal music before there was instrumental, and monophonic (single-voiced) music before there was polyphonic (multivoiced).


  But Roman church chant was only one of many musical repertories that coexisted in Europe a thousand years ago. It is the first repertory that, thanks to notation, we can study in detail, and so our story must inevitably begin with it. And yet we know from literary and pictorial sources that there was plenty of secular and instrumental music at the time, as well as non-Christian worship music, and that these repertories had long histories going back long before the beginnings of Christian worship. We have every reason to assume, moreover, that much of the music sung and played in Europe had for centuries been polyphonic—that is, employing some sort of harmony or counterpoint or accompanied melody.


  The fact that eighth-century Roman liturgical song—cantus in Latin, from which we get the word “chant”—was singled out for preservation in written form had nothing to do with musical primacy, or even with musical quality. The privilege came about, as already implied, for reasons having nothing to do with music at all. It will not be the last time such “extramusical” factors will play a decisive role in our account of musical history. That history, like the history of any art, is the story of a complex and fascinating interaction of internal and external influences.


  THE ROMANS AND THE FRANKS


  Late in the year 753, Pope Stephen II, accompanied by a large retinue of cardinals and bishops, did something no previous Roman pope had done. He crossed the Alps and paid a visit to Pepin III, known as Pepin the Short, the king of the Franks. They met on 6 January 754 at Pepin’s royal estate, located at Ponthion, near the present-day city of Vitry-le-François on the river Marne, some 95 miles from Paris in what is now northeastern France. (France, then the western part of the Frankish kingdom, went in those days by the Roman name of Gaul; the country’s modern name is derived from that of the people Pepin ruled.)


  The pope was coming as a supplicant. The Lombards, a Germanic tribe whose territories reached from what is now Hungary into northern Italy, had conquered Ravenna, the capital of the Western Byzantine (Greek Christian) Empire, and were threatening Rome. Stephen asked Pepin, who three years earlier had concluded a mutual assistance pact with his predecessor Zacharias, to intercede on his behalf. When Pepin agreed to honor his earlier commitment, Stephen went with him to the cathedral city of Saint-Denis, just north of Paris, and cemented their covenant by officially declaring Pepin and his heirs to be honorary “Roman patricians” and recognizing them as the legitimate hereditary rulers of the united kingdom of the Franks, which encompassed (in addition to France) most of present-day Germany, Switzerland, and Austria, in addition to smaller territories now belonging to Italy, Slovenia, Croatia, and the Czech Republic. This ceremony inaugurated the Carolingian dynasty, which for the next two centuries would remain the most powerful ruling house in Europe.


  Pepin duly invaded Italy. He not only successfully defended Rome but also wrested Ravenna and its surrounding territories back from Aistulf, the Lombard king. Ignoring the claims of the Byzantine emperor, Pepin made a gift of these territories to the pope; they became the so-called “Papal States,” which were administered by the Roman see as an independent country, with the pope as temporal ruler, until the unification of Italy in the nineteenth century. (The immediate territory around St. Peter’s Church in Rome—a few city blocks known as Vatican City—is still recognized internationally as a temporal state, the world’s smallest.) The Carolingian king and the Roman pope thus became political and military allies, pledged to mutual long-term support.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 1-1 Europe in the eighth century, shortly before the earliest notations of Christian chant.


  


  Thus, when in 773 Desiderius, a later Lombard king, made renewed forays against Adrian I, a later pope, it was a foregone conclusion that Pepin’s son and successor Charles I, known as Charlemagne (“Charles the Great”), would intervene. Charlemagne did even better than his father, defeating the Lombards in Italy on their own ground and incorporating their kingdom into his own. After yet another intervention, this time on behalf of Adrian’s successor, Pope (later Saint) Leo III, Charlemagne entered Rome in triumph and was crowned by Leo on Christmas Day,800 CE, as temporal ruler (with Leo as spiritual ruler) of the reconstituted Western Roman Empire. This date is traditionally said to inaugurate the so-called “Holy Roman Empire,” which lasted—in name, anyway—until the early nineteenth century. (The actual title Holy Roman Emperor was first assumed by Otto I, crowned in 962.)


  THE CAROLINGIAN RENAISSANCE


  The nexus of imperial and papal authority thus achieved ushered in a short period comparable to the pax romana (“Roman peace”) of late antiquity, in which the existence of an invincible and unchallengeable state brought about an era of relative political stability in Europe. Until the partition of Charlemagne’s Empire in 843, the only significant changes in the map of Europe were those that marked the Empire’s expansion, which reached a peak around 830. The period from the 780s, when Charlemagne finally gained the upper hand in a protracted, savage war with the pagan Saxons to the east, into the reign of his son and successor Louis I (known as Louis the Pious, reigned 814–840), was devoted to the consolidation of centralized power within the Carolingian domains. In 812, two years before his death, Charlemagne had the satisfaction of being formally recognized as an equal by the Byzantine Emperor Michael I, whose imperial lineage, unlike Charlemagne’s, reached back into antiquity.


  This interval of stability enabled a spectacular rebirth of the arts of peace, particularly at Charlemagne’s courts at Aachen (or Aix-la-Chapelle), now in westernmost Germany, and Metz (or Messins), in northeastern France. This happy period for learning and creativity, purchased by a period of endless battles, forced migrations and conversions, and genocidal massacres, is known as the Carolingian Renaissance.


  THE CHANT COMES NORTH


  The importing of the Roman chant to the Frankish lands was one of the many facets of that Renaissance, during which all kinds of art products and techniques, from Ravenna-style architecture to manuscript illumination, were brought north from Italy to France and the British Isles, and all kinds of administrative, legal, and canonical practices were standardized. The central figure in this process was an English scholar, Alcuin or Albinus of York (ca.735–804), whom Charlemagne invited to Aachen around 781 to set up a cathedral school.


  A great proponent of literacy, Alcuin instituted one of the earliest systems of elementary education in Europe. He also devised a curriculum for higher education based on the seven “liberal arts” of the ancients, so named because they were the arts practiced by “free men” (men of leisure, which is to say the rich and the well-born). They consisted of two basic courses: the three arts of language (grammar, logic, and rhetoric), known as the trivium, which led to the Bachelor of Arts degree, and the four arts of measurement (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music), known as the quadrivium, which led to the Master of Arts. (Doctoral studies were devoted to canon law and theology.) Within the quadrivium, music was conceived in entirely theoretical terms as an art of measurement: measurement of harmonic ratios (tunings and intervals) and of rhythmic quantities (the classical poetic meters). This made possible its academic study in the absence of any form of practical musical notation. As a university subject music continued for centuries to be studied in that generalized and speculative way, quite unrelated to actual singing or playing. And yet Alcuin’s zealous emphasis on writing things down became a Carolingian obsession that was eventually extended to practical music as well.


  The reason the Roman chant needed to be imported had to do with the stress the Carolingians laid on centralization of authority, both worldly and ecclesiastical. The Carolingian territories were vast, incorporating peoples speaking many languages and a large assortment of local legal systems and liturgies. With the establishing of the Roman pope as spiritual patron of the Carolingian Empire, the liturgical unification of the whole broad realm according to the practices of the Roman See became imperative. It would symbolize the eternal order that undergirded the temporal authority of the Carolingian rulers and established their divine mandate.


  This meant suppressing the so-called Gallican rite, the indigenous liturgy of the northern churches, and replacing it with Roman liturgical texts and tunes. “As King Pepin, our parent of blessed memory, once decreed that the Gallican be abolished,” Charlemagne ordered the Frankish clergy on 23 March 789, in a document known as the Admonitio generalis (“General advisory”), “be sure to emend carefully in every monastery and bishop’s house the psalms, notes, chants, calendar material, grammars, and the Epistles and Gospels. For often enough there are those who want to call upon God well, but because of poor texts they do it poorly.” The texts in question, of course, were texts to be sung, as all liturgical texts are sung (for one does not “call upon God” in the kind of voice one uses to converse with one’s neighbor). The words of the Roman liturgy could be imported easily enough in books, but in the absence of a way of writing down the tunes, the only means of accomplishing the required “emendation” was to import cantors (ecclesiastical singers) from Rome who could teach their chant by laborious rote to their Frankish counterparts. Difficulty was compounded by resistance. Each side blamed the other for failure. John the Deacon, an English monk writing on behalf of the Romans in 875, attributed it to northern baseness and barbarity. Notker Balbulus (“Notker the Stammerer”), the Frankish monk who wrote Charlemagne’s first biography around the same time, attributed it to southern pride and chicanery.


  THE LEGEND OF ST. GREGORY


  From these squabbles we can guess at the reason for a venerable legend that became attached to the Roman chant around the time of its advent into written history. It was then widely asserted that the entire musical legacy of the Roman church was the inspired creation of a single man, the sainted Pope Gregory I, who had reigned from 590 until his death in 604. John the Deacon’s complaint about Frankish barbarism actually comes from his biography of the presumed author of the chant. “St. Gregory compiled a book of antiphons,” John wrote, using the contemporary term for a kind of liturgical singing. “He founded a schola,” the chronicler continued, using the contemporary term for a choir, “which to this day performs the chant in the Church of Rome according to his instructions; he also erected two dwellings for it, at St. Peter’s and at the Lateran palace, where are venerated the couch from which he gave lessons in chant, the whip with which he threatened the boys, and the authentic antiphoner,” the latter being the great book containing the music for the whole liturgical calendar.


  That book could not have existed in St. Gregory’s day, because there would have been no way of putting music into it. As Gregory’s contemporary St. Isidore, Bishop of Seville (ca.560–636), put it in his great encyclopedia called Etymologiae (or “Origins”), “Unless sounds are held in the memory by man they perish, because they cannot be written down.” By the ninth century, however, the legend of Pope Gregory as composer of what has been known ever since as “Gregorian chant” was firmly in place. It was propagated not only in literary accounts like that of John the Deacon but also in an iconographic or pictorial tradition that adapted a motif already established in Roman illuminated manuscripts containing Gregory’s famous Homilies, or sermons, on the biblical books of Job and Ezekiel. According to this tradition, the pope, while dictating his commentary, often paused for a long time. His silences puzzled the scribe, who was separated from Gregory by a screen. Peeping through, the scribe beheld the dove of the Holy Spirit hovering at the head of St. Gregory, who resumed his dictation only when the dove removed its beak from his mouth. (It is from such representations of divine inspiration that we get our expression, “A little bird told me.”)
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  FIG. 1-2 Two Carolingian manuscript illustrations showing divinely inspired authors at work. (a) In this illustration, from the so-called Gospel Book of Ebbo (first quarter of the ninth century), St. John is receiving the Gospel from the Holy Spirit in the guise of a dove. (b) This illustration, dating from about half a century later, is one of the earliest representations of Pope Gregory I (Saint Gregory the Great), who is receiving the chant from the same source. It comes from a sacramentary, a book containing the prayers recited by the celebrant at a solemn Mass. Charlemagne is known to have requested and received just such a book from Pope Hadrian I in 785.


  


  These pictures are again found in early written antiphoners, or chant books, which began appearing in the Carolingian territories during the eighth century. Such books were generally headed by a prologue, which in the ninth century was occasionally even set to music to be sung as a “trope” or preface to the first chant in the book. Gregorius Praesul, it read in part, composuit hunc libellum musicae artis scholae cantorum: “Gregory, presiding [over the Church], composed [or, possibly, just ‘put together’] this little book of musical art of the singers’ choir.” Thus the legend of St. Gregory’s authorship was closely bound up with the earliest notation of the chant, suggesting that the two phenomena were related.


  In fact both inventions, that of the legend and that of musical notation in the Christian west, were mothered by the process of musical migration decreed by the Carolingian kings. The legend was a propaganda ploy contrived to persuade the northern churches that the Roman chant was better than theirs. As a divine creation, mediated through an inspired, canonized human vessel, the Roman chant would have the prestige it needed to triumph eventually over all local opposition.


  Gregory I was chosen as the mythical author of the chant, it is now thought, because many of the leading intellectual lights of the Carolingian court—like Alcuin and his predecessor St. Boniface (675–754), the reformer, under Pepin, of the Frankish church—were English monks who venerated St. Gregory as the greatest Christian missionary to England. (It was Alcuin’s teacher, Bishop Egbert of York, who first referred to the Roman liturgy as “Gregory’s antiphoner.”) To this great figure, already reputed to be a divinely inspired author, these English writers may have attributed the work of his successor Pope Gregory II (reigned 715–731), who, it seems, really did have something to do with drawing up the standard Roman liturgical books some decades before their export north.


  THE ORIGINS OF GREGORIAN CHANT


  But of course neither did Gregory II actually compose the “Gregorian” chants. No one person did. It was a huge collective and anonymous enterprise that seems to have achieved standardization in Rome by the end of the eighth century. But what were its origins? Until very recently it was assumed as a matter of course that the origins of Christian liturgical music went back, like the rest of Christian practice and belief, to the “sacred bridge” connecting the Christian religion with Judaism, out of which it had originated as a heresy. The textual contents of the Gregorian antiphoner consisted overwhelmingly of psalm verses, and the recitation of psalms, along with other scriptural readings, is to this day a common element of Jewish and Christian worship.


  It turns out, however, that neither the psalmody of the Christian liturgy nor that of today’s synagogue service can be traced back to pre-Christian Jewish worship, let alone to Old Testament times. Pre-Christian Jewish psalmody centered around temple rites that came to an end when the temple itself was destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE. One has only to read some famous passages from the psalms themselves, as well as other biblical texts, to become aware of this disjuncture. Psalm 150, the climax of the Psalter, or Book of Psalms, is in fact a description of ancient temple psalmody—singing God’s praises—in fullest swing. It reads, in part:


  Praise him with fanfares on the trumpet,


  praise him upon the lute and harp;


  praise him with tambourines and dancing,


  praise him with flute and strings;


  praise him with the clash of cymbals,


  praise him with triumphant cymbals;


  let everything that has breath praise the LORD!


  One will not find such goings-on in any contemporary Catholic church or synagogue; nor were they ever part of pre-Reformation Christian worship. (The Eastern Orthodox church, in fact, expressly bans the ritual use of instruments, and does so on the basis of the last line of this very psalm, for instruments do not have “breath,” that is, a soul.) Nor can one find today much reflection of the “antiphonal” manner of psalmody described in the Bible, despite the later Christian appropriation (in modified form and with modified meaning) of the word “antiphon.”


  In its original meaning, antiphonal psalmody implied the use of two choirs answering each to each, as most famously described in the high priest Nehemiah’s account of the dedication of the Jerusalem walls in 445 BCE, when vast choirs (and orchestras!) mounted the walls on opposite sides of the city gates and made a joyful noise unto the Lord. The verse structure of the psalms themselves, consisting of paired hemistichs, half-lines that state a single thought in different words (as in the extract above), suggests that antiphony was their original mode of performance.


  And yet, although it was (and remains) the central musical activity in Jewish worship services, psalmody was—perhaps surprisingly—not immediately transferred from Jewish worship to Christian. It does not figure in the earliest accounts of Christian worship, such as Justin Martyr’s description of the Sunday Eucharist (ritual of blessings) or Lord’s Supper, later known as the communion service or Mass, at Rome sometime around the middle of the second century. Justin mentions readings from the prophets and apostles, sermons, prayers, and acclamations, but no psalms. In short, there is nothing in the earliest descriptions of Christian worship to correspond with the later repertory of Gregorian chant. That repertory was not a direct inheritance from Christianity’s parent religion. It originated elsewhere, and later.


  Exactly when cannot be pinpointed, but psalmody had entered the Christian worship service by the beginning of the fifth century, when the Spanish nun Egeria sent a letter back home from Jerusalem describing the services she had witnessed in the oldest and holiest Christian see. “Before cockcrow,” she wrote, “all the doors of the church are opened and all the monks and nuns come down, and not only they, but also those lay people, men and women, who wish to keep vigil at so early an hour. From that time until it is light, hymns are sung and psalms responded to, and likewise antiphons; and with every hymn there is a prayer.”


  The important points to note are two: it is a night service (or office) that is being described, and it is primarily a monastic gathering, even though the laity has been admitted. The origins of Christian psalmody, hence the earliest intimations of Gregorian chant, lie not in the very public worship of the Jewish temple, but in the secluded vigils of the early Christian ascetics.1


  MONASTIC PSALMODY


  Christian monasticism arose in the fourth century in reaction to the church’s worldly success following its establishment as the official religion of the late Roman empire. Whereas earlier the Christians were persecuted in Rome for their pacificism and their contempt for temporal authority, now, as the custodian of an imperial state religion, the Christian church itself took on the attributes of an imperium. Its clergy was organized into a steep hierarchy. That clerical hierarchy, in turn, put forth an elaborate theology and an enforceable canon law, and modified the church’s teachings so as to support the needs of the temporal state that supported it, needs that included the condoning of legal executions and military violence. The state Christian church could no longer afford the pure pacificism it had espoused when it was a persecuted minority. Indeed, it now became itself a persecutor of heretics.


  In the face of this increasingly pompous and official ecclesiastical presence in the world, an increasing number of Christian enthusiasts advocated flight from the city, retreating into a solitary and simple life more consonant, in their view, with the original teachings of Christ. Some, like the Egyptian hermit St. Anthony the Abbot (ca. 250–350), established colonies of anchorites devoted to solitary prayer and mortification of the flesh. Others, like St. Basil (ca.330–379), the Bishop of Caesarea, the Roman capital of Palestine (now Kayseri in central Turkey), conceived of monastic life not in eremitic terms but in terms of koinobios—ascetic communal living devoted to pious, meditative fellowship and productive work.
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  FIG. 1-3 Early Christian monastic centers.


  


  It was in such a communal context that the psalmodic practices arose that would eventually produce the Gregorian chant. An important aspect of the monastic regimen was staying up at night, a discipline known as the vigil. To help them keep awake and to assist their meditations, monks would read and recite constantly, chiefly from the Bible, and particularly from the Psalter. The standard practice, eventually turned into a rule, was to recite the Psalter in an endless cycle, somewhat in the manner of a mantra, to distract the mind from physical appetites, to fill the back of the mind with spiritually edifying concepts so as to free the higher levels of consciousness (the intellectus, as it was called) for mystical enlightenment. In the words of St. Basil himself:


  
    A psalm implies serenity of soul; it is the author of peace, which calms bewildering and seething thoughts. For it softens the wrath of the soul, and what is unbridled it chastens. A psalm forms friendships, unites those separated, conciliates those at enmity. Who, indeed, can still consider him an enemy with whom he has uttered the same prayer to God? So that psalmody, bringing about choral singing, a bond, as it were, toward unity, and joining the people into a harmonious union of one choir, produces also the greatest of blessings, charity.2

  


  


  Half a century after St. Basil wrote these words, St. John Chrysostom, an eminent Greek church father, confirmed the triumph of psalmody, the musical legacy of David, the biblical Orpheus, who like his Greek mythological counterpart could miraculously affect the soul with his singing:


  
    In church when vigils are observed David is first, middle and last. At the singing of the morning canticles David is first, middle, and last. At funerals and burials of the dead again David is first, middle, and last. O wondrous thing! Many who have no knowledge of letters at all nonetheless know all of David and can recite him from beginning to end.3

  


  


  Christian psalmody emphasized not metaphors of wealth and exuberance (the orchestras, dancers, and multiple choirs of the Temple) but metaphors of community and discipline, both symbolized at once by unaccompanied singing in unison. That remained the Gregorian ideal, although the community of worshipers was replaced in the more public repertory of the Mass by the specially trained and eventually professional schola. Monophony was thus a choice, not a necessity. It reflects not the primitive origins of music (as the chant’s status as oldest surviving repertory might all too easily suggest) but the actual rejection of earlier practices, both Judaic and pagan, that were far more elaborate and presumably polyphonic.


  THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE LITURGY


  One of the first steps toward organizing the ceaseless cyclic psalm-chanting of early monastic vigils into a liturgy—that is, a prescribed order—was taken by St. Benedict of Nursia in his famous Regula monachorum, the book of rules that governed the lives of the monks in the monastery Benedict founded at Monte Cassino in 529. With apologies for the laxity of his ordinance, he required that the Psalter be recited not in a single marathon bout but in a weekly round or cursus of monastic Offices, eight each day. The greatest single portion went to the Night Office (now called matins, literally “wee hours”), in which twelve or more full psalms were performed, grouped by threes or fours (together with prayers and readings from scripture) in large subdivisions known as “nocturns.”


  The Night Office, traditionally the primary site of psalmodic chanting, thus accounted for roughly half of the weekly round of psalms. It being the most spacious of the monastic services (since there was nothing else to do at night but sing or sleep), many psalms were sung, and the lessons were framed by lengthy responsoria (responsories)—chants sung in a more expansive style in which individual syllables could be sung to two, three, four, or more notes, even whole cascades called melismas.


  Melismatic singing was held by Christian mystics to be the highest form of religious utterance: “It is a certain sound of joy without words,” St. Augustine wrote of melismatic chanting in the fourth century, “the expression of a mind poured forth in joy.”4 It came to be called jubilated singing, after jubilus, Latin for a “call” upon God (as in Charlemagne’s Admonitio, quoted earlier; compare the root ju-, pronounced “yoo,” as in “yoo-hoo!”). This musical jubilation, in fact, was the means through which the Latin word took on its secondary (in English borrowings, primary) association with joy.


  The jubilated singing at matins was a lusher version of the refrains that were added to psalms—together with a concluding doxology (from the Greek for “words of praise”) to the Holy Trinity—in their other Christian uses. These simpler refrains were called antiphons, possibly because they alternated with the psalm verses in a manner that recalled biblical multichoral antiphony.


  The shorter services were the day offices. They began with the dawn office of praise (Lauds) and continued with four “minor hours” named after the clock hours in medieval parlance: prime (the first hour; in present-day terms, 6A.M.), terce (the third hour, or 9 A.M.), sext (the sixth hour, or 12 noon), and none (the ninth hour, or 3P.M.; the fact that our word noon derives from none is just one of those things). At these tiny services (often combined in pairs so that there would be more uninterrupted time for work), we can observe the liturgy in microcosm. At a minimum an office included a psalm, a scripture reading (“chapter” or capitulum), and a hymn, which was a metrical song of praise derived from Greek pagan practice, showing again how eclectic were the sources of the Christian liturgy that was once thought to descend in simple fashion from that of the temple and synagogue. St. Augustine’s definition of a hymn is neat:


  
    A hymn is song with praise of God. If you praise God and do not sing, you do not utter a hymn. If you sing and do not praise God, you do not utter a hymn. If you praise anything other than God, and if you sing these praises, still you do not utter a hymn. A hymn therefore has these three things: song, and praise, and God.5

  


  


  The public liturgical day ended with evensong or Vespers, consisting of several full psalms with antiphons, along with the psalm-like “Canticle of Mary” (known as the Magnificat after its first word). There was a bedtime service for monks called Compline (completion), at which special elaborate antiphons (or “anthems,” to use the English cognate) came to be sung, in the later middle ages, to the Blessed Virgin as a plea for her intercession. (Compline and Lauds are the other services that contain canticles—texts from the New Testament that are sung in the same manner as psalms, with antiphons and doxology.)


  Just as the liturgical day was a cycle of services, and the monastic week was a cycle of psalms, so the whole church calendar was organized in a yearly cycle of commemorations, known as feasts, that became ever more copious and diverse over time—wheels within wheels within wheels, within which Christian monastics lived out their lives, fulfilling the prophet’s mystical vision (see Ezekiel 1:15–21). The basic framework was provided by the Proper of the Time, or temporale, commemorating events in the life of Christ, organized in two great cycles surrounding the two biggest feasts, Christmas and Easter.


  Their complicated relationship epitomizes the eclecticism of Christian worship. The Christmas cycle, beginning with four solemn weeks of preparation called Advent and ending with the feast of Epiphany, is reckoned by the Roman pagan (secular and solar) calendar. The Easter cycle, beginning with the forty-day fast called Lent and ending with the feast of Pentecost, is reckoned by the Jewish lunar calendar, as modified by councils of Christian bishops to insure that Easter fell on Sunday (Dominica—“the Lord’s Day”—in Latin). Since the date of Easter can vary by as much as a month relative to that of Christmas, the calendar allows for a variable number of Sundays after Epiphany (on one side of Easter) and Sundays after Pentecost (on the other) to take up the slack.


  The church calendar also came to include a cycle of Saints’ commemorations (the sanctorale), a cycle of feasts of the Virgin Mary, and many other occasions as well, including special (so-called votive) occasions where prayers and offerings are made, such as weddings, funerals, or the dedication of a church. As official occasions were added to the calendar—and they continue, in a small way, to be added and deleted to this day—they had to be provided with appropriate texts and tunes. The actual book of psalms was fixed, of course, but the antiphons and responds drawn from it could vary; indeed they had to, for this was the primary means of differentiating the feasts. Antiphons and responds, then, became the primary site of new musical composition during the centuries in which the evolution of the chant was hidden behind the curtain of “oral tradition.” Antiphons remain, by and large, settings of psalm verses; but they are composites, made up of individual, freely selected verses that have some reference to the occasion. Selecting individual verses for setting as antiphons and responds is called the “stichic” principle (from the Greek for “verse”) as opposed to the “cursive” principle of complete cyclic readings. The stichic chants are not merely sung to a monotonous recitation “tone,” as in cursive psalmody, but are set as real melodies, the glory of the Gregorian repertory.


  THE MASS AND ITS MUSIC


  The greatest flowering of such liturgical “arias” came toward the end of the period of Gregorian oral composition, with the selection and completion of formularies—full sets of antiphons and responds—for the yearly round of Mass services.


  The Mass is a public adaptation of the Christian counterpart, known as agape or “love feast,” of the Jewish Passover seder, the occasion of Christ’s last supper. It has two parts. The first, called the synaxis (“synagogue,” after the Greek for a meeting or assembly) or the Mass of the Catechumens, consists, like the synagogue service, of prayers and readings. It is an exoteric service, open to those who have not yet completed their religious instruction (known as catechism, whence catechumen, one undergoing indoctrination). The second, an esoteric service known as the Eucharist or the Mass of the Faithful, is closed to all who have not yet been baptized and consists of a reenactment of the last supper in which the congregation mystically ingests the blood and body of Christ in the form of miraculously transubstantiated wine and bread.


  Mass was at first celebrated only on the Dominica and the Christian holidays, between the hours of terce and sext (i.e., around 10 A.M.). Later on, it came to be celebrated also on weekdays (feriae in Latin, whence “ferial” as opposed to “festal” Mass). Being a public service that incorporated a great deal of action, the Mass did not contain full cursive psalmody or hymns with their many strophes or stanzas. Instead, it featured short, stichic texts set to elaborate music; these short texts, assembled in large repertories, articulated the “proper” identity of each occasion at which Mass was celebrated—feast, Sunday, or saint’s day.


  An antiphon plus a verse or two accompanies the entrance of the celebrants, called the Introit. Between the two main synaxis readings or “lessons” (from Paul’s Epistles and from the Gospels, respectively) come the Gradual, named for the stairs by which the celebrants ascend to the pulpit from which the Gospel is read, and the Alleluia. These are the most ornate responds of all, with elaborately set verses for virtuoso soloists. Probably the oldest psalmodic chants specifically designed for the Mass, the lesson chants are said to have been introduced by Pope Celestine I, who reigned from 422 to 432. Antiphons then accompany the collection (Offertory) and the consummation of the Eucharist (Communion).


  NEUMES


  It is this special body of psalmodic chants for the Mass, consisting of about five hundred antiphons and responds, that is in strictest terms the repertory designated by the phrase “Gregorian chant.” It was this corpus that was imported by the Carolingian Franks under Pepin and Charlemagne and thus became the earliest music in the European tradition to be written down. The interesting thing, as we have already observed, is that this writing down, which seems to us such a momentous event, seems to have occasioned so little notice at the time.


  There is not a single literary reference to document the invention of the so-called neumes that tracked the relative rise and fall of the tunes, and the placement within them of the text syllables, in the earliest musically notated (“neumated”) manuscripts. Etymologically, the word “neume,” which comes to us by way of medieval Latin from the Greek word pneuma (“breath,” whence vital spirit or soul), referred to a characteristic melodic turn such as may be sung on one breath. By now, however, the word more commonly denotes the written sign that represented such a turn. Since surviving antiphoners with neumes do not seem to date before the beginning of the tenth century, several generations after the Carolingian chant reform had been undertaken, scholarly speculation about the actual origins of the neumes and the date of their first employment has enjoyed a very wide latitude.


  Traditionally, scholars assumed that the Carolingian neumes were an outgrowth of the “prosodic accents,” the signs—acute, grave, circumflex, etc.—that represented the inflection of poetry-recitation in late classical antiquity, and that still survive vestigially in the orthography of modern French. (As originally conceived, the acute accent meant a raising of the vocal pitch, the grave a lowering, the circumflex a raising-plus-lowering.) Others have proposed that the neumes were cheironomic: that is, graphic representations of the hand-signaling (cheironomy) by which choirmasters indicated to their singers the rise and fall of a melody. A more recent theory associates the neumes with a system of punctuation signs that the Franks seem to have developed by around 780—functional equivalents of commas, colons, question marks, and so on, which break up (parse) a written text into easily comprehended bits by governing the reader’s vocal inflections. All of these explanations assume that the neumes were parasitic on some earlier sign-system, and yet we have no actual basis in evidence to rule out the possibility that the neumes were independently invented in response to the immediate musical purpose at hand.


  There were other early schemes for graphically representing music, some of them much older than the Carolingian neumes. Some did not even reflect melodic contour but were entirely arbitrary written signs that represented melodic formulas by convention, the way alphabet letters represent speech sounds. The ancient Greeks used actual alphabetic signs as musical notation. Alphabetic notation survived to a small extent in medieval music treatises, like that of the sixth-century encyclopedist Boethius, which formed the basis for music study within the quadrivium curriculum.


  More familiar examples of special formula-signs for music, called ecphonetic neumes, include the so-called Masoretic accents (ta’amim) of Jewish biblical cantillation, which Jewish children are taught to this day in preparation for their rite of passage to adulthood (bar or bat mitzvah), when they are called to the pulpit to read from scripture. To learn to read ta’amim one must have a teacher to instruct one orally in the matching of sign and sound. Such matching, being arbitrary, can vary widely from place to place, and also varies according to the occasion, or according to what kind of text is being read. The same signs, for example, will be musically realized one way in readings from the prophets and another, usually more ornate, in readings from the Pentateuch; the very same portion of Scripture, moreover, will be variously realized on weekdays, Sabbaths, or holidays.


  The contour-based Carolingian neumes follow an entirely different principle of representation. It is the only system that has direct relevance to the history of Western music, because out of it developed the notation that is familiar to every reader of this book, the one that has served as graphic medium for practically all music composed in what we consider to be our own continuous (or at least traceable) musical tradition.
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  FIG. 1-4 Easter Introit, Resurrexi, as it appears in three neumated manuscripts from the Frankish territories. (a) From a cantatorium, or soloist’s chant book, prepared at the Swiss monastery of St. Gallen early in the tenth century (before 920). (b) This may be the oldest version of the chant to have survived into modern times; it comes from a graduale, or book of chants for the Mass, prepared in Brittany in the late ninth or early tenth century and kept at the municipal library of Chartres, near Paris. It was destroyed toward the end of World War II. (c) From a graduale prepared perhaps 250 years later (early twelfth century) in the cathedral town of Noyon in northern France and kept today at the British Library in London. By this time the neumes might have been written on a staff to fix their pitches precisely, but the scribe did not avail himself of this notational innovation—indicating that the notation still served as a reminder to the singer of a melody learned orally and memorized.


  


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 1-5 Passage from the Book of Genesis showing ta’amim, ecphonetic neumes entered above or below each word in the Torah along with the vowels. Starting at the number 23 (remember that Hebrew is written from right to left), in the first word the neume is the right-angled corner below the middle letter; in the second word it is the dot above the last letter. In the hyphenated word that follows there are two neumes: the vertical dash below the first letter and the right angle under the penultimate letter. Unlike Gregorian neumes, ta’amim do not show melodic contour and must be learned orally by rote according to an arbitrary system that can vary from place to place, book to book, or occasion to occasion.


  


  Some scholars think that the Carolingian neumes, in their very earliest application, were used not to notate the imported, sacrosanct Gregorian repertory, which was learned entirely by heart, but to notate lesser, newer, or local musical accessories to the canonical chant such as recitation formulas (known as “lection tones”) for scriptural readings, as well as the explanatory appendages and interpolations to the chant, including polyphonic ones, about which there will be more to say in the next chapter. (It is true that the earliest neumated sources for such “extra” items do predate the earliest surviving neumated antiphoners.) Other scholars assume that prototypes for the surviving Carolingian antiphoners once existed, perhaps dating from as early as the time of Charlemagne’s coronation as Emperor at the end of the eighth century, more than a century before the earliest surviving manuscripts were produced.6


  Whenever the Carolingian neumes first appeared, whether before 800 or after 900, the fact remains that they shared the limitation of all the early neumatic systems: one cannot actually read a melody from them unless one knows it already. To read a previously unknown melody at sight, one needs at a minimum a means of precise intervallic (or relativepitch) measurement. It was not until the early eleventh century that neumes were “heighted,” or arranged diastematically, on the lines and spaces of a cleffed staff (invented, according to tradition, by the monk Guido of Arezzo, whose treatise Micrologus, completed around 1028, included the earliest guide to staff notation). Only thereafter was it possible to record melodies in a way that could actually transmit them soundlessly.


  PERSISTENCE OF ORAL TRADITION


  As scholars are beginning to recognize, the fact that the earliest notations of the canonized liturgy did not communicate actual pitch content shows that no one expected or needed them to do so. In some theoretical treatises of the ninth century, when pitch content needed to be shown, alphabetic notation adapted from the quadrivium treatises was employed. On the other hand, manuscripts with unheighted neumes went on being produced in Frankish monastic centers—even St. Gallen (now in eastern Switzerland), where the earliest surviving neumated antiphoners were inscribed—until the fifteenth century. This shows that the communication of the actual pitch and interval content of liturgical melodies went right on being accomplished by age-old oral/aural methods, that is, by listening, repeating, and memorizing. Most monks (and regular churchgoers, too, until the chant was largely abandoned by the church in the 1960s) still learn their chants that way. Notation did not supersede memory, and never has.
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  FIG. 1-6 Greek-derived alphabetic notation from Musica enchiriadis (ca. 850). Such notation (used by Boethius in the sixth century) did fix pitch precisely; this suggests that Gregorian chant might have been notated that way from the beginning, had anyone seen the need for it.


  


  After a thousand years of diastematic notation, five hundred years of printing, and a generation of cheap photocopying, Western “art-musicians” and music students (especially those with academic educations) have become so dependent on texts that they (or rather, we) can hardly imagine minds that could really use their memories—not just to store melodies by the thousand, but to create them as well. By now, we have all to some degree fallen prey to the danger about which Plato was already warning his contemporaries some two and a half millennia ago: “If men learn writing, it will implant forgetfulness in their souls” (Phaedrus, 275a). So it is no wonder that “classical” musicians habitually—and very wrongly—tend to equate musical composition in an oral context with improvisation.


  Improvisation—making things up as you go along in “real time”—is a performance art. It implies an ephemeral, impermanent product. But while some forms of orally transmitted music (jazz, for example) do enlist the spontaneous creative faculty in real time, there have always been musicians (today’s rock bands, for example) who work out compositions without notation yet meticulously, in detail, and in advance. They fix their work in memory in the very act of creating it, so that it will be permanent. Every performance is expected to resemble every other one (which of course need not preclude retouching or improvement over time, or even spontaneously). Their work, while “oral,” is not improvisatory. The creative and recreative acts have been differentiated.


  And that is how Gregorian chant seems to have been created over a period spanning half a millennium at least. It was the exigencies of migration northward that made notation desirable as a fixative, but the nature of the early written sources (tiny books, for the most part) suggests that notation was at first not the primary means of transmission but only a mnemonic device (that is, a reference tool to refresh memory), or an arbiter of disputes, or even a status symbol. (If the Mass celebrants—the priests and deacons—had their little books, why not the cantors?) So it is important to remember that literacy did not suddenly replace “orality” as a means of musical transmission but gradually joined it. Since the time of the earliest Carolingian neumated antiphoners, the two means of transmission have coexisted in the West in a complex, ever-evolving symbiosis. There are plenty of familiar tunes that are still transmitted within our culture almost exclusively by oral means: national anthems, patriotic and holiday songs (“America,” “Jingle Bells”), songs for occasional use (“Take Me Out to the Ballgame,” “Happy Birthday to You”), folk songs (“Home on the Range,” “Swanee River”), as well as a vast repertory of children’s songs—or songs that have become children’s songs—in transmitting which adults rarely play a part (“It’s raining, it’s pouring,” “Oh they don’t wear pants in the sunny south of France”).


  Almost all of these songs, many of them composed by literate musicians (like Stephen Foster, author of “Swanee River” and many other songs that now live mainly in oral tradition), have been published and even copyrighted in written form. Yet while almost every reader of this book will be able to sing them by heart, very few will have ever seen their “sheet music.” They are generally encountered “in situ”—in the places and on the appropriate occasions of their use. Some of them, especially patriotic and religious songs, are formally taught by rote in schools or churches or synagogues; many others, perhaps most, are simply “picked up” the way a language is by its native speakers.


  At the same time, the Western music most likely to be thought of as belonging exclusively to the literate tradition—sonatas, symphonies, “classical music” generally—actually relies for its transmission on a great deal of oral mediation. Teachers demonstrate to their pupils by aural example many crucial aspects of performance—nuances of dynamics, articulation, phrasing, even rhythmic execution—that are not conveyed, or are inadequately conveyed, by even the most detailed notation; and the pupils learn directly to imitate what they have been shown (or better, to emulate it, which implies an effort to surpass). Conductors communicate their “interpretations” to orchestras and choruses by singing, shouting, grunting, gesticulating. Earlier, the composer may have sung, shouted, grunted, and gesticulated at the conductor. Not only jazz performers, but classical ones, too, copy the performances of famous artists from recordings as part of their learning process (or as part of a less openly admitted process of appropriation). All of this is just as “oral” a means of transmission as anything that may have happened in Rome to produce the Gregorian chant before its migration northward.


  The great difference, of course, is that when a work within a partly literate tradition is completed, it need not be committed to memory in order to go on in some sense existing. It is the sense that an art work may exist independently of those who make it up and remember it that is distinctive of literate cultures. (As we shall see, it is that sense that allows us even to have the notion of a “work of art.”) And another difference is that having works of music, however large their scale, in written form encourages us to imagine or conceptualize them as objects, which is to say as “wholes,” with an overall shape that is more than the sum of its parts. Concepts of artistic unity in works of performing art, and, conversely, an awareness of the function of the parts within the whole in such works (what we call an analytical awareness), is thus distinctive of literate cultures. Since the performance of such works must unfold in time, but the written artifacts that represent them are objects that occupy space, one can think of literate cultures as cultures that tend conceptually to substitute space for time—that is, to spatialize the temporal. This is an important idea, one that we shall have many occasions to refer to in the course of our survey of Western music in history.
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  FIG. 1-7 Original sheet music for the chorus of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game,” a waltz song composed in 1908 by Albert Von Tilzer to words by Jack Norworth. Very few people remember these facts about the song’s provenance, and virtually nobody learns it from the printed page. Its utterly forgotten lead-in verse puts the famous chorus in the mouth of a young girl: “Katie Casey was baseball mad,/Had the fever and had it bad;/Just to root for the hometown crew,/Ev’ry sou Katie blew./On a Saturday, her young beau/Called to see if she’d like to go/To see a show, but Miss Kate said, ‘No,/I’ll tell you what you can do.”’ The chorus has flourished by itself in oral tradition for almost a century. As always, the oral tradition has modified what it transmits, here only in small ways, but irrevocably. The tune has survived the mouth-to-mouth process unchanged, but many people now sing “Take me out to the crowd,” and everyone sings “For it’s root, root, root.”


  PSALMODY IN PRACTICE: THE OFFICE


  It is time now for some music. Many of the points in the foregoing account of the history and prehistory of Gregorian psalmody, and also something of its many genres and styles, may be illustrated by tracing settings of a single psalm verse through its various liturgical habitats. The twelfth verse of Psalm 91 (according to the numbering in the standard Latin Bible, known as the Vulgate, translated by St. Jerome in the late fourth century) was especially favored in the liturgy, perhaps owing to its vivid similes. It crops up time and again in many contexts, running the full stylistic gamut of Gregorian chant from the barest “liturgical recitative” to the most flamboyant jubilation.


  In the “original” Latin the verse reads, Justus ut palma florebit, et sicut cedrus Libani multiplicabitur. In the Authorized (King James) Version of 1611, long the standard English translation (in which the parent psalm carries the number 92), it reads, “The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree: he shall grow like a cedar in Lebanon.” In its simplest musical form, the verse takes its place in the cursive recitation of the psalm from which it comes, within the weekly monastic office round. In such contexts it is sung to an elementary reciting formula or “tone,” each verse alternating in historical practice with an antiphon. In modern, somewhat streamlined practice the refrain sandwiches the entire psalm rather than alternating with every verse. In Ex. 1-1, the psalm is paired with an antiphon consisting of its own twelfth verse, the Justus ut palma verse, extracted according to the stichic principle for use in a service commemorating a martyr saint, to whom the sentiments expressed in the text are especially pertinent.


  A psalm tone like the one given here is music stripped to its minimum functional requirements as a medium for the exaltation of a sacred utterance. In the example, the tone formula is analyzed into its constituent parts, which function very much like punctuation marks. First there is the intonation (in Latin, initium or beginning), given the first time by a soloist (called the precentor) to establish the pitch. As in a declarative sentence, the intonation formula always ascends to a repeated pitch, called the reciting tone or tenor (because it is held, for which the Latin is tenere; other names for it include repercussa, because it is repeated, and tuba, because it is “trumpeted”). The tenor is repeated as often as necessary to accommodate the syllables of the text: since psalms are prose texts, the number of syllables varies considerably from verse to verse. In a long verse there will be many repetitions of the tenor, lending the whole the “monotone” quality often associated with the idea of “chanting.” The longest verses (in the abbreviated version shown in Ex. 1-1, only verse 2) have a “bend” (flexus) as additional punctuation.


  The end of the first hemistich is sung to a formula known as the mediant (in Latin, mediatio), which functions as a divider, like the comma or colon in the text. The second hemistich again begins on the tenor, and the whole verse ends with the termination (in Latin, terminatio), often called the cadence because, again as in a declarative sentence, it entails a lowering (or “falling,” for which the Latin is cadere) of pitch. Note that at the end of the psalm, the doxology—the Christianizing tag invoking the Holy Trinity (a notion assuredly unfamiliar to the Old Testament authors of the Psalter)—has been appended. It is treated simply as an extra pair of psalm verses.


  EX. 1-1 Justus ut palma as antiphon to Psalm 91
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  Psalm and lection tones like these are very ancient. They carry a whiff of the origins of music, at least in its cultish uses. Singing, however minimal, is numinous; it elevates words out of the context of the everyday. Like the biblical readings themselves, the use of lection tones is a definite point of kinship between Christian and Jewish worship. The Roman psalm tones are mentioned and described in Carolingian service books as early as the eighth century. They were not actually notated until the early tenth century, however, and are not found in the early antiphoners, for which reason they are not part of the “Gregorian” repertory in what we have identified as the strictest, most authentic sense of the term. But the term “Gregorian” is used by now to cover the whole medieval repertory of the Roman church.


  Eight psalm tones (of which the one given in the example is listed last in the standard books) are used in the Latin liturgy, plus one called the tonus peregrinus (“migrating tone”) because the tenor of the second hemistich is different from that of the first. The eight-tone system seems to have been borrowed in concept (though not in actual musical content) from that of the Greek (Byzantine) church. Because the music of a psalm tone is so obviously related in its function to that of punctuation, the Gregorian tones (incorporating those used for prayers, as well as psalms and scriptural readings) are often collectively characterized by the word accentus, or “accent,” already associated with chant notation in one hypothesis of its origin.


  Although the designation accentus seems to have been used in this sense no earlier than the sixteenth century, it is nevertheless very apt, because a psalm sung to a tone is in fact an accentuated or heightened recitation. Sixteenth-century and later writers who use the word accentus in this way contrast it with the word concentus, a Latin word associated with the pleasures of music (it may be translated as “harmony,” or “concert,” or “choir,” or “concord,” depending on the context), which denotes the more distinctive and decorative melodies found in antiphons, responds, or hymns.


  The antiphon in Ex. 1-1 is a modest example of concentus melody. Where the relationship between the text and music in the psalm tone is straightforwardly syllabic (one note to each syllable, the reciting tone accommodating most of them), the antiphon is a moderately neumatic chant, in which nine of the twenty-one syllables in the text carry what were known as “simple” (two-or three-note) neumes. In the figure accompanying Ex. 1-1, the antiphon is printed exactly as it is found in the Liber responsorialis, a book of Office chants published in 1895 by the monks of the Benedictine Abbey of Solesmes, who carried out a vast restorative project during the late nineteenth century in which the corpus of Gregorian chant was reedited from its original manuscript sources. The notation they used, called “square” or “quadratic” after the shape of the noteheads, was adapted from a calligraphic style that became prevalent in twelfthcentury manuscripts, especially those containing polyphonic music, in which (as will be seen in due course) the various neume shapes often assumed specific—eventually measured—rhythmic values.


  As early as the tenth century, neumes were learned from tables in which each shape was given a distinctive name. The two-note ascent over pal-, for example, was called the pes (or podatus), meaning “foot.” Its descending counterpart, over -ma, was called the clivis (meaning “sloped”; compare “declivity”). The three-note neumes (grouped, appropriately enough, over a word meaning “flourish”) were known respectively as the scandicus (from scandere, “to climb”), the torculus (“a little turn”), and the trigon (“a toss”). The motion opposite to the torculus (i.e., down-and-up) is shown by the porrectus (“stretched”), with its striking oblique stroke: [image: image] The pes, clivis, torculus, and porrectus were the basic shapes, corresponding to the acute, grave, circumflex, and anticircumflex accents. They were retained in later notational schemes, where we will encounter them again.


  The group of six notes following the antiphon verse, set over the letters E u o u a e (sometimes informally combined into a mnemonic, pronounced “e-VO-vay”) shows the ending of the psalm—or rather the doxology, for the letters are the vowels in “… seculorum. Amen.” The six-note formula is called the differentia, because it tells you which of the different available endings of the psalm tone to employ in order to achieve a smooth transition into the repetition of the antiphon. The differentiae are now given in books, but even today’s practicing monks have them down cold and need only glance at the required “evovay” formula in order to sing the psalm from memory (or at most from the written text).


  Justus ut palma appears twice more in the Office of Martyrs. At Vespers it also functions as a psalm antiphon, but is sung to a different melody requiring a different psalm tone (Ex. 1-2). And a really minimal setting of the verse functions as a concluding versicle (from the Latin versiculum, “little verse”), sung by the officiant and answered by a congregational response at the end of one of the “lesser hours.” The one on Justus ut palma comes at the end of none (Ex. 1-3). The extreme simplicity of the versicle illustrates the direct connection between the importance of an occasion and the elaborateness of the music that enhances it.


  EX. 1-2 Justus ut palma as a Vespers antiphon
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  EX. 1-3 Justus ut palma as a versicle
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  PSALMODY IN PRACTICE: THE MASS


  No fewer than four stichic settings of the Justus ut palma verse are found in the original Gregorian corpus of “Mass propers,” the psalmodic chants for the yearly round of feasts, recorded formulary by formulary in the early Carolingian antiphoners. Like the Office chants, they are more or less elaborate depending on the occasion and the liturgical function they accompany. All of the examples from the Mass are given in square notation, as they are found in the Liber usualis, an anthology of the basic chants for Mass and Office, issued by the Benedictine monks of Solesmes for the use of Catholic congregations following the official adoption of their restored version by Papal decree in 1903.


  The Justus ut palma verse, being an encomium (that is, an expression of praise), is particularly suitable for Mass formularies honoring saints. As an Introit antiphon (Ex. 1-4) it is sung in tandem with the next verse in its parent psalm at Masses commemorating saints who were priests but not bishops (or confessors but not martyrs). Then comes “Bonum est,” the opening verse of Psalm 91 (plus the obligatory doxology, given in a space-saving abbreviation), sung to an accentus tone—the vestigial remains of full cursive psalmody such as now survives only in the Office. Being Mass chants, though, both the antiphon and the vestigial verse are considerably more elaborate, indeed rhetorical, than their Office counterparts.


  The antiphon has a few compound neumes verging on the melismatic style. The very first syllable is set to a seven-note complex that ends with a long drawn-out, throbbing triple note (tristropha). Over palma there is a three-note ascent (salicus), immediately followed by a climacus (cf. “climax”), a three-note descent from a high note (virga, meaning “staff” or “walking stick” after its shape), the latter being sung twice for additional emphasis (bivirga). The highest note, a full octave above the lowest note (on ut), is reached in the middle of a torculus on -ca-, which is then coupled with a clivis to produce a five-note complex. The final phrase of the antiphon, Dei nostri, returns three times to the lowest note before cadencing on D. Overall, the antiphon thus describes the same graceful, characteristic arclike shape we have already observed in microcosm in the Office psalm tones. Meanwhile, the psalm tone used here, in a festal Mass, is almost as pneumatically ornate as the Office antiphons already examined.


  The pair of “alleluia” exclamations that comes between the antiphon and the verse is sung when the saint’s commemoration happens to fall during the fifty-day period after Easter known as Paschal Time, the gladdest season of the church year.


  EX. 1-4 Justus ut palma as Introit
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  The Offertory and the Communion, the psalmodic chants of the Eucharist, have by now been entirely shorn of their psalm verses, which in the case of the Offertory were once very elaborate indeed. They are sung as freestanding antiphons amounting to autonomous stichic “arias” for the choir. The Offertory on Justus ut palma is sung at a Mass commemorating a saint who was a “Doctor of the Church,” especially distinguished for wisdom and learning. (Many of the early Church Fathers whose pronouncements have been quoted in this chapter belong to this category.)


  The setting (Ex. 1-5) is even more ornate than the foregoing example: each of the words set to compound neumes in the Introit (justus, palma, multiplicabitur, plus the Paschal alleluia) now carry full-fledged melismas. In addition, the use of what are called ornamental or liquescent neumes implies a particularly expressive manner of singing, though its exact nature is uncertain. The third note over justus, for example, as well as the second note over cedrus, has a “trembling” shape called quilisma (from the Greek kylio, “to roll”), which may denote a trilling effect or a vibrato. The word in is set to a clivis liquescens or cephalicus, which involved an exaggerated pronunciation of the “liquid” consonant n.


  EX. 1-5 Justus ut palma as Offertory
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  Finally, settings of the Justus ut palma verse function as “lesson chants,” sung between the scripture readings that cap the Synaxis portion of the Mass, at a time when there is little or no liturgical action going on. Of all the chants in the Mass, these are the most florid, because more than any other they are meant as listener’s music, filling the mind with the inexpressible joy of which St. Augustine wrote so eloquently. Justus ut palma is found both as a Gradual, following the Epistle, and as an Alleluia verse (Ex. 1-6), preceding the Gospel. The rhapsodic, essentially textless, fifty-one-note jubilus that follows the word “alleluia” in the latter setting (sung at a Mass commemorating a saint who was an abbot, or head of a monastery) is repeated note for note at the end of the verse, showing an apparent concern for ideal musical shaping that is mirrored on a smaller scale by the internal repetitions (representable as aabb) that make up the internal melisma on the word cedrus. The lesson chants are responsorial chants, in which a soloist (precentor) alternates with the choir (schola). At the beginning, the precentor sings the word “alleluia” up to the asterisk, following which the choir begins again and continues into the jubilus. The same precentor/schola alternation is indicated in the verse (given mainly to the soloist) by the asterisk before multiplicabitur. The choral alleluia is repeated like an antiphon after the verse, giving the whole a rounded (ABA) form.


  EX. 1-6 Justus ut palma as Alleluia
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  EVIDENCE OF “ORAL COMPOSITION”


  The repetitions that give the Alleluia setting its striking shape are memorable not just for the listener, but also for the performer. Such things were, in fact, a vital memory aid in an age of oral composition and show the relationship between this extraordinarily ornate, mystically evocative composition and the simple psalm tone with which our survey of chant genres began. However protracted and however beautiful, the jubilation-melismas served a practical, syntactical purpose as well as a spiritual or esthetic one. Like the mediant and termination formulas in the tones, albeit at a much higher level of expressive artistry, they mark endings and give the precentor and the schola their cues.


  Repetitions of this type not only link the parts of individual chants, they link whole chant families as well. Ex. 1-7 contains two Graduals, each consisting of a melismatic respond and an even more melismatic verse for a virtuoso cantor. The respond in the first of these Graduals, from a formulary assigned in Carolingian times to the commemorative feast of St. John the Baptist, is a setting of the Justus ut palma verse. The second (Ex. 1-7b) is the very famous Easter Gradual, in which the text consists of two verses from Psalm 117, one functioning as respond, the other as soloist’s verse:


  
    R: Haec dies, quam fecit Dominus: exsultemus, et laetemur in ea.

  


  
    V: Confitemini Domino, quoniam bonus: quoniam in saeculum misericordia ejus.

  


  
    [Ps. 117, 24: This is the day which the Lord hath made: we will rejoice and beglad in it.

  


  
    Ps. 117, 1: O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good: because his mercy endureth for ever.]

  


  EX. 1-7A Justus ut palma as Gradual
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  EX. 1-7B Haec dies (Easter Gradual)
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  It is easy to show (here, by bracketing them) that these two chants draw heavily upon a shared fund of melodic turns. In fact a whole family of Graduals, numbering more than twenty in all, have these formulas in common: besides the two given here, they include the Graduals for the Christmas Midnight Mass (to the words Tecum principium, “With Thee in the day of Thy power”) and the funeral Mass, called the Requiem after the opening word of its Introit, which happens to recur in the Gradual (Requiem aeternam, “Eternal rest”). Again, what is striking is that the shared formulas are found most frequently at initial and (especially) cadential points, and that internal repetitions regularly occur to accommodate lengthier texts. In other words, these extremely elaborate chants still behave, under their flowing melismatic raiment, very much like the psalm tones they may once have been.


  How did the one evolve into the other? While we will never find a contemporary witness to musical developments that took place before there were any means of documenting them, an answer to this question is nevertheless suggested by recent research into the practices of more recent, in some cases still active, oral traditions of church music. Nicholas Temperley, investigating the history of what has sometimes been called “the Old Way of Singing” in English parish churches of the seventeenth century and New England Congregational churches of the eighteenth, and the “surge songs” of black churches in the American south, noted a pattern.7 Musically unlettered or semilettered congregations that sing without professional direction over long periods of time tend to develop a characteristic style: “the tempo becomes extremely slow, the sense of rhythm is weakened; extraneous pitches appear, sometimes coinciding with those of the hymn tune, sometimes inserted between them.” Wesley Berg, a Canadian scholar working with Mennonite communities in Western Canada, has corroborated the process by direct observation.8


  What both scholars describe is the transformation, over time, of simple syllabic melodies into ornate, melismatic ones. (And the point about rhythmic weakening jibes tellingly with the notorious nonmetrical rhythm of the chant, about which little is known and about which, therefore, many strong opinions are maintained.) In New England, the process was thought to be one of corruption. Professional singing masters, armed with notated hymnbooks, sought to counteract the tendency by training their congregations to be not only literate but literal-minded in their attitude toward written texts. In a wholly oral age, when alternative methods of transmission were not available, the process of transformation was more likely seen as desirable, since it produced an ever more artistic, “skilled” product. In the context of the evolving Christian liturgy, degrees of melismatic elaboration served as a means of differentiating types of chants as well as liturgical occasions on the basis of their relative “solemnity.” As we will see in the next chapter, moreover, there is evidence that the Gregorian chant itself continued to develop melismatic embellishments in parts of Europe where a relatively fluid oral culture seems to have continued, perhaps for centuries, after the Franks had begun relying on notation as a fixative.


  It used to be thought that the large amount of shared material within chant families reflected a “patchwork” process of composition, called centonization (after the Latin cento, “quilt”). Peter Wagner, one of the pioneering historians of early Christian music, compared centonized chants to articles of jewelry in which prized gems have been selected to receive “a splendid mounting, an ingenious combination, and a tasteful arrangement.”9 Today, scholars prefer a different analogy or model: instead of a fund of individual memorized formulas from which chants are assembled on the basis of artistic ingenuity and taste, one imagines a process of elaboration from a repertory of simple prototypes for various liturgical genres and classes.


  The shared formulas found in the Graduals we have been comparing, for example, are found only in Graduals. Another type of chant that is comparably formulaic in its melodic content is the Tract, a long, sometimes highly melismatic psalm setting that is sung in place of the Alleluia during penitential seasons such as Advent and Lent, when the joyous ejaculation alleluia—Hebrew for “Praise God!”—is suppressed. Tracts come in two mutually exclusive formula-families, and their characteristic turns are not found in any other chant genre.10


  A fund of shared melodic turns characterizing the chants of a given functional type, or those proper to a certain category of ritual observance, is exactly how the term mode is defined in its earliest usages. The concept of mode as formula-family is still prevalent in the Greek Orthodox (Byzantine) church, where the liturgical singing follows what is known as the oktoechos, an eight-week cycle of formulaic “modes” (echoi in Greek).


  Our more recent concept of mode, based on that of a scale, and defined mainly in terms of its final note, fits the Gregorian repertory poorly. (We have already seen, in fact, that Gregorian psalm tones often have a variety of potential final notes, the differentiae—see Ex. 1-8.) The concept of mode as a function of scale and final was originally the product of Frankish and Italian music theory of the tenth and eleventh centuries, in which an attempt was made to organize the chants of the Roman church according to the categories of ancient Greek music theory, which was well known from treatises, even if practical examples of ancient Greek music are virtually nonexistent. (As we shall see, the chants composed by later Frankish musicians who had been trained according to this theory conform much more closely to our accustomed idea of what a mode is.)


  EX. 1-8 Differentiae of the first psalm tone
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  WHY WE WILL NEVER KNOW HOW IT ALL BEGAN


  Yet even if the ancient Greek catalogue of lyre tunings was conceptually foreign, hence irrelevant, to the modal structure of Gregorian chant, the attempt to codify medieval modal theory according to Greek ideas of order was not wholly misplaced. The Greek system and the Gregorian corpus did have one thing self-evidently in common. They both employed what some scholars now call the “diatonic pitch set,” the field of pitches and pitch relationships reducible to a specific arrangement of tones and semitones (“whole steps” and “half steps”), of which the familiar major and minor scales are among the possible representations.


  When staff notation was introduced in the eleventh century, it made tacit yet explicit provision for that arrangement. There is no way of telling the diatonic half steps (between B and C and between E and F) from the whole steps on the basis of their appearance on the staff; from its very beginning, in other words, the staff was “prejudiced” to accommodate the two different sizes of step-interval as musicians had from time immemorial habitually “heard” and deployed them.


  Thus there is no point in inquiring about the historical origins of the diatonic pitch set, our most fundamental musical possession. We will never know them. We can do no better than the legends by which the Greeks sought to explain the origins of their musical practice. In one of these, related by Nicomachus in the second century CE, Pythagoras, the reputed inventor of music, heard beautiful sounds coming unexpectedly out of a blacksmith’s shop. Weighing the anvils the smiths were striking, he discovered the harmonic ratios governing the perfect (“Pythagorean”) consonances, as well as the whole step. Laying these intervals out on a staff, and adding the two extra tones that are obtained when the Pythagorean complex is transposed to begin on each of its own constituent pitches, we may arrive at a primitive five-note (“pentatonic”) scale. Plugging the “gaps,” we find that we have “discovered” the half steps (see Ex. 1-9a).
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  FIG. 1-8 Illustration from a thirteenth-century manuscript of a famous music treatise by John of Cotton, now housed at the Bavarian State Library in Munich, which shows Pythagoras in the blacksmith shop, measuring the harmonic consonances. The inscriptions read, Per fabricam ferri mirum deus imprimit (“By means of a smithy God has imparted a wonder”) and Is Pythagoras ut diversorum/per pondera malleorum/perpendebat secum quae sit concordia vocum (“It was this Pythagoras who, by the weights of the various hammers, worked out the consonances for himself”). The lower panel shows a monochord, a more “modern” device for tone measurement, and a harp, laterally strung like a lyre, which represents music’s power of ethos or moral influence.


  


  Another way of deducing the diatonic pitch set from properties of acoustic resonance is to generate it by fifths radiating outward from a central tone. (If D is chosen for this demonstration the whole complex may be represented on the staff without the use of accidentals.) A trace of this deduction survives in the names of our scale degrees, “dominant” being the name of the tone produced by the first fifth “up,” and subdominant (“underdominant”) being the name of the tone produced by the first fifth “down” (see Ex. 1-9b).


  But these deductions are all long after the fact and have nothing to do with history. They are rationalizations, designed to show that our familiar musical system is “natural.” (Efforts to deduce the diatonic pitch set from the so-called natural harmonics, or “overtones,” are especially ahistorical, because the overtone series was not discovered and described until the eighteenth century.) Yet if the immemorial diatonic pitch set is to be understood as “natural,” it must be understood in terms not only of physical but of human nature. The historical evidence suggests that our diatonically apportioned musical “space,” while grounded in acoustic resonance, may also be the product (or one of the possible products) of a physiological predisposition governing “musical hearing,” that is, our discrimination of meaningful pitch differences and pitch relationships.


  Where actual musical practice is concerned, the relevant historical fact is that people have evidently internalized the diatonic pitch set—carried it around in their heads as a means of organizing, receiving, and reproducing meaningful sound patterns—as far back as what is as of now the very beginning of recorded musical history, some three and a half millennia ago.


  EX. 1-9A Deduction of the diatonic pitch set from the Pythagorean consonances
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  EX. 1-9B Deduction of the diatonic pitch set by fifths


  


  [image: image]


  BEGINNINGS, AS FAR AS WE KNOW THEM


  This new “beginning” was established in 1974 when a team of Assyriologists and musicologists at the University of California at Berkeley managed to decode and transcribe the musical notation on a cuneiform tablet dating from around 1200 BCE that had been unearthed on the site of the ancient Babylonian city of Ugarit, near Ras-Shamra in modern Syria.11 The tablet contained a hymn, composed in Hurrian, a dialect of the Sumerian language, to the goddess Nikkal, the wife of the moon god. The music can be read as being set for a solo voice accompanied homorhythmically by a harp or lyre, thus testifying to a practice of polyphonic composition many centuries before the rise of Christian chant. Most remarkable is how unremarkable this earliest preserved piece of music now seems: it consists of harmonic intervals recognized as consonant in most Western practice, and is easily notated on the normal Western staff because it conforms to the same disposition of diatonic whole and half steps used in Western music since the start of its continuous written tradition (Ex. 1-10). Like the Gregorian chant, the Babylonian melody conforms to the basic contents of the familiar diatonic pitch set, though not to any of our modern ways of patterning it.
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  FIG. 1-9 Harpist in the garden of Sennacherib, shown in a neo-Assyrian bas-relief from the palace at Niniveh, seventh century B.C.E., 500 years later than the earliest musical notation, of similar geographical provenance, to have been successfully transcribed in modern times. That piece, described in the text, could have been performed by one or both of the figures represented here.


  


  EX. 1-10 First phrase of Hurrian cult song from ancient Ugarit, transcribed by Anne Draffkorn Kilmer
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  Pretty much the same may be said about the handful of ancient (if relatively “late”) Greek melodies that happen to survive in decipherable practical sources, as well as the earliest Greek Christian music that grew more or less directly out of prior pagan practice.12 The earliest such Greek remnant, the first of two surviving Delphic Hymns, or paeans to Apollo sung by a priestess at the Delphic oracle’s abode, was set down around 130 BCE on a now only partly legible stone tablet that is kept at the National Archaeological Museum in Delphi. It employs a learned and artificial style, called the “chromatic [i.e., colorful] genus” by the Greeks, in which some of the strings of the lyre were tuned low in order to provide two semitones in direct succession. (Hence the adaptation of the word “chromatic” to denote the much later Western practice of inflecting scale degrees by semitones; Greek theorists also describe an “enharmonic” genus in which the semitones could be replaced by quarter tones.) Ex. 1-11a shows the second half of the melody, in which the embellishing “chromatic semitones” are most prevalent, adapted from a somewhat speculative transcription made about eighty years ago by the French archaeologist Théodore Reinach: it reproduces the melodic pitches exactly as “alphabetically” notated in the source but infers the meter and rhythm from that of the text.
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  FIG. 1-10 Attic Greek amphora (jar), ca.490 B.C.E., showing someone singing to a lyre. Greek music theory was mainly confined to prescribing tunings for the lyre, in three genera, or types: diatonic, chromatic, and enharmonic. These words have survived in modern musical terminology, although not with precisely the same meanings.


  


  Ex. 1-11b contains the earliest surviving artifact of actual Christian service music, a fragment from the close of a Greek hymn to the Holy Trinity, notated on a papyrus strip during the fourth centuryCE and discovered in 1918. The hymn is probably a translated extract from the liturgy of the Syriac Christian church. Although we cannot be certain (since it is our only example), it seems to be built up out of a diatonic formula-family. It is the earliest surviving representative, by six or seven centuries, of the Greek-texted music of the Orthodox (that is, official) church of the Eastern Roman Empire, known as the Byzantine Empire after Byzantium (or Constantinople), its capital until 1453.


  EX. 1-11A Second stanza of the First Delphic Hymn, transcribed by Egert Pöhlmann and Martin L. West
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  Unlike the Western Roman church, which came to cultivate the traditional prosepoetry of the Psalter as its main sphere of musical creativity, the Eastern Orthodox church emphasized hymnody, newly composed “songs with praise of God” in metrical verse. This repertory, known as Byzantine chant, consists of hymns in many liturgical genres or categories ranging from the single-stanza troparion (for the Vigil, or Night Office) and sticheron (for the day services), which attach themselves to psalms in a manner matching that of the Gregorian antiphon—through the kontakion (from the Greek for “scroll”), an elaborate metrical sermon in as many as 30 stanzas—to the kanon (from the Greek for “rule”), a magnificent cycle of nine odes, each based on a different metrical prototype or model stanza called a hiermos.


  EX. 1-11B Fourth verse of a proto-Byzantine Hymn to the Trinity, transcribed by E. Pöhlmann and M. West
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  One of the oldest melodies still in active liturgical use is the one called “Credo I” in modern chant books (Ex. 1-12). It is a setting of the Nicene Creed: a recitation of articles of Christian faith that was adopted in the fourth century, originally for use in the baptism ceremony. The Creed eventually joined the Eucharistic liturgy, sung first in the Eastern churches, later (sixth centuryCE) in Spain and in Ireland. It was adopted by the Franks in 798 and was formally incorporated into the “universal” (or “Catholic”) Latin Mass by Pope Benedict VIII in 1014, positioned between the Gospel reading and the Offertory as the divider between the synaxis and Eucharist services.


  Despite its late adoption, the formulas to which this venerable text is most often sung are demonstrably archaic and demonstrably Greek. Its formula-family, with its regular use of B-flat and E to surround the reciting tone on G, and its final cadence on E, is a rather exotic specimen within the Gregorian corpus. (But compare the Offertory on Justus ut palma in Ex. 1-5.) Yet although it seems to emphasize the odd interval of a diminished fifth, the melody nevertheless fully conforms to the intervallic structure of the diatonic pitch set. Transposed up a fifth or down a fourth it could be accommodated on the staff without accidentals. (The reason why it is not notated at that pitch level in the Gregorian sources will become clear in the next chapter.)


  EX. 1-12 Beginning of “Credo I”
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  As these very old melodies suggest, there are many ways of patterning and embellishing the diatonic pitch set, giving rise to any number of historical, culturebound musical styles. Tracing their development will be one of this book’s primary tasks. Yet history also suggests that the pitch set as such—the raw material, so to speak, that precedes patterning—may be a natural “datum,” given to a degree in external nature (the physics of sound) but, more relevantly, in human nature (call it the physiology of sound cognition). Within the tradition of Western music, there may be cognitive universals that, as in language, underlie and undergird all cultural practices, and (the downside, some may feel) set limits to them.


  


  


  CHAPTER 2

  New Styles and Forms


  FRANKISH ADDITIONS TO THE ORIGINAL

  CHANT REPERTORY


  LONGISSIMAE MELODIAE


  Amalar (or Amalarius) of Metz, an urban cleric and a disciple of Alcuin, served Charlemagne and his successor Louis as both churchman and statesman. He was one of the supervisors of the Carolingian chant and liturgy reform, and virtually our sole witness to it. After a diplomatic sojourn in Rome in 831, Amalar spent the remaining decades of his life compiling liturgical books, to which he added commentaries replete with information about the church singing he had heard, which he wished to see transplanted to Frankish soil. Although Amalar did not use neumes (possibly because he lived just too early to have had the option of using them), his descriptions of the ways in which the Roman chant was adapted to the use of the Franks are uniquely detailed and vivid.


  One thing we learn from Amalar is that the Roman cantors he observed had taken one of their real showpieces—a neuma triplex, a huge threefold melisma from a matins responsory commemorating St. John the Baptist’s day (December 27)—and transferred it back to Christmas, where its festive jubilation seemed even more appropriate. This practice was part of a general trend, which Amalar wanted to abet, toward adorning the liturgy with special music. Christmas, liturgically the most elaborate of days (on which, for example, not one but three Masses were sung: at midnight and at dawn as well as at the usual hour between terce and sext), was of course especially favored. The neuma triplex was available for insertion, however, wherever it was wanted. In different sources it is found associated with the feast of the Holy Innocents and with the feasts of various saints as celebrated, with special pomp, in their home diocese.


  The third and most sumptuous of the neuma triplex melismas, with its seventy-eight notes, may be the longest melodia, or stretch of textless vocalizing, in the entire repertory of medieval chant. In Example 2-1, the concluding words (fabricae mundi, “of the structure of the world”) from Descendit de caelis (“He descended from Heaven”), the crowning responsory from Christmas matins, are given first in their “normal” form, then with the neuma triplex melisma as eventually written down in staff notation about three centuries after Amalar described it. (We can assume that it still pretty much resembles the eighth-century melody Amalar described because it concords well with unheighted neumes in much older manuscripts.)


  Amalar enthusiastically endorses the practice of interpolating such neumae or melismas into festive chants, in keeping with the old idea of “jubilated” singing. Noting that in its original context (the feast of St. John the Baptist) the triple melisma fell on the word intellectus, which he interprets to mean an ecstatic or mystical kind of “understanding” beyond the power of words to convey, Amalar exhorts monastic musicians that “if you ever come to the ‘understanding’ in which divinity and eternity are beheld, you must tarry in that ‘understanding,’ rejoicing in song without words which pass away.”1


  EX. 2-1 Neuma triplex
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  This passage from Amalar recalls the famous words in which St. Augustine, five hundred years earlier, had extolled the “jubilated” singing of his day, associated by the time of Amalar chiefly with the Mass Alleluia. And sure enough, Amalar writes enthusiastically of another Roman practice, that of replacing the traditional jubilus, the melisma on the “-ia” of “Alleluia,” with an even longer melody, which he describes as “a jubilation that the singers call a sequentia,” presumably because of the way it followed after the Alleluia chant.2


  That the Franks enthusiastically adopted the practice of adorning their service music with ever lengthier melodiae we learn from Agobard of Lyons, another ninthcentury ecclesiastical observer, who condemned what Amalar endorsed. From childhood to old age, Agobard complained, the singers in the schola spent all their time improving their voices instead of their souls, boasted of their virtuosity and their memories, and vied with one another in melismatic contest. The sequentia repertoire was the tamed and scripted issue of these frantic oral engagements.


  PROSA


  Like the jubilus itself, the early sequentia vocalises—sung on the word “Alleluia” but so melismatic as to be virtually textless—had many internal phrase repetitions designed to make them easier to memorize. Another memory aid employed by Frankish singers was of far-reaching artistic significance: they added words to melismatic chants that turned them, perhaps paradoxically, into syllabic hymns. This led to a fantastic flowering of new devotional song that developed over three centuries and reached its peak in twelfthcentury France.


  Its beginnings are what concern us now. Amalar’s neuma triplex can serve as our starting point. As its surviving sources attest, it begat several little prose poems, or prosulae; compare the pair in Example 2-2 with the climactic third melisma in Ex. 2-1.


  The texts are in prose (or “art-prose” as it has been called, since its diction is very high-flown) because the original melody, like most melismatic chants, is rhythmically rhapsodic and irregular. (The use of prose was nothing new, of course; the psalms themselves are examples of art-prose.) But the melody’s one regularizing feature—the use of a repeated phrase at the outset (disguised by the interpolation of a pair of low notes)—lends the texted version a slight suggestion of strophic or “couplet” form. (In strophic form every line of text is set to the same melody; in couplet form the melody changes after every pair of lines.) Also note parenthetically the interpolated “key signature” of one flat in Ex. 2-2a. This was not part of the original notation, but reflects the way we assume any medieval singer would have sung a melody in which B immediately preceded or followed an F, or in which F and B described the outer limits of a melodic “turn.” (The augmented fourth, not recognized by the Frankish music theory we will shortly be investigating, was adjusted to the perfect fourth in practice long before it was “prohibited” in theory.)


  A similar underlaying of a prose text or prosula to a preexisting melisma adorns a famous chant we met in the previous chapter. The eleventh-century Gradual of St. Yrieux, which contains elaborated versions of the Mass propers, has what looks like a syllabic version of the Alleluia Justus ut palma: an entire poem is interpolated into the text of its verse to correspond with the notes of the long melisma on “cedrus.” As we may recall from Ex. 1-6, that melisma is distinguished by regularizing internal repetitions that can be represented as aabb. When the prose text is underlaid to the melisma, the resulting prosula has the appearance of a poem in couplets (pairs of lines set to the same tune). As we shall see, paired verses are characteristic of many medieval chants. We may be witnessing the procedure in its embryo (compare Ex. 2-3 with Ex. 1-6).


  EX. 2-2A Prosulae to the neuma triplex, Facture tue


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 2-2B Prosulae to the neuma triplex, Rex regum
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  EX. 2-3 Prosulated version of Alleluia, Justus ut palma


  


  [image: image]


  


  An early witness to the practice of “prosulation”—as good a term as any for the interpolation of syllabic texts into melismatic tunes—is Notker Balbulus (Notker the Stammerer, d. 912), a monk at the East Frankish monastery of St. Gallen, already known to us as Charlemagne’s first biographer. In the introduction to his Book of Hymns (Liber hymnorum), which dates from about 880, Notker recalls that in his youth he learned the practice from a monk who had escaped from the West Frankish abbey of Jumièges (near Rouen in northwestern France), after it had been laid waste by marauding “Normans” (that is, Vikings).3 This would have been in 852, about twenty years after Amalar had first described the sequentia and promoted it among the Franks. This monk, Notker tells us, had with him an antiphoner in which some sequentia melismas had been “prosulated.” Notker, so he tells us, leapt at this device for making extra-long vocalises (longissimae melodiae, he calls them) memorable, and went on, so he boasts, to invent what we now call the sequence.


  SEQUENCES


  We now use the English word “sequence,” derived from the Latin sequentia (or, sometimes, “prose,” derived from the Latin prosa) to denote not the jubilus-replacing melisma itself but the syllabic hymn that (as Notker tells us) was originally derived from it by matching prose syllables to its constituent notes. The sequence eventually became a canonical part of the Mass, on a par with the Alleluia that it followed and the Gospel reading that it preceded. It is one of the indigenous Frankish contributions to the evolving “Roman” liturgy, and Notker (despite the studied modesty of his diction) may have exaggerated his role in its creation.
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  FIG. 2-1 Notker Balbulus, a ninthcentury monk from the Swiss monastery of St. Gallen, shown in an illumination from a manuscript probably prepared there some 200 years later. He looks as though he is cudgeling his brain to recall a longissima melodia, as he tells us he did in the preface to his Liber hymnorum (Book of hymns), which contains some early examples of prosulated melismas known as sequences.


  


  Also evidently exaggerated in his telling is the dependency of the sequence, as Notker and others actually practiced it in the late ninth century, on the earlier sequentia described by Amalar. Only a handful of surviving sequences (out of the thirty-three in Notker’s book, only eight) can be linked up with a known sequentia melisma. By the time Notker completed his book, the sequence had already matured into a substantial composition, fresh in both words and music and novel in style, that was sometimes (but far from always) modeled on a liturgical Alleluia melody. It is of course possible that a lost or unrecorded sequentia lurks behind each of Notker’s “hymns.” But to assume that this is the case would be to confuse the origin of the genre with the origin of each individual specimen (as if every symphony were assumed to be an operatic overture because, as historians have learned, the earliest ones were). That kind of false assumption about origins is known as the “genetic fallacy.” To illustrate the early sequence we can examine two specimens from Notker’s own Liber hymnorum, reminding ourselves that Notker himself was able to notate only the texts of his sequences; the melodies come from later manuscripts that may or may not transmit them exactly as Notker composed or adapted them in the ninth century. Angelorum ordo (Ex. 2-4a) represents the earliest stage, a simple prosulated sequentia melisma that belongs to the Alleluia Excita Domine (third Sunday in Advent). It conforms to Notker’s description of how the sequence was born. The little melodic repetitions are of the kind we have already encountered in many melismatic chants.


  Altogether different is Rex regum (Ex. 2-4b), a mature sequence that happens to share its text incipit with one of the items in Ex. 2-2. Its opening melodic phrase is artfully derived from the Alleluia Justus ut palma (Ex. 1-6); there are other similarities between the two melodies as well. The sequence may thus have been meant to link up with that particular Alleluia (sung at St. Gallen, Notker’s monastery, at the Mass commemorating St. John the Baptist), but there is no reason to suppose it would have been limited to that use. The melodic resemblance being approximate rather than exact, it has effect of an allusion: an honorific, like those in the text, that might compliment any distinguished churchman. In any case, the reference to Justus ut palma is not in this case the automatic result of an adaptive process but a deliberate artistic touch, replete with a couple of neumes that in this context suggest flourishes.


  Thereafter, the sequence proceeds in strictly syllabic couplets, successive pairs of lines sung to repeated portions of the melody. (In sequences of a later date, when texts in rhymed verse replaced the earlier “prosa” type, the couplets are often called “paired versicles.”) There is no preexisting sequentia melisma with such a regular structure, but it would remain standard for sequences for the next three hundred years. That structure, which begins to suggest strophic repetitions, may be the reason why Notker called his compositions “hymns.”


  HOW THEY WERE PERFORMED


  Even greater regularity, and even greater independence from preexistent models, can be seen in Rex caeli (Fig. 2-2; its first five lines are transcribed in Ex. 2-5), a composition of such sophisticated, artful shape that its status as a sequence has been questioned. (So let’s call it a sequence-type hymn.) Unlike most early sequences, it is structurally “rounded” on several levels. Its lines are arranged not only in couplets but occasionally in quatrains—groups of four successive lines sung to the same melody. The melody of the first couplet recurs in the fourth, and the whole series of seven melodic strains then repeats (in a so-called double cursus or “double run-through”) to provide the next seven. The last pair of melodic units recapitulates the opening and closing strains of the cursus. Line lengths are almost uniformly in multiples of four syllables (eight, twelve, sixteen), giving an impression of regular meter. Not only that, but the words of many of the couplets are linked by such a strong use of assonance—similarity of vowel placement—as to approach rhyme.


  EX. 2-4A Sequence by Notker Balbulus, Angelorum ordo
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  EX. 2-4B Sequence by Notker Balbulus, Rex regum
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  This was not only a remarkable composition but a famous one. It is found complete on a French manuscript leaf dating from the tenth century, but we know that it was a ninthcentury composition—and already famous in the ninth century—because its first two couplets were chosen as a didactic illustration in Musica enchiriadis (“Handbook of music”), the earliest surviving Frankish treatise about practical musicmaking, which is thought to date from some time between 860 and 900. The illustration is reproduced in Fig. 2-2. It is one of several examples in the treatise of polyphonic singing, and can serve us as a forceful reminder that polyphony was routinely practiced among the Franks as early as we have any evidence of their musical practice at all.


  In this arrangement (transcribed in Ex. 2-6), the upper voice sings the original Rex caeli melody, for which reason it is called the “principal voice” (vox principalis). The lower voice, called the vox organalis because it produces the harmony or counterpoint (called organum at the time), begins at the unison and holds on to its initial pitch as a drone until the principal voice has reached the interval of a fourth above it, the smallest interval considered consonant according to the theory of the time. At this point, the two voices move in parallel until the cadence (or occursus, as it was called, meaning the coming-together), which restores the unison. In the second phrase, the augmented fourth against B is avoided first by sustaining the “organal” G, and then by leaping to E. Once again unison is restored at the end.
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  FIG. 2-2 Rex caeli Domine, a sequence-like hymn probably dating from the ninth century. (a) Its most complete source, a French manuscript from the tenth century written in an alphabetic notation that specifies pitch precisely. (b) Its earliest source, the ninthcentury treatise Musica enchiriadis, which shows a fragment of it, in a similar notational style, adapted to illustrate a common practice whereby monophonic chants were amplified polyphonically in performance. This provides evidence of polyphony as early as any evidence of the chant itself.


  


  EX. 2-5 Rex caeli Domine (Fig. 2-2a) transcribed


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 2-6 Polyphonic example from Musica enchiriadis (Fig. 2-2b) transcribed


  


  [image: image]


  


  This is not a polyphonic “composition.” Rather, it is an example of how Frankish cantors harmonized the chants they sang “by ear.” How did that style of harmony get into their ears? The answer to that question is lost among the unnotated musical repertories that existed alongside the privileged repertory of notated Roman and Frankish chant. Literate musicians have always been much affected by the music in their aural environment, and the performance of all music, whether written down or not, is governed in part by unwritten conventions. (Otherwise, one could learn to compose or to play the piano simply by reading books.) We can assume that the monks who recorded our first examples of polyphony were not inventing it but adapting it from oral (probably secular) practice, and that the early examples were meant as models for application to other melodies.


  Which melodies? More likely the new Frankish repertory of proses, hymns, and suchlike than the canonical Roman chant. That chant, being largely psalmodic, had (as we have seen) an exceptional “ethical” tradition demanding unison performance. The other, simpler examples given in Musica enchiriadis of polyphonic “performance practice” (strictly parallel doubling at the fourth, the fifth, and the octave) are based, like the one shown in Fig. 2-2, on syllabic Frankish compositions in the new style. But we do not really know what restrictions or preferences there may have been at this time; and it is tantalizingly possible that polyphonic singing was not the exception but the rule, at least in certain monastic communities.


  The other remarkable feature of the Rex caeli hymn, both in its complete source and as quoted in Musica enchiriadis, is its notation. It is called Daseian notation after the Greek prosodia daseia, the “sign of rough breathing” used in various modified forms by Greek music theorists to indicate pitches, and it is found mainly in didactic treatises. In Fig. 2-2b, Daseian signs showing the pitches from c to a are written in ascending order inside the column preceding the first phrase of Rex caeli, and those from c to c’ precede the wider-ranging second phrase. Here is proof that the Franks had at their disposal a notation that showed exact pitches. They could have used it in their chant manuscripts, too, if they had wanted to do so. Again we must confront the fact that music was still primarily an art of memory, and that in practical sources all that was required was enough notation to bring a melody forward, so to speak, from the back of the mind. “Sight-reading,” as we know it today, was not yet thought a useful skill.


  HYMNS


  The sequence, although it was the most elaborate, was only one of many new musical forms with which the Franks adorned and amplified the imported Roman chant, and made it their own. The strophic office hymn was another genre that they cultivated avidly. The Latin liturgy had known hymnody since at least the fourth century, but for doctrinal reasons it was rejected in Rome (and so it was not part of the repertory brought north under the Carolingians). St. Augustine recounts that his teacher St. Ambrose, the fourth-century bishop of Milan, had adapted hymns from Greek practice for full congregational singing during vigils. The greatest Latin hymnographer after Ambrose was a contemporary of Pope Gregory named Venantius Fortunatus (d. ca. 600), an Italian who served as bishop of Poitiers in west-central France. His most famous composition, Pange lingua gloriosi (“Sing, O my tongue”), used a metrical scheme (trochaic tetrameter) that would be widely imitated by later hymn composers.


  Both Ambrose’s fourth-century Milanese texts and Venantius’s sixth-century “Gallican” ones remained current into the twentieth century, but no melodies can be documented before the year 1000, and once they begin appearing in monastic manuscripts, they appear in such profusion that most of the oldest texts are provided with as many as a dozen or more tunes. There is no telling which or how many of them date from before the ninth century, but the overwhelming majority conform so much better with the tonal criteria established by the ninthcentury Frankish music theorists (whose work we will shortly be investigating) than they do with the tonal types of the Roman chant, that their Frankish origin seems virtually certain.
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  FIG. 2-3 St. Ambrose, the fourth-century governor and bishop of Milan who introduced Byzantine-style hymn-singing to the Western church. He is shown writing, in an illumination—initial F (Frater Ambrosius)—from the Bible of Pedro de Pamplona, Seville, MS 56-5-1, fol. 2.


  


  Hymnody is the apparent antithesis (or rather, the calculated complement) of psalmody. Where psalms and their stichic appendages are lofty and numinous, conducive to spiritual repose and contemplation, hymns are the liturgy’s popular songs: markedly rhythmical (whether their rhythms are organized by syllable count or by actual meter), strongly profiled in melody, conducive to enthusiasm. The first verses of three of the most famous ones are given in Ex. 2-7. At this point they may be regarded primarily as illustrations of the genre, but later they will serve as examples of contrasting tonalities within the Frankish “mode” system (and later still, we will see them embodied in polyphonic settings by famous composers).


  Ave maris stella (“Hail, Star of the sea”) is an acclamation to the Blessed Virgin Mary intended for one of the many offices devoted to her that burgeoned in the Franco-Roman liturgy around the time of the early neumated manuscripts. The text is securely dated to the ninth century. The rather decoratively neumatic tune, the most famous of several associated with the poem, makes its appearance in the extant manuscripts somewhat later. In a still primarily oral age, however, the date of a melody’s earliest written source bears no reliable witness to the date of its creation.


  The version of Pange lingua that follows is not Venantius’s original but a reworking—called “parody,” but without any connotation of satire—by St. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274), composed for the office of Corpus Christi (veneration of the body of Christ). Like our contemporary satirical parodies, medieval sacred parodies (also called contrafacta) were meant to be sung to traditional tunes, so that in this case the melody is far older than the words. Both this example and the preceding one testify in their opposite ways to the fluidity of the text-music relationship in this and many other medieval sung repertories.


  Veni creator spiritus, the great Pentecost hymn and something of a Carolingian anthem, has been attributed honorifically to many famous Franks, including Hrabanus Maurus (d. 856), the archbishop of Mainz, and even Charlemagne himself. The poem employs the so-called Ambrosian stanza (four lines of eight syllables each), established by the original Latin hymnodist five centuries before; but the dynamically arching melody, its successive phrases marking cadences on what we still identify as “primary” scale degrees, is of exemplary Frankish design.


  EX. 2-7A Three Frankish hymns
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  EX. 2-7B Pange lingua gloriosi
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  EX. 2-7C Veni creator spiritus


  


  [image: image]


  TROPES


  Sequences and hymns were complete compositions in their own right—freestanding songs, so to speak, on a par (but contrasting in style) with the psalmodic chants of the inherited Roman chant. Another large category of Frankish compositions consisted of chants that did not stand alone but were attached in various ways and for various reasons to other—usually older, canonical—chants. One of the commonest ways of attaching new musical settings to older ones was by casting the new one as a preface, to amplify and interpret the old one for the benefit of contemporary worshipers. Although the practice, like most Frankish musical innovations, can be dated to the ninth century, it was cultivated most intensely beginning in the tenth, reflecting (if only indirectly) the spiritual and creative ideals of the so-called Cluniac reform of monastic life.


  The Benedictine monastery of Cluny, in east-central France, was founded by the Abbot Berno in 910 under the patronage of Guillaume (William) the Pious, the first duke of Aquitaine. It was established on land recently won by William from the duke of Burgundy and deeded to the monastery outright so as to free it from lay interference. There, Berno sought to reestablish the original Benedictine discipline that had seriously eroded during two centuries of Norse invasion. The chief means of purifying monastic life was vastly to increase the amount of time and energy devoted to liturgical observances. That meant not only expanding the duration and gravity of services but also educating the monks in devotion. This was a possible purpose of the newly composed prefaces, called tropes (from the Latin tropus, possibly related to the Byzantine-Greek troparion, or nonscriptural hymn stanza in art-prose).


  The primary sites of troping were the antiphons of the Mass proper. Attached most characteristically to the Introit, the trope became a comment on the Mass as a whole, as if to say, “We are celebrating Mass today, and this is the reason.” Tropes were also attached to the other Gregorian antiphons that accompanied ritual action, especially the Offertory (“we are offering gifts, and this is the reason”) and the Communion (“we are tasting the wine and the wafer, and this is the reason”). While troping became a very widespread practice as the Cluniac reform spread over large areas of France, Germany, and northern Italy, the individual tropes were a more local and discretionary genre than the canonical chant. A given antiphon can be found with many different prefaces in various sources, reflecting local liturgical customs.


  At their most elaborate, tropes could function not only as preface to a complete Introit, say, but also as prefaces to each stichic psalm-verse in the antiphon, or to the cursive verse or verses that followed, or even to the doxology formula. Thus, in practice, tropes could take the form of interpolations as well as prefaces. Unlike the syllabic sequence, which contrasted starkly with the melismatic alleluia that it followed, tropes imitated the neumatic style of the antiphons to which they were appended, to all intents and purposes becoming part of them. Because the first words of chants are always sung by the precentor to set the pitch, it is thought that the tropes may have been differentiated from the choral antiphons by being assigned to soloists.


  Manuscripts containing tropes, called “tropers,” are preeminently associated with two monasteries. One is the East Frankish monastery of St. Gallen, where Notker played his part in the development of the sequence, and where the monk Tuotilo (d. 915) may have had a similar hand in the development of the trope. The other is the West Frankish monastery of St. Martial at Limoges in southwestern France, which in the tenth century belonged, like Cluny, to the Duchy of Aquitaine. The three tropes or sets of tropes in Ex. 2-8 and Ex. 2-9 are all found in tenth-century St. Martial tropers (but with later concordances in staff notation), and all meant to enlarge upon the same canonical item—the Introit of the Easter Sunday Mass, the most copiously troped item in the entire liturgy.


  The canonical text of the Introit consists of excerpts from three verses—18, 5, and 6 respectively—of Psalm 138, words that by the ninth century already had a long tradition of Christian exegesis, or doctrinal interpretation. Within the original Psalm, the verse excerpt that opens the Introit—Resurrexi, et adhuc tecum sum (“I arose, and am still with thee”)—refers to an awakening from sleep. Amalar of Metz was one of the many Christian commentators who construed these words as having been addressed by the eternal Christ to his Father through the unwitting agency of the psalmist David, and thus to refer prophetically to the event the Easter Mass commemorates: Christ’s resurrection from the dead on the third day after his crucifixion. It was one of the functions of the tropes to confirm this interpretation and render it explicit.


  The first and simplest trope in the sample (Ex. 2-8a) consists of a single exhortation or invitation to the choir to sing, strengthening the assumption that the trope would have been performed by a precentor or cantor. Despite its brevity, it manages most economically to accomplish the task of an exegetical trope, identifying the psalmist’s words with the victory of Christ. Ex. 2-8b contains what might be called a full set of tropes to the Introit, introducing not only the first stich but each of the other two as well. An even more elaborate set has a fourth line to set off the concluding “alleluia.” Like the one in Ex. 2-8b, it amplifies the psalm verses with a patchwork of texts freely mined and adapted from the Bible and meant in this context, like the Introit verses themselves, to represent the words of Christ. Yet another set of Introit tropes from St. Martial embeds the Introit text within a narrative that imitates the style of the Gospels, and attaches neumae or interpolated melismas to each stich in the antiphon as a further embellishment.


  EX. 2-8A Prefatory trope to the Easter Introit, Resurrexi
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  EX. 2-8B The Easter Introit, larded with two sets of tropes from the monastery of St. Martial
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  By all odds the most famous of the Resurrexi tropes, probably the most famous of all tropes, are the ones that recount the visitatio sepulchri—the visit of the three Marys to Christ’s tomb on the morning after his burial—in the form of a dialogue between them and the angel who announces the Resurrection, thus furnishing a very neat transition into the Introit text. In Ex. 2-9, which gives an early version of this trope from a St. Gallen manuscript dating around 950, the text carries special directions (known in liturgical books as rubrics, since they were often entered in red ink made from rubrica, Latin for “red earth”) somewhat needlessly specifying what is a “question” (interrogatio) and what an “answer” (responsorium). These rubrics seem to be an indication that two (or several) singers were to act out the dialogue in parts. Tropes like this one were the earliest and simplest of what became a large repertory of Latin church plays (sometimes called “liturgical dramas”) with music. More elaborate ones will be described in the next chapter.


  Like many favorite chants, the Easter dialogue trope gave rise to parodies. An eleventh-century manuscript at St. Martial contains a dialogue trope for Christmas that mimics the Easter prototype in entertaining detail, beginning with the famous incipit Quem quaeritis (“Whom do you seek?”), then substituting the manger for the tomb and the shepherds for the Marys. Once again, the object is to justify an Old Testament reading as a prophecy of Christ’s coming, in this case the famous lines from the book of Isaiah (“Unto us a child is born”) on which the Christmas Introit is based. Christmas, too, became a fertile site of church dramas (“manger plays”) in centuries to come. Scholars used to think that the eventual medieval church plays, enacted not at Mass but after matins, were amplifications of actual Introit tropes (tropes on tropes, so to speak). The relationship has turned out to be far less direct than that, but the general practice of acting out the liturgy did nevertheless originate in the dialogue tropes for Easter and Christmas.


  EX. 2-9 Easter dialogue trope (Quem quaeritis in sepulchro)
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  THE MASS ORDINARY


  Finally, Frankish composers were responsible for creating fancy melodies for the invariant texts of the Mass liturgy, the ones recited at every Mass regardless of the occasion. There had not been any need for such settings in pre-Carolingian times, because these texts—acclamations all—had not yet been assigned stable liturgical positions. Their adoption by the Franks reflects a love of pomp, most likely transferred from civic ceremonial (like the laudes regiae, the “royal acclamations,” with which Charlemagne was greeted after his Roman coronation). Once these texts became fixed, they could be written down as part of the Mass ordo (Latin for “order of events”), which listed things to do at a given service.


  The texts (and chants) proper to the unique occasion were collected in their own books (antiphoners, graduals, and the like). Those that were sung at every Mass were included in the ordo itself. Hence to musicians the term “Mass Ordinary” (from ordinarium missae) has come to mean, precisely, the five invariant texts sung by the choir: Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei. These began to receive significant musical attention in the Carolingian period; much later they began to get set as a unified polyphonic cycle, spawning a tradition of Mass composition that lasted into the twentieth century, to which many famous composers of the standard concert repertory (Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, to name a few) made contributions. Another text that was often included in the early ordinary formularies was the dismissal versicle (Ite, missa est—from which the term Missa, for Mass, was adopted) and its response, Deo gratias (“Thanks be to God”).
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  FIG. 2-4 Ivory book cover, probably of a sacramentary or a graduale, from the court of Charles the Bald, Charlemagne’s grandson, who ruled the kingdom of the West Franks from 843 to 877. It shows the Eucharist service—the second part of the solemn Mass, in which the wine and host are miraculously transformed.


  


  The Gloria, also known as the “Gloria in excelsis” or Greater Doxology (to distinguish it from the “Gloria patri” formula or Lesser Doxology, inserted at the end of psalms and canticles), was the first to be cultivated. Its text begins with two verses or stichs from the Gospel of St. Luke, quoting the angels’ greeting to the shepherds on the night of the Nativity. For this reason, before it was assigned to its fixed position in the Mass, the Gloria in excelsis was often used as a Christmas processional hymn, forming the culmination of the celebrants’ entrance. (It was also used this way at Easter; and after it joined the Mass, it was not sung during the penitential weeks preceding those two feasts so that its reappearance would express seasonal gladness.) Following the angelic hymn are a series of laudes that may actually have originated in the context of ruler worship. Next come a series of litanies, or petitions, and finally a concluding praise-song. While its earliest use seems to have been congregational, implying a simple, formulaic style, the Glorias preserved in Frankish manuscripts are neumatic chants with occasional melismas, and (once past the celebrant’s intonation) are clearly intended for the clerical or monastic schola. Ex. 2-10 is a ninthcentury Gloria melody, one of the earliest of the forty or so surviving Frankish settings. (Its number, IV, is the one assigned to it in modern chant books.)


  The Sanctus is a biblical acclamation (from the book of Isaiah). Under its Hebrew name, Kedusha, it has been part of the Jewish worship service since ancient times, whence it was taken over by the earliest Christians as the congregation’s part of the “eucharistic” (thanksgiving) prayer. Even in its Latin form, the text retains a pair of Hebrew words: Sabaoth (“hosts”) and Hosanna (“save us”). The earliest Frankish settings, like Ex. 2-11, date from the tenth century. By then, like the Gloria, it was sung not by the entire congregation but by the trained schola.


  The Agnus Dei has a much shorter history in the liturgy than the Sanctus, having been introduced to the Mass only in the seventh century, to accompany the breaking of bread before communion. At first it was cast as litanies, with an unspecified number of repetitions of the acclamation to the Lamb of God, answered by the congregational prayer, “have mercy on us.” Later the chant was standardized and abbreviated, limited to three acclamations, and with the third response changed to “grant us peace.” This happened right around the time the Franks were busy composing their “ordinary” chants, and so the early melodies were in this case coeval with the text. Of the two following examples, the first (Ex. 2-12a) probably represents a survival from the older litany practice, while the second (Ex. 2-12b), a Frankish arrangement and abridgment of the earliest (Greek) surviving melody for the Agnus Dei, is cast in a rounded “ternary form” (ABA) to match the adapted text. Its neumatic antiphon-like style makes it suitable for performance by the schola.


  Since the ordinary chants were composed precisely when the practice of antiphontroping was at its height, they too played host to sometimes very extended tropes. Particularly rich is the repertory of Gloria tropes, many of which were proper to specific feasts or classes of feast (such as those in honor of the Blessed Virgin). These tropes often took the form of additional laudes or acclamations, inserted in between the standard ones. One such verse that seemed to live a life of its own in the manuscripts went Regnum tuum solidum permanebit in aeternum (“Your abiding reign will endure forever”). It is found following “Tu solus altissimus, Jesu Christe” in many sources, associated with many different Gloria melodies.


  EX. 2-10 Gloria IV
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  What is especially fascinating is the way in which Regnum tuum solidum itself became a site for embellishment. In some sources, an impressive neuma (as Amalar would have called it) has been grafted in to coincide with the first syllable of the word permanebit (“will endure”). This seems to be an example of what would later be called “tone painting,” since the melisma, by stretching the word out, in effect illustrates its meaning. And then, in other sources, the melisma is subjected in turn to syllabic texting in the form of a prosula. Thus two types of liturgical embroidery—melodic (neuma) and textual (prosula)—have been combined with a melodic/textual interpolation (trope) in one magnificent clump (Ex. 2-13).


  EX. 2-11 Sanctus I
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  EX. 2-12A Agnus XVIII
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  EX. 2-12B Agnus II
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  EX. 2-13 A prosula within a neuma within a laus within a Gloria
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  KYRIES


  The remaining “ordinary” chant, the Kyrie eleison, has a more complex—indeed, a somewhat puzzling—history. Its special status is evident first of all from its language: the one Greek survival in the Latin Mass. Kyrie eleison means the same thing as Domine, miserere nobis: namely, “Lord, have mercy on us” (compare the middle part of the Gloria in Excelsis and the Agnus Dei refrain). It used to be a common liturgical response, especially appropriate for use in the long series of petitions known as litanies, which often accompanied processions. Pope Gregory the Great, in one of the few musically or liturgically significant acts that may be firmly associated with his name, decreed in a letter that the formula Kyrie eleison should alternate with Christe eleison (“Christ [that is, Savior], have mercy on us”). By the ninth century, when the Frankish musicians went to work on the chant, the Kyrie had been established as a ninefold acclamation: thrice Kyrie eleison, thrice Christe eleison, thrice Kyrie eleison.


  As in the case of the other “ordinary” chants, there are simple Kyries that probably reflect early congregational singing, and more decorative melodies that were probably produced at the Frankish monasteries, beginning in the tenth century, for performance by the schola. These more artful Kyrie tunes often reflect the shape of the litany they adorn, matching its ninefold elaboration of a three-part idea with patterns of repetition like AAA BBB AAA’ or AAA BBB CCC’. (In both cases the last invocation—the A’ or C’—is usually rendered more emphatic than the rest, most typically by inserting or repeating a melisma.) Ex. 2-14a is one of these tenth-century tunes; note that while the words Kyrie–Christe–Kyrie are set to a nonrepeating (ABC) pattern, the word eleison has an AA’B pattern. The retention of the same formula for eleison while Kyrie changes to Christe and back seems to be a vestige of an old congregational litany refrain.


  EX. 2-14A Kyrie IV
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  The earliest sources for ordinary chants were little books called Kyriale, by analogy with Graduale, the much bigger book that contained the Mass propers. Most Kyriales date from the tenth and eleventh centuries. One of their curious features is the way Kyrie melodies are recorded in them. They are entered twice, first in melismatic form as shown in Ex. 2-14a, and then in syllabically texted form as shown in Ex. 2-14b.


  The easy explanation would be that the melismatic Kyrie is the canonical version, and the syllabically texted one has been enhanced (or corrupted) by a prosula. That, at any rate, was the assumption made by the sixteenth-century editors of the chant who, in the purifying spirit of the Counter Reformation, purged all Kyries of their syllabic texts. (Even so, their old incipits are still used to identify the Kyrie melodies in modern liturgical books: Ex. 2-14a is now called “Kyrie IV, Cunctipotens Genitor Deus.”) There are several reasons to question that assumption. For one thing there is no evidence that the melismatic Kyries are any older than the texted ones. They appear side by side in the sources from the beginning. Indeed, the earliest text we have for a Mass Kyrie, from Amalar of Metz himself, writing around 830, is “texted,” as follows: Kyrie eleison, Domine pater, miserere; Christe eleison, miserere, qui nos redemisti sanguine tuo; et iterum Kyrie eleison, Domine Spiritus Sancte, miserere. [Lord have mercy on us; O Lord our father, have mercy on us; Christ, have mercy on us, O Thou who hast redeemed us with Thy blood; and again, Lord, have mercy on us; O Lord, Holy Spirit, have mercy on us.]


  EX. 2-14B Kyrie, Cunctipotens Genitor Deus
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  This, then, was a Kyrie that to a ninthcentury writer looked normal, consisting as it did of a traditional Greek acclamation amplified with newer and more specific Latin ones.


  Evidence concerning chronology—the age of sources, the testimony of early witnesses—counts as “external” evidence. There is “internal” evidence, too, on behalf of the primacy of texted Kyries—that is, evidence based on observation of the musical artifacts themselves (or rather, their appearance in the manuscripts we have). If the texts in the texted Kyries are indeed prosulas—that is, words added to a preexisting melismatic chant—then why is the short neuma on eleison left “unprosulated” every time? Would it not be more plausible to assume that the regular alternation of syllabic and neumatic prosody was part of the original conception? In the case of Cunctipotens genitor, the texted form must have come first for the additional reason that the text is in verse, not prose. What is not prose is no prosula. Less tautologically, there is little likelihood that the notes of a preexisting melisma will by chance accommodate the strict requirements of poetic scansion.


  It has been suggested that the reason for the appearance of texted and melismatic Kyrie melodies side by side has to do with the state of notation in the tenth century, when the neumes had been well established, but the staff had yet to be invented. The syllabic notation was necessary in order to show which syllables were sung to which notes; but the melismatic notation, in which the various neume shapes indicated rise and fall much better than single notes could do, was necessary in order to record the melodies’ contour accurately enough to serve even a rudimentary mnemonic purpose. The same double-entry procedure is found in early sequence manuscripts. Both the syllabic sequence melody and a melismatic counterpart, conventionally texted Alleluia, are frequently found side by side, or else in consecutive sections of the book. The assumption that these melismatic tunes were in every case preexisting sequentia melismas, to which the words of the sequence were later added, has been questioned on the same grounds of chronology as in the case of the Kyries, and this has led to a thorough revision of the history of the sequence.4 It was probably cases like these, where double notation was necessary in order to convey all the needed information, that made it urgent to find a way of conveying all the information at once. This, in short, may have been the necessity that mothered the invention of the staff.


  THE FULL FRANKO-ROMAN MASS


  With the standardization of the “ordinary” chants, the Franks completed a musical enhancement of the sixth-century ordo (or agenda) of the western Mass that established its form for the next millennium. Their version, which was reimported back to Rome in the eleventh century and became standard almost everywhere in Europe and the British Isles, is given in Table 2-1.


  TABLE 2-1 Ordo of the Western Mass
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  “OLD ROMAN” AND OTHER CHANT DIALECTS


  The reintroduction of the Frankish redaction, or adaptation, of the Roman chant back to Rome was to have marked the final stage in the musical unification of Western Christendom. It also entailed the importation of the Frankish neumes, which were soon adapted to the staff and became a universal European system of notation. Once neumatic chant manuscripts began to be produced in Rome, however, some surprising anomalies appeared. The most surprising consists of a small group of graduales and antiphoners, produced in Rome between the eleventh and the thirteenth centuries, containing a repertory of chants for the Mass and Office that, while clearly related to it, differs significantly from the standard Franco-Roman “Gregorian” chant. It is, generally speaking, both more formulaic and more ornamental than the standard redaction.


  Most scholars agree that this variant repertory, which has been nicknamed the “Old Roman” chant, shares with Gregorian chant a common origin in the Roman church singing of the eighth century. The basic, as yet unanswered, question is whether the Old Roman chant, despite the late date of its sources, represents this original tradition, which later Roman singers (perhaps under Pope Vitalian, who reigned from 657 to 672) or even the Franks themselves radically edited and streamlined; or whether the Old Roman chant is the evolutionary result of three hundred years of oral tradition in Rome itself that took place after the original eighth-century version had gone north.


  To put these matters in terms of a bald “either/or” is very much to oversimplify a complicated situation. Yet of the two alternatives just described, the second seems to accord better with what is known of the nature of oral transmission. Repertories, even those available in written form, are never wholly stable but are in a constant, indeed daily state of gradual incremental flux that comes about inescapably with use. Any living tradition, whatever its ostensible aims, is an engine of change.


  Thus, although it is much more common, and certainly appropriate, to pay tribute to the Carolingians’ centralizing achievement by remarking on the high degree of uniformity among the earliest Frankish manuscripts containing the Gregorian chant, the fact remains that there are also many small discrepancies among them—indeed, between any two of them. There are also distinct, recognized local or geographical “dialects” within the tradition of Gregorian chant. East Frankish (that is, German) sources often turn the semitones in West Frankish (that is, French) sources into minor thirds, possibly reflecting the habits of ears and throats accustomed to a pentatonic (or, more precisely, an anhemitonic—that is, semitoneless) folk idiom (see Ex. 2-15).


  EX. 2-15 Incipit of the Gaudeamus Introit and the climactic phrase of the Haec dies gradual in West Frankish and East Frankish versions
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  To ignore these differences in favor of the uniformity (or, contrariwise, to deemphasize the uniformity in favor of the differences) is a decision one makes depending on the kind of story one wants to tell. Stories that emphasize sameness are, in the first place, shorter and more manageable than stories that emphasize difference. The tendency in a book like this is to minimize exceptions and get on with things. But one pays a price for the space or the time one saves. One can form the mental habit of looking for sameness instead of difference, which can lead to an actual (perhaps unconscious) preference for simplifying sameness, and a concomitant (equally unconscious) antagonism toward complicating difference.


  In the case of the history of Gregorian chant, such an antagonism toward difference recapitulates on the apparently innocuous plane of historiography the ruthless political program of the Carolingians and the papacy. (This seems to be one reason why the Old Roman chant, whose existence—or persistence—makes for a pesky complication of an otherwise simple and triumphant narrative, has received from many scholars a very negative “aesthetic” assessment.5) To generalize even further, antagonism toward difference implies sympathy with the interests of elites. This tendency is particularly characteristic of histories of the fine arts, for the fine arts have always depended upon political, social, and religious elites for support.


  That is why it seems appropriate, as a way of ending a chapter about the propitious musical achievements of the ninth-and tenth-century Franks who succeeded in establishing and canonizing one particular repertory of plainchant, briefly to cast an eye at some pockets of resistance—chant repertories that, like the Old Roman, managed to hold out (at least for a while) against the Gregorian tide.


  The most successful of these was (or is) the liturgical chant of the archdiocese of Milan, which has lasted to this day, although, like the Gregorian chant, it is falling out of use (or where still used, sung in Italian translation) in the wake of the liturgical reforms instigated by the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s. Milan, as we know, was the fourth-century seat of St. Ambrose, a figure with a legend and an authority equal to St. Gregory’s; and so the myth of Ambrose has legitimized the survival of the Milanese (or “Ambrosian”) rite and sustained it even as the myth of Gregory legitimized the ascendency almost everywhere else of the Franco-Roman.


  Like the Old Roman chant, the Ambrosian entered the written tradition later than the Gregorian; most manuscripts containing it were notated in the twelfth century or later. Whether because of its actual age or because of its longer preliterate tradition, the Ambrosian chant tends to be more melismatic than the Gregorian and, in the Mass propers, more given to responsorial psalmody, in which a soloist sings verses in alternation with melismatic choral refrains, a practice largely confined to the Office in Gregorian psalmody. Since they were never mediated by Frankish editors, the Ambrosian melodies conform only vaguely with the familiar system of medieval “church modes” (the subject of our next chapter).


  Also notated in the tenth and eleventh centuries was the chant sung on the Iberian peninsula, sung at least since the seventh century, but called Mozarabic (a term referring to Christians living under Islamic domination) because it continued to be sung after the Moorish invasion of 711, which ushered in a period of Muslim political rule that lasted almost until the end of the fifteenth century. The Mozarabic chant was officially suppressed in favor of the Gregorian in 1085 following the Christian reconquest of Toledo, the seat of the Spanish church. Hence almost all of the Mozarabic sources are notated in nondiastematic neumes that cannot now be read for their precise pitch content. But even so, the makeup of the liturgy, the style of its constituent melodies (whether syllabic or melismatic, etc.), and hence its relationship to other rites can be assessed; and because they are the largest body of liturgical manuscripts to preserve an authenticated pre-Carolingian Latin rite, the Mozarabic sources have attracted a good deal of scholarly attention, if not as much as they deserve. The rite underwent a spurious nationalistic revival in the late fifteenth century, when the Moors were expelled from Spain. Printed books of “Mozarabic chant” were then prepared, but the melodies they contain (some of them still sung at the Cathedral of Toledo) bear no discernible relation to the neumes in the authentic Mozarabic sources.


  The so-called Beneventan chant, a repertory sung at various locales in southern Italy (Benevento, Monte Cassino, etc.) was another rite that lasted just long enough alongside the Gregorian to make it into neumatic notation. Beneventan manuscripts dating from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries survive, but only the oldest layer (mainly consisting of chants for Easter and Holy Week) is free of Gregorian infiltration. Judging from what little remains of it, it is possible that the Beneventan repertory was largely a Latinized import from the Byzantine church. The same may be said for the rite of Ravenna, the ex-Byzantine city that Pepin conquered and bestowed on Pope Stephen II. It survived into the manuscript age in shreds and was mostly extinct by the end of the eleventh century.


  WHAT IS ART?


  As has been observed frequently and well, the forms of Frankish musical composition, the earliest composition in the literate tradition we habitually call our own, often contradict the assumptions that we habitually make about musical compositions—assumptions we do not usually even know we are making, precisely because they are habitual. We normally neither reflect upon them nor consider alternatives. Very old music often asks us to consider alternatives, and to reflect.


  Regarding tropes to the Introit, for example, one might well ask in what sense a series of interpolations into a preexisting piece can itself be considered “a piece.” It is neither continuous nor coherent nor unitary nor independent, all of these adjectives naming qualities that we tacitly expect pieces of music to exemplify. Indeed, the Introit itself, once it plays host to the trope, loses its continuity, its coherence, its unity, and its independence. Does it lose its piecehood when invaded by the other? And if its piecehood is so easily lost, how genuine was it to begin with?


  Rather than judge the trope or its host on the basis of their conformity with our casual expectations (for such a judgment can only be invidious), we might take the opportunity the trope affords us to critique those expectations. For it would indeed be surprising if musical expectations had not changed over a period of a thousand years.


  The first criterion that might be questioned is the notion from which all the others stem—namely, that a piece of music worthy of consideration as such ought to be able to stand timelessly on its own two feet. What is demanded is that it have an existence independent of its context, its observers, and particularly its users. This is called the principle of autonomy, and it is pretty universally regarded today as a requirement for aesthetic appreciation—that is, for evaluation as a work of art. A trope certainly fails this test, but then so do all the other musical artifacts of its time.


  For music only became autonomous when it stopped being useful; and this did not happen until conditions allowed such a thing to happen. Some of those conditions were beginning to exist a thousand years ago. The potential for autonomy existed as soon as the means of recording music in writing existed. Until then, music was only an activity—something you did (or that others did while you did something else). All of the music we have been considering thus far falls into that category. It is both literally and figuratively service music: music for the divine service and music that serves a divine purpose. And yet the divine service was after all a human activity, and the music that both accompanied this activity and gave it shape was a music that functioned in symbiosis with a social framework as yet undivorced from daily life. A lot of music is still like that; we call it “folk.” But some music has since been objectified as “art.” It happened in stages, of which the first, as we know, was writing. In written form music at last possessed (or could possess) some sort of physical reality independent of the people who made it up and repeated it. It could outlive those who remembered it. (And it could reach us, who no longer have a use for it.) It could be silently reproduced and transmitted from composer to performer, thus for the first time completely distinguishing their roles. With the advent of printing, almost exactly five hundred years ago (and also almost exactly five hundred years after the introduction of music writing), reproduction became easy and cheap. Music could be disseminated much more widely than before, and much more impersonally. In the form of a printed book, music could be all the more readily thought of not as an act but as a thing. Philosophers have a word for this conceptual transformation: they call it reification (from res, Latin for “thing”). The durable music-thing could begin to seem more important than ephemeral music-makers. The idea of a classic—a timeless aesthetic object—was waiting to be born.


  For reasons that we will later need to consider in detail, its birth had to await the birth of “aesthetics,” which was a byproduct of romanticism, an intellectual and artistic movement of the late eighteenth century. Only then do we encounter notions of transcendent and autonomous art—art that was primarily for contemplation, not for use, and for the ages, not for you or me. Since then the reification of music has reached new heights (and depths) with the advent of actual sound recording, leading to new sorts of music-things like compact discs and digital audiotapes. Thanks to these, music was commercialized in the twentieth century to an extent previously unimaginable, yet it has also been more completely classicalized than ever before. A recording of a piece of music is more of a thing than ever before, and our notion of what “a piece” is has been correspondingly (and literally) solidified.


  So if a set of interpolated tropes—or a vagrant melisma, or a now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t prosula—challenges or “problematizes” the notion of a piece of music as an autonomous work of art, we should realize that the problem thus created is entirely our problem, and that it arises out of an anachronism. Our casual assumptions about music and art are no longer congruent with those that motivated the Frankish musicians of a thousand years ago. Realizing this can help us approach more realistically not only the art products of the distant past but also the ones with which we are most familiar—precisely because, in a context of alternative views, the familiar is no longer quite so familiar. When things are no longer taken for granted they can be more clearly and meaningfully observed; when we allow our values to be challenged by different ones, they can be more fully and discerningly understood. They are in fact more our own once we have reflected on them.


  None of this should imply that the musicians of a thousand years ago, and the people who heard them, could not enjoy their work sensuously. Indeed, Saint Augustine admits to just such an enjoyment of liturgical singing in his Confessions. And yet although he admits to it, he does not admit it. Recognizing that “there are particular modes in song and in the voice, corresponding to my various emotions and able to stimulate them because of some mysterious relationship between the two,” he maintains a special guard “not to allow my mind to be paralyzed by the gratification of my senses, which often leads it astray.”6 That ambivalence, expressed by Saint Augustine in the fourth century, has remained a characteristic of Western religious thinking about music.


  But if the early medieval Christians did not recognize our category of the “aesthetic,” which anachronistically implies a “pure” (that is, disinterested) contemplation of beauty, that does not mean that we cannot now apprehend a musical product of the ancient church—say, a troped Introit—with aesthetic appreciation. (Indeed, if we did not know how the process of troping worked, we would never have had an aesthetic problem with a troped Introit; it would just be a longer Introit.) As Saint Augustine implies, and as a hackneyed proverb confirms, the religious or sensuous or aesthetic “content” of works of art (or, to be careful, works capable of being regarded as art) is not an inherent property of such works but the result of a decision taken by the beholder, and defines a relationship between the observer and the observed. When such decisions are not consciously taken but are the result of cultural predisposition, they can easily seem to be attributes of works, not of observers.


  By now, the aesthetic reception of ancient service music is well established. Gregorian and medieval chants can be for us (and, indeed, have definitely become) a form of concert music, which we now experience in new surroundings (concert halls, our homes, our cars) and for new purposes. In 1994, the year this chapter was first drafted, a compact disc of Gregorian chants sung by a schola of Spanish monks unexpectedly rose to the top of the popular music sales charts, betokening a wholly new way of apprehending (and using) them. Or maybe not so new: the pop reception of chant may not be so much an aesthetic phenomenon as a renewed form, mediated and modified by the pacifying objectives of “New Age” meditation, of the intellectus Amalar celebrated at the very beginning of our story.


  Be that as it may, putting ourselves imaginatively in the position of the chant’s contemporaries gives us access to meanings we might otherwise never experience. And perhaps even more important, it gives us a distanced perspective on our own contemporary world, a form of critical awareness we would otherwise never gain. These are among the most potent reasons for studying history.


  


  


  CHAPTER 3

  Retheorizing Music


  NEW FRANKISH CONCEPTS OF MUSICAL ORGANIZATION AND THEIR EFFECT ON COMPOSITION


  MUSICA


  When musicians thought “theoretically” about music—that is, made systematic generalizations about it—before the tenth century, they usually did so in terms of the quadrivium, the late-classical postgraduate curriculum, in which music counted as one of the arts of measurement. What was measurable was what was studied: abstract pitch ratios (we call them intervals) and abstract durational ratios (we call them rhythms, organized into meters). Reducing music to abstract number was a way of emphasizing what was truly “real” about it, for late-classical philosophy was strongly influenced by Plato’s doctrine of forms. A Neoplatonist believed, first, that the world perceived by our sense organs was only a grosser reflection of a realer world, God’s world, that we perceive with our God-given capacity for reasoning; and, second, that the purest form of reasoning was numerical reasoning, because it was least limited to what our senses tell us. Education meant the development of one’s capacity to transcend the limitations of sense and achieve comprehension of “essences,” purely rational, quantitative concepts untouched by any “stain of the corporeal.”1 A medieval treatise on music theory, then, emphasized musica speculativa (we may call it Musica for short), “music as reflection of the real” (from speculum, Latin for looking glass or mirror).2 Such a treatise had as little to do as possible with actual “pieces of music,” or ways of making them, for such music was merely music for the——senses unreal and (since real meant divine) unholy. The two most-studied late-classical texts on Musica were De musica (“About Musica”) by none other than St. Augustine (Aurelius Augustinus, 354–430), the greatest of the Fathers of the Christian Church, and De institutione musica (“On the organization of Musica”) by Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius (ca. 480–ca. 524), the Roman statesman and educational reformer who first proposed the division of the liberal arts curriculum into the trivium and the quadrivium. Both of these books, but especially the one by Boethius (which was virtually rediscovered by the Franks), were mainstays of the Carolingian academic curriculum instituted by Alcuin.


  St. Augustine’s treatise, completed in 391, is the sole survivor from an enormous projected set of treatises that would have encompassed the whole liberal arts curriculum. It covers nothing but rhythmic proportions (quantitative metrics) and contains a famous definition of music as””bene modulandi scientia, “the art of measuring well”that was quoted as official doctrine by practically every later medieval writer. The treatise ends with a meditation, reminiscent of Plato’s dialogue Timaeus, on the theological significance of the harmonious proportions with which it deals, and the way in which they reflect the essential nature of the universe. (The Timaeus, translated by Cicero, was the only Platonic text known to late-classical Latin writers.) Boethius’s treatise covers much more ground than Augustine’s. It consists largely of translations from the Hellenistic writers Nicomachus and Ptolemy. (The term “Hellenistic” refers to the Greekinfluenced culture that flourished in the non-Greek territories conquered by Alexander the Great.) It thus became the sole source of medieval knowledge of Greek music theory, which included the Greater Perfect System, a scale constructed out of four-note segments called tetrachords; and also the Pythagorean classification of consonances (simultaneous intervals). The treatise also contained directions for representing pitch intervals in terms of spatial ratios, which made possible the construction of “laboratory instruments” called monochords (later to be described in more detail) for demonstrating number audibly, as sound.
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  FIG. 3-1 St. Augustine, depicted in an eleventh-century French manuscript of his treatise “On Baptism,” disputing in 411 with Felicianus of Musti, a Donatist bishop, who represented a schismatic sect that practiced rebaptism of the righteous (comparable to the “rebirth” of Protestant fundamentalists in later periods).


  


  While Greek music theory still involved practical music for Nicomachus and Ptolemy (who lived in the second century CE in Arabia and Egypt, respectively), by the time of Boethius the actual music practiced by the ancient Greeks had fallen into oblivion, along with its notation. Accordingly, Boethius’s treatise concerns not practical music but abstract Musica, as the author declares quite explicitly.


  Boethius inherited two transcendent ideas from the Neoplatonists: first, that Musica mirrored the essential harmony of the cosmos (an idea we have already encountered in Augustine); and, second, that owing to this divine reflection it had a decisive influence on human health and behavior. This was known as the doctrine of ethos, from which the word “ethics” is derived. Audible music (musica instrumentalis, “music such as instruments produce”) is thus only a gross metaphor for the two higher and “realer” levels of Musica, perhaps best translated in this context as “harmony.” At the top there was the harmony of the cosmos (musica mundana), and in the intermediate position there was the harmony of the human constitution (musica humana), which musica instrumentalis—depending on its relationship to musica mundana—could either uplift or put awry. All of this is most effectively expressed not in words but in a famous manuscript illumination of the thirteenth century, fully seven hundred years after Boethius (Fig. 3-2). In each of the three panels of this illumination, “Musica” points to a different level of her manifestation. In the top panel Musica points to a representation of the universe with its four elements: earth, air, fire (the sun), and water. The sun and moon further represent the periodic movements of the heavens, an aspect of measurable “harmony.” In the middle panel Musica points to four men representing the four “humors,” temperaments, or basic personality types—that is, the four types of “human harmony.” The proportions of these humors were thought to determine a person’s physical and spiritual constitution: the “choleric” temperament was ruled by bile, the “sanguine” by blood, the “phlegmatic” by phlegm, and the “melancholic” by black bile. The four humors mirror the four elements; thus, human harmony is a function of the celestial. In the bottom panel we find musica instrumentalis, the music that we actually hear. Musica is reluctant to point; instead, she raises an admonishing finger at the fiddle player, obviously no disciple of hers but a mere sensory titillator. Whatever its relation to actual sounding music, the idea of Musica had remarkable staying power.


  One who has mastered Musica, Boethius concluded, and only such a one, can truly judge the work of a musician, whether composer or performer. The composer and performer are after all concerned only with music, a subrational art, while the philosopher alone knows Musica, a rational science. The stringent differentiation between music and Musica, and their relative evaluation, were easily translatable from Platonist into Christian terms and remained standard in music treatises until the fourteenth century and even beyond. The idea that music was ideally a representation of Musica remained current in certain circles of musicians, and in certain genres of music, even longer than that.
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  FIG. 3-2 Frontispiece of a midthirteenth-century manuscript—Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, MS Pluteo 29. I—representing the musical cosmology described by Boethius in De institutione musica.


  


  At the height of the Carolingian renaissance, the liberal arts were studied at the great Benedictine abbeys, such as St. Gallen (where the Irish monk Moengal instructed the likes of Notker and Tuotilo), St. Martin at Tours (where Alcuin himself taught beginning in 796), St. Amand at Tournai (now in the southern, Frenchspeaking part of Belgium), and Reichenau (on an island in Lake Constance, Switzerland). The libraries of all of these monasteries contained copies of Boethius’s treatise on music, and Neoplatonist ideas about Musica were incorporated as theological underpinning into liturgical music study. At the same time, however, the pressures of liturgical reorganization and chant reform created the need for a new kind of theoretical study, one that served the purposes not of theological or ethical indoctrination but of practical music making and memorization. Beginning very modestly, this new theoretical enterprise, and the documents it generated, led to a complete rethinking of the principles not of Musica but of actual music, as we understand the term today. Its repercussions were nothing short of foundational to the tradition of “Western music,” however we choose to define that slippery term.


  TONARIES


  Among the earliest documents we have for the Carolingian reorganization of the liturgy and the institutionalization of Gregorian chant are the manuscripts, which begin to appear soon after Pepin’s time, that group antiphons (represented by their incipits or opening words) according to the psalm tones with which they best accord melodically. These lists, which began to appear long before the Franks had invented any sort of neumatic notation, at first took the form of prefaces and appendices to the early Frankish graduals and antiphoners that contained the texts to be sung at Mass and Office. (The earliest appendix of this kind is found in a gradual dated 795.) By the middle of the tenth century, these lists had grown large enough to fill separate books for which the term tonarius or “tonary” was coined.


  These books served an eminently practical purpose, since in every service newly learned antiphons had to be attached appropriately to their full cursive psalms (in the Office) or at least to selected stichs (in the Mass) as a matter of basic operating procedure. In the Vespers service, for example, there were for any given day of the week five unchanging “ordinary” psalms and literally hundreds of ever-changing “proper” antiphons that had to be matched up with them in daily worship. To achieve this practical goal, large stylistic generalizations had to be made about the antiphons on the basis of observation. Classifying the Gregorian antiphons was thus the earliest European exercise in “musical analysis,” analysis being (literally and etymologically) the breaking down of an observed whole (here, a chant) into its functionally significant parts. The generalizations thus produced constituted a new branch of “music theory.”


  The earliest analysts and theorists, like the earliest composers of medieval chant, were Frankish monks. The most extensive early tonary was the one compiled around 901 by Regino of Prüm, the abbot of the Benedictine monastery of St. Martin near the German town of Trier. It contains the incipits of some thirteen hundred antiphons as well as five hundred introits and offertories (performed in those days with psalm verses), all keyed to the ending formulas (differentiae) of the eight psalm tones. To achieve this abstract classification of melody types, the compiler had to compare the beginnings and endings of the antiphons with those of the psalm tones.


  In effect, a corpus of actual melodies inherited from one tradition (presumed to be that of Rome, the seat of Western Christianity) was being compared with, and assimilated to, an abstract classification of melodic turns and functions imported from another tradition (the oktoechos, or eight-mode system, of the Byzantine church). The result was something neither Roman nor Greek but specifically Frankish—and tremendously fertile, a triumph of imaginative synthesis. What was actually abstracted through this process of analysis by observation and assimilation was the intervallic and scalar structure of the chant.


  Specifically, antiphons were compared with psalm tones to see how the interval was filled in between their ending note (finalis) and the pitch corresponding to the psalm tone’s reciting tone (tuba), normally a fifth above. (Since most often the last note of a Gregorian chant is the same as the first, Regino actually classified antiphons—or so he said—by their first notes; the concept was refined slightly later.) There are four ways a fifth can be filled in within the aurally internalized diatonic pitch set, with its preset arrangement of tones (T) and semitones (S). In the order of the tonaries these were (1) TSTT, (2) STTT, (3) TTTS, and (4) TTST. What is identified in this way are scale degrees. The notion of scale degrees, and their identification, thus constitutes from the very beginning—and, one is tempted to add, to the very end—the crucial “theoretical” generalization on which the concept of tonality in Western music rests.


  These intervallic “species,” as they came to be called, could be demonstrated in various ways. One method was by the use of the monochord, the medieval theorist’s laboratory instrument, which consisted of a sound-box surmounted by a single string, under which there was a movable bridge. The surface of the box was calibrated, showing bridge placements vis-à-vis one end of the string or the other, by means of which one could exactly measure off (or “deduce”) the various intervals. Another, more abstract, way of demonstrating the species was notation—at first by means of Daseian signs as illustrated in the previous chapter (see Fig. 2-2), later (from the eleventh century) by means of the staff. When one writes things down, one can demonstrate or discover that the diatonic scale segment descending from A to D (or ascending from A to E) corresponds with the first species of fifth listed above; that the segment descending from B to E corresponds to the second species; that the segment descending from C to F corresponds to the third species; and that the segment descending from D to G corresponds with the fourth (Ex. 3-1).


  EX. 3-1 The four species of fifth and the “four finals”
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  The ending notes of these four species-defining segments—D, E, F, and G—were dubbed “the four finals” in Frankish tonal theory and named (in keeping with the Byzantine derivation of the mode system) according to their Greek ordinal numbers: protus (first), deuterus (second), tritus (third), and tetrardus (fourth) respectively. (The fifth A–E was considered a doubling, or transposition, of the first segment; hence A was functionally equivalent to D as a final.) Full correspondence between the chant-classification and the preexisting eightfold system of psalm tones was achieved by invoking the category of ambitus, or range. Chants ending on each of the four finals were further broken down into two classes. Those with the final at the bottom of their range were said to be in “authentic” tonalities or modes, while those that extended lower than their finals, so that the final occurred in the middle of their range, were called “plagal,” from the Greek plagios, a word derived directly from the vocabulary of the oktoechos, where it referred to the four lower-lying scales.


  Thus the four finals each governed two modes (protus authenticus, protus plagalis, deuterus authenticus, and so on), for a total of eight, in exact accordance with the configuration (but only in vague accordance with the content) of the eightfold system of psalm tones. In elaborating this system, the basic fifth (or modal pentachord, from the Greek) whose diatonic species defined the final’s domain was complemented with a fourth (or tetrachord) to complete the octave. (According to the terminology of the day, the tetrachord was said to be conjunct—rather than disjunct—with the pentachord because its first pitch coincided with the last one in the pentachord rather than occupying the next scale degree.) The authentic scales were those in which the pentachord was placed below its conjunct tetrachord, so that the final was the lowest note. In the plagal scales the tetrachord was placed below the pentachord, so that the final came in midrange. The result was a series of seven distinct octave species or scales with particular orderings of the diatonic tones and semitones. There are only seven possible octave species but eight modes; hence the last scale in Table 3-1 (tetrardus, plagal) has the same order of intervals as the first (protus, authentic), but they are split differently into their component pentachord and tetrachord. Although their octave species coincide, the modes do not, for they have different finals: D and G, respectively.


  TABLE 3-1 Modes and Octave Species
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  In Ex. 3-2 this table is translated into modern staff notation, giving the full array of so-called “medieval church modes.” They will henceforth be numbered from one to eight, as they are in the later Frankish treatises, and they will be given the Greek geographical names that the Frankish theorists borrowed from Boethius, the authority of authorities. Boethius had adopted these names from late Greek (Hellenistic) sources, where they had referred not to what we would call modes but to what the Greeks called tonoi, transpositions of a single scale rather than different diatonic scales. Thus the familiar Greek nomenclature of the medieval modes was actually a misnomer, first perpetrated by an anonymous ninthcentury treatise called Alia musica (literally, “More about Music”); but there is not much point in trying to rectify that now. (Note that the Greek prefix hypo-, attached to the names of the plagal scales, is roughly synonymous with the word plagal itself: both mean “lower.”) Ex. 3-2 also includes the tubae of the corresponding psalm tones, for these were sometimes claimed by contemporary theorists to pertain to the church modes as well. The tuba of an authentic mode lies a fifth above the final, as already observed in chapter 1. The tuba of a plagal mode lies a third below that of its authentic counterpart. Note that wherever, according to these rules, the tuba would fall on B, it is changed to C. This was evidently because of an aversion to reciting on the lower note of a semitone pair. Note, too, that the tuba of the fourth tone is A rather than G by the regular application of the rules: it is a third lower than its adjusted counterpart (C in place of B transposes to A in place of G).


  EX. 3-2 The eight medieval modes
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  Perhaps the most important thing to bear in mind regarding this array of medieval modal scales is that the staff positions and their corresponding “letter names” do not specify actual pitch frequencies, the way they do in our modern practice. Thus one must try to avoid the common assumption that the Dorian scale represents the piano’s white keys from D to D, the Phrygian from E to E, and so on. Rather, the “four finals” and their concomitant scales represent nothing more than the most convenient way of notating intervallic patterns, relationships between pitches that can be realized at any actual pitch level, the way singers (unless cursed with “perfect pitch”) can at sight—or rather, by ear—transpose the music they are reading, wherever it happens to be notated, to a comfortable tessitura or “placement” within their individual vocal ranges. What we are now conditioned to regard as fixed pitch associations (e.g., “A-440”) were at first no more than notational conventions.


  If this is a hard idea to get used to, imagine a situation in which all pieces in the major were written “in C” and all pieces in the minor “in A,” regardless of the key in which they would actually be performed. Only instrumentalists, whose physical movements are coordinated with specific pitches, or singers with perfect pitch, who have memorized and internalized the relationship between specific frequencies and the appearance of notated music, would be seriously discommoded by such an arrangement. Such musicians can only transpose by mentally changing clefs and signatures. And as we shall see, it was the rise of an extensive independent repertory of instrumental music in the seventeenth century that brought about our modern “key system,” in which actual pitches were specified by notation and in which key signatures mandated specific transpositions of the standard scales.


  A NEW CONCEPT OF MODE


  Thanks to the work of the “tonarists” who coordinated the Roman antiphons with the psalm tones, and the theorists who drew general conclusions from the tonarists’ practical observations, a new concept of mode arose. Instead of being a formula-family, a set of concrete, characteristic turns and cadences arising out of long oral tradition, a mode was now conceived abstractly in terms of a scale, and analytically in terms of functional relationships (chiefly range and finishing note or final). We owe this change, on which all our own theoretical notions of musical “structure” ultimately depend, and the classifications and terminology outlined above, primarily to the work of two Frankish theorists of the ninth century.


  Aurelian of Réôme, the earlier of them, was a member of the Benedictine abbey of St. Jean de Réôme in what is now the Burgundy region of France, southeast of Paris. His treatise, Musica disciplina (“The discipline of music”), was completed sometime around 843. Beginning with its eighth chapter, subtitled “De octo tonis,” it consists of the earliest description (or at least the earliest naming, for it is impressionistic and nontechnical) of the eight church modes with their pseudo-Greeky tribal names. Aurelian changed the order of the tones from what it was in Byzantine theory. Instead of grouping the four authentic modes together and following them with the four plagal modes, Aurelian paired authentic modes with plagal ones that shared the same finals, thus enhancing the role of what we now call the “tonic” in establishing a tonality. Aurelian’s chapter on psalm recitation contains the oldest extant notations in early Frankish neumes.


  Hucbald (d. 930), a monk from the abbey of St. Amand, was the real genius of medieval modal theory. His treatise, De harmonica institutione (“On the principles of music”), thought to have been completed around 880, is a far more original work than Aurelian’s and far less dependent on the received academic tradition. It was the earliest treatise to number the modes, following the order established by Aurelian, straight through from one to eight. It is also the earliest treatise we have that replaces the relativepitch or interval/degree nomenclature of ancient Greek music—the so-called Greater Perfect System, transmitted by Boethius—with the alphabet letter names still in use. The name of the lowest note of the Greek system, proslambanomenos, was mercifully shortened to “A,” and the rest of the letters were assigned from there. Hucbald did not, however, recognize what we now call “octave equivalency,” but continued the series of letters through the full two-octave compass of the Greeks, all the way to P. Modern usage, in which A recurs after G and so on, was established by an anonymous Milanese treatise of ca. 1000 called Dialogus de musica, once attributed erroneously to Abbot Odo of Cluny.


  Hucbald sought to ground his theory as far as possible in the chant itself. He grasped that the “four finals” used in actual singing formed a tetrachord in their own right (T–S–T), and he showed how the scale of the first mode could be built up from it by means of disjunct replication: TST–(T)–TST. He defined the four finals in a manner that resonates fully with our modern notion of a tonic: “Every song,” he wrote, “whatever it may be, however it may be twisted this way and that, necessarily may be led back to one of these four; and thence they are termed ‘final,’ because all things which are sung may take an ending in them.” By relocating the tetrachord of the four finals (D–E–F–G) on its fourth note rather than its first (or, to speak technically, by conjunctly replicating it: T–S–T/T–S–T), he deduced the tetrachord G–A–B[image: image]–C.
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  FIG. 3-3 The Abbey of St. Amand, where Hucbald lived and worked, as it looked in the eighteenth century. This painting was made by J. F. Neyts shortly before the abbey was destroyed, an early casualty of the French Revolution.


  


  Thus he was able to rationalize within the new modal system the old singer’s practice of adjusting the note B to avoid the tritone with F. In effect he admitted two versions of B (the hard and the soft, as they came to be known) into the system (Ex. 3-3) to account for the pitches actually called for by the Gregorian melodies.


  EX. 3-3 Disjunct and conjunct replication of the T-S-T tetrachord (the tetrachord of the four finals) as described by Hucbald
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  MODE CLASSIFICATION IN PRACTICE


  As continually emphasized in this discussion, modal theory arose out of an attempt at classifying the existing Gregorian chant, particularly the antiphons, as an aid to mastering an enormous body of material that had somehow to be committed to melodic memory. Modal theory was thus one of the very many aspects of medieval musicmaking that originated, very humbly, as mnemotechnics (memory aids). Every chant was eventually assigned a modal classification in the tonaries, and eventually in the graduals and antiphoners themselves, including the modern chant books from which some of the examples in the previous chapters were taken. Let us now cast an eye back over some of those examples and see how modal classification worked in practice.


  In Ex. 1-1 an actual pairing of antiphon and psalm tone was given. Even though the psalm tone covers no more than the modal pentachord (D descending to G, as it was first theoretically abstracted), the use of C as the tuba identifies the tone as plagal, not authentic (Ex. 3-2). The antiphon is even easier to identify as being in the eighth mode, the Hypomixolydian: its final is G, but the range extends down as far as the D below (and exactly as far up as the D above), establishing the octave species as D to D with cadence in the middle, on G.


  Approaching the antiphon in Ex. 1-2 with a tonarist’s eye, we notice that it basically outlines the pentachord A-down-to-D, and dips down one note below the final into the lower tetrachord. We have no hesitation, therefore, in assigning it to the second mode, the Hypodorian. And yet the Introit antiphon in Ex. 1-4 is unequivocally assignable to mode 1, the authentic Dorian, even though it, too, frequently makes use of the lower neighbor to the same final. That is because the melody extends above the limits of the modal pentachord as well, reaching the C above. The final is thus clearly located near the bottom of the total range. The psalm verse, chosen expressly to conform to the antiphon, confirms the modal classification. Besides the tuba on A, note the similar approaches to the high C. Here we have a case of modal affinity of the older kind (involving turns of actual phrase) working in harness with the newer classification: the very thing the tonarists and theorists sought to ensure.


  As a matter of fact the compilers of the tonaries, and the theorists who followed them, made special allowance for the lower neighbor to the final (called subtonium modi), especially in the protus or Dorian tonality. As the anonymous author of Alia musica put it, “and if a note is added on to some song, above or below the species of the octave, it will not be out of place to include this as being in the tune, not out of it.” Thus we are to regard the low C in Ex. 1-4 to be a “note added on below” rather than a full-fledged member of the modal tetrachord. This seeming exception to the rule about mode classification was based on the observed behavior of mode 1 antiphons, as they existed in Pope Gregory’s inspired (and therefore not-to-be-tampered-with) chant. Again we see the influence, even within the characteristically rationalistic Frankish mode theory, of the older concept of mode as formula-family.


  The Offertory antiphon in Ex. 1-5, although it ends on E, is only arbitrarily assigned to mode 4 (rather than 3) by the tonarists. Clearly, it was (orally) composed with no awareness of the eventual criteria of modal propriety, for its range partakes of tetrachords both below and above the tetrachord that descends to the final, and it “repercusses” more on F than on either of the “Phrygian” reciting tones. Many of its phrases, moreover, seem to belong to a different octave species altogether. Consider the second (“ut palma florebit”), for example: it begins and ends on D, and it introduces B-flat as upper neighbor to A, emphasizing the A as an apparent upper limit to a pentachord. This phrase by itself would unequivocally be assigned to the first mode. Thus, where the Introit in Ex. 1-4 was a case of close correspondence between the old Roman melody and the new Frankish theory, Ex. 1-5 shows a poor fit between the two. Both hits and misses are equally fortuitous, for the chant evolved long in advance of the theory and quite without premonition of it.


  Proof of that fortuity comes in Ex. 1-6, the Alleluia. Phrases that closely resemble that second phrase of Ex. 1-5 abound here (for example, the famous melisma on cedrus). Since there is no contradiction between the internal phrases and the final cadence, it is easy to assign the melody to mode 1. (Here is the reasoning: the lower neighbor to the final counts less as a representative of a complementary tetrachord than does the upper neighbor to the fifth above; hence we may conceptualize the octave species with the pentachord below the tetrachord; and in additional confirmation, the vast preponderance of melody notes lie above the final, establishing the mode as authentic.) With the two Graduals in Ex. 1-7, we are back in ambiguous territory. The final, A, is accommodated to the theory of the four finals by the back door, as we have seen, on the basis of the congruence between its modal pentachord (TSTT) and that of the protus final, D. Its complementary tetrachord (STT) differs from that of the protus modes, however, resembling the deuterus instead. So the assignment of these melodies to the second mode is more or less arbitrary, especially in view of that pesky B-flat—over cedrus in Ex. 1-7a, and over the very opening word, Haec, in Ex. 1-7b—preceding a cadence on A that would seem to invoke (if anything) a transposed deuterus or Phrygian scale. There is a considerable gap here between the reality of the chant and the theoretical abstraction of a modal system.


  It was noted in chapter 1 that these Graduals come from an old, distinguished formula-family that is suspected of being among the most ancient on record. Thus it is really no surprise that its melody conforms so little with a body of generalizations (that is, a theory) that arose many centuries later—the more so as Graduals, not being antiphons, were not much taken into account by the tonarists. The Frankish mode theory did have a way of accounting for melodies that were wayward by its standards: they were classified as being of “mixed mode” (modus mixtus), meaning that some of their constituent phrases departed from the basic octave species of the melody as a whole. But that is just another effort to dispel an anomaly by giving it a name—something on the order of an exorcism.


  MODE AS A GUIDE TO COMPOSITION


  What a difference we will observe when we look at melodies written after the Frankish chant theory had been formulated! For that theory, modest in its intention, was huge in its effect. While it may have begun as a way of improving the efficiency with which a body of ancient music was mastered and memorized, it quickly metamorphosed into a guide to new composition, achieving a significance its early exponents may never have envisioned for it. From a description of existing music it became a prescription for the music of the future.


  The first composer whom the chant theory “influenced” may have been Hucbald himself, its chief early exponent. His surviving compositions include a set of antiphons for the Office of St. Peter, as well as the famous set of laudes or Gloria tropes. They are all modally systematic in a way that earlier chant had never been. The Office antiphons, for example, are arranged in a cycle progressing through the whole array of church modes in numerical order—Hucbald’s own numerical order! The trope, Quem vere pia laus, does not employ the common melodic formulae of the existing Gloria chants—in other words, it eschews the old concept of mode as a formula-family—but instead exemplifies the more abstract features of scalar construction.


  In Ex. 3-4, Hucbald’s set of laudes is embedded in a Gloria that shares its mode (the sixth, or Hypolydian) and seems, on the basis of its sources as well as its style, to date from within, or shortly after, Hucbald’s lifetime. In both, the tonal focus is sharp, with the final, F, located in the middle of the melody’s range, providing a clear line of demarcation between the modal pentachord and the plagal tetrachord below. Hucbald uses three pitches to end the constituent (and, remember, nonconsecutive) phrases of his laudes. Only the last ends, as might be expected, on the final. A plurality, five, end on the reciting tone, namely A. The other four, which end on G, seem to have picked up the influence of some secular genres, especially dance songs, which, as we will see in the next chapter, frequently use the “supertonic” degree to create half (or “open”) cadences, to be fully closed by the final at the end of the next phrase of the original chant. That is what happens in Hucbald’s second, third, and fourth phrases, all of which end on G. The second phrase is answered and “closed” by the full cadence on “Benedicimus te”; the fourth by the close on “Glorificamus te.” The one in between (Qui dominator …) is answered strategically by “Adoramus te” with a cadence on D, so that a tonally closed ABA pattern sets off the three parallel acclamations from the rest of the Gloria. This kind of tonally articulated formal structure was the great Frankish innovation.


  The same regular features can be discerned in many of the trope melodies discussed in chapter 2. That is because the authors of tropes had to be music analysts as well as poets and composers. They had to determine and reproduce the mode of the chant to which they were setting their prefaces and interpolations, whether or not they actually intended to imitate the style of the earlier chant. (In practice, it seems, some did so intend and some evidently preferred their new melodies to stand out from the old; all, however, understood the requirement of modal conformity.) Consider the preface to the Easter Introit in Ex. 2-8a. The mode of the Introit antiphon itself is given as the fourth (Deuterus plagalis or Hypophrygian), and one can immediately see why: it begins with D, a note in the lower tetrachord (and the first phrase, “Resurrexi,” actually cadences there); the range will later touch bottom on the C below that. The highest note in the melody is A, which means that the full modal pentachord above E is never expressed at all. Only the final cadence on E (something that could hardly be predicted at the outset) justifies the assignment of the melody to the Phrygian tribe. The gap between the reality of the chant and the utopia of mode theory yawns.


  EX. 3-4 Gloria in mode 6, with laudes by Hucbald of St. Amand (texted in italics)
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  “Psallite regi,” the little prefatory trope shown in Ex. 2-8a, resolutely closes the gap. It begins on E, precisely so that the beginning of the newly augmented antiphon will conform to the end (and so that the end, so to speak, can now fulfill the implications of the beginning). It sounds the B above the final so that the full modal pentachord of mode 4 is represented. It expressly avoids a modal cadence at the end, of course, so that it will flow imperceptibly into the antiphon it is introducing. But it has very perceptibly enhanced the conformity of the actual Gregorian antiphon with the Frankish definition of its mode.


  Although it is the shorter and the simpler of the introit tropes for Easter shown in chapter 2, “Psallite regi” is by far the most radical in its transformation of the melody to which it is appended. Ex. 2-8b is more obviously an imitation of the Gregorian antiphon. Its prefacing phrase begins, like the antiphon, with a feint toward D, and ends, again like the antiphon, with a cadence on the final. It even mimics the Introit’s ambitus (C up to A) instead of, like Ex. 2-8a, completing the modal pentachord with a B.


  The Quem quaeritis trope (Ex. 2-9) is modally whimsical. It actually takes the initial feint to D at its word, so to speak, and prepares it with an actual melody in mode 2 (Hypodorian). It is the descent to the bottom of the lower tetrachord at the very beginning of the “Interrogatio” that establishes the melody as plagal, even though the “Responsorium,” as befits the heavenly voice that sings it, ascends into the upper tetrachord (though not all the way to the top of it). Melodies that encompass more than two primary scale segments (or that have ranges of more than an octave) exemplify what medieval theorists called commixtio, or modus commixtus. The term is often “translated” into a nonexistent English cognate: “commixture” or “commixed mode.” In any case, it needs to be distinguished from the modus mixtus defined above. “Mixed mode” denotes a mixture of different octave species. “Commixture” refers to the extension of a melody so as to encompass both authentic and plagal scales.


  The hymn melodies in Ex. 2-7 were chosen, among other reasons, to exemplify “modern” Frankish melodies in various modes. Ave maris stella (Ex. 2-7a) is a wonderfully clear example of post-Gregorian Dorian melody. Its composer most assuredly knew all about abstract modal syntax, and about the relationship between antiphon modes and psalm tones as laid out in the tonaries. Note how the first phrase leaps up from the final to the upper tetrachord, which it fully describes, meanwhile emphasizing the note dividing the pentachord and tetrachord (the tuba, so to speak) with a turn figure. The second phrase completely describes the pentachord. The third phrase cadences on the “note added on below,” introducing it with a veritable flourish. And the fourth phrase returns to the uncluttered pentachord for the final cadence. This kind of clearly delineated structure can hardly be found in the original corpus of Gregorian chant. It is the product of “theory,” and of a single composer’s shaping hand. For the first time, it seems, we are looking at a piece not merely maintained but composed within the literate tradition—composed, that is, in the sense we usually have in mind when we use the word.


  Pange lingua (Ex. 2-7b), in the third mode (authentic Phrygian), also gives its “modernity” away, this time by giving cadential emphasis to the note C, high above the final. (Third mode melodies in the original Gregorian corpus often emphasize this C, but not as a cadence.) By the time Pange lingua was composed, theoretical rationalization had made such emphasis common. The same point may be made, even more emphatically, about Veni creator spiritus (Ex. 2-7c). It is assigned to the eighth mode (rather than the seventh), but not for any reason having to do with its ambitus or final. The final, G, is common to all tetrardus melodies. The range could be described as the modal pentachord with a “note added on” either above or below, again suggesting that the authentic and the plagal scales have an equal claim on the tune’s allegiance. What clinches things for the plagal is the cadential emphasis on C, the tuba of the corresponding psalm tone. (The authentic tuba, D, also gets a cadence, but C gets two.)


  Thus these hymn melodies graphically illustrate the synthesis of Roman and Byzantine elements that made up Frankish mode theory and its perhaps unforeseen compositional influence. (The regularity of structure in the hymns may of course also reflect the influence of popular genres that have left no written trace and are consequently beyond our historical ken.) The style and the effect of these tunes is altogether different from those of the true Gregorian corpus. Where the older melodies were discursive, elusive, and ecstatic, these are dynamic, strongly etched, and therefore highly memorable (as congregational songs need to be). The influence of “theory” on them was in no way an inhibition. Quite the contrary; it seems to have been an enormous spur to the Frankish musical imagination, leading to a great burst of indigenous musical composition in the north of Europe, contributing a new (and lasting) kind of musical beauty.


  To savor this new Frankish style at its best and most characteristic, let us have a look at a melody composed around 1100, after mode theory had a century or more in which to establish itself in singers’ consciousness: Kyrie IX, which bears the subtitle Cum jubilo (“with a shout”) after its perhaps original texted form (Ex. 3-5). Never yet have we seen a melody that, by so clearly parsing itself into the “principal parts” of its mode, advertises the fact that the mode, as a concept, preceded and conditioned the composition of the melody.


  EX. 3-5 Kyrie IX, Cum jubilo
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  Consider first the opening threefold acclamation. The first eight notes of the opening “Kyrie” exactly stake out the modal pentachord. The rest of the phrase decorates the final with the characteristic “Dorian” lower neighbor. The second acclamation begins by staking out the lower tetrachord just as the first had staked out the pentachord. It then proceeds like the first. The third is a full repetition of the first. Summing up the pattern of repetitions, we find that the opening threefold litany mirrors in melodic microcosm the shape of the entire ninefold text: a melodic ABA or “sandwich” form nested within a textual ABA (threefold Kyrie/threefold Christe/threefold Kyrie). At the same time, the melisma on “-e,” plus the “eleison” (into which the melisma flows smoothly by vowel elision), are the same every time, reflecting the old practice of choral refrains. Hence, the overall shape of the opening threefold acclamation could be represented as A(x) B(x) A(x). So far the melody conforms closely to the principal parts of mode 2, the Hypodorian (with the refrain dwelling significantly on F, the tuba).


  The first “Christe,” consisting for the most part of turn figures around A, substitutes the tuba of the authentic Dorian for that of the plagal and similarly emphasizes it; this gives us an inkling that the chant is going to encompass a commixed mode. As to overall shape, the threefold Christe is also cast, like the previous threefold acclamation, in an ABA design that mirrors in melodic microcosm the overall form of the text. But note one playful detail: what fills the Christe sandwich is a variant of what was the “bread” in the Kyrie sandwich.


  The concluding threefold acclamation begins by confirming the impression that this will be a modus commixtus chant. Compare the new intonation on “Kyrie” with the “filling” of the first Kyrie sandwich. It is the same motive an octave higher, now staking out the upper tetrachord and completing the authentic Dorian scale. (Because of the many repetitions this motive will receive in the higher octave, the complete melody is classified as a mode 1 chant.) And now notice that the continuation on “eleison” is a variant of the continuations of the first and last “Christe” phrases. This brings about another playful switch of functions between “filling” and “bread,” and it also means that the “eleison” phrases following the first and last “Christe” phrases were another detachable refrain, alternating with the first. Wheels within wheels!


  The last threefold acclamation, like the others, is a sandwich; its filling is the same as that of the second sandwich (namely a variant of the bread in the first). The final acclamation is augmented by an internal melisma that repeats the melody of the entire first Kyrie; but then, in order to end on the final rather than the tuba, the second Kyrie is recapitulated, too, so that the last word is sung to the original “eleison” refrain. The entire subtly interwoven and integrated formal scheme looks like Table 3-2.


  Thus a sort of “rondo” scheme (AbAcAcdAdA) crosscuts the trio of sandwiches, and a single dynamic pitch trajectory, from the bottom of the Hypodorian tetrachord to the top of the authentic Dorian tetrachord, seems to describe a progression from darkness to light (or, in terms of mood, from abjection to rejoicing) that accords with the implied (or hoped-for) answer to the prayer, the more so as the peak of the melodic range coincides with the peak of melismatic “jubilation.” Finally, the melody’s tonal regularity, with its alternation of cadences on final and tuba a fifth apart, was a permanent “Western” acquisition. It would outlast the modal system that gave rise to it.


  TABLE 3-2 Structure of Kyrie IX


  


  [image: image]


  


  For a final indication of the Frankish passion for formal rounding and regularity, compare the concluding item in the Ordinary formulary initiated by Kyrie IX, the dismissal formula (Ex. 3-6). It is set to the same melody as the opening “Kyrie eleison” in Ex. 3-5, the phrase designated “A(x)” in Table 3-2, which recurred throughout the litany and came back out of retirement to conclude it. The whole Mass service is thus effectively rounded off the same way the Kyrie was, with a significant melodic refrain. The Frankish ambition to use music as a shaping and a unifying force is exercised here at the highest possible level.


  EX. 3-6 Ite/deo gratias from Mass IX
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  VERSUS


  The same urge to regularize tonally and formally, and to use the two stabilizing dimensions to reinforce one another, can be seen in late Frankish sequences as well, together with the additional regularizing element of metrical verse, eventually replete with rhyme. Settings of such texts, especially rhymed metrical sequences, are often called versus to distinguish them from the older prosa. Ex. 3-7 contains two of the sequences that have survived into the modern liturgy. The Easter sequence, Victimae paschali laudes (“Praises to the Paschal victim”), is attributed in both words and music to the German monk Wipo, chaplain to the Holy Roman Emperor Conrad II (reigned 1024–39). It has the paired versicle structure common to the form: A, BB, CC, DD. The constituent phrases describe the principal parts of the modal scale with great regularity. The two phrases of verse A describe the modal pentachord, with the first phrase darkened by the Dorian lower neighbor, and the second compensating by adding the previously withheld top note. Verse B makes a steady descent from the authentic tetrachord (cadencing on the tuba) through the pentachord, through the darkened pentachord with lower neighbor and no tuba. Verse C extends downward, like the second Kyrie in Ex. 3-5, to describe the plagal tetrachord, proceeding through the “darkened” pentachord to the full pentachord. Phrase D, which resembles phrase B, begins like it with the authentic tetrachord at the top of the modal ambitus, and again gradually descends to the final, with the final phrase (and also the paschal alleluia) colored dark by the use of the subtonium (the lower neighbor).


  Ex. 3-7 gives the musical text of Victimae paschali laudes exactly as it is found in the Liber usualis, a practical edition of Gregorian chant first published in 1934 for the use of modern Catholic congregations. It lacks a repetition of the D phrase because the text has been officially expurgated. The omitted verse, the first of the pair sung to phrase D, had read: Credendum est magis soli Mariae veraci/quam Judeorum turbe fallaci (“More trust is to be put in honest Mary [Magdalen] alone than in the lying crowd of Jews”). Sensible to its nastiness, and aware of its bearing on a history of persecutions, the Council of Trent, the mid-sixteenth century congress of church reform that evicted almost all the other sequences from the liturgy, pruned the offending verse from Victimae paschali as a gesture of reconciliation with the Jews.


  EX. 3-7 Two sequences in modern use
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  EX. 3-7B Dies irae (Requiem)
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  Dies irae (“Day of wrath”), from the Requiem Mass (Ex. 3-7b), is probably the most famous of all medieval liturgical songs, and a very late one. It may even be a thirteenth-century composition, for the text is attributed to Thomas of Celano (d. ca. 1255), a disciple and biographer of St. Francis of Assisi. Thomas’s poem is a kind of meditation or gloss in rhymed three-line stanzas (tercets) on the second verse—“Dies illa, dies irae”—of the responsory Libera me, Domine, de morte aeterna (“Deliver me, O Lord, from eternal death”), which is sung at the graveside service that follows the Requiem Mass. Even the melody begins as a parody (or gloss, or takeoff—but not a trope, except in the loosest possible use of the term) on that of the responsory verse (Ex. 3-8).


  EX. 3-8 Libera me (responsory verse)
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  Like Rex caeli (Ex. 2-1), in its full form the Dies irae has a melodic repetition scheme that exceeds the normal allotment of a sequence. (There can be no doubt about its status, though, because within the actual liturgy it occupies the place and accomplishes the business of a sequence.) Its three paired versicles go through a triple cursus—a threefold repetition like that of a litany: AABBCC/AABBCC/AABBC, with the last C replaced by a final couplet, to which an additional unrhymed couplet and an Amen were added by an anonymous reviser. (Ex. 3-7b contains only the first cursus.) The various constituent phrases have many internal repetitions as well: the second phrase of B, for example, is an embellished variant of the responsory-derived opening phrase of A, which (like the opening acclamation in Kyrie “Cum jubilo”) thus assumes the role of a refrain.


  Once again, as by now we may expect to find in a late medieval Dorian chant, the melody delineates the principal parts of the mode with great clarity. The A phrase occupies the Hypodorian ambitus, minus the highest note; the B phrase stakes out the upper tetrachord (but again minus the highest note); and the C phrase sinks back into Hypodorian space (this is, after all, a funereal chant). Only the final couplet (on “judicandus….”) manages to reach the top of the authentic octave, vouchsafing a mode 1 classification for the melody. Until the “coda,” moreover, with a pair of half cadences on A (the mode 1 tuba), every one of the melody’s frequent cadences has been to the final, imparting an additional, very heavy-treaded, dimension of repetition.


  Despite its formal peculiarities, the Dies irae is a very typical late sequence in its verse structure. By the middle of the twelfth century, rhymed tercets composed of eightsyllable lines with regularly alternated accent patterns were very much the norm, not only for sequences but for new Office formularies as well. This verse pattern (especially in a modified tercet with syllable count 8 + 8 + 7) is often associated with Adam Precentor, alias Adam of St. Victor (d. 1146) a much-venerated Parisian churchman and an “outstanding versifier” (egregius versificator) who is credited with churning out between forty and seventy sequences of this type, most of them set to a small repertory of stereotyped and interchangeable tunes. These sequences were composed not only for the Augustinian abbey of St. Victor, where Adam was resident, but also for the newly consecrated Cathedral of Notre Dame, where he served as cantor. The most famous melody associated with Adam is the Mixolydian tune to which St. Thomas Aquinas’s sequence Lauda Sion Salvatorem (“Praise the Savior, O Zion”) is still sung at traditional Catholic churches on the feast of Corpus Christi. In Ex. 3-9 the first two melodic phrases are given both with St. Thomas Aquinas’s words and with Adam’s original poem, Laudes crucis attollamus (“Praises to the cross we bear”), composed about a hundred years earlier. Mixing and matching texts and tunes (especially new texts and familiar tunes) was a common practice, called contrafactum, that throve especially in genres that exhibited the kind of rigorous regularity of form and meter that we find in the late Parisian (or “Victorine”) sequence.


  EX. 3-9 Lauda Sion Salvatorem/Laudes crucis attolamus
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  Altogether different were the contemporaneous sequences of Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), Abbess of the Benedictine convent of Rupertsberg in the Rhine valley near the German city of Trier. In its formal, modal, and metrical clarity, the Parisian sequence accorded with the scholastic tradition of Augustine and Boethius; scholastic thinkers sought, through orderly and cogent argument, to make faith intelligible to reason. Hildegard, by contrast, used poetry and music to express a visionary “symphony of the harmony of heavenly revelations” (symphonia armonie celestium revelationum), as she called her collected poetical works, assembled by the late 1150s. Besides her famous sequences, the book contains antiphons, responsories, hymns, and Kyries.


  Hildegard’s melodies often have an extraordinary ambitus (up to two and a half octaves!), and they are not easily parsed into abstract modal functions. Rather, they exhibit the older formula-family notion of modal identity, just as their verbal patterns, avoiding both rhyme and regular accentuation, revert to the older, Notker-style notion of prosa. Her fantastic diction and imagery are all her own.


  In the sequence Columba aspexit (“The dove looked in”) for the commemoration feast of St. Maximinus, a local saint of Trier, the versicles are paired in the traditional way, but loosely. (Ex. 3-10 shows the first two pairs.) The members of a pair do not always correspond exactly in syllable count. Compared with the literal strophic repetition we have become used to in the late medieval sequence, Hildegard’s melodic parallelism seems more to resemble a process of variation. (Some of her sequences avoid parallelism altogether, something unheard of since the ninth century and probably unknown to Hildegard as a precedent.) The result of all these irregularities is a relatively difficult melody to comprehend rationally or memorize. That lack of easy grasp, which induces a passivity of mind, combined with a flamboyant imagery, much of it derived from the Song of Songs, that evokes strong sensory impressions (specially implicating the sense of smell), conspire to produce an immensity of feeling one associates with revelation rather than reflection. Unlike the elegant, urbane creations of the Victorines, Hildegard’s is a lyricism of mystical immediacy. (Nor is this the last time French and German “schools” will be so differentiated.)
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  FIG. 3-4 Hildegard of Bingen, the twelfthcentury abbess of Rupertsberg, writing down her visions (or, possibly, her chants). The illustration comes from a manuscript of her treatise Scivias (“Know the ways of the Lord”) called the Codex Rupertsberg. It disappeared during World War II.


  


  EX. 3-10 Hildegard of Bingen, Columba aspexit
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  LITURGICAL DRAMA


  Hildegard’s largest work is a play with music called Ordo virtutum (“The enactment of the virtues”). In it, the Devil and the sixteen virtues do battle for the possession of a Christian soul. It is by far the oldest extant example of what is now called the “morality play,” a form of allegorical drama (chiefly popular between the fourteenth and the sixteenth centuries) in which the actors personify virtues and vices. In terms of content, then, Hildegard’s play was unusual and, it could be said, prophetic. In terms of its genre, however, it was not unusual at all.


  By Hildegard’s twelfth century, the sung verse play in Latin was a veritable craze in northern Europe and England, and church space was increasingly given over on major festivals to dramatic representations of various kinds. Such plays begin to appear in written sources in the tenth century, and it is probably no accident that the earliest ones all enact the same episode—the visit of the women (or the Magi) to Christ’s tomb (or the manger) and their meeting with an angel—that we encountered in the previous chapter in the form of tropes to the Easter and Christmas Introits. While it would be misleading to allege (as scholars once believed) that the so-called liturgical drama (performed at matins) grew directly or “organically” out of the earlier tropes (performed at Mass), it is clear that the church plays were a part—the crowning part, it is fair to say—of the same impulse to adorn and amplify the liturgy that produced the trope, the sequence, and all the other specifically Frankish liturgical genres that we surveyed in the previous chapter.


  One of the most fully worked out of these early plays, with detailed directions for the costumes and the movements of the actors, is found in the Regularis concordia of 973, a code of monastic law produced by a council of bishops under Ethelwold (ca. 908–984) at the cathedral of Winchester. Its music is preserved in the famous Winchester Tropers, two great books of liturgical supplements, the earlier of them roughly contemporaneous with the council. (Unfortunately the Winchester Tropers are both notated in staffless neumes, and their contents cannot be reliably transcribed for performance.)


  Like the tropes and sequences, the church plays evolved—between the tenth and twelfth centuries—from a prose into a verse genre. Twelfthcentury liturgical dramas were elaborate composites of newly composed versus (music set to verse texts in the latest Frankish style), older hymns and sequences, and Gregorian antiphons, these last being retained as a kind of scriptural allusion or invocation. Their subjects included Peregrinus plays (dramatizations of the risen Christ’s appearances to his disciples), shepherds’ plays for Christmas, the Slaughter of the Holy Innocents (sometimes called the “Play of Herod”), the Wise and Foolish Virgins, the Raising of Lazarus, the miracles of St. Nicholas, and the so-called Ludus Danielis, the “Play of Daniel.”


  The largest single source of these twelfthcentury verse plays is the so-called Fleury Playbook, a manuscript copied at the Benedictine monastery of St. Benoit at Fleury-sur- Loire near Orleans, the burial place of King Philip I of France (d. 1108). The best-known single item in the repertory is the Play of Daniel, thanks to its spectacular revival in 1958 by Noah Greenberg’s New York Pro Musica ensemble, a milestone in the “early music” performance movement (a recording was still in print as of 2001). It was composed by students at the Cathedral school of Beauvais for the Feast of the Circumcision (January 1): “In your honor, Christ, this Daniel play was written at Beauvais, the product of our youth,” the first words proclaim. In this treatment, the Old Testament story of the prophet Daniel and his deliverance from the lion’s den (vividly evoked in prescribed sets and costumes) is turned at the end into a prophecy of the coming of Christ: Ecce venit sanctus ille, / sanctorum sanctissimus, Daniel sings: “Behold, he comes, the Holy One, the Holiest of Holies,” followed by a traditional Christmas hymn and the ancient hymn of thanksgiving, Te Deum laudamus, the concluding chant at matins, to which the whole foregoing complement of dramatic verses, processional songs, and expressive lyrics could be interpreted as a huge explanatory preface or trope.


  The processional songs that accompany the entrances and exits of the dramatis personae in the Play of Daniel are labeled conductus (escorting-song) in the manuscript rubrics, one of the earliest uses of a term that later became synonymous with versus, or freely composed Latin song in verse. Ex. 3-11 gives the first of these conducti, to the verse Astra tenenti/cunctipotenti, which accompanies the entrance of King Belshazzar at the very beginning of the play, and then Daniel’s lyrical petition after King Darius sentences him to die in the lions’ den. (In order to accompany the actual procession of actors more effectively in performance, Noah Greenberg decided on the basis of the wordaccents to impose a regular compound-triple meter on the five-syllable lines of text in the conductus; there is no evidence to gainsay him.) Between them, these two samples will give an idea of the extraordinary range of poetic and musical style encompassed by post-Gregorian versus settings.


  MARIAN ANTIPHONS


  The very latest genre of medieval chant to be incorporated (in some part) into the canonical liturgy was the votive antiphon. Votive antiphons were psalmless antiphons—that is, independent Latin songs—attached as riders onto the ends of Office services to honor or appeal to local saints or (increasingly) to the Virgin Mary. As a human chosen by God to bear His son, Mary was thought to mediate between the human and the divine. One fanciful image casts her as the neck connecting the Godhead and the body of the Christian congregation. As such she was the natural recipient of personal prayers or devotional vows (and it is from “vow” that the word “votive” is derived). From the cult of Mary arose the Marian antiphon or “anthem to the Blessed Virgin Mary.” Our English word “anthem,” meaning a song of praise or devotion by now as often patriotic as religious, descends (by way of the Old English antefne) from “antiphon.” These ample songs of salutation to the Mother of God appear in great numbers in written sources beginning early in the eleventh century. By the middle of the thirteenth, a few had been adopted for ordinary use in monasteries to conclude the Compline service (hence the liturgical day itself). At English cathedrals they enhanced the Evensong service, which lay worshipers attended. It was to keep these prayers for intercession going in perpetuity that the “choral foundations”—endowments to fund the training of choristers—were set up at English cathedrals and university chapels. They have lasted to this day.


  EX. 3-11A The Play of Daniel, Astra tenenti (conductus)
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  EX. 3-11B The Play of Daniel, Heu heu (Daniel’s lament)
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  At first the Marian antiphons were sung, like the psalms, in a weekly cursus. In the modern liturgy, only four have been retained, and they follow a seasonal round. In winter (that is, from Advent until the Feast of the Purification on February 2), the seasonal anthem to the Blessed Virgin Mary is the penitential Alma Redemptoris Mater (“Sweet Mother of the Redeemer … have pity on us sinners”). In spring (from Purification until Holy Week), it is the panegyric Ave Regina coelorum (“Hail, O Queen of the heavens”). For the exultant fifty-day period between Easter and Pentecost, known as Paschal Time, Regina caeli, laetare (“O Queen of heaven, rejoice”) is the prescribed antiphon (Ex. 3-12a); and during the remaining (biggest) portion of the year, encompassing late summer and fall, it is Salve, Regina (“Hail, O Queen”), the most popular of the Marian antiphons (Ex. 3-12b) and the only one for which a plausible author has been proposed: Adhémar, Bishop of Le Puy and a leader of the First Crusade (d. at Antioch, 1098).


  These eleventh-century melodies, the one exultant and the other penitent, exemplify in their contrast of modes the persistence of the doctrine of ethos, alive even today in our conventional assignment of contrasting moods to the major and the minor. Regina caeli, in fact, is in the major mode to all intents and purposes. Its final, F (tritus), became ever more prevalent in the later Frankish genres; and when it appeared, it was usually given a “signature” of one flat to “soften” progressions from B to F (of which Regina caeli is especially full). The resulting “Lydian” octave species, TTST–TTS, is identical to what we would call the major scale. (Its “natural” diatonic occurrence, beginning on C, was not recognized as a mode in its own right until the middle of the sixteenth century, but it was obviously in practical use for centuries before its theoretical description.) The mode here works in tandem with other traditional earmarks of rejoicing, notably “jubilation” (melismas on portare and, especially, alleluia, replete with internal repeats clearly modeled on those of the Mass Alleluia).


  EX. 3-12A Marian antiphon, Regina caeli, laetare
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  EX. 3-12B Marian antiphon, Salve, Regina
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  Salve Regina is dark. Like so many late Dorian chants it covers the combined (or “commixed”) plagal-authentic ambitus, but its tessitura favors the lower end. (Its official assignment to mode 1 was due, most likely, to the repeated cadences of the concluding acclamations—O clemens: O pia: O dulcis—on A.) Although there are no real melismas, there is a great deal of melodic parallelism; indeed, the first two main phrases (“Salve Regina… ” and “Vita dulcedo… ”) are nearly identical. This last, it turns out, is a common feature of many medieval songs, although it is not found in many chants. (It should not be confused with the paired versicles of a sequence, because the first line of a sequence was the one line that was not usually paired.) Compare the melody in Ex. 3-13. This is a canso, a song of “courtly love.” Its language is Provençal, then the language of what is now central and southern France. The composer, Raimon de Miraval (d. ca. 1215), was a troubadour, that is, a member of the first school of European poets to use for creative purposes one of the then “modern” languages of Europe. Their line began with Guillaume IX, Duke of Aquitaine and Count of Poitiers (1071–1127), a younger contemporary of Adhemar, the putative author of the Salve Regina. Like Adhemar, Guillaume took part in the Crusades, as did many other troubadours.


  EX. 3-13 Raimon de Miraval, Aissi cum es genser pascors
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  Raimon’s canso begins, like the Salve Regina, with a repeated melodic phrase. Like the Salve Regina, it is a song of devotional praise to a remote, idealized lady. Like the Salve Regina, it is a Dorian tune in a lightly neumatic style. The Salve Regina, in effect, may thus be looked upon as a canso to the Blessed Virgin. There is no inherent or intrinsic difference between the idioms of sacred and of “secular” devotion, and no stylistic difference between the sacred verse-music of the eleventh and twelfth centuries and such “secular” verse-music as was deemed worthy, beginning in the twelfth century, of preservation in writing.


  THEORY AND THE ART OF TEACHING


  Before exploring the implications of these statements, though, or taking a closer look at music set to vernacular poetry, or discussing the reasons why the word “secular” is being set off in this context by quotation marks, let us return briefly to the original subject of this chapter, the formulation of new theoretical concepts and their influence on musical practice. There is one more tale to tell.


  For a long time, two of the Marian antiphons, Alma Redemptoris mater and Salve Regina, were attributed to Hermannus Contractus (Hermann the Lame, 1013–1054), a monk at the Swiss abbey of Reichenau. That attribution is no longer credited, but Hermann was a notable poet-composer (of sequences and Offices for local saints) and a major theorist. In his treatise, Musica, Hermann proposed surrounding the tetrachord of four finals (D, E, F, G) with a tone on either end, thus producing a six-note diatonic segment or hexachord from C to A, and with symmetrical intervallic content TTSTT.3 This module, Hermann implied, sums up with the greatest possible economy the tonal range of Gregorian chant. The tetrachord beginning with the first note, C, gives the beginning of the Mixolydian scale as well as that of the adjusted Lydian with B-flat: TTS. (In view of what we have observed about the F mode with B-flat, we could call this the major tetrachord.) If one begins on the second note of the hexachord, one gets the beginning of the Dorian scale, TST (we can call it the minor tetrachord). And by beginning on the third note one derives the essence of the Phrygian, STT. For all practical purposes, this model implies, there are only three finals—not four—and their scales are best thought of as beginning on C, D, and E. It was a step in the direction of what we call major-minor tonality.


  Hermann appears to have been unaware of the fact, but his conceptual module had already been abstracted from the chant itself as part of a great pedagogical breakthrough—perhaps the greatest in the history of the literate tradition of music in the West. For it was precisely this breakthrough that at last made “sight-singing” possible and put Western music on a literate footing in truly practical terms. Its importance would be hard to overestimate.


  The man responsible for this signal achievement was the same Italian monk, Guido of Arezzo, who around 1030 (in the prologue to an antiphoner) first proposed placing neumes on the lines and spaces of a ruled staff to define their precise pitch content. Guido used special colors, later replaced by alphabet signs, to denote the C and F, “key” lines—claves in Latin—that have semitones below them; these letters survive as our modern “clefs.” We, who still rely on his inventions nearly a thousand years later, owe him a lot, as did all the generations of Western musicians preceding us. No wonder he was a legend in his own time, and by now is something of a myth, a musical Prometheus.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 3-5 Guido of Arezzo instructing his pupil Theodal at the monochord, from a twelfthcentury manuscript in the Austrian National Library, Vienna.


  


  The actual Guido lived from about 990 to about 1033 and specialized for most of his fairly brief life in the training of choirboys. Like many teachers of ear training, he was ever on the lookout for melodies (in his case, chiefly chant antiphons) with which to exemplify the various intervals. Imagine his excitement, then, when (as he tells us) he chanced upon a tune that could exemplify all of them. This was the hymn Ut queant laxis (“So that tongues might loosen”), composed in the late eighth century by Paul the Deacon, a monk at the Benedictine abbey of Monte Cassino, in honor of the abbey’s patron saint, John the Baptist. This hymn tune is so constructed that the first syllable in each half-line is one scale degree higher than the one that precedes it, the whole series exactly tracing out the basic hexachord from C to A (Ex. 3-14). So well does it fit the pedagogical bill that scholars now suspect that Guido actually wrote the melody himself on the familiar words of the hymn.


  EX. 3-14 Hymn, Ut queant laxis; words by Paul the Deacon, music possibly by Guido d’Arezzo
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  This module gave a syllable-name (or vox, “voice”) to each degree (or locus, “place”) in the hexachord. Once internalized, the set of “musical voices” (voces musicales) served a double purpose for ear training. In the first place any interval, ascending or descending, could be demonstrated in terms of a vox combination (thus: ut–re, the tone; ut–mi, the major third; ut–fa the perfect fourth; re–fa the minor third; etc.). And, second, the difference between the tone and the semitone, the all-important definer of mode quality, could be mastered by drilling the interval mi–fa.


  Around the beginning of the seventeenth century, the syllable si, derived from the initials of “Sancte Ioannes,” was added by some singing teachers to the Guidonian module so that a full major scale could be sung with model (“solmization”) syllables. (In modern practice, as every music student knows, si has been replaced by ti, and the closed syllable ut has been replaced by the open syllable do, sometimes spelled “doh” in English speaking countries to avoid confusion with the verb “to do.”) Guido, however, who did not as yet have or need the concept of the major scale, managed to complete the octave by transposing the basic module so that it began on G, the hexachord G–E being intervallically identical (or “affined,” to use Guido’s vocabulary) with C–A. In this new placement, the progression mi–fa corresponds with the semitone B–C. To solmize the full scale from C to c, one “mutates” at some convenient point (either on sol–ut or la–re) from one location of the module to the other, thus (dashes denoting semitones):
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  To take care of the F-with-B-flat situation, later theorists recognized another transposition of the module, beginning on F, that would place the mi–fa pair on A and B-flat. The whole range of hexachord transpositions thus achieved, mapping out the whole musical space within which Gregorian chant was habitually sung, finally looked like Ex. 3-15.


  EX. 3-15 The gamut, or full range of pitches represented on the Guidonian hand, together with the seven hexachords that are required for its solmization. The recurrent pitch names across the bottom of the diagram are called claves in medieval music theory; the recurrent solmization syllables are the voces. An individual pitch, or locus (“place” within the gamut), is specified by a combination of clavis and vox, from Gamma ut (whence “gamut”) to E la. What we now call “middle C” was C sol-fa-ut to medieval singers
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  In order to gain an ut at the bottom on which to begin the first set of voces, Guido placed a G below the A that normally marked the lower end of the modal system. This extra G was represented by its Greek equivalent, gamma. Its full name within the array of voces was “Gamma ut,” which (shortened to gamut) became the name of the array itself. (The word “gamut,” of course, has entered the common English vocabulary to denote the full range of anything.) The two versions of B (the one sung as mi over G, corresponding to our B natural, and the one sung as fa over F, corresponding to B-flat), were assigned to a single mutable space, whose actual pitch realization would depend on the context. The higher B was known as the hard one (durus), and was represented by a square-shaped letter that eventually evolved into the modern natural sign. The hexachord containing it was also known as the “hard” hexachord (hexachordum durum). The lower one, which softened augmented fourths into perfect ones, was known accordingly as soft (mollis) and was represented by a rounded letter that eventually evolved into the modern flat sign. The hexachord containing B-flat (B-mollis) was known as the “soft” hexachord (hexachordum molle; the original module, derived from the hymn, was called the “natural” hexachord.)


  Eventually, the use to which Guido put the C–A hexachord module, and the concepts that arose from it, began to influence the more theoretical notion of the hexachord as expounded by Hermann. One now could distinguish pieces ending “on ut” (Regina caeli, for example) from pieces ending “on re” (like Salve Regina). A whole intervalspecies could be summoned up by a single syllable. This, too, reinforced the tendency to simplify the concept of mode and reduce it all the more to our familiar major-minor dualism. Eventually the “ut” modes (like G with a B natural) were called durus, and “re” modes (like G with a B flat, a “transposed” Dorian) were called mollis. This terminology survives to this day in some languages, like German and Russian, as equivalents for major and minor (thus in German G-dur means “G major” and g-moll means “G minor.”) In French and Russian, the word bémol (from “B-mollis”) denotes the flat sign.


  As an aid toward internalizing the whole set of voces and applying them to the actual notes written on Guido’s other invention, the staff, Guido—or, more likely, later theorists acting in his name—adopted a mnemonic device long used by calendar makers and public speakers, whereby items to be memorized were mapped spiralwise onto the joints of the left palm (Fig. 3-6). (The once widespread use of such devices is still reflected in our daily language by expressions like “rule of thumb” and “at one’s fingertips.”) In its fully developed musical form (not actually reached until the thirteenth century, two hundred years after Guido), each location on the “Guidonian hand” (and one in space, above the middle finger) represented a musical locus, defined by the conjunction of two overlapping cycles: the octave-cycle naming the notes as written (the claves, or letter names), and the series of hexachord placements that assigned voces to each of the claves. A specific locus, then, represents the product of a clavis and a vox. C fa ut (lowest joint of index finger), for example, is the C below middle C (C), and only that C: it can be solmized only in the hard hexachord (in which it is fa) and the natural (in which it is ut); there is no F below it in the gamut, so it cannot be solmized as sol. Middle C (c, top joint of ring finger) is C sol fa ut: it can be solmized in all three hexachords. The C above middle C (cc, second joint of ring finger), and only that C, is C sol fa, for it can only be solmized in the soft and hard hexachords. To sing it as ut would imply that the gamut (or “hand,” as it was fondly called) continued past its upper limit.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 3-6 The “Guidonian hand” as represented in a thirteenth-century Bavarian manuscript.


  


  Armed with the memorized and internalized gamut, a singer could parse a written melody into its constituent intervals without hearing it or hunting for it on a monochord. The first phrase of Salve Regina (Ex. 3-12b), for example, could be seen at a glance to lie exactly within the compass of the natural hexachord, in which it would be solmized with these voces: la sol la re(Salve);/la sol fa mi fa sol fa mi re/(Regina);/ut re re ut re mi fa sol re mi ut re / (mater misericordiae). All of Regina caeli (Ex. 3-12a) lies within a single soft hexachord. The beginning of the second phrase (“Quia quem meruisti”), the first that encompasses the entire range of the chant, would take these voces: /ut sol sol la la sol fa mi re ut re mi mi/. Finally, here are the voces for the first “Kyrie” acclamation and the first “Christe” in Kyrie IX (Ex. 3-5):


  Kyrie:/ re fa sol la sol fa mi re fa re ut re ut re fa sol fa mi re/(natural hexachord).


  Christe:/ mi mi re fa mi re re ut re fa re mi/(soft hexachord).


  Except for the beginning of the second “Kyrie” invocation, which extends down into the first hard (or “gamma”) hexachord (syllables: re fa sol sol), the whole of Kyrie IX can be solmized using one natural and one soft hexachord. It would be a good exercise for the reader. Another good exercise would be to seek out phrases in the chants used as examples in this book so far that exceed the interval of a sixth, and that therefore require a mutation for their proper solmization. Salve Regina contains a number of interesting examples of this type. The phrase “Ad te suspiramus, gementes et flentes” requires a mutation from natural to soft and back again, thus:/re fa la (think mi)sol re re ut re mi (think la), re fa sol sol re fa mi re ut/. The phrase “Eia ergo, Advocata nostra, illos tuos misericordes oculos” is tricky: it begins in the soft hexachord, and descends into the natural; but when the upper range is regained, mutation must be not to the soft hexachord but to the hard, since the melody (as the alert singer will have scanned ahead to notice) has a B-natural, not a B-flat, thus:/ut ut re ut re mi mi, sol re mi re ut (think fa)re sol la (think re), sol sol fa mi fa sol re sol fa re ut (think fa)la sol fa mi fa mi re ut/. At “nobis,” however, where the B-flat is called for, so is the soft hexachord: / re la (think mi)fa mi/.


  Armed with these techniques, and with Guido’s hand stored in memory for ready reference, a singer could truly sing at sight, or (as Guido put it in the title of his famous epistle of 1032) “sing an unknown melody.” Reinforced over centuries of practice, this pedagogical aid wrought enormous changes in the way music was disseminated and thought about. When transmission from composer to performer could take place impersonally, without direct oral/aural contact, music became that much less a process or a social act, and that much more a tangible, autonomous thing. The notion of a “piece” of music could only arise when music began to be thought of in terms of actual pieces of paper or parchment. For these far-reaching conceptual changes, we have the legendary Guido, the greatest ear trainer of them all, to thank. He turned out to be even more a trainer of eyes and minds than of ears.


  


  CHAPTER 4

  Music of Feudalism and Fin’ Amors


  THE EARLIEST LITERATE SECULAR REPERTORIES:

  AQUITAINE, FRANCE, IBERIA, ITALY, GERMANY


  BINARISMS


  One of the lessons the study of history can teach us is to appreciate the futility of rigidly oppositional distinctions and to resist them. Hard and fast antitheses, often called binarisms, are conceptual rather than empirical: that is, they are more likely to be found in the clean laboratories of our minds than in the messy world our bodies inhabit. (And even to say this much is to commit several errors of arbitrary opposition.) One can hardly avoid categories; they simplify experience and, above all, simplify the stories we tell. They make things intelligible. Without them, writing a book like this—let alone reading it!—would be virtually impossible. And yet they involve sacrifice as well as gain.


  The invention of staff notation, placed at the climax of the previous chapter and presented as a great victory, is a case in point. The gain in (apparent) precision was accompanied by a definite loss in variety. The staff is nothing if not an instrument for imposing hard distinctions: between A and B, between B and C, and so forth. These distinctions are gross as well as hard; singing from a staff is like putting frets on one’s vocal cords. One has only to compare the staffless neumes of early chant manuscripts with the staved notations of the “post-Guidonian” era to see how much more stylized notation had to become—and how much farther, one must conclude, from the oral practice it purported to transcribe—in order to furnish the precise information about pitch that we now prize. A whole category of ornamental neumes (called liquescent, implying fluidity, flexibility of voice, and, most likely, intonation “in the cracks”) was sacrificed, and eventually lost from practice. No one knows today just what they once signified. The precision of staff notation, like the precision of the modal theory that preceded and preconditioned it, regularized certain aspects of music and made many developments possible. Yet at the same time they foreclosed other aspects and potential developments that other musical cultures have continued to prize and to cultivate. Anyone who has heard the classical music of Iran or India will have an idea of what may have been lost from the European tradition.


  On a more conceptual plane, consider the distinction between sacred and secular. Up to now only the former has figured in our story, simply because only it was available for description. Now we are about to encounter the earliest available secular repertories—the first musical repertories that were not intended for use in divine worship but were nevertheless deemed worthy of preservation in writing. On the basis of the firm distinction between the sacred and the secular on which, for example, our present-day institutions of government depend, we may tend to assume that secular music will contrast radically with sacred. Perhaps some did; the writings of the early Church Fathers abound in condemnations of “licentious songs” that express and arouse “passions sprung of lack of breeding and baseness,”1 or that call forth “the Devil’s great heap of garbage.”2 But we don’t know these songs. We will never know exactly how they differed from the music of which the Fathers approved, and we may even suspect that what made them objectionable had less to do with their essential nature or “style” than with the occasions at which they were sung, or with the people who sang them. “Sacred” and “secular” are not so much styles as uses. The distinction between them is at least as much a social as a generic one.


  AQUITAINE


  TROUBADOURS


  The earliest secular repertories of which we have direct knowledge consist of songs by knightly poets of courtly love and feudal service. Stylistically, they are remarkably like the sacred repertories with which we have been dealing so far. Not that this should surprise us: if these secular songs were thought worthy of commemoration and permanence (that is, worthy of writing down), they must have had some transcendent or elevating purpose like that of the sacred. And as surely as style follows function, a like purpose should entail a like manner.


  The earliest such written-down knightly songs in a European vernacular (that is, a currently and locally spoken language) originated in Aquitaine, a duchy whose territory occupied parts of what is now southern and south-central France. It had been conquered by Charlemagne in the late eighth century and incorporated into the Carolingian Empire; but with the weakening of the Empire as a result of invasions by Normans on one side and Muslims on the other, royal influence over Aquitaine gave way over the course of the ninth and tenth centuries to several independent noble families who established local jurisdictions and maintained networks of patronage and protection among themselves. Eventually the counts of Poitou emerged as the most powerful among these clans and, from 973, asserted dominion over the whole territory and took the title of Duke. (Later, the marriage of the duchess Aliénor or Eleanor of Aquitaine to the French king in 1137 joined Aquitaine to France; and her second marriage, to the Norman duke who later became King Henry II of England, led to a long struggle over the territory that would not be ended until the fifteenth century.)


  It was during the period of Aquitaine’s relative independence that its courtly poetic and musical traditions arose. William (Guillaume), seventh count of Poitiers and ninth duke of Aquitaine (1071–ca. 1127), was the first European vernacular poet whose work has come down to us. The tradition, socially speaking, thus began right at the top, with all that that implies as to “highness” of style, tone, and diction. The language William used was Provençal, alias Occitan or langue d’oc, from the local word for “yes.” (Old French, spoken to the north, was called langue d’oïl for the same reason.) In Provençal, poetry was called trobar, meaning words “found,” and a poet was called a trobador, a “finder” of words. In English we use the Frenchified form, troubadour.


  A troubadour’s subject matter was the life he led, viewed in terms of his social relations, which were ceremonial, idealized, and ritualized to the point of virtual sacralization. In keeping with the rarefied subject matter, the genres and styles of troubadour verse were also highly formalized and ceremonious, to the point of virtuosic complexity of design and occasional, sometimes deliberate, obscurity of meaning.


  The genres reflected social relations directly. Feudalism, arising in unsettled conditions of weak central power and frequent ruinous invasion, was based on land grants and on contractual, consensual exchanges of service and protection on which everyone’s welfare depended. The bonds of honor thus pledged were taken very seriously indeed. The utopian ideal—never realized except (more or less theoretically) in the tiny, short-lived “Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem” established by the Crusaders in 1099—was a wholly hierarchical—and therefore, theoretically, a wholly harmonious—society. Under feudalism, all land was legally owned by an elected (rather than a hereditary) king, who deeded and parceled it out to the greatest nobles in the form of “fiefs” (from the Latin feodum, whence “feudal”), who deeded it in turn to lesser nobles, and so on down to the manorial barons and their serfs, who actually worked it.


  The granting of a fief created the relationship of lord (or suzerain) and vassal. The bond thus created was solemnized downright liturgically, in a ritual of homage whereby the vassal, placing his hands in the lord’s, swore an oath of fealty that obliged him to perform certain specified acts and services, including military service. The suzerain, in turn, bound himself to protect the vassal from incursions. The feudal nobility was thus primarily a military caste system, a hierarchy of knights or warriors-in-service. These military bonds were at first envisioned as a system of mutual defense (although in reality disruptive conflict among lords was common), but in the period of the Crusades the knightly armies went on the offensive. William IX of Aquitaine, our first troubadour, led a Crusade himself in 1101; his unlucky army never reached the Holy Land.


  Several genres of troubadour verse celebrated feudal ideals. A sirventes was a song from vassal to lord about knightly service or about some theme of political alliance; such a song could be either serious or satirical. An enueg (compare the French ennui) was a complaint about infractions of knightly decorum. A gap (compare jape or gibe) was a bluster-song, glorifying one’s own exploits or issuing a challenge. The most serious of such types was the planh (compare the French plainte), a eulogy on the death of a lord. There were also many songs about crusading zeal.


  The true heart of the troubadour legacy, however, was the canso, which means a love poem—or better, perhaps, a poem about love. For the love celebrated by knightly singers was just as “high,” just as formalized and ritualized, as any other publicly enunciated theme. And the poems of the troubadours were always meant for public performance—hence the music!—not for private reading; theirs was still an eminently oral tradition. Modern scholars have christened the subject of the canso “courtly love” (amour courtoise); the troubadours themselves called it fin’ amors, “refined love,” defined by one modern authority as “a great imaginative and spiritual superstructure built on the foundation of sexual attraction.”


  It is widely thought that Arabic sung poetry—known in southern Europe from the ninth century, and also emphasizing secret love and the spiritualization of the erotic (including the homoerotic)—had a formative influence on the concept of fin’ amors. Its main genre is the nawba (or nuba), a lengthy vocal performance accompanied by the oud (literally “wood”), a gourd-shaped plucked-string instrument from which the European lute had been adapted by the thirteenth century. It consisted of several stanzas (some in Arabic and some in Persian), connected with improvisatory instrumental interludes. No musical relationship between the nawba and the troubadour repertory has as yet been definitely established, but some modern performers of early music have experimented effectively with performance practices derived from those of present-day Arab musicians.


  The love songs of the troubadours were like their knightly songs in that they emphasized service and the idolization of those above, as the lady was invariably held to be. The style was selfconsciously lofty, as exemplified by the imagery of the most famous of all cansos, Can vei la lauzeta mover by Bernart de Ventadorn (d. ca. 1200), which begins with an unforgettable metaphor comparing the joy of love to the soaring and swooping of a lark in flight. This is contrasted with the lovesick poet’s unhappy state, condemned to adore a cold and unresponsive lady from afar.


  Fin’ amors was furtive and hopeless as a matter of course, because the lady was always held to outrank her lover. She was married into the bargain, as a rule, though often left alone for long periods while her husband was out on campaigns or Crusades. At such times she was the effective ruler of his domain, as the Occitan word for lady—domna—already suggests (compare the Latin domina and the Italian donna). Her identity is always concealed behind a code name (senhal; in Bernart’s song it is Tristan), supposedly known only to the lady and her lover.
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  FIG. 4-1 Medieval lutenist, from an illumination in a thirteenth-century manuscript now at the Biblioteca Nazionale in Florence, Italy. The instrument he is playing entered Europe as war booty from the Crusades.


  


  But secrecy and illegitimacy should not be confused with licentiousness. The conventions of fin’ amors heightened the unavailability of the lady as actual lover and made her an object not of lust but of veneration. The canso was thus essentially a devotional song, a song of worship—another link with the sacred sphere, especially with the burgeoning liturgy of the Blessed Virgin. Veneration of the lady, like veneration of Mary, promoted not license or sensuality but rather the sublimation of amorous desire in charity, self-mortification, and acts of virtue. It was another bond of honor, hence a quintessentially feudal attitude.


  MINSTRELS


  In Bernart’s case it was easy enough to feel outranked by the lady: like many of the later troubadours, he was a commoner—according to various traditions the son of the baker or the furnace stoker in the castle of Ventadorn, near Poitiers—who rose to prominence, and received noble patronage, strictly on his merits as a poet. (Bernart’s patron was Eleanor of Aquitaine herself, with whom he traveled to France after her first marriage, and to England after her second, thus spreading his art abroad.) While the art of the troubadours was a quintessentially aristocratic art, an art of the castle, it was not an art practiced only by aristocrats. Rather, whoever the actual practitioner may have been, it was an art cultivated and patronized by aristocrats and expressive of their outlook.
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  FIG. 4-2 Bernart de Ventadorn, from an illumination accompanying his vida, the biographical preface to his collected song texts without melodies, in a manuscript copied in Italy in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, by which time the Occitan culture of southern France had already been destroyed. (Only five of the thirtyseven manuscripts known to have contained troubadour songs had musical notations.) The manuscript found its way to the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris as war booty, having been confiscated from the Vatican Library by Napoleon’s army. The portrait of Bernart, dating from at least a century after his death, is obviously fanciful.


  


  Indeed, the actual practice—the actual performance, that is, of the noble songproduct—was usually left to what we now call minstrels: professionals of a lower caste, singer-entertainers called joglars in Provençal (jongleurs in French, both from the Latin joculatores, “jokers”); the derivation of our English word “juggler” from joglar should leave no doubt about its subartistic connotation. Most of the commoner-troubadours like Bernart started out as minstrels who learned the work of the noble poets by rote and who later developed creative facility in their own right. The relationship of troubadour to minstrel, and particularly the means of transmission from the one to the other, attest that the art of the troubadours remained an oral art. A noble poet would compose a song and teach it to a minstrel, thus sending it out into the oral tradition from which it might be transcribed, with luck, a hundred years later.


  For written documentation of the troubadour art began only when the tradition was already moribund. The manuscripts containing troubadour songs, called chansonniers, are retrospective anthologies prepared in the middle of the thirteenth century. (Any song found in multiple copies in these late sources exists in multiple variants, thus precluding the restoration of a definitive “text,” assuming there ever was such a thing.) Besides the songs themselves, chansonniers contain fanciful portraits and biographies (vidas) of the poets. Their purpose was commemorative and decorative; they had nothing to do with practice or performance. They were “art objects,” rich “collectibles.”


  That the composition of troubadour songs was just as much an oral practice as their transmission and performance is shown by a very revealing anecdote in the vida of Arnaut Daniel, one of the greatest knightly poets, known for his exceptional virtuosity in rhyme. It supposedly happened at the court of Richard I (LionHeart), Eleanor’s son. Another troubadour had boasted that he could compose a better poem than Arnaut and challenged him to a contest. The king confined the two poets to different rooms in his castle, stipulating that at the end of the day they were to appear before him and recite their new poems, whereupon Richard would determine the winner of the bet. Arnaut’s inspiration failed him; but from his room he could hear his rival singing as he composed his song, and learned it by heart. When the time of the trial came he asked to perform first and sang his rival’s song, leaving the latter to look like the copycat.


  Like many of the anecdotes in the vidas, this one probably never happened. (There is no corroborating evidence that Arnaut, himself a nobleman, was ever in anyone’s employ, or that he knew Richard, or that he went to England.) But, as the Italian proverb has it, se non è vero, è ben trovato: “even if it isn’t true, it’s very apt (literally, well made-up)”—and note how the Italian for “making up” comes from the same root stock as trobar. What is so apt about it, and revealing, are the points the author of the vida took for granted: first, that a troubadour in the act of composition did not write but sang aloud; and second, that a troubadour could memorize a song at an aural glance. These are the assumptions of an oral culture.


  It was that congruence of creating and performing as oral acts, and that ease of memorization, that made the minstrel an apt and necessary accessory to the troubadour. Yet because the creation of poetry, as opposed to its performance, was nevertheless viewed as a noble pastime rather than a profession, it could be practiced by lords—and by ladies, too. The vidas tell us of at least twenty lady troubadours (for which the Provençal word was trobairitz) who created courtly songs but never sang them, at least in public.


  HIGH (LATINATE) AND LOW (“POPULAR”) STYLE


  The only type of troubadour love song that emphasized the joy of consummation was the thrilling genre known as the alba, or “dawn-song.” The lovers, having passed a clandestine night together in oblivious bliss, are aroused—by the sun, by singing birds, by a watchman’s cry, or by a confidant—to the breaking day and to the peril of discovery. The most famous alba was Reis glorios by Guiraut de Bornelh, a contemporary of Bernart and, like him, a commoner whose skill found favor with the noble audiences (Ex. 4-1). Where Bernart’s stanza (or cobla, to use the Occitan word) had consisted, in Can vei la lauzeta, of eight different phrases, each corresponding to a line of poetry, Guiraut’s is regularized by an initial melodic repetition (or pes)—as in the Salve Regina melody discussed in the previous chapter—and by a concluding refrain as in, say, a Frankish Kyrie. The resemblance of Guiraut’s melody to that of the Kyrie verse Cunctipotens genitor (Ex. 2-14b) has been noted.


  EX. 4-1 Guiraut de Bornelh, Reis glorios (first verse)
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  The higher the style of a troubadour melody, the more likely were its chant affinities. Comparison of Bernart’s or Guiraut’s melodies with those of the late Frankish chant discloses a great similarity of style. Like Salve Regina or Kyrie IX, they are exemplary “first mode” melodies according to the rationalized concept of mode studied in chapter 3. (The composers probably picked up the style by ear on the basis of the chants they heard sung.) There are even instances that show the influence of late chant poetry on troubadour diction and sentiment. A familiar Provençal dictum—fin’ amors, fons de bontat, “courteous love is the source of all goodness”—echoes in close cognates the tenth-century Kyrie verse Fons bonitatis. (Its third-mode melody, shorn of the verse but still sporting the incipit as a title, can be found in modern chant books as “Kyrie II.”) The hypothesis that the music of troubadour song—the performance medium of a liturgy of aristocratic mores—aped the actual liturgical music of its time has been gaining strength as more is learned about actual twelfthcentury chant. Quite near William the Ninth’s seat at Poitiers was Limoges, another Aquitanian town and the site of the Benedictine abbey of St. Martial, the greatest center for the production of Latin versus on which the troubadours modeled their vers (to use the Provençal word for poetry-with-music).


  Rhythmically and formally, Latin versus (or conductus as it was called in northern France) was just as various and almost as virtuosic as troubadour songs. Actual Provençal words occasionally appear in versus from St. Martial. Most striking of all, there are subgenres of versus that, like the most elevated troubadour genres, straddle the nebulous line between the sacred and the secular. Some of them have actual troubadour parallels, for example the planctus (=planh). St. Martial manuscripts contain a celebrated planctus for Charlemagne and an even more illustrious song called planctus cigni (“The lament of the swan”), a moving metaphor of exile, in which a swan, caught in a storm over the sea, laments the loss of its verdant homeland. The famous theologian Pierre Abelard (1079–1142), an exact contemporary of William of Aquitaine, wrote six planctus on biblical themes, two of which exist in staff notation. A large collection of versus in an early thirteenth-century French manuscript best known for polyphonic music includes planctus commemorating a whole honor roll of recently deceased aristocrats and churchmen, and what may be described as Latin sirventes (one of them concerning Pope Innocent III’s excommunication of Otto IV, the Holy Roman Emperor, in 1210 and the ensuing war of succession). Many planctus settings (including the planctus cigni) are in a form resembling the older (pre-“Victorine”) liturgical sequence, with its melodically paired verses of differing lengths. This form, too, had its Provençal counterpart, called the descort. The name, translated literally, means “discordant,” the idea being that its component stanzas are in varying (disagreeing) rhyme and meter schemes, requiring new melodies for each. Such a structure particularly suited narrative poems.
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  FIG. 4-3 The Languedoc region in the twelfth century. Note the close proximity of Limoges, the monastic center, where Latin liturgical poetry to music was composed in profusion; and Poitiers, the center of troubadour activity.


  


  Other troubadour genres or individual melodies affected a mock-popular style that may have drawn stylistically not on chant but on otherwise unrecorded folk idioms. A chantar m’er de so gu’en no volria (“I must sing of that which I would rather not”), the one poem with surviving tune attributed to the late twelfthcentury trobairitz Beatriz, Countess of Dia, departs markedly from the chant idiom. Its overall structure is that of the regularized or “rounded” canso with its repeated couplet and final refrain (AB AB CD B), but the tune alternates cadences on E and D in a fashion never encountered in first-mode chants but common in the dances and dance songs of a slightly later period. (Such endings would be designated ouvert and clos—“open” and “shut”—in thirteenth century dance manuscripts; they correspond to, and prefigure, what we would now call half and full cadences.) One genre that always affected a mock-popular tone was the pastorela, in which a knight seduces (or tries to seduce) a shepherdess. The best-known survivor of this genre is L’autrier jost’ una sebissa (“The other day by a hedge row”) by Marcabru (or Marcabrun), one of the early troubadours, who served in his youth at the court of William of Aquitaine and who memorialized his patron in a Crusader song (Pax! In nomine Domini, “Peace! In the name of the Lord”) that actually mixes Latin verses with vernacular ones. Texts that do this are called macaronic (“jumbled” like macaroni).


  Another mock-popular genre was the balada, or dance-song, of which a rare surviving example is the anonymous A l’entrada del tens clar (Ex. 4-2). This melody, of an altogether different character from the preceding ones, seems to be a sophisticated imitation folk song with its call-and-response verses (ending with “Eya,” Occitan for “Hey!”), its half and full cadences, and its lengthy refrain.


  EX. 4-2 A l’entrada del tens clar (balada)
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  RHYTHM AND METER


  If, as the text suggests, this song is meant to accompany a carole, an actual public dance, then its rhythm has got to be metrical. No such information is conveyed by the actual notation, which like that of the other troubadour melodies is indistinguishable from the “quadratic notation” (notation with square noteheads) used in contemporary chant manuscripts. (“Contemporary” here means thirteenth-century, the period of the retrospective chansonniers.) Meter has to be supplied conjecturally, on the basis of the words. In the case of a dance, no one is likely to object to such a conjecture; but the question of the proper rhythmic style for troubadour songs—indeed, for verse-music in general before the thirteenth century—is one of the most hotly contested issues in musical scholarship.


  The poetry is of course metered; indeed, metrical design (along with rhyme scheme) was a field in which the troubadours vied to excel one another in virtuosity. The question is whether the metric patterning was reflected in the music in patterns of note lengths or by means of stress patterns. Or, as some maintain, were the troubadour songs performed in a supple rhythm modeled, perhaps, on that of the sacred chant? Such an attribute of “high” style would free the troubadour art from any taint of the “popular”—if indeed that was thought desirable.


  This is certainly not the place to adjudicate such a question; but it should be emphasized that we are just as much in the dark about the intended rhythmic performance of versus (or even Frankish hymns and sequences) as we are about vers. And it should be noted that the scholarly consensus has lately been swinging, in the case of all of these repertories, away from the a position (now regarded as anachronistic) that favored applying quantitative meters wherever possible. This theory, which dominated editions and performances of troubadour melodies and late chants alike in the earlier part of the twentieth century, was based on a misreading of treatises on the rhythmic performance of late medieval polyphonic music (to be described in chapter 6).


  The approach most favored now is the so-called “isosyllabic” approach, whereby all syllables, whether sung to a single note or to a group or two or three notes, are given roughly equal length. Another possibility, which also has its adherents, is the “equalist” approach that makes precisely the opposite assumption. It gives all notes the same length, regardless of how many of them are given to a syllable. This fairly radical “solution” to the problem of rhythmic interpretation is the one recommended by the editors of modern chant books (officially adopted by the Catholic church in 1904 and in general Catholic use until 1963), and is therefore the one most widely practiced today wherever the Gregorian chant is still sung as service music.


  TROBAR CLUS


  There is one more important genre of troubadour poetry with music: the tenso (or joc-partit), an often jesting debate-song that involves two or more interlocutors, and that was sometimes, but not necessarily, actually a joint composition by two or more poets. The subject matter could be some fine point of love or feudal service (like, “if you love a lady, would it be better to be married to her or to have her love you back?”), or it could be—and most often was—about poetry itself. Here the troubadour addressed his craft directly and with marvelous selfconsciousness. The tenso was thus a sort of school for poets and can be extremely instructive for us.


  One of the favorite themes for debate was the eternal conflict between trobar clus and trobar clar, between “closed” or difficult poetry for connoisseurs and “clear” poetry designed for immediate pleasure and easy communication. The virtues claimed for the first were its technical prowess, its density of meaning, and the exclusive nature of its appeal, which lent it an ability to create an elite occasion and foster solidarity among a coterie of insiders. It promoted social division and hierarchy, and was therefore an art quintessentially expressive of aristocratic values. The virtues claimed for the second were its greater technical prowess (or so it was argued, since as the Roman poet Horace famously remarked, the greatest art is the art that conceals art) and its power to create a sense of community and shared values. Within the narrow social context of troubadour culture this is hardly to be looked upon as a “democratic” ideal. It might better be regarded as a feudal piety.


  These arguments were given an early, classic exposition in a tenso by Guiraut de Bornelh, a recent convert to trobar clar, in mock debate with a fellow troubadour, Raimbaut d’Aurenga (called Linhaure), who remained loyal to trobar clus. The melody, unfortunately, has not survived. In somewhat abridged translation, the dispute runs as follows:


  
    1. I should like to know, G. de Bornelh, why you keep blaming the obscure style. Tell me if you prize so highly that which is common to all? For then would all be equal.

  


  
    2. Sir Linhaure, I do not take it to heart if each man composes as he pleases; but judge that song is more loved and prized which is made easy and simple, and do not be vexed at my opinion.

  


  
    3. Guiraut, I do not like my songs to be so confused, that the base and good, the small and great be appraised alike; my poetry will never be praised by fools, for they have no understanding nor care for what is more precious and valuable.

  


  
    4. Linhaure, if I work late and turn my rest into weariness to make my songs simple, does it seem that I am afraid of work? Why compose if you do not want all to understand? Song brings no other advantage.

  


  
    5. Guiraut, provided that I produce what is best at all times, I care not if it be not so widespread; commonplaces are no good for the appreciative—that is why gold is more valued than salt, and with song it is just the same.3

  


  For the troubadours, these opposing sentiments were not so much passionately held convictions as postures; many poets cultivated both styles depending on the occasion and saw no compelling reason to choose between them. And yet the debate continues. It will run through this book like a red thread, steadily gathering force and urgency as the audience for art changes (and inexorably widens) over time. For one of the enduring characteristics of “high art,” and a perennial source of contention, is the fact that it is produced by and for political and social elites. That, after all, is what makes it “high.” But then there can be many reasons for hiding meaning, and not all of them are proud.


  Nor is original purpose an inherent limitation on meaning or value. Art devised to serve the interests or the needs of a feudal aristocracy must be serving other interests now, if it is serving any interests at all. And yet trobar clus and trobar clar, by other names and in other forms, are with us still. Each still has its ardent defenders and its adamant detractors. Their subtexts and agendas are many. There is no more consequential theme in the history of art.


  The art of the troubadours lasted about two hundred years. It declined together with the Provençal culture that sustained it. Many of the later troubadours fled southward, into present-day Spain and Italy, at the time of the so-called Albigensian Crusade (from 1208). This was a drawn-out, devastating war of aggression waged by the northern French against the courts of Languedoc under pretext of a religious campaign. (The ostensible targets were the so-called Cathari or Albigenses, adherents of an old philosophical tradition called Manicheism that had been declared a heresy by the Catholic Church.) Guiraut Riquier (ca. 1230–ca. 1300), the last of the troubadours, found employment at the court of Alfonso X of Castile, which became a major center of vernacular courtly and devotional song in the later thirteenth century, but no longer in Provençal. Nor was Guiraut the only troubadour who stimulated the spread of vernacular poetry into other languages. As we will see, the nobleman Arnaut Daniel (by common consent the preeminent master of trobar clus) had a formative, if posthumous, influence on the art of Dante and Petrarch, as well as their fourteenthcentury Italian musical contemporaries. But long before that, indeed by the end of the thirteenth century, the art of the troubadour was at an end.


  FRANCE


  TROUVÈRES


  By that time, however, it had spawned a hardy successor in northern France itself, despite hostilities between the northern courts and those of Languedoc. The earliest French imitations of Provençal lyrics, by poet-musicians who called themselves trouvères (in direct translation from the Occitan), were composed something less than a century after the Provençal tradition had its start, and gathered strength all through the thirteenth century while the art of the troubadours declined.


  One of the main brokers of this northward migration was Eleanor of Aquitaine herself. She was the granddaughter of the first troubadour, the patron of a great troubadour (Bernart de Ventadorn), whom she brought with her up to France, and both mother and great-grandmother of notable trouvères. Eleanor’s trouvère son, Richard I (LionHeart), though born in England and eventually his father’s successor as king (1189–99), had succeeded first to the titles of his great-grandfather William and lived most of his life in Aquitaine. He never learned English. His poems are found in both Provençal and French sources; the only one to survive with its melody (or, at any rate, with a melody) is found only in French.


  That song, Ja nun hons pris (Ex. 4-3), while cast in a form resembling the canso (or, in French, chanson courtoise), is not about love but about honor. It is a lament on his famous captivity (1192–94) following the Third Crusade, when his enemy Leopold V of Austria held him for the proverbial “king’s ransom,” a ruinous levy that was eventually raised by Richard’s English subjects. (Apocryphal though it almost surely is, one cannot omit the “well-found” legend that Richard’s squire and fellow trouvère Blondel de Nesle succeeded in learning the captured king’s whereabouts by singing one of Richard’s songs within the royal earshot and hearing the King come back in turn with the refrain. The tale goes back to the thirteenth century and in 1784 was turned into an opera by the French composer André Grétry, in which Richard’s “romance,” as imagined by Grétry, is a dramatically recurring “leitmotif.” True or false, the story certainly shows the importance the knight-crusaders attached to their musical activity.)
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  FIG. 4-4 Tomb effigies of (a) Eleanor of Aquitaine and (b) her son, Richard I (LionHeart), in the crypt of the Plantagenet kings at the Abbey of Fontevrault, France.


  


  EX. 4-3 Richard Coeur-de-Lion (LionHeart), Ja nun hons pris (first verse)
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  In its thirteenth-century sources Richard’s song is classified as a retrouenge, a term modern scholars have not yet succeeded in defining. It may mean no more than a song in the vernacular rather than Latin, but it probably has to do with the use of a concluding tag line or refrain. The form of the song will be familiar with its initial melodic repetition or pes, producing the stanzaic pattern aab. We first encountered it in the Salve Regina (it can be traced further back yet, all the way to the classical Greek ode), and we will reencounter it again and again in later repertories. The German guild poets called Meistersinger (“master singers”; about them see below) finally gave it a name—“bar form”—in the fifteenth century, and we might as well borrow it back from them to describe their forgotten model. (The term came from the jargon of fencing, in which a bar or barat meant a well-aimed thrust.)


  Eleanor’s trouvère great-grandson was Thibaut IV (1201–53), Count of Champagne and King of Navarre in what are now the Spanish Pyrenees. He was one of the most prolific of the French noble poets at the very height of their activity. His grandmother, Countess Marie of Champagne, Eleanor’s daughter by her first marriage, was the patron of Gace Brulé (ca. 1160–sometime after 1213), the first great trouvère, from whom Thibaut may have begun to learn his craft. Between them Gace and Thibaut turned out 110 songs with surviving music (62 and 48 respectively; of course these numbers reflect the much higher general survival rate among trouvère songs compared with those of the troubadours). Thibaut’s De bone amour vient seance et bonté (“From love all wisdom and goodness come”) expresses the conventional, by now somewhat hackneyed if elegant sentiments of fine amours (to use the French variant of the phrase) in the equally stereotyped ode or bar form, by now the stock formal mold for channeling lofty expression (Ex. 4-4).


  The foregoing pair of songs, by a pair of kings, shows how closely the early trouvère repertory was modeled on its Provençal progenitor. As long as the art of the trouvère remained an art of the castle, it seemed to differ little, except in language, from the art of the troubadour. And yet from the very beginning there were in fact some subtle but significant differences, both on the level of form and style and on that of social attitude and practice; and they became more pronounced with the passage of time.


  EX. 4-4 Thibaut IV de Champagne, De bone amour vient seance et bonté (first verse)
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  SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION


  To begin with, narrative genres loomed much larger in the trouvère repertory and vied more seriously with the lyric genres for pride of place. The lai, a sequence-like series of changing stanzas held together by a story line, was much more important to the trouvères than its Provençal counterpart, the descort, had ever been to the troubadours. This reflects the longstanding popularity of narrative poetry (romances and chansons de geste, “songs of deeds”) in the north. It was a Celtic rather than a Mediterranean inheritance. One of the earliest trouvères, Chrétien de Troyes, who was active at the court of Marie of Champagne from the 1160s tothe 1190s, was much better known for his epic romances, including the original Arthurian legends of Perceval and Lancelot, than for his handful of lyrics.


  New genres of narrative song based on the folklike pastorela (pastourelle) idiom became popular in thirteenth-century France. One of these, the chanson de toile, always reflected the woman’s point of view, whatever the sex of the singer. The name of the genre, literally “picture-song” (from toile, “a canvas”), referred to the opening device of setting a domestic scene (what in painting is called a “genre scene”), usually of a lovely maiden (Bele Doette, Bele Ysabiauz, Bele Yolanz, etc.) spinning, weaving, or reading a book—but mainly pining for her lover. Each stanza ended with an exclamatory refrain to underscore the maiden’s tender feelings.


  Most chansons de toile have come down to us without attribution. The name of only one poet is primarily associated with this genre: Audefroi le Bastart, to whom are attributed six out of the two dozen or more specimens that survive. Like the songs of Thibaut IV, Audefroi’s Bele Ydoine is found in the so-called Manuscrit du Roi, prepared for Charles d’Anjou, the brother of King Louis IX of France (and himself a trouvère), between 1246 and 1254. With over five hundred songs (fifty by troubadours, the rest by trouvères in descending order of social rank), it is the largest and most sumptuous of all chansonniers.


  Refrains lived a life of their own in the works of the trouvères. Detached from their original contexts—in pastourelles, in chansons de geste, in otherwise unrecorded dance songs (caroles) and popular ditties—they circulated like proverbs from song to song, and it became a mark of skill for a trouvère to contrive new settings for familiar tags. Ier mains pensis chevauchai by Ernoul Caupain, an especially elaborate chanson avec des refrains, incorporates no fewer than eight of them, one into each stanza.


  Narratives and migrating refrains were both popularizing touches, and so was the general lack of concern among the trouvères for the values of trobar clus, so beloved of the troubadours. Chançon legiere à entendre ferai, wrote Conon de Béthune (d. 1220), one of the noblest trouvères by birth and a knight-crusader to boot: “I will make a song that is light upon the ear, for it matters to me that all may learn it and willingly sing it.” Few among his northern counterparts were inclined to contradict him, and Conon’s sentiment would only gain in force as the courtly art he practiced underwent a phenomenal social transformation.


  For past the middle of the thirteenth century, the main site of musico-literary activity among the French shifts from castle to town, mirroring the general movement of society. Urbanization, on the rise since the eleventh century, had begun to gallop. Over the century ending around 1250, the city of Paris doubled in size. Its streets were paved and its walls expanded. The first Louvre (a fortress) and several major churches including Notre Dame were built, and the city’s schools were organized into a university. The episcopal town of Arras to the north was granted a commercial charter in 1180 and soon became an international center of banking and trade, the bastion of France’s emerging class of town-dwelling freemen—bourgeoisie, in the original meaning of the term. It was at Paris and (especially) Arras that musical activity burgeoned among this capacious class and came to be organized along lines comparable in some respects to crafts guilds.


  This tendency was epitomized in the Confrérie des Jongleurs et des Bourgeois d’Arras (Brotherhood of Minstrels and Townspeople of Arras), nominally a lay religious guild founded near the beginning of the thirteenth century, which became a leading sponsor of musicopoetic pursuits. Audefroi le Bastart, the specialist in chansons de toile, was a member, as were the three most important trouvères of the late thirteenth century: Moniot d’Arras (d. 1239), Jehan Bretel (d. 1272), and Adam de la Halle, the last of the line (d.ca. 1307).


  To the first of this trio, whose pseudonym means “The Little Monk of Arras,” belongs the most famous pastourelle in the repertory, Ce fut en mai (“It happened in May”; Ex. 4-5). Its text contains a valuable bit of testimony, corroborated by other witnesses, about how such songs were performed: it describes a dance accompanied by a fiddle (viele). On the assumption that it is itself a dance song, it is transcribed in a regular alternation of long and short syllables yielding a sort of iambic meter. The musical structure approximates the “binary” form of later dance styles: two phrases of equal length, each repeated with contrasting “open” and “shut” cadences. That plus the use of the major mode (Lydian with B-flat) makes this a consummate imitation folk song. There is little left here of the Latinate.


  EX. 4-5 Moniot d’Arras, Ce fut en mai (pastourelle)
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  Jehan Bretel was the great master of the jeu-parti (“mock-debate”), the trouvère equivalent of the troubadour tenso. These jousts-in-song were performed and judged before the so-called Arras Puy, a branch of the Confrérie that held regular competitions at which songs were “crowned.” At least one manuscript from the period actually indicates with little cartoon crowns the chansons couronées that were so honored by the Puy. Jehan Bretel, not a nobleman but a wealthy burgher of the town, won these contests so often with his jeux-partis that he was elected “Prince” or presiding judge of the Puy, thus putting him out of contention. His elevation was a formal assertion of artistic “meritocracy”—aristocracy achieved by merit, not birth.


  ADAM DE LA HALLE AND THE FORMES FIXES


  Jehan’s musical debating partner at the Arras Puy was often Adam de la Halle, called “Adam le Bossu”—Adam the Hunchback—by his contemporaries (“although I am not one,” he complained in one of his poems). At the time of their jointly composed jeux-partis, Adam was a young man, just back from his studies in Paris. His advanced studies had acquainted Adam with the various forms of “university music” that we will take up in later chapters. They equipped him to compose polyphonic music, and he became the only trouvère to do so. His skills made him famous, and he had an international career that ranged from Italy, which he visited in the retinue of Charles d’Anjou, to England, where he is reputed to have performed, as an old man, at the coronation of Edward II in 1307. An entire chansonnier, evidently compiled late in the thirteenth century, is given over almost wholly to a retrospective collection of his works, grouped by genres: first traditional chansons courtoises, then the jeux-partis, and finally the polyphonic works.


  Of these last there are two groups. The first consists of French verses, harmonized the way Latin versus (or, up north, conductus) were often harmonized at the time, in a fairly strict homorhythmic (note-against-note or “chordal”) texture, and notated in score. (The second group consists of more complicated polyphonic compositions called motets; we will deal with them in chapter 7.) Like all polyphonic music of the period, Adam’s used a new type of notation that fixed the rhythms exactly. (We will deal with that in chapter 7, too.) Polyphonic writing was a very “learned” style for a trouvère, so what is especially interesting—even curious—about Adam’s polyphonically set verses is that they are cast in the folksiest (or rather, the most mock-naive) of all quasi-pastoral genres, the dance-song called rondel.


  Mock-naive, because for all its rustic pretension the rondel (or rondeau, as it is more commonly called by musicians) is actually a quite sophisticated kind of poem. The name (“round” or “circular”) may originally have stemmed from the nature of the dance it accompanied; but it also well describes the “rounded” form of the poem, in which a “contained refrain” both frames the verse and appears, truncated, within it. A contained refrain is one that uses the same melody as the verse itself; thus the form of a rondeau can be represented with letters as follows: AB a A ab AB, where the capital letters stand for the refrain text, and the lower case letters for new text, all sung to the same tune. The trick was to contrive a poem in which the refrains both rounded the verse and also made linear sense when the whole verse was sung or recited in sequence. The clever effect that can be achieved in this way, even without music, has kept the “rondel” (as it is still called by poets) popular with makers of “light verse” into recent times. Here is an example by Austin Dobson (1840–1921):


  
    A KISS

    [A] Rose kissed me today

    [B] Will she kiss me tomorrow?

    [a] Let it be as it may,

    [A] Rose kissed me today,

    [a] But the pleasure gives way

    [b] To a savour of sorrow;—

    [A] Rose kissed me today,—

    [B]Will she kiss me tomorrow?

  


  And here is an example by Adam de la Halle, perfect for memorization even in this hopelessly literate day and age because the “A” and the “B” have each been whimsically held down to a single measure (Ex. 4-6).


  EX. 4-6 Adam de la Halle, Bone amourete
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  The first written rondeaux (texts only) are “found objects,” popular songs interpolated into old narrative romances to “illustrate” dance scenes. (The first such usage is in a manuscript dated 1228.) Rondeaux were the source of many of the popular refrains in the store from which thirteenth-century composers of chansons avec des refrains would draw. In fact, the word “rondeau” may have originally meant a song framed (surrounded) by a quoted refrain. No rondeau with surviving music seems to be any older than Adam’s polyphonic ones, however. There are ten monophonic rondeaux by Adam’s contemporary Guillaume d’Amiens, who was a famous manuscript illuminator besides being a trouvère, and another dozen by a Parisian cleric named Jehannot de l’Escurel (hanged for debauchery in 1304). There is no reason to think these pieces any earlier than Adam’s, though, just because they are written in a simpler texture.


  The rondeau was one of three types of dance-song (carole) with refrain that came into widespread use as models for composed music beginning with Adam in the late thirteenth century. They differed from one another chiefly in the deployment of the refrains. What they had in common was more significant. Take away the refrains from a rondeau—that is, simply take away the capital letters from the alphabet scheme up above—and we are left with the long-familiar canso, the basic stanza in ode or bar form, thus:


  EX. 4-7 Adam de la Halle, Dieus soit en cheste maison (ballade)
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  [AB] a [A] ab [AB] → aab.


  


  Add a refrain (not a “contained” refrain but one with different music) on either side of the basic stanza, and we get the form of Adam’s Dieus soit en cheste maison (“God be in this house”):


  R aab R[aab R aab R aab R, etc.].


  


  It was called a ballade (Ex. 4-7). Give the refrain the same music as the “tail” (cauda) or nonrepeating line of the stanza, so that it is “contained,” and we get the form of Adam’s


  Fines amouretes ai (“Many fine lovers have I”):


  B aab B[aab B aab B aab B, etc.].


  


  It was called a chanson balladé, “danced song,” or more commonly, virelai, from the Old French verb virer, “to turn around” (Ex. 4-8; since it is conventional and commonsensical to begin an alphabet scheme with the letter A, the virelai form is almost always given as A bba A, which unfortunately disguises the basic stanza within it). These three genres—ballade, virelai, rondeau—encompass the whole repertoire of what would be called the formes fixes, the “fixed forms” in which lyric poetry, no longer associated with the dance, would continue to be written and set to increasingly elaborate music over the next two centuries. Rather quickly, moreover, the ballade shed its refrain when set as a fancy polyphonic composition; in doing so, of course, it merely reverted to the basic canso shape.


  EX. 4-8A Adam de la Halle, Fines amouretes ai (virelai)
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  EX. 4-8B Adam de la Halle, Je muir (Rondeau)
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  THE FIRST OPERA?


  It was during his sojourn in Italy that Adam wrote what has become his best known work, Le jeu de Robin et de Marion, best translated as “Robin and Marion, a play with music.” It was a sort of offering from his employer, the Count of Anjou (based in Sicily), to the king of Naples, before whom it was performed in 1283. With its alternation of dialogue and sixteen diminutive monophonic dance-songs and duets, this work has often been anachronistically compared with the later “singspiel” or comic opera. More appropriately, it can be described as an acted-out pastourelle, for that is the narrative tradition to which its dramatized plot belongs. Marion, a shepherdess, loves the shepherd Robin (as she tells us in the opening song, a modified virelai; Ex. 4-9); accosted by Sir Aubert, a knight out hunting, she resists; Robin goes to town in search of protection for her; while he is gone Sir Aubert comes back, abducts Marion; Robin, warned by his friend Gautier, pursues, is beaten back; Marion escapes anyway; the lovers, reunited, celebrate.


  EX. 4-9 Adam de la Halle, Robins m’aime (from Le jeu de Robin et de Marion)
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  Because Adam’s collected work is so readily available in the retrospective manuscript described above, it was published in an edition by the French musical antiquarian Charles-Edmond-Henri de Coussemaker as early as 1872. “Le trouvère de la Halle,” as he was called there, thus became the earliest medieval musician whose work was comprehensively recovered in modern times. Performances of Le jeu de Robin et Marion (usually harmonized in a contemporary fake-medieval style), billed as “the world’s first opera,” enjoyed a big vogue in all the capitals of Europe. There was a particularly successful revival in St. Petersburg’s “Antique Theater” in 1907, with harmonizations by the local conservatory musicologist, an Italian named Liberio Sacchetti. It was produced by the same team that later brought “Russian ballet” to Paris and made musical and theatrical history. Thus it is a striking instance of the interest musical modernists have often shown in “early music” and the inspiration they have drawn from it—another theme to be pursued in later chapters.


  GEOGRAPHICAL DIFFUSION


  The earliest written vernacular repertories in several other European countries are traceable to the influence, both artistic and ideological, of the troubadours and trouvères. The troubadour influence went south, as we have seen, into the Iberian peninsula and Italy. That of the trouvères went east into Germany.


  CANTIGAS


  In some parts of what is now Spain, especially the eastern part (then Aragon, now Catalonia), the presence of troubadours stimulated the rise of a latterday Provençal school, of little interest to music history. On the western side, however, and especially at the northwestern court of Castile and León, the troubadours were emulated in the local literary vernacular, Galician-Portuguese. This brief efflorescence left a major musical monument in its wake, the Cantigas de Santa Maria, compiled over a period of as much as thirty years (1250–80) under the supervision of King Alfonso X (el Sabio, “The Wise”).


  The word cantiga (or cantica) is the equivalent of canso: a courtly song in the vernacular. Alfonso’s collection of courtly songs expressed loving devotion to the Virgin Mary, and once again blurred the line we now insist on drawing between the sacred and the secular. (Sometimes the blur is finessed by using the word “paraliturgical”—“outside the liturgy” yet still somehow sacred—to cover it up; the belief that demons and fractious categories can be exorcised by naming them is indeed an old superstition.) In its most comprehensive sources, Alfonso’s book of cantigas comprises over four hundred pious love lyrics, organized into decades (groups of ten) consisting of nine strophic narrative songs relating miracles performed by the Virgin (often in the mundane context of contemporary daily life), followed by a hymn of praise to her in a more exalted style.
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  FIG. 4-5 Le jeu de Robin et Marion as staged at St. Petersburg’s “Antique Theater” in 1907 (costumes and set design by Mstislav Doboujinsky).


  


  The opening song in the collection (the prologo), following the most venerable troubadour traditions, is a poem about poetry, with a characteristic pious twist (Ex. 4-10). It is cast in the first person, which implies (but certainly does not prove) that it was composed by Alfonso himself, who is known to have been a poet. The melody takes the form of a very gracefully modified “bar,” in which the pes is given dancelike open and shut cadences before opening out on the cauda. Most of the narrative cantigas are dance songs with refrains, combining a verse structure similar to the Arabic zajal (though it is an open question whether the cantigas were modeled on zajals or the zajals on cantigas) with music following a modified virelai pattern, in which the refrain borrows its music from the “tail” (cauda) of the strophe. In Spanish this form would be known as the villancico.


  EX. 4-10 Porque trobar (canso)
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  A NOTE ON INSTRUMENTS


  Even if the rich thirteenth and fourteenthcentury cantiga manuscripts contained no actual music, they would still be prize documents for music history on account of the dozens of colored miniatures that decorate them. These little paintings are so detailed and precisely drawn that they are believed in some cases to be portraits of actual people. They show courtiers and minstrels of every stripe—Spanish, Moorish, Jewish, male and female—all rubbing shoulders at Alfonso’s Toledo court and playing an encyclopedic assortment of instruments (more than forty, from the ubiquitous minstrel’s fiddle to Moorish exotica, encompassing zithers, bladder pipes, castanets, and hurdy-gurdies).
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  FIG. 4-6 Miniatures from the cantiga manuscript at the Escorial Palace, Madrid, showing various contemporary instruments.


  


  These illustrations inevitably raise more questions than they answer. They stimulate the performer’s imagination (and the cantigas have been well and colorfully served by early music ensembles, especially in recordings), but as historical evidence they must be approached with caution, despite their evident realism. The encyclopedic impulse—the urge to include everything (here, every instrument and costume known to the artist)—serves the purposes of rich decoration and conspicuous consumption, not those of accurate depiction. One cannot merely assume that all the instruments so marvelously depicted in the cantiga manuscripts ever played together, or that they played cantigas.


  And yet the opposite assumption, that the notation of monophonic (“unaccompanied”) medieval songs reflects their actual performance practice, would be equally unfounded. As we have observed more than once, the written sources of medieval music were more often prestige items—“collectibles”—than performance materials. And, as we may recall from the first chapter, the strictly unaccompanied unison style of Gregorian chant was regarded as something of a special effect. So there is really no reason to allow the stark appearance of early written music in itself to influence or limit our notion of what it may have sounded like in performance.


  If a team of Martian musicologists were to visit the desolate earth after World War III and discover a “fake-book” (a big compilation—often produced illicitly, in violation of copyright—of pop tunes with shorthand chord symbols for the use of nightclub or “cocktail” pianists), would they know they were seeing a blueprint for elaborate impromptu arrangements, or might they draw false conclusions about the “monophonic” musical culture of twentiethcentury America?4 And yet even the fake-book is more closely allied with actual performance, and gives far more performance information, than the average medieval manuscript, especially retrospective anthologies containing “monophonic” vernacular songs that were performed by nonliterate professionals (joglars or minstrels).


  On the basis of all the available evidence—contemporary pictures, literary descriptions of musical performances, the writings of music pedagogues and theorists, archival documents—historians now believe that the use of instruments to accompany the written repertories of medieval song depended a great deal on genres and their social connotations. The higher the style and the closer its alliance with the ethos of liturgical chant, the more likely was performance by solo voice alone. (Among the troubadours, instrumentalists are known to have participated only in the marginal genres—descorts and dance songs.) With the lowering of the social standing of trouvère song and its urbanization in the thirteenth century came a greater participation in it by minstrel instrumentalists, especially fiddlers (viellatores), who had their own professional guild in Paris. Such musicians regularly took part in pastourelles, in Latin conductus, in church plays, and the like.


  As Moniot d’Arras’s Ce fut en mai explicitly informs us, fiddlers had a repertory of their own in the form of dances. The most elaborate dance form was variously called estampie, which suggests a heavy, vigorous step, and danse royale. Its form was a little like that of the lai or sequence: a series of paired strains called puncta (singular punctum) with alternately open and shut cadences. The earliest estampies preserved in writing are those in the midthirteenth-century Manuscrit du roi (Fig. 4-8). Their notation is very advanced for the time and completely encodes their rhythm (according to principles to be discussed in chapter 7), as untexted dance notation needs to do.
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  FIG. 4-7A Notation of Ex. 4-10 (Porque trobar) in the cantiga manuscript. Compare this with Fig. 4-7b.


  


  So far the evidence seems to suggest that instrumentalists performed such pieces and accompanied singers where appropriate, predominantly as soloists rather than in “bands”—which is not to say that such accompaniments were necessarily modest or primitive. Both historical evidence and observation of contemporary instrumentalists who mostly work without notation suggest that medieval fiddlers and harpers were often prodigious technicians, and that they cultivated techniques of self-accompaniment (drones, heterophonic doubling, even counterpoint). Evidence of ensemble performance is rare, ambiguous, and often (like the cantiga miniatures) questionable. But it cannot be discounted.
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  FIG. 4-7B Page from a mid-twentieth-century fake book, to be compared with Fig. 4-7a.


  


  One genre that is especially well documented as a site of instrumental performance is the carole, the public springtime dance-festivity. Its musical component remained for the most part an unwritten tradition—but some of the music, transformed, may have survived in the formes fixes, the villancico, and all the other genres that descend from ring-dances with refrains. The relationship between the forms and practices that survive in written form and those that came and went without a paper trail has been aptly characterized as “the iceberg problem.” The written elite dominates our view, but it accounts for only the smallest fraction of what existed at the time. The great vanished mass is what dominated the view—that is, formed the assumptions and the expectations—of contemporaries, even (or especially) those who performed the elite fraction. Vague references to “instruments,” in the plural, can be found in many descriptions of the carole. And with that we circle back to the cantigas, many of which, as virelai types, can trace their lineage back to the carole. All the questions raised by those lovely, pesky miniatures remain open after all.
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  FIG. 4-8 Dances from the Manuscrit du Roi, a huge codex, copied in the midthirteenth century, that contains songs of the troubadours alongside those of the trouvères, and even a few items, like these dances, in mensural notation (that is, notation prescribing rhythm).


  LAUDE AND RELATED GENRES


  The earliest surviving genre of Italian vernacular song was cultivated by a very different sort of musician from those we have examined thus far. The thirteenth-century lauda spirituale (“devotional [song of] praise”) was not a courtly genre but a frankly religious one, sung in congregational unison by lay fraternities who called themselves laudesi, by Franciscan street missionaries who called themselves “God’s minstrels” (joculatores Dei), and by ardent penitents, called disciplinati or flagellanti, who sang them while walking naked through the streets and lashing themselves with whips. Many laude were sung as contrafacta to familiar melodies and could thus be characterized as pious pop songs. Others, particularly those used by the Franciscans, were the work of skilled and highly educated poets from the urban upper classes like the Florentine Jacopone da Todi (ca. 1230–1306), a jurist turned monastic ascetic, two of whose laude survive with music. Jacopone is also credited in the Vatican chant books, however dubiously, with the Marian sequence Stabat mater dolorosa (“The mother stood by sorrowfully”), one of the latest additions to the canonical liturgy.


  Like most genres of medieval vernacular song, laude were written down somewhat after the fact, in large “gift-shop” manuscripts that had little to do with their performance occasions. (Flagellants, even if they could read, had their hands full.) Like many of the cantigas, to which they were contemporary, laude were apt to be cast in the popular form of the virelai (stanza plus contained refrain: A bba A bba A, etc.). In Italy, beginning in the fourteenth century, such songs would be called ballate, betraying their descent from the dance.


  The flagellant movement was international. From northern Italy it spread into Germany and thence as far east as Poland, as far west as Britain, and as far north as Scandinavia, becoming especially intense in the mid-fourteenth century, when the population of Europe was devastated by epidemics. It was then that the German variants, known as Geisslerlieder (from Geißel, German for whip) were written down by clerics who found the spontaneous fervor of the flagellants both inspiring and frightening.


  Geisslerlieder borrowed their form not only from the laude spirituale but also from indigenous pilgrimage and processional folk hymns known as Rufe (“calls”) or Leisen. In these, the refrain is whittled down to a single call—often Kyrioleis! (from Kyrie eleison)—in the manner of a litany. These are in fact actual folksongs, noted down (not for perpetuation in singing but as documentation) from actual popular performance, chiefly by a Swabian priest named Hugo Spechtshart von Reutlingen in his chronicle of the plague of 1349. Nowadays we would call such a transcriber an ethnomusicologist.


  EX. 4-11 Flagellants’ song: Nu ist diu Betfart so here (Geisslerlied, transcribed by Hugo Spechtshart von Reutlingen)
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  MINNESANG


  By that date, however, there was already a large body of German courtly song. Originating as an imported luxury item, it soon took on a distinctive coloration and underwent a vigorous indigenous development in which many social classes participated. The eastward migration of the art of fine amours is often said to begin with the wedding, in 1156, of Frederick I (known as Barbarossa, “Redbeard”), the Holy Roman Emperor and German king, to the duchess Beatrice of Burgundy. A notable early trouvère, Guyot de Provins, was a member of Beatrice’s retinue, and some of the earliest German Minnelieder, like the one in Ex. 4-12, were set as contrafacta to melodies by Guyot.


  EX. 4-12 Guyot de Provins, Ma joie premeraine, with German text (Ich denke under wilen) by Friedrich von Hausen
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  Minnelieder were songs composed by Minnesinger—singers of Minne, German for courtly love. The earliest Minnesinger assumed to have made up their own melodies were those who, in the early thirteenth century, began composing in new and specifically German meters that required them. The important name in this generation was that of the Austrian Walther von der Vogelweide (d. ca. 1230), regarded both by his contemporaries and by his successors as the preeminent master of Minnesang, the German medieval lyric. His poetry survives abundantly in many manuscripts, but only one contemporaneous source contains a complete melody attributed to him—the famous crusader song Allererst lebe ich mir werde (“Only now do I live in dignity”), called the Palästinalied (“Palestine song;” Ex. 4-13). It was evidently composed in 1224 or 1225, when the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II, of the German house of Hohenstaufen, was conscripting an army to lead on a much-postponed Crusade.


  EX. 4-13 Walther von der Vogelweide, Palästinalied
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  Its melody, a “rounded bar” in which the last line is set to the ending phrase of the initial pair, has been compared both to a melody by the troubadour Jaufre Rudel and to the Gregorian hymn Te Joseph celebrent (for the feast of St. Joseph the Workman, Mary’s husband). One does not have to call it a contrafactum of either of these in order to recognize its derivation from the common fund of “Dorian” melody on which anyone who heard and sang chant in church, and who aspired to a lofty style, would surely have drawn.


  The knightly Minnesinger cultivated three main genres, all more or less directly adapted from the Romance vernacular tradition. The narrative Leich derived directly from the French lai. The Lied was the equivalent of the canso or chanson courtoise, and like its Romance counterparts it encompassed an important subgenre, the Tagelied (daybreak song), equivalent to the troubadour alba (aube in French). Finally, there was the Spruch. The word means a “saying,” and the genre encompassed many of the same topics as did the Provençal sirventes and tenso and their French equivalents (though the Minnesinger did not use dialogue form): praise of patron, complaint at base behavior, political commentary and satire, moral precept, poetic craft. Many moralizing Sprüche are in single stanzas and have the character of sung proverbs. These seem to go back to an indigenous German tradition not directly related to Romance models.


  As with the work of the trouvères, the art of Minnesang underwent a “popularization” over the course of the thirteenth century, involving what looks like assimilation of unwritten folk models (though one can never be sure). The first signs can be detected in the work of the knight and crusader Neidhardt von Reuenthal (d. ca. 1250), who despite his lofty social standing specialized in dance songs, divided into two subgenres: Sumerlieder (summer songs) for outdoor dancing and Winderlieder (winter songs) for indoor dancing. Like the French chansons de toile, they begin by setting a scene: in Neidhardt’s case (as perhaps in some folk tradition on which he may have drawn) the scenes they set invariably had to do with nature and with seasonal weather. The ensuing narrative poem often departs from courtly subject matter, and very much departs from courtly tone and diction, lapsing into a sort of dialect and using blunt or even downright coarse language.


  Neidhardt’s work was exceedingly popular. He had legions of imitators. Some are known by name, and at least one of these names, that of a thirteenth-century Bavarian poet-singer who called himself der Tannhäuser, was restored to fame in the nineteenth century thanks to Richard Wagner, who made him the title character of an opera. Many more are anonymous; their works have been collected by modern scholars under the charming rubric “Pseudo-Neidhardt.” The folksy and hilarious Meienzit (“In Maytime”; Ex. 4-14) is a work by a latterday (early fourteenthcentury) Pseudo-Neidhardter. Its melody, like many folk melodies, is “gapped.” By diatonic reckoning it lacks a sixth degree (and the second degree is clearly an auxiliary degree, used only in the Dorian cadence formula). The tune is so simple, in fact, that it is more to be looked upon as a “tone” (Ton in German), a reciting formula in which every third phrase is varied to give a whiff of the old courtly aab stanza. But the melody itself seems no more courtly than does the gross behavior of “hairy Hildemar,” a boorish knight who, as the poem goes on to relate, plays an embarrassing practical joke on the poet’s lady.


  EX. 4-14 Anon. (“Pseudo-Neidhardt”), Meienzit
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  POPULARIZATION, THEN AND SINCE


  The other way in which we know Neidhardt’s songs were popular is that some of them have actually become folk songs. That is, they have rejoined the oral tradition, and were unwittingly collected (in considerably altered form, of course, but still recognizable) by the early folklorists of the German Romantic movement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Along with this, Neidhardt himself became a folk hero, acclaimed in legend (by storytellers unaware of his noble rank) as the leader of peasant revolts. Tannhäuser, too, became a figure of legend; the tall tale about his dalliance with Venus and his pilgrimage to Rome, traceable to the fourteenth century, was memorialized as a major plot ingredient of Wagner’s opera of 1845. (Walther von der Vogelweide makes an appearance in the opera too, as does Wolfram von Eschenbach, more an epic poet than a Minnesinger, from whose Parzival Wagner would draw plot ingredients for his next opera, Lohengrin, and for Parsifal, his last one.)


  As these references to Wagner and to early folklore collectors suggest, the art of the Minnesingers greatly appealed to the German artists and art historians of the nineteenth century, a time when progressive thinkers were striving to unite the German nation. The earliest German vernacular poetry and its music became an important symbol of German nationhood, and a rallying point for German nationalists.


  So, too, a bit later, did the Latin versus settings by the wandering poet-musicians who called themselves goliards.(The name may derive from the Latin gula, “gullet,” suggesting gluttony; or from the biblical Goliath, suggesting brawn). These were impecunious, unattached monks and scholars, learned mendicants and itinerant teachers, who loved using the language of the Roman classics and the church to entertain themselves not just with serious religious or mythological poems but also with hymns to the pleasures of youthful flesh—drinking, feasting, gambling, roistering, and (especially) lechery, the best theme of all with which to satirize the lofty motifs of Minnesang.


  An especially large collection of some two hundred goliardic poems (about onequarter with old-fashioned staffless neumes) is found in an early thirteenth-century manuscript from the environs of Munich. Long housed in a Benedictine abbey called Benediktbeuren, it was published in 1847 under the title Carmina burana (“Songs of Beuren”). Even though much of the manuscript’s contents can be traced back to French sources (and a few concordances with French manuscripts with staff notation enable the deciphering of a few of its melodies), and although it contains much serious religious poetry (including two impressive “liturgical dramas”), the bawdy Latin songs in the Carmina burana became for romantic nationalists of a later age another trophy of native German genius, flaunted especially during the period of the Third Reich (1933–45), when German nationalism, under the by-name of National Socialism, achieved its most extreme manifestation. A cantata called Carmina burana (1937), with rousing music set to boisterous verses from the Benediktbeuren manuscript by Carl Orff (1895–1982), was heavily promoted by the National Socialist regime at a time when it was engaged in a strenuous propaganda battle with the Christian churches of Germany. The Carmina burana verses, with their glorification of youth culture and their neo-paganism, effectively epitomized the “New Germany.” This was a blatant case of appropriation after the fact, of course, but it is now part of the history of the Carmina burana, and therefore part of its meaning. No appropriation, however, is ever complete or conclusive. Since the fall of the Third Reich, Orff’s Carmina burana has retained a place in the standard choral-orchestral repertory. Audiences now respond more directly, and perhaps more innocently, to its message of springtime pleasures and renewal.


  MEISTERSINGER


  The original romantic nationalist view of medieval German art music reached its peak in another Wagner opera, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (“The master singers of Nuremberg,” 1868), of which the first libretto sketches were made in 1845, the same year as Tannhäuser reached the stage. The Meistersinger were guild musicians who flourished in southern German towns between the fourteenth and the seventeenth centuries (but chiefly in the fifteenth and sixteenth). Like the very late trouvères, on whose confréries their guilds were evidently modeled, the Meistersinger were burghers, not nobles. Their chief activity consisted in convening assemblies, like the puys of northern France, at which song contests were held and prizes awarded. A Meisterlied (master-song) was the musical equivalent of a Meisterstück (masterpiece, from which we get our English term masterpiece), the culminating offering by which an apprentice graduated to the rank of master artisan in a medieval guild. Like a masterpiece, a master-song was judged on the success with which its maker demonstrated his mastery—that is, his command of established rules and practices. These rules—ostensibly derived from the practices of the Minnesinger, whom they venerated—were strictly codified by the Meistersinger in books called Tabulaturen. This is where the old “bar form” was actually christened and described in terms of its constituent parts: two Stollen (pillars) followed by an Abgesang (“sing-off”) corresponding to the pedes and cauda of the troubadour canso (first described, incidentally, by Dante in the fourteenth century, also long after the fact). One can hear this lore actually being imparted in the third act of Wagner’s opera, when the shoemaker Hans Sachs, the leader of the Nuremberg master singers (an actual historical personage who lived from 1494 to 1576, and whose musical works survive) instructs the entirely fictional Walther von Stolzing in the making of a prize-song.
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  FIG. 4-9 Opening page of the so called Carmina burana manuscript, showing Dame Fortune and her fateful wheel, a favorite topic of Goliard verse.


  


  The Tabulaturen also contained what were said to be exemplary melodies by the leading Minnesinger, especially Walther von der Vogelweide. Modern scholars strongly doubt the authenticity of these melodies, as well as the Meistersinger’s claim to have inherited their art as a direct legacy from the noble poet-singers of the earlier tradition. The art of the Meistersinger consisted mainly of the fashioning of Töne, song-formulas à la Pseudo-Neidhardt, which they then decorated with melismas called Blumen or “flowers” that had no counterpart in the Minnesinger tradition. By the sixteenth century, their literary themes were fairly remote from those of the original Minnesinger. Minne itself had disappeared as a subject in favor of Spruchdichtung, the moralizing poetry of the later German poet-singers, notably Heinrich von Meissen (d. 1318), called Frauenlob (Lady’s Praise) because of his many songs in honor of the Virgin Mary. By Hans Sachs’s time, the Virgin had been replaced as a subject, under pressure of the Reformation, by Bible stories and pious proverbs, and especially by verses celebrating the theory and practice of Meistergesang itself. Such a song is Hans Sachs’s own Meisterlied, called Silberweise (“The Silver Tune”), composed in 1513.


  EX. 4-15 Hans Sachs, Silberweise
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  PEOPLES AND NATIONS


  Wagner, of course, accepted the Meistersinger’s claims implicitly, and even projected the attributes of Meistergesang back on to the Minnesinger with the enormous (and enormously anachronistic) scene in Tannhäuser of the song contest at Wartburg. So for Wagner (as earlier, it should be added, for the eighteenth-century poet Goethe), the Meistersinger, too, stood for a united German nation and a rallying point for nationalism, the more so since the Meistersinger were “democratic” burghers, not nobles, therefore progressive from the nineteenth-century point of view.
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  FIG. 4-10 The Minnesinger Heinrich von Meissen, known as Frauenlob (“praiser of women”), one of the many magnificent illuminations in the Grosse Heidelberger Liederhandschrift (“Great Heidelberg Song Manuscript”), an early fourteenthcentury collection of German song texts. The noble courtly singer is shown directing or admonishing from on high a group of plebeian Spielleute (“player folk”), playing or holding a variety of recognizable instruments like the fiddle, the shawm (the conical oboe-like instrument being raised aloft), and drums. Whether such an orchestra ever accompanied Minnesang is debatable. The depiction might rather imply the relative social standing of musicians and musical genres.


  


  Just how anachronistic this view really was can be seen at the end of Wagner’s opera, when Hans Sachs sings his famous, thrilling (and for some by now perhaps somewhat chilling) hymn to die heil’ge deutsche Kunst (holy German art) with its call to keep it deutsch und echt (German and pure) against the threat of “base alien domination” (falscher wälscher Majestät). The notion of a German nation—and, by extension, of a German art—was foreign to the thinking of the Meistersinger, let alone the Minnesinger. Both Germany and (as we have already seen) France were many nations, not one. Larger political entities—the Holy Roman Empire or its Carolingian predecessor, to say nothing of the earlier Roman empire on which both were modeled—were multinational abstractions. They were not nations at all by any modern definition (and nations, as we now conceive of them, have only a modern definition).


  Political and social allegiance, under conditions of feudalism, was dynastic and personal, not national or collective. When Western Europe did act collectively, as in the Crusades, it was in the name of religious, not political, unity. The major European division by this time was likewise religious, not political: the schism between the Eastern and Western Christian churches, brewing since the ninth century, became formal and final in 1054, with the excommunication of the patriarch of Constantinople by Pope Leo IX. The followers of Eastern Orthodoxy, cut off from Western Europe not only by their allegiance to Constantinople but, later, by centuries of Turkish and Mongol political domination, will not rejoin the history of literate art music in the West until the eighteenth century—that is, not until the modern notion of the secular nation state was born.


  Thus, while kings and their vassals went to war against one another frequently, nations (as we think of them) never fought with or resisted other nations. Most literate Europeans were polyglot and owed no primary allegiance to a mother tongue. (If they had a linguistic allegiance, it was, as Christians or as scholars, to Latin; and local dialects—mother tongues—were often scorned by the literate as “low.”) When Wagner’s Sachs warns against wälscher Majestät, “foreign domination,” the nation he (that is, Wagner) had above all in mind was France, the nation against which Germany was about to fight a war in 1868, and against which the German Romantics had been waging esthetic war for a century. How far this attitude applied in medieval Germany can be judged from the fact that the whole “holy German art” of the Minnesinger was knowingly and cheerfully borrowed from the French. The meaning of the French artistic legacy to the Germans had to do with its courtliness, not its nationality. That courtliness, at the outset at least, was indeed next to godliness, and it encompassed all nations that valued it.


  WHAT IS AN ANACHRONISM?


  The point to ponder about Minnesang and Meistergesang is their longevity, not their putative national character. The original appropriation from France was made not very long after the French had appropriated the art of Languedoc. By the end of the twelfth century all three linguistic branches of the courtly song tradition were thriving side by side and did not differ greatly from one another. By the end of the thirteenth century, the troubadours were a memory, and the trouvères, having been absorbed into the urban confréries, were singing pop songs at puys and (in the person of Adam de la Halle) making contact with the clerical and university arts of polyphonic composition.
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  FIG. 4-11 Oswald von Wolkenstein, as depicted in a manuscript at the University Library of Innsbruck, Austria, one of two fifteenthcentury collections of his works.


  


  Adam de la Halle, as it happened, had a close German counterpart in the latterday Minnesinger Oswald von Wolkenstein, a knight and imperial emissary from the Tyrol region in the Austrian Alps. Like Adam, he is regarded as the last of his line. Like Adam, he composed in a wide range of genres, both narrative (including the autobiographical masterpiece Es fuegt sich, “It so befell me… ”) and lyric. Again like Adam, Oswald supervised the collection of his complete works, grouped by genres, into valuable retrospective manuscripts. Yet again like Adam, Oswald (alone among his breed) dabbled in polyphonic composition, mainly in the dance-derived formes fixes, and in so doing proclaimed his knowledgeable love of French song: many of his polyphonic settings (like many of the earliest Minnelieder) were contrafacta of French originals. (The best known of these is Oswald’s Der May, a summer-song with imitation bird calls, modeled on a virelai with bird calls by a French contemporary named Vaillant.)


  The only thing that separated Adam and Oswald was time. They were not contemporaries at all. Oswald was born around 1376, at least seventy years after Adam’s death, when the monophonic art of the trouvères was long since superseded. He died in 1445, by which time the Meistersinger were already well established (and, in Western Europe, monophonic song was hardly practiced any longer as a literate art). Oswald himself cannot be classified as a guild musician, though. Both his social class and his subject matter preclude that, and his poetic and musical style was remote from that prescribed by the Tabulaturen.


  Persistence, like Oswald’s, in old ways is often represented by historians as anachronism—in this case, as a pocket of “the Middle Ages” surviving like a fossil into “the Renaissance,” or as resolute “conservatism,” resistance to change. What is anachronistic, however, is the modern linear view of history that produces such an evaluation, and the implicit isolation of artistic practices or styles from the historical conditions that enabled them.


  Feudal society and “castle culture” retained their currency longer in Germany than they did in France. The rise of towns and, consequently, of urbanized mores happened later there. The institution of serfdom, for example, the sine qua non of feudal economy, which bound the lower classes of society to the land and retarded urbanization, made a sort of eastward migration over the course of time covered by this chapter: from the Romance countries (France, Italy, Spain) to Germany, and finally (during the fifteenth century) to the Slavic countries. (Essentially “feudal” conditions persisted in Russia until the Emancipation Act of 1861; were Russia not culturally cut off from the West during its long period of Mongol occupation, it would probably have developed an art of courtly song last of all, and kept it latest.) The growth of towns and the beginnings of a mercantile (money-based) economy came later to Germany than they did to France and arrived along with the Meistersinger—or rather, obviously, the art of the Meistersinger guild was made possible by the growth of the urban and mercantile society that supported it and to which it gave expression.


  To regard an Oswald von Wolkenstein or a Hans Sachs as an artistic anachronism, then, is to regard their societies as historical anachronisms. And one has to ask by what premises—indeed, by what right—and from what vantage point one can make such a judgment. When things become truly anachronistic, they disappear (as did the Meistersinger guild when it officially disbanded in 1774). As long as they thrive, they are ipso facto—by that very fact—relevant to their time, and it is the historian’s job to understand how. Judging cultures by the standards of other cultures (most often, by the standards of one’s own culture) is called ethnocentrism, and it has been the source of many fallacious historical verdicts, to say nothing of ethnic, religious, or racial intolerance.


  Another premise that can lead to the illusory notion of historical anachronism is the premise that history is teleological—that it has a purpose or an end (telos in Greek). This kind of thinking leads to determinism: the explanation of events in terms of inevitable movement toward the perceived goal, and the assignment of value to phenomena (or to artifacts, like works of art) depending on their nearness to it.


  PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY


  An argument like the one made here, which seeks to account for the circumstances of art history (here, its nonsynchronicity) by appealing to factors deemed external to “art itself,” is often mistaken for a determinist argument. (In this case, some balance of historical, social, and economic determinisms would appear to be invoked.) That is a misnomer, engendered by the confusion of causes or purposes with enabling conditions. To say that certain conditions made a development—say, the art of the Meistersinger—possible is not the same as predicting the nature of that development from a knowledge of those conditions, or ascribing a value to it on that basis.


  And yet even this much appeal to “external” factors is often avoided. Until recently it was not customary in books like this. That is because the historiography of art in the West has long been dominated by a view of art that arose in the wake of the social emancipation (or, perhaps, the social abandonment) of the artist in the nineteenth century. The concept of “the emancipated and abandoned artist,” the artist-loner, is thus the product of nineteenth-century aesthetics—in a word, of Romanticism. Since the nineteenth century it has been, and still often is, the custom to view art romantically, which means viewing it as being autonomous. An autonomous entity is one that follows an independent course and a self-determined one. To regard art as autonomous is to regard its history as being determined solely by those who produce it.


  Yet the “autonomist” position, as already implied, was itself called forth by social and economic conditions. It does a poor job of explaining the work even of its own adherents, let alone that of much earlier artists who functioned in harmony with their society (indeed, at the very top of it) at a time when all art served a well-defined social purpose. To regard the art of the troubadours or the Meistersinger—however it may still delight or move us, and however we may still treasure it—as if it were no different from the autonomous output of the emancipated and abandoned artists of our own time, and therefore subject to similar “laws of evolution,” is the very height of anachronism.


  That may seem obvious enough, but the view of history that arises from that basic anachronism is still the prevailing one. The only model of change the autonomist view of art history can recognize is strictly linear stylistic evolution, often described using biological or otherwise “organic” metaphors (styles being born, reaching maturity, declining, dying). Art history is viewed as a procession of styles in a single file, along which different artists occupy positions either ahead or behind one another, depending on the style they employ.


  From such a vantage point an artist’s style defines the artist in essential terms. (Recall the old French saying, Le style, c’est l’homme—“the style is the man.”) Depending on his or her style, an artist is judged either “advanced” (“forward-looking,” “progressive”) or “regressive” (“backward-looking,” “conservative”). To make such a judgment, of course, is unwittingly to turn style into politics, for politics is the primary point of reference for terms like “progressive” or “conservative.” And these terms, whether in politics or in style-politics, are never value-free, though the valuation will vary depending on the evaluator’s political outlook.


  In any case, style-politics engendered by autonomist esthetics, paradoxically enough, turns out to be an especially deterministic view of history. It is from that standpoint, especially when concepts of style are allowed to congeal into hard-and-fast categories of “period style” (“medieval,” “Renaissance”), that one is most apt to regard artists and whole artistic movements as “ahead of their time” or as “lagging behind” it. These are invidious judgments, and (except as historical events in their own right) irrelevant to history. Everything possible will be done in this book to avoid them.


  Which, alas, makes our story even harder to tell, since it militates against the construction of a single linear narrative. If all times are plural even within a single ostensible tradition (just think of the European scene in the twelfth century, when sacred chants and Latin versus and courtly song in three vernaculars were all being composed side by side, not to mention the massive, unprecedented cultivation of written polyphony that will be the subject of the next chapter), then so are all histories. Our story will have to keep moving back and forth, tracing beginnings and endings, showing not only how beginnings lead to endings, but also how endings lead to beginnings. Having in this chapter traced one strand—or rather, one complex of strands—from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries (with many glances backward as far as antiquity and forward as far as the present), we will now return to square one and trace another.


  


  


  CHAPTER 5

  Polyphony in Practice and Theory


  EARLY POLYPHONIC PERFORMANCE PRACTICES AND THE

  TWELFTHCENTURY BLOSSOMING OF POLYPHONIC

  COMPOSITION


  ANOTHER RENAISSANCE


  As we have seen, and as it is important to remember, there has never been a time in the recorded history of European music—or of any music, it seems—when polyphony was unknown. Descriptions of musicmaking in classical Greece and Rome are full of tantalizing suggestions about harmonic and contrapuntal practices, and music theory, all the way back to “Pythagoras,” is full of elaborate accounts of harmonic consonances. As soon as they were in possession of the means for writing their liturgical music down, moreover, the Franks illustrated sundry methods of harmonically amplifying that music. We have evidence of polyphonic performance practice for medieval chant as early as we have written evidence of the chant itself.


  Polyphonic performance practices, even if we have only a sketchy idea of them, were surely applied (or at least available for application) to all the early genres of courtly and urban music encountered in the previous chapter as well. Reports of rustic part-singing are likewise tantalizing. Gerald de Barri, a Welsh churchman and historian who wrote under the name Giraldus Cambrensis, made a famous description of his countrymen’s singing in a volume completed in 1194:


  
    They sing their tunes not in unison, but in parts with many simultaneous modes and phrases. Therefore, in a group of singers you will hear as many melodies as there you will see heads, yet they all accord in one consonant and properly constituted composition.1

  


  


  Giraldus also commented with enthusiasm on the virtuosity of unlettered instrumentalists, harpers who played “with such smooth rapidity, such unequaled evenness, such mellifluous harmony throughout the varied tunes and the many intricacies of the part music”—harmony and polyphonic intricacies of which actual musical documents disclose nothing.


  Since there is no period in which the known practices of European music did not include polyphony, polyphony cannot be said to have an origin in the European tradition. Written or not, it was always there. As with any other kind of music, its entry into written sources was not any sort of “event” in its history. (The event, as such, was in our history, the history of what we are able to know.) And by the same token, there is no point at which polyphony completely supplanted “monophony” in the history of Western music, especially if we recognize that monophony is only a style of notation, not necessarily a style of music.


  Even if we take the strictest view of monophony, the view that equates it with liturgical chant that is unharmonized in accord with the preference of the Roman Catholic church, the history of its composition continues for centuries beyond the point at which we can afford the time in a book like this to go on tracking it. (Still, when a young researcher named Barbara Haggh discovered in the early 1980s that Guillaume Dufay, a major “Renaissance” composer, had composed elaborate chant offices in the middle of the fifteenth century, her findings made scholarly headlines—and rightly so, for it served as a forcible reminder that the march of musical genres and styles down through the ages in single file is something historians, not composers, have created.)2


  Yet even granting all of this, we can still identify the extraordinary twelfth century as the one in which European musical practice took a decisive turn toward polyphonic composition. And if we are interested in isolating the fundamental distinguishing feature of what may be called “Western” music, this might as well be it. After this turning point, polyphonic composition in the West (not just polyphonic performance practice) would be indisputably, increasingly, and uniquely the norm. From now on, stylistic development and change would essentially mean the development and refinement of techniques for polyphonic composition.


  Training in composition would henceforth be basically training in polyphony—in “harmony and counterpoint,” the controlled combination of different pitches in time—and such training would become increasingly “learned” or sophisticated. Combination, the creation of order and expressivity out of diversity or even clash, became the very definition of music (or, to be more precise, the primary musical metaphor). During the later Middle Ages, the early polyphonic age, music was often called the ars combinatoria or the discordia concors: the “art of combining things” or the “concord of discord.” The terms go back to the Musica enchiriadis. They not only underscore the new preoccupation with polyphony but also reconcile it with older notions of Musica as an all-embracing cosmic harmony. The word “harmony” was given a new context and a new meaning—the one that is still primary for us.


  So the “polyphonic revolution,” while real, should not be mistaken for the beginning, or the invention, or the “discovery” of polyphony. It was, rather, the coalescing into compositional procedure of what had always been a performance option and its intensive cultivation. The great spur to this vastly accelerated development of compositional technique was not so much a change in taste or “aesthetics” as it was a change in educational philosophy. The twelfth century was the century in which the primary locus of education shifted first from monasteries to urban cathedral schools and thence to something new: secular universities. In the course of this shift, Paris emerged as the undisputed intellectual center of Europe.


  The burgeoning of polyphonic composition followed exactly the same trajectory. Beginning in monasteries, it reached its first great, transfiguring culmination in the cathedral schools of Paris, and in a new form it radiated from that cosmopolitan center throughout Western Christendom, receiving a special ancillary cultivation in the universities. It was all a part of what cultural historians call the “renaissance of the twelfth century.”


  “SYMPHONIA” AND ITS MODIFICATIONS


  To trace this trajectory we need to begin by reviewing some earlier, more or less scattered manifestations of written polyphony. As a performance practice associated with plainchant, polyphony makes its documentary debut (as noted briefly, with an example, in chapter 2) in the ninthcentury treatise Musica enchiriadis. A contemporary commentary to it, called the Scolica (or Scholia) enchiriadis, describes two basic techniques of embellishing a melody harmonically. One consists of simply accompanying a melody in bagpipe fashion, with a drone on the final of the mode. That method—under the name of “ison chanting” after the Greek word for “the same note”—still survives as a traditional way of performing the so-called Byzantine chant of the Greek Orthodox church. The other technique consisted of “parallel doubling”—that is, accompanying melody with a transposition of itself at a constant consonant interval (for which the Greek term, used in the treatise, was symphonia). Three intervals were considered eligible as symphoniae for this purpose; they are the ones we still call “perfect” (fourth, fifth, and octave).


  These methods are easy to describe and to illustrate (Ex. 5-1), and they seem eminently practical. In actual fact they were entirely “theoretical” and, in the case of the second, impracticable. As the examples in the Musica enchiriadis itself suffice to prove, these simple devices were actually practiced in a complex synthesis requiring considerable artistry—which, of course, is why a treatise needed to be written about them in the first place. That artistic synthesis—not (as often assumed) mere parallel doubling—was what the author of the treatise called organum.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 5-1 Polyphonic or organal settings of the sequence Nos qui vivimus (We the living) in Scolica enchiriadis, ca. 850.


  


  The reason why parallel doubling is not acceptable without modification can be expressed in a single word: tritones. If a given diatonic melody is doubled at a constant fourth or fifth below, then tritones will emerge whenever the note B has to be doubled at the fourth or the note F at the fifth. Adjustment of the doubling-voice (called the vox organalis) at these places produces a built-in discrepancy between its mode species and that of the original chant (vox principalis). The result is “polytonality”—quite literally so, given that parallel lines by definition never meet, and so two voices in strict parallel motion at any interval except the octave will appear to end on different finals.


  Consider Ex. 5-1b, the demonstration of “the symphonia of the diapente” (parallel doubling at the perfect fifth) in the Scolica enchiriadis. The ending note of the vox organalis (G) contradicts the Dorian final, and the B-natural in the vox principalis (a psalm tone) is answered in the vox organalis by a B-flat. If the vox principalis is modified with a B-flat to agree with the vox organalis (and to smooth the contour between its highest note and the F of its own medial cadence), then an E-flat (a note not present in the normal diatonic system) must be introduced beneath it, which creates a new discrepancy between the voices. (It can never be erased; if the vox principalis takes over the E-flat, the vox organalis will need an A-flat, and so it will go on forever.)


  EX. 5-1A Transcriptions of Scolica enchiriadis examples (Fig. 5-1), Double diapason
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  EX. 5-1B Diapente
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  EX. 5-1C Diatessaron
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  EX. 5-1D Composite


  


  [image: image]


  


  To “hear” (that is, aurally conceptualize) strict parallelism at the fifth without any sense of “polytonal” contradiction, one must be able to imagine “fifth equivalency” on a par with the octave equivalency we have all learned to take for granted as a listening norm. The author of the Musica enchiriadis recognized as much and even constructed a scale that exhibits fifth equivalency as the basis for “the symphonia of the diapente” (Ex. 5-2a). Instead of reproducing interval species at the octave, this scale duplicates interval sequences at the fifth. Just as one encounters discrepancies in fifth-size (perfect vs. diminished) when harmonizing within the “normal” diatonic scale, so in the Musica enchiriadis scale there will be uniform fifths but discrepancies in octave-size (perfect vs. augmented).


  EX. 5-2A Disjunct tetrachord scale from Musica enchiriadis
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  Unlike the octave system, with a scale constructed (as we saw in chapter 3) out of alternately conjunct and disjunct tetrachords, the Musica enchiriadis scale is constructed entirely out of disjunct tetrachords. Beginning with the familiar tetrachord of the four finals, d–e–f–g, you add a disjunct tetrachord below, and thus obtain the B-flat in Example 5-1b. Add a disjunct tetrachord above and you get the B-natural as part of the same scale. Add another tetrachord above that and F-sharp appears. Above that there will be a C-sharp. (This much is actually demonstrated in the treatise. If one were to extend the scale at the bottom, of course, one would keep adding flats, beginning with the E-flat hypothetically added to Ex. 5-1b.) The result is a scale altogether without diminished fifths. An analogous hypothetical scale composed of nothing but conjunct tetrachords would eliminate augmented fourths; it is not given in the treatise but can be easily deduced: see Ex. 5-2b.


  These scales produce perfect parallel counterpoint in theory but bear no relationship to normal oral (that is, aural) practice. And that is why strict parallel doubling, though conceptually as simple as can be, is literally utopian. It occurs nowhere in the “real world” of musical practice. Polyphonic music actually composed according to the Musica enchiriadis scales (to quote a wry comment of Claude Debussy on a piece the young Igor Stravinsky showed him in 1913) “is probably Plato’s ‘harmony of the eternal spheres’ (but don’t ask me on which page); and, except on Sirius or Aldebaran or some other star, I do not foresee performances… especially not on our more modest Earth.”3


  On our modest Earth, in other words, compromise with theory—that is, with imagined perfection—is usually required. The author of the Scolica enchiriadis tacitly recognized this crucial point when constructing an example to illustrate “the symphonia of the diatessaron” (parallel doubling at the perfect fourth). The counterpoint in this case (Ex. 5-1c) has been “cooked,” precisely so as to avoid the “polytonal” situation encountered in the case of fifths. The two lines end on the same final; that is to say, they end on a unison. In order to meet, of course, they must stop being parallel. Instead, they approach the final note in contrary motion. Such an approach is called an occursus, literally “a meeting.”


  In order to smooth the way to the occursus (and also to avoid the B-flat from the Musica enchiriadis scale, which would produce an augmented fourth against the E in the vox principalis), the vox organalis behaves, in the second half of the example, like a drone—or like a sequence of drones. Instead of following the contour of the vox principalis, the vox organalis hugs first the D and then the C, moving from the one to the other when the opportunity presents itself to recover the correct symphonia (perfect fourth) against a repeated note in the vox principalis. The voces organales above and below the vox principalis in Ex. 5-1d, a composite organum simultaneously demonstrating octaves, fifths, and fourths, behave similarly.


  Curiously (and rather characteristically), the author of the Scolica enchiriadis does not actually explain the modifications—the drones, the occursus—by which the purely conceptual idea of parallel doubling is transformed into the actual practice of organum. Acknowledging that the case is not as straightforward as the other examples, the author refers the discrepancy to “a certain natural law about which we shall speak later” (but of course “we” never get around to it), meanwhile counseling the student not to ask questions but just to perform the example and learn to imitate its “smoothness of harmony.” This deferral of explication should perhaps be viewed not as mere dogmatism (“‘Shut up,’ he explained,”4 in the immortal words of Ring Lardner). Rather, it reflects the author’s reliance on time-honored oral/aural methods—hearing, repeating, imitating, applying, as opposed to “analysis”—in training musicians. It also suggests that the technique being imparted was no recent invention but already a tradition, “oral” by definition.


  When the vox organalis moves in this modified, somewhat independent (though still entirely rule-bound) way, using not just parallel motion vis-à-vis the vox principalis but oblique and contrary motion as well, a variety of harmonic intervals are introduced into the texture, and the resulting line or voicepart can be described as a true “counterpoint.” The intervals are still ordered hierarchically. In addition to the actual symphonia (perfect consonance) of the fourth, Ex. 5-1c contains thirds and unisons. The organum setting of the sequence Rex caeli from Musica enchiriadis, discussed in chapter 2 and shown in Ex. 2-6, contains actual dissonances. The vox organalis begins with a dronelike stretch against which the vox principalis rises by step from unison until the symphonia is reached. Its second note, then, forms a “passing” dissonant second against the accompanying voice.


  The thirds, “imperfect” consonances, are contrapuntally subordinate in Exx. 5-1c and 5-1d: a vox organalis can move only to a perfect consonance; the thirds (like the second in Ex. 2-6) can occur only over a stationary accompaniment. Thus the fourth, being unrestricted in its possible occurrences, is “functionally consonant” according to the style-determining rules here in force, while the third is “functionally dissonant.”


  It has been worth our while to take a very close look at these primordial specimens of written counterpoint because the principles we have observed in them will remain the bedrock principles of Western polyphonic practice for centuries. The art of counterpoint (and of harmony as well, which is just counterpoint slowed down) is most economically defined as the art of balancing normative harmonies (“consonances”) and subordinate ones (“dissonances”), and elaborating rules for “handling” the latter. The quotes around the terms are a reminder that criteria of consonance and dissonance are culturebound, hence relative and changeable, and are best described not on the basis of their sound as such but on the basis of how they function within a style. The styles we all assimilate today in the process of acculturation (otherwise known as “growing up”) teach us to hear—hence use—intervals a different way. We have all been trained to “hear” thirds as consonances and fourths as dissonances.


  The chief distinguishing characteristics of any contrapuntal or harmonic style, including those used today, come down to two: the ways in which voices move with respect to one another (in terms of rhythm as well as pitch direction), and the ways in which dissonance functions vis-à-vis consonance. To assess any contrapuntal or harmonic style we need to make the same sorts of observations that we have been making with regard to our primordial specimens.


  GUIDO, JOHN, AND DISCANT


  As if the achievements with which he has already been credited—the invention of the staff, the operational rules of sight-singing—were not enough, Guido of Arezzo also made a decisive contribution to the development of contrapuntal technique. It was yet another of that brilliant monk’s many impressive contributions to the early rationalization of literate musical practice and its transformation into transmissible technique. In his Micrologus (“Little treatise”), a guide to the rudiments of music theory, Guido devoted one section to a very influential discussion of organum. The main emphasis was on obtaining maximum variety in interval succession (though the fourth is still recognized as the primary symphonia) and on fashioning a good occursus (a term Guido was in fact the first to use in connection with musical cadences).


  The main innovation in Guido’s discussion—and it was crucial—was attitudinal rather than substantive, something that seeped from between the lines. Like the author of the Enchiriadis treatises, Guido illustrated his points with examples; but unlike the earlier writer he gave more than one solution to contrapuntal problems, between which the student was invited to choose ad libitum, “at pleasure.” Here, for example (Ex. 5-3), are two counterpoints to a psalm that produce the same occursus: in one case by direct leap to the final (occursus simplex), in the other by the use of a passing tone to smooth the way (occursus per intermissas).


  EX. 5-3 Guido d’Arezzo, Micrologus; Two counter points to Jherusalem
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  Note that for Guido the major second can be used as a secondary consonance (it was, after all, a “Pythagorean” interval), whereas, as he tells us, the perfect fifth was to be avoided as “hard-sounding.” So much for the “natural” basis of counterpoint! And Guido makes the rejection of the “natural” explicit. He does not claim that his methods follow “a certain natural law,” only that they are pleasing. And by allowing the reader to choose between his two cadences on the basis of personal preference (“taste”), and implicitly allowing that there may be other solutions for the student to discover (or invent), Guido is in fact taking an important step in the direction of what we would call an “art,” rather than a mere mechanical or technical procedure.


  Another point Guido did not make explicit, but which was extremely influential nevertheless, was the fact that the pursuit of maximum variety of interval content implied a “parsimony principle,” a minimum of motion in the vox organalis. (Today’s counterpoint teachers still grade on the basis of “smoothness” of voice-leading, in fact.) Some of Guido’s examples resemble drones, though he never says as much. One example (Ex. 5-4), ostensibly intended as an illustration of the desirability of occasional voice-crossing, yields an actual drone that is maintained throughout the chant.


  EX. 5-4 Guido d’Arezzo, Micrologus; Counterpoint to Sexta hora
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  Guido’s Micrologus was the most frequently copied-out and widely disseminated book on music theory before the age of printing. Every monastery or cathedral library had a copy, and it was used in primary music instruction as late as the fifteenth century. We should not be surprised to discover its influence in the early centers of polyphonic composition that begin to leave documentary traces at about the same time, but which really flowered about a century later.


  The earliest such trace is actually pre-Guidonian: a huge collection of polyphonic tropes from Winchester in a manuscript (the later of the so-called Winchester Tropers) copied over a ten-year period ending in 1006. As mentioned in chapter 3, the Winchester Tropers are notated in staffless neumes, showing that the Winchester cantors (or the monks of the nearby Abbey of St. Swithin, including the celebrated Wulfstan to whom the whole corpus has been attributed) sang their counterpoints by heart. We cannot decipher them with much precision, but their contours definitely accord with Guidonian preferences regarding voice-crossing and occursus. In fact, the implicit Guidonian predilection for contrary motion at cadences now begins to spread to other parts of the setting, so that the older concept of symphonia—parallel doubling—survives only sporadically. The contents of the Winchester organum manuscript mix the monastic repertory of St. Swithin (Responsories, processional antiphons) with the public repertory of the cathedral Mass (Kyries, Gloria tropes, tracts, sequences, and no fewer than fifty-three Alleluias).


  The earliest fully legible practical source of composed polyphonic music is a late eleventh-century fragment from Chartres containing Alleluia verses and processional antiphons set in two-part, note-against-note (homorhythmic) counterpoint. There is virtually no parallel doubling; nor is there much note-repetition in the vox organalis, even when the original chant has a repeated note. Instead, there is pervasive contrary motion and ceaseless intervallic variety; this, or what we would call an “independent” voice line, was what the composer of the vox organalis was clearly striving for. (The word “independent,” of course, should be understood in relative terms: no line constructed in a style that is subject to so many harmonic constraints can ever be truly independent of the given melody—but this is just as true of later contrapuntal styles, including those still academically taught).


  Most often cited from the Chartres fragment is the verse “Dicant nunc judei” from the Easter processional Christus resurgens (“Christ rising again”), an especially bold setting in which every interval from the unison to the octave except the seventh is employed, including both major and minor sixths (unrecognized as concords by theorists), and in which voice-crossing gives the vox organalis almost equal prominence with the vox princpalis (Ex. 5-5a). In another verse, “Angelus Domini” from the Easter Alleluia Pascha nostrum immolatus est Christus (“Christ our paschal lamb is sacrificed”), different counterpoints are added to a repeated phrase in the vox principalis, and the occursus is made not to the unison but to the octave (Ex. 5-5b).


  EX. 5-5A From the Chartres fragment. “Dicant nunc judei”
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  EX. 5-5B “Angelus Domini”
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  The style of counterpoint exemplified in the Chartres fragment strikingly resembles the one described (or prescribed) by John of Afflighem, a Flemish theorist of the early twelfth century whose treatise De musica was the only one to rival Guido’s Micrologus in distribution and authority. In the later twelfth century this style would become known as discantus or “descant.” The Latin word means literally “singing apart,” whence “singing in parts.” Music historians generally prefer “discant” to “descant” as an English equivalent; not being standard English, it can be more easily restricted in meaning to refer specifically and technically to medieval polyphony.


  POLYPHONY IN AQUITANIAN MONASTIC CENTERS


  By the time the word discant became current, a new style of organum had arisen in contrast to it. This new style resembles some of Guido’s examples (which may have helped inspire it) in that one voice is relatively stationary while the other moves freely, creating a variety of intervals against the first. The great difference is that in the new style the dronelike voice is the vox principalis, and the vox organalis is the moving voice—or, as we now should call it, the melismatic voice, since it sings several notes against each syllable-carrying note of the original chant. Hand in hand with this difference went another just as big: the vox principalis is now the lower, not the upper voice.


  What brought about these momentous practical departures? They amount virtually to standing the older polyphonic texture on its head: what was top is now bottom; what was mobile is now stationary, and vice versa. And perhaps most important from the listener’s perspective, what had been subordinate (namely, the added voice) is now dominant. In the new melismatic organum, the chant seems paradoxically to accompany its accompaniment.


  In keeping with this changed perspective, a new terminology is warranted, one that will remove the apparent paradox. Instead of vox principalis, let us simply call the voice that sustains the long-held notes of the original chant the “holding part.” Since the Latin infinitive “to hold” is tenere, the chant-bearing part will henceforth be known as the tenor. The word actually begins appearing in this sense in the treatises of the thirteenth century, and though its meaning has varied over the years, it is still an important musical term today. This was its first meaning for polyphonic music—the voice that holds a preexistent melody out in long notes over which another voice sings a florid counterpoint. It was the relegation of the chant melody to the tenor that was the new event, for it inaugurated a texture—and a procedure—that would last for centuries. Indeed it is still practiced (or at least administered), under the thirteenth-century name cantus firmus or “fixed tune,” in academic counterpoint studies today. For a sample of the new texture see Fig. 5-2.


  This composition is from a manuscript that dates from around 1100 and was long kept in the library of the biggest Aquitanian monastery, the Abbey of St. Martial at Limoges. Its Aquitanian origin and its association with St. Martial is already a clue to the new style’s why and wherefore, for we have encountered St. Martial before, as a center of trope and versus composition. The tenor in Fig. 5-2 is in fact a metrical versus composed to adorn the end of Christmas matins. What is melismatic organum then but an adornment of an adornment, a polyphonic gloss? It is a longissima melodia (to recall some terminology from chapter 2) sung not in place of an older chant, or in between its phrases, but (imagining two singers now) literally alongside it. “St. Martial”-style polyphony is thus a new kind of trope, simultaneous rather than prefatory, and a literal (that is, sonic) amplification of the liturgy.
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  FIG. 5-2 Melismatic organum on the versus Jubilemus, exultemus from one of the twelfthcentury “St. Martial” manuscripts (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Fonds Latins MS 1139, fol. 41).


  


  “St. Martial” polyphony is found in four bound volumes comprising nine separate manuscripts, compiled between ca. 1100 and ca. 1150. (The quotes here are a reminder that the music was kept and used at St. Martial but not necessarily composed there.) The notation, like that of the contemporary chant, is specific as to pitch but not as to rhythm, reminding us once again that the music was composed, learned, and performed by oral methods. We, who must read these texts in order to sing the music the twelfthcentury monks knew by heart, are more seriously handicapped by their rhythmic indeterminacy than we are in the case of chant, and for a fairly obvious reason. When two parts are sung simultaneously, the singers have to know how they “line up.” In particular, the singer of the holding part has to know when to change to the next note—or else the singer of the moving part has to know when to cue his colleague on the tenor.


  All we have to go on today in guessing at what contemporary singers knew cold is the rough—the very rough—vertical alignment of the parts in the manuscript “score,” and the rule (already implied as far back as Musica enchiriadis) that the sustained part can move only when its motion will create a consonance against the faster-moving part. Applying these rules is not enough to arrive at a definitive text, assuming there was such a thing (which is a great deal to assume). Nor do we know if it is the tenor’s notes that are meant to be “equipollent” (that is, roughly equal in length, like spoken syllables), or those of the melismatic part, or neither.


  Thus the notation in Fig. 5-2 is (by the standards today’s literate musicians are taught to demand) vague and insufficient for performance. The transcription of the beginning of the piece in Ex. 5-6 is entirely speculative. The transcriber, Carl Parrish, sums up the problem:


  
    The number of notes in the upper part to those in the lower varies considerably—from one to fifteen, actually—so that an effort to keep the lower part [i.e., the original chant] uniform in pace would cause a great variety of speeds in the upper note groups. On the other hand, a uniform pace in the upper part would cause as much variety in the notes of the slower-moving tenor.5

  


  


  Citing mutually exclusive solutions favored by equally respected specialists, Parrish comments that “both interpretations produce satisfactory musical results, although there is no way of knowing which, if either, corresponds to the manner originally intended.” In addition to the one to which Parrish called attention, there is the further problem of guessing exactly which notes of the tenor coincide with which notes of the melismatic voice at moments of change in the slower-moving part. For assured transcription or performance of this music, then, we would need to hear it sung by its “native” singers, and that is something we will never hear.


  That has not stopped imaginative early-music performers from conjecturing a performance practice for this music, often very persuasively. As Leo Treitler, a specialist in early notation and polyphony, has justly observed, “the question for us is not ‘how must they have sung this music?’ but rather ‘how can we sing it?”’ In seeking an answer to “our” question, Prof. Treitler goes on, “it may be that analysis and performance can teach us what exact methods have so far withheld about the problems confronting the musicians of the twelfth century.”6


  EX. 5-6 Transcription of the beginning of Jubilemus, exultemus (Fig. 5-2)
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  But whatever we learn from our own analyses and our own performances must obviously go far beyond the evidence of the sources into a realm where only artists dare tread, not historians. The speculative or conjectural performance of early music to delight modern audiences has provided an arena where artists and historians have been collaborating fruitfully, sometimes within the heads of a new breed of scholarly or musicologically-minded performer. But such performers know best of all that the historian cannot always helpfully advise the artist, and that the artist’s successes, though they may convince an audience that includes the historian, still cannot provide the latter with evidence.


  Not all the polyphonic pieces in the St. Martial manuscripts present modern performers with such difficulties. Along with sustained-note organum settings like the one in Fig. 5-2, the St. Martial sources contain numerous versus and hymn settings in discant style, in which the two frequently crossing voices, if not precisely note-againstnote, are at least rhythmically similar. In such settings it is not often possible to identify a preexisting tune or cantus firmus in either part; thus there is nothing in them to distinguish a vox principalis from a vox organalis. In such cases the two parts were in all likelihood conceived as a pair.


  To say this is not necessarily to imply that the two-part texture was actually conceived as a unit, even if it was composed in one sitting. One voice might have been written first and then treated as an ersatz cantus firmus for the second; some theoretical discussions seem to imply as much. But in some settings the two voices are so intricately (and playfully!) interrelated that simultaneous conception of the whole texture seems a virtual certainty. One such is given in Ex. 5-7.


  The texture here is “neume-against-neume” rather than note-against-note. (The slurs in the example show how the notes in the original notation were joined into neumatic groups or ligatures—literally, “bindings”—of two, three, four, or more.) The transcription, by Leo Treitler, follows the “isosyllabic” principle we encountered as an option in transcribing troubadour songs; every neume is assumed to last the same amount of time, represented in the transcription as a quarter note’s duration. At the beginning of the piece this duration also corresponds to the syllables, but the neumes in the decorative melismas that come at the ends of verses are treated in the same way.


  Notice the way the melismas “accelerate” through the piece from two-note to four-note to five-note patterns. (This seems to argue in favor of the isosyllabic scheme, in which ligatures actually gather speed as they grow in size.) Notice, too, the repetitive or sequential patterns into which the melismas are organized, and the way the voices complement one another’s contour by the use of contrary motion. This complementary relationship definitely betokens “whole-texture conception”: the individual lines have meaning only in terms of their complementation. For a third thing, notice the way in which the two voices exchange roles in the first two measures (=lines of the poem), but also notice the slight differences between them (ligature G–F in the first measure, upper part, answered in the second measure by a single G in the lower; the two-note ligature F–E in the first measure, lower part, answered in the second measure by a three-noter, E–F–E, in the upper) that insure variation within repetition, small irregularities within a larger regularity. Fascination with abstract patterning here produces a fascinating result.


  EX. 5-7 Versus sung as a prosulated Benedicamus Domino response at St. Martial and elsewhere (Paris, BN, LAT. 1139)
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  Even though it uses a texture that was described by earlier writers such as Guido and John, while the cantusfirmus settings seem to be unprecedented, this composition is in fact a much more “modern” piece—and a much more “artistically” shaped product, as we understand the word—than the one in Fig. 5-2. Where a cantus firmus may happen to show up in the texture is less of a defining trait than its sheer presence or absence, and here we have a composition that seems to have been elaborated musically from scratch, out of sheer joy in pattern-making. “The spirit” of such music, Prof. Treitler has written, “is that of the magic square and the palindrome.”7 Such a spirit of playful creativity is more in keeping with modern understanding of the word “art” than are the functional amplifications of plainchant that we have been encountering up to now. All at once we seem to behold a planned and finished “artwork”—a fully shaped res facta, a “made thing,” as musicians would later call such works to distinguish them from ephemeral improvisations.


  Yet we should resist the temptation to imagine that such works, because they are so meticulously worked out, had to be literally worked out on paper in advance. We are still dealing with the products of a predominantly oral culture, of which only a few specimens—the cream, presumably—ever found their way into writing. A piece like the one in Ex. 5-7 was in all likelihood composed by a singer—or more likely, by two singers—in the act of singing.


  The regularities and symmetries—the voice exchanges, the complementation of contour, the melodic repetitions and sequences—may appear to us to suggest the shaping hand of an “author,” as “classical” musicians have come to understand the term. (That is to say, a creator who works apart from performers, out of “real time.”) But they are more likely just the opposite. Patterns like these are not abstract ideas but memory aids—which is why we use the word “catchy” to describe them. They bear witness to the process (and the fun) of creativity within an oral culture. Homo ludens and homo faber—“humanity at play” and “creative humanity”—were close allies in such a culture.


  THE CODEX CALIXTINUS


  What the rare written-down specimens could do was travel. The versus in Ex. 5-7 was a great favorite. It is found in three of the four “St. Martial” manuscripts containing polyphony, and it is found as a conductus in the other main source of early-to-midtwelfth-century polyphonic composition. This other source is a magnificent copy of the Codex Calixtinus, more accurately known as the “Book of St. James” (Liber sancti Jacobi), a huge memorial potpourri dedicated to the apostle James the Greater, commissioned by Pope Callistus (Calixtus) II, who reigned from 1119 to 1124.


  According to tradition, the body of St. James was miraculously translated, after his martyrdom in Judea, to Spain, where he had preached and where he is now venerated (under the name Sant’ Iago or Santiago) as patron saint. His relics are said to be housed in the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, an Atlantic coastal town in the extreme northwest corner of Spain (above Portugal), built over his reputed gravesite in 1078. The copy of the Codex Calixtinus at Saint James’s own shrine, one of the great pilgrimage spots in late-medieval Europe, is of course an especially lavish one, and it is fitted out with many special features. One of these is an appendix of a dozen parchment leaves containing some two dozen polyphonic compositions, some specially written for the Office of St. James, others (like the one given in Ex. 5-7) borrowed from the common monastic repertory of southern and central France.


  The appendix is now thought to have been compiled in the cathedral town of Vézelay by around 1170 and shipped or carried down as a gift to the shrine at Compostela. One of the reasons for associating the manuscript with a fairly northern point of origin is its use of the word conductus in place of versus for pieces like the one in Ex. 5-7. Another is the inclusion of standard Mass and Office items in polyphonic elaborations along with the more usual tropes and versus. These settings consist of six responsorial chants—four matins Responsories, a Gradual, and an Alleluia—from the special local liturgy of St. James, as given in chant form in an earlier part of the Codex. The polyphonic versions are in the sustained-tone organum style, with the original chant as the tenor and an especially florid counterpoint above it. As we shall see, this is cathedral, not monastic, polyphony.


  The most florid of all the settings in the Codex Calixtinus is the Kyrie Cunctipotens genitor, familiar to us already as a chant. It was something of a favorite for polyphonic treatment in the twelfth century. An anonymous treatise of ca. 1100 called Ad organum faciendum (“How to do organum”) had already used it to demonstrate note-against-note discant in a rather dogged contrary motion (Ex. 5-8a). The example has its own historical significance because it is one of the earliest settings to give the vox organalis a higher tessitura than the original melody.


  The placement of the counterpoint above the chant makes comparison with the melismatic setting of the same item in the Codex Calixtinus (Ex. 5-8b) particularly apt. Putting them side by side, one can easily imagine the one, or something like it, turning into the other over time (especially if one recalls the observations in chapter 1 about the gradual elaboration of “the old way of singing”), and finally getting written down as a “keeper.” Proceeding on the assumption that we are dealing with an embellished discant, the transcription in Ex. 5-8b has been spatially laid out so that the notes in the tenor come beneath notes in the vox organalis that form perfect consonances with it. This arrangement corresponds only loosely with the way in which the parts line up in the manuscript, it is true (see Fig. 5-3). But since the notation still conveys no specific information about duration, the manuscript alignment may not seem as reliable a guide to the actual counterpoint as the theoretical principles on which all writers agree. (Particularly important to the theorists, of course, is the principle of occursus, which the transcription does its bit to reinforce.)


  Of course it could be argued just as logically that in the absence of a precise rhythmic notation, the manuscript alignment was the only possible—and therefore an indispensable—guide to the counterpoint. Yet a glance at Fig. 5-3 will suffice to show that the alignment was not a matter of great concern to the copyist. Even more basically, to argue that the alignment was meant to guide performance is to assume that the piece was transmitted primarily in writing, and that its performers read it off the page. The opposite assumption, that the piece was transmitted orally and performed from memory (with the notation having little more than the status of a souvenir or an artobject), accords better with what we know of medieval practice.


  EX. 5-8A Cunctipotens genitor setting, from Ad organum faciendum
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  EX. 5-8B Cunctipotens genitor setting, from Codex Calixtinus
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  FIG. 5-3 Cunctipotens genitor, as set melismatically in the Codex Calixtinus, a late twelfthcentury French manuscript now kept at the cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Spain. The setting begins halfway through the first system and ends at the beginning of the fifth system.


  


  The most famous piece in the Codex Calixtinus appendix is famous for the wrong reason. It is a conductus, Congaudeant catholici (“Let all Catholics rejoice together”), that is furnished with two counterpoints, one in a fairly florid “organal” style, the other a simple discant. Although it is quite obvious that the two counterpoints were entered separately (the moderately fancy organal voice occupies a staff of its own, above the tenor; the note-against-note discant is entered, in red ink for contrast, directly on the staff containing the tenor), the piece was long taken to be a unique three-part polyphonic setting, supposedly the first of its kind (Fig. 5-4; Ex. 5-9). (Congaudeant catholici’s “rightful” claim to fame is the fact that it may be the earliest polyphonic piece to carry an attribution in its source; the Codex names “Magister Albertus Parisiensis” as composer, identifiable by his title as the Albertus who served as cantor at the cathedral of Notre Dame from around 1140 to 1177.)


  The extremely high level of dissonance that resulted from performing the two settings simultaneously was not at first considered a deterrent. Careless reading of the medieval music theorists, together with equally incautious assumptions about the relationship of writing to composition, encouraged the belief that the harmonic style of early polyphony was entirely rationalistic, based on speculative numerology, and, from a practical—that is, aural—point of view, virtually haphazard. (It was thought, to be specific, that voices written in succession against a cantus firmus had to accord harmonically only with it, not with each other; both “written” and “in succession” are now acknowledged to be anachronistically limiting terms.)
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  FIG. 5-4 The conductus Congaudeant catholici as it appears in the Codex Calixtinus (fol. 214, the bottom half of the page).


  


  What may in fact be the earliest surviving three-part polyphonic composition is a Christmas conductus, Verbum patris humanatur (“The word of the Father is made man”). It is found as a two-part discant setting in one of the Aquitanian manuscripts, and in three parts (of which one, the tenor of course, is common to both settings) in a small French manuscript of the late twelfth century now kept in the library of Cambridge University. The notation is still noncommittal with respect to rhythm. The transcription in Ex. 5-10 is “isosyllabic,” resulting in an implicit duple meter based on the accentual scansion of the text. The longer values on the exclamatory O’s and elsewhere are conjectural; they arise out of the same implicit (or perhaps it would be more honest to say “presumed”) musical pulse.


  The basic “harmony of three voices” emerges here as octave (or unison) plus fifth. The octave-filled-by-fifth sonority includes every perfect consonance (or symphonia, to recall the old organum terminology). In places where imperfect consonances had been common before (especially the “precadential” position), we are now apt to find triads, or else a combination of fourth or fifth plus a seventh over the lowest voice that is justified by its characteristic approach to the concluding consonance by contrary motion—a harmonically amplified occursus.


  EX. 5-9 Congaudeant catholici transcribed as two separate two-part pieces, but aligned
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  EX. 5-10 Verbum patris humanatur (twelfthcentury conductus setting in three parts)
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  The strategic placement of dissonance (or imperfect consonance) immediately before perfect consonance, and its “resolution” to the latter by contrary voice-leading, was henceforth regarded as the essential “function” of discant harmony and the definer of musical “motion.” It became the primary signal of “closure,” or phrase-ending in polyphonic music, the necessary determiner of cadences, and eventually the primary shaper of musical form. As befits something so important to musical structure and perception—to musical “language,” in effect—it was eventually standardized in practice, and particularly in teaching, as “laws of counterpoint.”


  Still and all, the note-against-note harmony of the earliest surviving three-part discants, like Verbum patris humanatur, is the kind of harmony that is easily worked out in the act of “harmonizing”—that is, by ear—and depicts in writing, like a kind of snapshot, an informal oral practice of evident long standing, and with many descendants in today’s world. There is no telling how far back in time such practices may extend.


  


  CHAPTER 6

  Notre Dame de Paris


  PARISIAN CATHEDRAL MUSIC IN THE TWELFTH

  AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

  AND ITS MAKERS


  THE CATHEDRAL-UNIVERSITY COMPLEX


  Many circumstances conspired to make Paris the undisputed intellectual capital of Europe by the end of the twelfth century. The process of urbanization, traced to some degree in chapter 4, brought about a decline in the importance of monasteries as centers of learning and a swift rise in the prestige of cathedral schools. These schools were learning centers attached to cathedral churches, the large urban churches that were the seats (cathedrae) of bishops and that served as administrative centers for a surrounding ecclesiastical territory called a diocese.


  The enhanced importance of the cathedral beginning in the twelfth century, especially in northern Europe, was underscored by the gigantism of cathedral architecture. The Gothic style (so called since the nineteenth century to emphasize its northern European provenance), with its soaring lines and huge interior spaces, had its start precisely at this time. Paris and the surrounding area (including the northern suburb of Saint-Denis, site of the royal crypt) was one of its earliest sites. The abbey and basilica of Saint-Denis were constructed between 1140 and 1144. The cornerstone of the present-day cathedral of Paris, dedicated to the Virgin Mary and affectionately known therefore as Notre-Dame de Paris (“Our Lady of Paris”), or simply as Notre Dame, was laid in 1163 by Pope Alexander III himself. The altar was consecrated twenty years later, and the building began to function, although the whole enormous structure was not finished until the beginning of the fourteenth century.


  Within and around the great Gothic cathedrals, the clergy was organized into a community modeled in many of its aspects on the feudal ideal. The resident staff or faculty was sworn to a quasi-monastic regime defined by a canon or consensual law. From this word they derived their title: a full member of the community was a “canon regular,” or simply canon. The canons elected the bishop who ruled them, and who parceled out the church lands and their incomes to the canons in the form of prebends (from praebenda, that which is to be granted), much as a lord would deed land to his vassals. The community of canons, known as the college or chapter, was organized into a hierarchy of ranks and offices overseen by the chancellor or dean, the bishop’s chief of staff. They included the scolasticus (school director) and the precentor (musical director).


  Much of this vocabulary, as the reader has surely noticed, is now used to designate the ranks and offices in a university, and that is no coincidence. The university as we know it—or as it was originally called, the universitas societas magistrorum discipulorumque (universal association of masters and disciples, i.e., teachers and pupils)—was a twelfthcentury innovation, formed initially by consolidating and augmenting the faculties of cathedral schools. The University of Paris, the first great northern European university, was by far the largest. It was preceded only by the University of Bologna, originally endowed in the eleventh century as the pope’s own vocational school of “canon law” for training church administrators.
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  FIG. 6-1 Interior of the cathedral of Notre Dame, Paris.


  


  Its instructional and administrative staff was formed out of the faculties of three large existing schools: that of Notre Dame, that of the canons regular at the abbey of St. Victor (known to us already as a center of sequence composition), and that of the collegiate church of St. Geneviève. (A collegiate church was the next lower rank after cathedral: it had a dean and chapter but no resident bishop.) As a physical plant the University of Paris grew up alongside the new cathedral. It was fully functioning by around 1170 with the cathedral’s chancellor as its ecclesiastical superintendent, charged with granting its faculty the licentia docendi (license to teach), known to us as the doctor’s degree. It was formally chartered by a papal bull—a letter carrying the pope’s bulla or seal—in 1215. Since the sixteenth century it has been known as the Sorbonne, after its largest constituent college, an elite doctoral school of theology founded—that is, funded—by Robert de Sorbon, the royal chaplain, in 1253.
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  FIG. 6-2 Philip II of France (Philip Augustus, r. 1180–1223), handing the royal privilege to the masters and students of the University of Paris in 1200. Illumination from a mid-fourteenth-century Latin chronicle known as the Book of Procurors, now kept at the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris.


  


  This unprecedented royal/papal ecclesiastical/educational establishment was the environment in which an equally unprecedented musical establishment thrived. Our knowledge of it, while extensive, is curiously indirect, pieced together by collating evidence from two or three skimpy descriptive accounts, four immense musical manuscripts, and half a dozen more or less detailed theoretical treatises. What we now call the “Notre Dame School” of polyphonic composition, and are accustomed to regarding as the first great “classical” flowering of Western art music, is actually a sort of grand historiographical fiction. Constructing it was one of the earliest triumphs of modern musicology—and still one of the most impressive.


  The musical documents, three service books compiled in Paris in the mid-tolate thirteenth century and one compiled in Britain somewhat later (but seemingly containing a somewhat earlier version of the repertory), house an imposing body of polyphonic chant settings that stands in relation to the modest repertories of the “St. Martial” and Compostela manuscripts in more or less the same way that the great central cathedral-university complex itself stood in relation to the outlying monasteries and shrines of an earlier age.


  The earlier repertories had been local ones in the main, emphasizing patron saints and intramural observances, and concentrating on recent chants like sequences and versus. The new one emphasized the general (“catholic”) liturgy, the great yearly feasts, and the largest, musically most elaborate liturgical items. The Parisian or Parisian-style music books consisted mainly of settings of the Great Responsories for matins and the highly melismatic “lesson chants” (Gradual and Alleluia) of the Mass, arranged in the order of the church calendar, with particular concentrations around Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost (along with the Feast of the Assumption, in recognition of the Virgin Mary’s status as patron at Notre Dame; but even so, she was hardly a local figure).


  Where the earlier repertories had consisted, with only the rarest (and oft-times dubious) exceptions, of two-part settings that paired the original chant tenor with one added voice, there is a whole cycle of Notre Dame settings with two added parts for a total texture of three voices, and even a few especially grandiose items with three added parts for an unheard-of complement of four. The earlier repertories had favored two styles: a note-against-note style called discant, and a somewhat more florid style called organum, with the tenor sustained against short melismatic flights in the added voice. A typical Notre Dame composition alternated the two styles and took them both to extremes. In “organal” sections, each tenor note could literally last minutes, furnishing a series of protracted drones supporting tremendous melismatic outpourings; the discant sections, by contrast, were driven by besetting rhythms that (for the first time anywhere) were precisely fixed in the notation.


  The chant settings associated with Notre Dame, in short, were as ambitious as the cathedral for which they were composed. They took their stylistic bearings from existing polyphonic repertories but vastly outstripped their predecessors in every dimension—length, range, number of voices. They set the world (well, the Westernworld) record for “intrasyllabic melodic expansion,”1 to use a wonderfully precise term a Russian folklorist once coined to describe melismatic proliferation and the way it eats up a text. (That record still stands, by the way, after eight hundred years.)


  To find the motivation for this astonishing copiousness, one might look no further than St. Augustine’s metaphor of “a mind poured forth in joy.” But there may be more to it. The overwhelming dimensions these composers achieved may not only have accorded with the size of the reverberant spaces their works had to fill, but may also have carried a message of institutional triumph at a time notable for its triumphant institutionalism.


  In any case, the Notre Dame composers aspired to an unprecedented universality. Their works, unlike those created at previous polyphonic centers, could be used anywhere the Latin liturgy of the western Christian church was used. And they aspired to encyclopedic completeness: it is evident that the surviving codices reflect an attempt—indeed, multiple attempts—to outfit the entire calendar of feasts with polyphony. (A codex, plural codices, is a large manuscript consisting of several smaller component “fascicles” collected and bound together.) Thus, with their works, the musicians of Notre Dame symbolized the strong, united church they served, and promoted catholicism in the literal and original sense of the word. As we know from the dispersion of their works in the extant sources, their program was successful. The central Parisian repertory was copied far and wide and sung well beyond its home territory. Either as such or as the basis for further elaboration, moreover, the repertory lasted for generations after its creators’ lives had ended.


  PIECING THE EVIDENCE TOGETHER


  Those who copied and sang these works for generations did not, however, know their authors’ names. Like most manuscripts containing music for ecclesiastical use, the Notre Dame sources carried no attributions. (Only “secular” works like courtly songs could carry an author’s name without taint of pride, a deadly sin.) We do think we know the identities of some of the authors, though, and we think we know something about the history of the repertory and its development. And we know what we know (or what we think we know) precisely thanks to the alliance of the cathedral church of Notre Dame with the University of Paris.


  From the very beginning, the student body at the university had comprised a strong English contingent. Even earlier, it had been the rule for English theologians to go to Paris for their doctoral training. An example was John of Salisbury (ca. 1115–80), the great neo-Platonic (or “realist”) philosopher and biographer of Thomas à Becket, who traveled to Paris in his youth to study with Pierre Abélard. His first important work, a treatise on good government called Policraticus, was written around 1147, when he had just returned from Paris, and contains a notorious complaint about the gaudy music he heard in churches there. We don’t know what music he heard; maybe it was something like Congaudeant catholici (Ex. 5-9), whose composer, Albertus, was the cantor at Notre Dame around the time of John’s visit. More likely it was never written down at all. But the fact that the dour English clergyman found so much to condemn is already an indication that Paris was a special place for music.


  Something over a hundred years later, around 1270 or 1280, we get another Englishman’s testimony—in this case entirely approving, even reverent—about music in Paris. This second Englishman was the author of a treatise called De mensuris et discantu (“On Rhythmic Notation and Discant”) that was published as the fourth item in a batch of anonymous medieval writings on music brought out by the great music bibliographer Charles-Edmond-Henri de Coussemaker in 1864, when musicology was in its infancy. The treatise was headed Anonymus IV in this celebrated publication, and the name, anglicized by the insertion of an “o,” has unfortunately come since to be associated, thanks to popular writers and textbook authors, with the writer instead of the text. The poor fellow, whatever his name may have been, is irrevocably known to music history students as “Anonymous Four.” We can surmise that he was English since the treatise survives in English manuscript copies and makes reference to local English saints (and even to the “Westcuntrie,” the author’s immediate neighborhood). We assume that he learned the contents of his treatise as a student in Paris, since he based most of his discussion slavishly (at times verbatim) on the known writings of Paris University magistri (lecturers), which he may have first encountered in the lecture hall.


  If, as seems evident, the treatise is something like a set of university lecture notes, we may imagine the lecturer pausing amid the technical complexities he was laboriously imparting to reminisce briefly about the traditions of Parisian polyphony and the men who made it. This brief memoir—it is without doubt the most famous passage in any medieval treatise on music—begins with an obeisance to “Leoninus magister” (Master Leonin, short for Leo), who, “it is said,” was the best organista (composer of organum). He made a magnus liber, a “great book” of organa de gradali et de antiphonario, “from the Gradual and the Antiphoner”; that is, he made organa on chants from the Mass and the Office books. That is all we are told about Master Leonin.


  Next, Anonymus IV reports what the lecturer said about Perotinus magnus (the great Perotin or Pierrot, short for Pierre), who was the best discantor (composer of discant) and “better than Leoninus.” Perotin is identified first as the reviser of Leonin’s work. He abbreviavit the great book (let the translation of that word wait for now) and inserted many clausulae (“little discant sections”) of his own devising into Leonin’s compositions.


  Then comes a list of Perotin’s original works, beginning with the real newsmakers, the quadrupla, organa in four parts (that is, three parts added to the Gregorian tenor). Two titles are given: Viderunt and Sederunt. Both, it turns out, are graduals: Viderunt omnes fines terrae (“All the ends of the earth have seen”), for Christmas, was reserved at Notre Dame for the newly instituted Feast of the Lord’s Circumcision (January 1); Sederunt principes et adversum me loquebantur (“Princes sat and plotted against me”) was the gradual for the Feast of St. Stephen the Martyr (December 26).


  Next some famous organa tripla by Perotin are listed, including an Alleluia for the Mass commemorating the birth of the Virgin Mary. Finally, Perotin is credited with continuing the already venerable tradition of composing music to new Latin religious lyrics in the form of conductus, both polyphonic and monophonic. Three titles are mentioned, of which one—Beata viscera (“O blessed womb”) in honor of the Virgin—was set to a poem by Philip the Chancellor (of Notre Dame), head of the University of Paris from 1218 to his death in 1236.


  The link between Philip and the work attributed to Perotin is choice evidence for the close creative relationship that obtained between the cathedral clergy and the university faculty. Philip’s death, moreover, marks what is known as the terminus ante quem, the latest possible date (literally, “the end point before which” something happens) for Perotin’s compositional activity. (It also marks the virtual end of the Latin versus tradition, for Philip was one of the last of that line.)


  There is no telling, of course, exactly how Perotin’s lifetime overlapped with Philip’s, and good reason to believe that he did most of his work considerably before 1236. For there is another category of historical document that can be linked with him—or rather, with the works attributed to him in Anonymus IV. In 1198 and again in 1199, the Bishop of Paris, Eudes (or Odo) de Sully, issued letters cautioning against excessively boisterous holiday celebrations in the cathedral.2 Keep the bell-ringing down, they instruct; keep the mummers and maskers out of the sanctuary; no fools’ processions, please. Instead, let there be good music, and let it be lavish.


  In both letters, the bishop promises payment for organum quadruplum: in 1198 he requests it for the Feast of the Circumcision; in 1199, for the Feast of St. Stephen. Comparison with the list of Perotin’s works in Anonymus IV shows a remarkable correspondence; for these feasts are precisely the ones at which the two quadrupla enumerated there would have been sung. So again we have a probable terminus ante quem: the largest of the works attributed to Perotin must have been composed by—or, most likely, just at—the end of the twelfth century. One or both of the famous quadrupla, moreover, can be found in every one of the four big “Notre Dame” manuscripts mentioned above, as well as other manuscripts of the time or shortly after. And that observation holds as well for every other piece named in Anonymus IV. On the basis of that list, Perotin’s “complete works” have been collected and published.


  So we appear to have a remarkable convergence of prose description, archival document, and actual musical source, each corroborating the content of the others. It is owing to Anonymus IV and the bishop’s letters that we can identify the four manuscripts as containing a repertory specifically and officially associated with Notre Dame. And the musical sources corroborate the specifics of the documentary accounts.


  The only uncorroborated information, frustratingly enough, is the identity (or indeed, the existence) of the musicians named in Anonymus IV. Three are named in all: besides Leonin and Perotin, there is one Robert de Sabilone, who is lavishly praised but otherwise unidentified and whose name is found nowhere else. But neither is the name of Perotin! About the greatest musician of his time, as the author of Anonymus IV emphatically insists he was, we have no evidence at all except a chance mention in a set of lecture notes taken down by a nameless Englishman at least fifty and possibly as many as seventy years after Perotin’s death. (There did happen to be a cantor at Notre Dame named Petrus, who was born Pierre Hosdenc near Beauvais and served at the Paris cathedral from 1184 to 1197; needless to say, strenuous efforts have been made to identify him with Anonymus IV’s Perotin, but the facts and the chronology do not add up.) The situation is more promising in the case of Leonin. Two candidates have been more or less plausibly identified. One is a certain Henricus Leonellus, who owned a house near Notre Dame and was a lay member of the abbey of St. Victor. According to the available documents, he died some time between 1187 and 1192, which would place him in the generation of Anonymus IV’s “Leoninus.” There is nothing in the documents to connect him with music, though.


  The other candidate, recently put forward by the music historian Craig Wright, is especially appealing: a canon and priest at Notre Dame and St. Victor whose name was Leonius but who was sometimes referred to in official documents by the same affectionate diminutive—Leoninus, “old man Leo”—used in Anonymus IV.3 The peak of his documented activity was reached in the 1180s and 1190s, and he died in 1201 or 1202. This Leonius is not identified as a musician, but he was a poet of considerable renown, best known for his Hystorie sacre gestas ab origine mundi (“Acts of sacred history since the beginning of the world”), a paraphrase of the first eight books of the Old Testament in verse—some 14,000 lines of it! Anyone who could write that, it seems, could also write “a great book of organa from the Gradual and the Antiphoner to adorn the Divine Service.” But this still does not constitute factual corroboration of Anonymus IV’s terse report, and we ought to proceed with utmost caution when it comes to identifying the composers of the “Notre Dame school” with actual persons. For the unconfirmed account in Anonymus IV, written long after the fact, has all the earmarks of a “creation myth”—that is, a story that seeks to account for the existence of something wonderful (here, the matchless repertory of polyphonic music at Notre Dame) by supplying it with an origin and an originator. (Compare the way the Bible accounts for the existence of music by naming its inventor—Jubal, son of Lamech, “the forerunner of all who play the harp and flute”—in Genesis 4:21. Or the way Haydn has been named the “father of the symphony” or the string quartet, to say nothing of Saint Gregory and his dove.)


  MEASURED MUSIC


  Even if the poet Leonius was Anonymus IV’s (or rather, the Paris university lecturer’s) Leoninus, that still would not guarantee the story’s status as fact. A famous church poet would in fact be the ideal mythological creator of Notre Dame polyphony, for the great glory of that repertory in the eyes of its latterday practitioners was the fact that it was metrical. That is to say, it managed to incorporate precise time-measurement into musical composition and notation, and it did so by adapting to musical purposes the principles of “quantitative” poetic meter.


  This, too, shows the connection between musical practice at Notre Dame and the University of Paris curriculum. By the twelfth century, quantitative meter—defined by syllable-length rather than by “accent” or stress—was no longer used by contemporary poets, even when writing in Latin. But it was studied academically as part of the quadrivium, often from the famous textbook by St. Augustine suggestively titled De musica (“About music”—that is, the “music” or sonic organization of verse). The rhythmic practice at Notre Dame was based on similar principles of versification.


  In a quantitative meter, one assumes at least two abstract durations—one “long,” the other “short”—that are related to each other by some simple arithmetic proportion. The simplest proportion is a factor of two: a long equals two shorts. That already gives the gist of the earliest abstractly conceived musical meter, as practiced at Notre Dame. Two note-lengths were assumed: a nota longa (shortened in normal parlance to longa, or in English, a “long”) and a nota brevis (shortened to brevis, or in English, a “breve”). A long was assumed to equal two breves, and the simplest way of turning their relationship into a metrical pattern (called an ordo, plural ordines) was simply to alternate them: LBLBLBLBLBL…; in effect “tum-ta-tum-ta-tum-ta-tum-ta-tum-ta-tum…,” and so on. This was the basic modus (or “rhythmic mode,” or “way of doing rhythm”) in use at the time of the “Leonin” generation.


  So the standard musical “foot” (pes) was like the classical “trochee”: a long followed by a short. The difference between a pes (mere building-material) and an ordo (an actual “line” of musical poetry) was that the ordo ended with a “cadence” on the long, after which a pause (for the sake of scansion or simply for a breath) could take place. The basic pattern, then, was not LB but LBL, “tum-ta-tum.” The shortest finished “line” of rhythmicized melody, consisting of one of these patterns, was called the “first perfect ordo.” (Thus LBLBL, or “tum-ta-tum-ta-tum,” was the “second perfect ordo,” the third was LBLBLBL, or “tum-ta-tum-ta-tum-ta-tum,” etc.)


  The beautifully elegant thing about this abstractly conceived “modal” meter was that its notation did not require the invention of any new signs or shapes. The old “quadratic” chant neumes could be adapted directly to the new purpose. There was no special sign for a long or for a breve. There was no need for one, because the unit of notation was not the note but the ordo, the pattern. And the most efficient way of representing such a pattern of measured sounds was by a pattern of familiar neume shapes—that is, “ligatures,” in which two, three, or more pitches were “bound together” in a single sign.


  Generically, a ligature of two notes (whether ascending or descending) was called a binaria, one of three notes a ternaria, of four notes a quaternaria. An ordo was represented by a particular sequence of these shapes. The basic modus, described above as “trochaic” meter, was shown by an initial ternaria followed by any number of binariae, as in Ex. 6-1 a. If one wanted the opposite metrical arrangement (“iambic” rather than trochaic meter), in which the basic foot is BL and the first perfect ordo is BLB, all one had to do was reverse the pattern of ligatures. Now there will be a series of binariae followed by a ternaria, as in Ex. 6-1b.


  EX. 6-1A Trochaic pattern notated with “modal” ligatures
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  EX. 6-1B Iambic pattern notated with “modal” ligatures
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  Comparing Ex. 6-1a with Ex. 6-1b, one readily sees that the rhythmic significance of a given neume shape is not stable or immanent, but depends on the context. The ternaria in Ex. 6-1a is read LBL, while the ternaria in Ex. 6-1b has exactly the opposite meaning: BLB. The fact that the binariae in both are read BL should not be regarded as an inherent property of the sign, but as the coincidence or overlap of two different contexts. Later, as the result of a new notational refinement, shapes—both of single notes and of ligatures—did acquire inherent meanings. At that time the binaria did finally assume the “proper” meaning BL. But the invention of that refinement, like all inventions, had to await its necessity.


  To observe Notre Dame polyphony in action, rhythm and all, we can begin with a two-part setting (organum duplum; or, as some theorists called it, organum per se) of the kind associated in Anonymus IV with the original “great book” of Leonin. The obvious choice for this purpose is the original two-part setting of the Gradual Viderunt omnes, used variously, as we have seen, at Christmas and at the Feast of the Circumcision (January 1), and eventually recomposed as a quadruplum.


  The two-part Viderunt is the great book’s opening piece as preserved in all its extant sources, since they are all organized according to the church calendar, which begins with Advent, the lead-up to the Christmas season. Fig. 6-3a reproduces the original chant from the Liber usualis, until 1963 the official modern chant book of the Roman Catholic church. Fig. 6-3b shows the organum, as found in its most lavish source, a codex copied in Paris during the 1240s, now kept in the Medici library in Florence. (It is usually called the “Florence manuscript,” and is known to its friends as Flo or simply as F.) As befits its pride of place, the organum is decorated with an impressive “illuminated” capital V containing a three-part illustration or triptych. Reading from the top down, the three panels illustrate three successive phases of the Christmas story: the Adoration of the Magi, the Flight into Egypt, and the Slaughter of the Innocents. The tenor corresponds to the chant, and it is evident at a glance that the Notre Dame style gave new meaning to the word “melisma.” The first syllable of text (“Vi-”) carries an outpouring of more than forty notes of duplum. That’s “intrasyllabic melodic expansion” with a vengeance!
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  FIG. 6-3A The Christmas gradual Viderunt omnes as it appears in Liber usualis, the standard modern chant book of the Catholic church (in use from 1903 to 1963). Translation: “All the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God; sing joyfully to God, all the earth. The Lord hath made known his salvation; he hath revealed his justice in the sight of the Gentiles” (Psalm 97).


  


  A second glance discloses something that may seem puzzling. The organum setting is drastically incomplete. After the opening pair of words, “Viderunt omnes,” the organum skips all the way to “Notum fecit,” the beginning of the verse. The verse is set almost complete but is missing just the final pair of words, “justitiam suam.” What happened to the rest? The asterisks in the chant text as given in the Liber usualis are our clue. They are the cues that show how the soloist and choir divide up the text in this responsorial chant. The opening respond, once past the incipit (the opening pair of words), belongs to the choir. The verse, excepting the final melisma, belongs to the soloist.
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  FIG. 6-3B Viderunt omnes set as organum duplum, perhaps by Leoninus, as the first item in Magnus liber de gradali et antefonario (Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. 29. I, fols. 99-99 v; this source will be abbreviated Flo in subsequent references).


  


  Putting that information together with the polyphonic setting reveals that the composer set as organum only the soloist’s portion of the chant. The two-voice polyphony thus represents a multiplied soloist, so to speak. The parts sung by the choir are not set but were supplied in performance from memory. Since the choristers did not need to learn their part from the book, the book does not contain their part. Materials were expensive and space was at the highest premium.


  From all of this we learn that polyphony at Notre Dame was the art of virtuoso soloists—the cantor and his assistant, the succentor. (And that is why only responsorial chants—matins responsories, Graduals, Alleluias—were set as organum there.) The astonishingly expansive treatment of the incipit is something of a counterpart to the illuminated capital: a rich decoration.


  Again comparing the chant in Fig. 6-3a with the organum in Fig. 6-3b, we notice that when the soloist’s portion of the chant has its own melismas (at “om-” of omnes and especially at “Do-” of Dominus in the verse), the organum tenor notes are written in clumps, taking up far less space (=time). The primary motivation for hurrying the tenor along at such spots was undoubtedly practical: just imagine how long the music would have to last if every tenor note were held out like the first few! But what begins in necessity often ends in play—that is, in “art.” It was precisely these hurried-along sections of the organum, where the tenor is melismatic, that evoked from the composers what we would call the greatest artfulness or creativity. We will be tracing the repercussions of that creative response for the next three chapters.


  The ratio of notes in the duplum to notes in the tenor in such sections becomes much closer; we are now obviously dealing with a type of discant. It is here, too, that we are most apt to find the clear organization of ligatures in the duplum voice into “modal” patterns, invoking the abstract metrical schemes described above.


  From this we learn that in organum duplum or organum per se, the kind associated in Anonymus IV with the name of Leonin, measured rhythm is essentially an aspect of discant. In sections where the tenor is held long, called organum purum—“pure (or plain) organum”—to distinguish it from the discant, the rhythm is not organized in this way. The notes are sung “freely,” as in chant. But not entirely freely, of course. Guides to organum emphasize that notes forming consonances with the tenor were or could be sung longer than those forming dissonances. This habit, or rule, was probably what prompted the adoption of trochaic (long-short) patterns as the rhythmic norm: the note that in the added voice intervenes between two harmonic consonances is often dissonant (a “passing” or “neighbor” tone, as we now call such things), hence sung short.


  In a style where “organal” and discant sections are so radically contrasted in rhythm, meter, and (consequently) tempo, it is not surprising that there is an intermediate texture as well, called copula (from the Latin for “something that binds,” like a string). In a copula, the duplum sings (usually) two phrases in regular modal patterns over sustained tenor notes. In Viderunt omnes this happens most clearly over “-de-” and “-runt.” In Ex. 6-2 you can see the two copulae in transcription, following the notation in a manuscript roughly contemporaneous with Flo but copied in England or Scotland for the Augustinian abbey of St. Andrews. (It is now the older of two Notre-Dame codices kept at the former ducal library in the German town of Wolfenbüttel, for which reason it is known to its adepts as W1.) The modal ligatures are somewhat clearer in W1 than in Flo.


  EX. 6-2 Transcription of -derunt from organum setting shown in Fig. 6-3b
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  In discant sections or clausulae, where the tenor moves rapidly against the “modal” rhythms of the duplum, it too must be organized into notes of determinate length. The usual method was to have each note of the tenor equal a metrical foot in the duplum. Such a note would equal the sum of a long and a breve. So now we are dealing with three durations: a breve consisting of one tempus or time unit, a long consisting of two tempora, and a tenor note consisting of three tempora, which defines the length of a foot.


  Different theorists called this longest value by different names. The varying nomenclature reveals a change in attitude. Some writers were content to call the threetempora length a longa ultra mensuram, which simply means “a long beyond (normal) measure.” Others, however, called it a “perfect” (that is, completed) long, recognizing it as the primary unit, of which the shorter values were now both regarded as subdivisions. Theorists began to speak abstractly of “perfections”—time units measured out in advance, as it were, waiting to be filled. Such a concept corresponds in some ways to our modern idea of a “measure.” Ex. 6-3a is a transcription of the big discant clausula on the chant melisma “Do-” as shown in Fig. 6-3b, from the Florence manuscript. Note that the perfect longs in the tenor group the notes of the chant melisma irregularly: 6, 4, 4, 6, 4, 4, 4, 6, 5, etc. (The barring of the transcription follows this grouping, set off in the manuscript by vertical lines called tractus, which look like bars and eventually developed into bars, but which are actually rests at this point.) But also note that the opening pattern of 6 + 4 + 4, when repeated, corresponds to a melodic repetition in the tenor. The overall organization of the discant section is clearly being “modeled” on that of the chant melody. And yet the most conspicuous component of the clausula, the duplum melody, does not participate in the repetition. The cantor, in other words, sings a continuously evolving, quasi-improvisatory string of ordines over the highly organized tenor.


  Ex. 6-3b shows the same “Do-” clausula as it is found in a different manuscript, also copied in Paris but about two or three decades later than Flo. (This is the later of the two now kept in Wolfenbüttel, known as W2.) Although the Viderunt organum as a whole is more or less the same in the two sources, this particular clausula is altogether different. It is a later insert, much more tightly organized into short ordines than its predecessor, and the tenor participates fully in the modal rhythm with a mode of its own that is based on groups of perfect and “duplex” or double-measure longs (the latter designated D).


  These tenor notes are organized according to a pattern reminiscent of the classical “spondee.” The spondaic foot consists of two long syllables, and the tenor’s rhythmic mode organizes the spondaic foot into two alternating perfect ordines: the first consists of a single spondaic foot with a cadential long (LLL+rest); the other ties the initial foot into a duplex (DL+rest). This modal pattern is now allowed to override the melodic repetition in the original chant. The repeated phrase is still discernible, but its notes now have different metrical placements: as the rhythm becomes more abstract and independent as an organizing factor, pitch and rhythmic organization are somewhat dichotomized. The more abstract the organization, one might say, the more “artificial” (in the sense of “artful”) the resulting musical shape. This clausula, with its regular tenor patterns of four “perfections” each, can be conveniently transcribed into our modern compoundduple meter.


  The same clausula is found in Flo as well, but in a special section that contains no fewer than ten clausulae on the “Do-” melisma: a set of spare parts, so to speak, for insertion into the organum at pleasure. Just about anything can happen in these playfully (“artfully”) imaginative discants. One of them (Ex. 6-3c) puts the tenor through a double cursus in strict LLL ordines while the duplum carols away ever more decoratively, its notes “broken up” into extra breves by a process called fractio modi, literally “breaking the rhythmic pattern.” (One of the easiest ways of doing this was to add a little stroke called a plica or “fold” to a neume. The stroke usually stood for a breve on the next higher or lower note in the scale, its duration “folded” into that of the long to which it is attached. In the transcription, plicae are indicated by little strokes through the note stems.) There is even an especially souped-up clausula (Ex. 6-3d) in which both duplum and tenor contain longs and breves in ordines similar to the “iambs” shown in Ex. 6-1b.


  EX. 6-3A “Do-” clausulae transcribed from Flo, f. 99’, with barring following the tractus in the tenor
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  EX. 6-3B “Do-” clausulae transcribed from W2, f. 63–63’, in 6/8 meter
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  EX. 6-3C “Do-” clausulae transcribed from Flo, f. 150 ’(with double cursus)
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  EX. 6-3D “Do-” clausulae transcribed from Flo, f. 149’ (both parts in iambic patterns)
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  WHYS AND WHEREFORES


  There are large sections devoted to spare parts like these, sometimes called “substitute clausulas” or “ersatz clausulas,” in all four major Notre Dame codices. (In addition to Flo, W1, and W2, there is a slightly smaller one called Ma, roughly contemporaneous with W2, copied in Spain for the cathedral at Toledo, and now kept at the National Library in Madrid.) They raise tantalizing questions about the nature of this music, its transmission, and its history.


  Every piece in the so-called Magnus Liber—the “great book” attributed to Leonin by Anonymus IV—exists, as we have observed in the case of Viderunt omnes, in significantly different versions in its various sources, and since all the extant written sources were copied at least two or three generations, and in some cases as much as a century, after the purported time of Leonin, it is impossible to determine what the original form of any of these pieces was. And every piece in the Magnus Liber is equipped with a multitude of interchangeable parts like the clausulae we have observed on “Do-.” Besides the ones on “Do-,” the Notre Dame codices contain interchangeable Viderunt clausulas on the tenor fragments “om-” (from omnes), “su-” (from suum) in the verse, and even on “conspectum gentium” from the verse, which is not a melisma.


  One can only conclude that the identity of a “piece of music” was a far more fluid concept for the Notre Dame cantors than it is for us. An organum as actually performed was essentially a patchwork created more or less on the spot, or after a brief consultation, from the many available parts in the manuscripts we have (and who knows how many others that were never entered in those lucky survivors or—now here’s a thought—that were never written down at all).


  Even if we limit the choice to what is written and what is extant, it is nevertheless hard to imagine the Notre Dame cantors furiously leafing forward and back through their books during the service to find the clausulas they wished to perform on a given day. And as we have already observed about the earliest chant books, the Notre Dame codices, while “immense” (as noted above) in terms of their total contents, were tiny in actual physical dimensions. The actual written area of a page from W1 measures approximately 51/2 × 21/2 inches, while Flo, the largest, measures approximately 61/4 by 4. A musicologist in her study, working at leisure, has to squint at W1 to make its bitsy flyspecks out; one can hardly assume that such a book could have been used in the act of performing. The assumption has to be, rather, that the Notre Dame cantors, and anyone else who sang their music in the dark confines of a medieval church, performed from memory.


  The question of memory once again opens out quickly onto a much larger, more critical terrain. There are absolutely no written sources of Notre Dame polyphony from the period from the 1170s to the 1190s, when Anonymus IV’s Leonin supposedly lived and worked (or, for that matter, when Professor Wright’s Leonius actually lived and worked). All the extant sources postdate the lifetime of Anonymus IV’s Perotin as well, even if we grant Perotin the longest conceivable life span (say, to the time of Philip the Chancellor’s death in 1236). The sources were all written between the 1240s and the 1280s, and the author of Anonymus IV, as well as all the other theorists of “modal rhythm” and its notation, lived and worked around the same time.


  A strong suspicion arises from these circumstances that the organa dupla of the so-called Magnus Liber were not part of a liber at all during their period of greatest use, but were created, sung, and transmitted from singer to singer within what was, yes, still predominantly an oral culture. Far from adding to the mystery of this music, however, the assumption of an oral tradition actually suggests the best answer to the riddle of how Notre Dame polyphony came to be the epoch-making thing it was—namely, the first “measured music” in the West.


  Now it is time to pose explicitly the questions that have been stalking our discussion of modal rhythm from the beginning: What was its purpose? What did it accomplish? Often it is claimed that the Notre Dame composers, whoever they were, finally managed to “solve” a longstanding “problem,” namely that of notating rhythm precisely, thereby making it possible for precisely measured music to be composed. But that puts the cart before the horse, in fact several carts before several horses.


  If we know one thing for certain from the history of medieval music to the point where we have traced it, it is that notation follows rather than precedes practice. In the case of Gregorian chant, it followed by a matter of centuries, not to say millennia. In the case of chant-based polyphony it also followed, perhaps by centuries, as we know from the implicit testimony of the Scolica enchiriadis. So if the theorists of the thirteenth century finally took up and “solved” the problem of notating a metrically organized melismatic polyphony, our assumption should be that they were finding a notation for something that was already well established in oral practice.


  Furthermore, to say that rhythmic notation was a “problem” to be solved before there could be rhythmic composition is to assume that without such notation music was perceived as lacking something. We easily imagine such an absence as a lack, because the absence of a method for notating precise rhythms would be a crippling lack for making our music. To assume that the composers of twelfthcentury Paris felt such a lack is to assume that they wanted to make our music, too. Only the assumption that it is up to “them” to become “us”—in other words, the ethnocentric assumption—can sanction the notion that discovering modal rhythm was a progressive evolutionary step (from “themness” to “usness”).


  So, if it was not the solution to an obvious notational problem, what was the motivation for developing the patterning techniques collectively known as modal rhythm? The best theory so far, recently advanced by the medievalist Anna Maria Busse Berger, is that modeling musical rhythm on classical versification served the same purpose that versification itself originally served—namely, a mnemonic (or more precisely, a “mnemotechnic”) purpose.4 It enhanced memory skills, an essential function in an oral culture.


  Rhythm has always been an imprinting device, and remains one to this day. That is why so many rules and aphorisms are cast as jingles. (Cross at the green,/Not in between; or Red sky at morning:/Sailor, take warning!; or Early to bed and early to rise/Makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise.) It is why no medieval treatise on anything from shipbuilding to organum-singing was without rhyming rules. It is why the poet Leonius, who may or may not have been Leonin, gave as his reason for writing his 14,000 lines of biblical verse that it helped “the mind, which, delighted by the brevity of the poetry and by the song, may hold it more firmly.”5


  Here is a catchy Latin rhyme, attributed to Guido of Arezzo, that every literate or academic musician from the eleventh to the fifteenth century learned at the beginning of his training since is a popularization of one of Boethius’s main ideas:


  
    Musicorum et cantorum magna est distancia.

    Isti dicunt, illi sciunt, quae componit Musica.

    Nam qui facit, quod non sapit, diffinitur bestia. It’s a long way from a musician to a singer. The one knows what music is made of, the other just talks about it. And he who performs what he knows nothing about is considered an animal.

  


  


  So “Guido well puts it in his Micrologus,” wrote John of Afflighem.6 But the rhyme is not found in the Micrologus at all; and John surely heard it, and memorized it, years before he ever read it, which is why he forgot where he actually came across it. It is found in Guido’s Regulae rhythmicae, a brief digest of Guido’s teachings on the gamut, intervals, staff notation, modes, and finals, all cast for easy retention (as the title, “Rhyming Rules,” already indicates) in verse.


  And that is why the composers of Notre Dame, who were creating a music of unheard-of melismatic profusion, found it advantageous to cast their enormously long melodies in an untexted musical counterpart to verse. In this form it evidently went from mouth to mouth for a generation or two before a notation for it was invented. And when the notation for it was invented, it was not really for it, but for something else. Again, and even more spectacularly, what was prompted by practical need became the stimulus for luxuriant artistic play.


  Here is where the generation of Anonymus IV’s “Perotin the Great” comes in. As you may recall, the treatise credits the great discantor with having abbreviavit the Magnus Liber. The translation has been put off until now because the word has an ambiguous range of meaning in Latin. The closest English cognate, “abbreviated,” though followed by many writers, does not seem to fit the facts of the case, since so many “substitute clausulas” (like the one on “Do-” in Ex. 6-3c) so clearly lengthen rather than shorten the pieces into which they are inserted.


  Another possible translation of abbreviavit is “edited.” This fits better, since the differing versions of the organum duplum repertory in the four Notre Dame sources obviously show the hand of a reviser—or likelier, of many revisers. And yet, to cite a case we have already seen, the presence of the same revised “Do-” clausula within the body of the organum in W2 and in the section containing the “substitute clausulas” in Flo would seem to indicate that whoever revised the Magnus Liber did not have in mind the goals of a modern editor. That is, he (or they) aimed not at establishing an improved, corrected, or definitive text. The aim, rather, seems to have been just to make a wealth of interchangeable material available.


  And so we are left with the third and most general possible translation of abbreviavit—simply, “written down.” This one not only fits but explains a great deal. If we assume that the “Perotin” generation finally wrote down the music of the “Leonin” generation (in the process devising a notational method that opened up a whole new world of musical possibilities that they were quick to exploit), then we can not only account for the gap between the twelfthcentury repertory and its thirteenth-century sources, but also make sense of the fact that the theoretical descriptions of modal rhythm come as late as they do. As a fully elaborated system of metrics and notation, modal rhythm pertains not to the orally created and rhythmically transmitted music of the Leonin generation, but to the very intricate and stylized output of the Perotin generation, which is found in all its many sources in essentially one version, and which may have been the first musical style in the West that actually depended on notation for its composition.


  ORGANUM CUM ALIO


  The major works of the Perotin generation differ from those of the previous generation in one fundamental respect. They are written for more than two parts—or, to make the point in most essential terms, they are written for more than one part against the Gregorian tenor. That is why contemporary theorists called their style organum cum alio (“organum with another [voice]”) to distinguish it from organum per se (“organum by itself”).


  The presence of the added voice or voices changed everything. They moved at the rate of the duplum, not the tenor (so they were called the triplum and, when present, the quadruplum). Two or three parts moving at a similar rate are in effect in discant with one another, regardless of whether there is a long-held tenor note, and so they had to be notated throughout in strict modal rhythm (modus rectus, as it was called). Everything now had to move in countable perfections; there could be no spontaneous coordination in performance, the way there could be with a single cantor in the driver’s seat, ad-libbing “freely” and giving all necessary signals to his subordinates on the tenor line.


  For an example of organum cum alio at its most luxuriant, we can examine the fourpart setting (organum quadruplum), attributed to Perotin in Anonymus IV and requested by Bishop Eudes de Sully for performance at the Feast of the Circumcision, 1 January 1198 (we would say 1199, but the New Year was celebrated in those days on 1 March). This was the recognized jewel in the Notre Dame crown, the opening work both in Flo (where it faces the famous Boethian allegory we have already encountered in Fig. 3-2) and in W2 (according to its table of contents; the pages containing it have unfortunately been lost). The setting of the incipit is shown in the original notation (from Flo) in Fig. 6-4; Ex. 6-4 is a transcription of the part corresponding to the opening syllable.


  This composition moves throughout in an especially stately version of the trochaic meter we first observed in “Leonine” discant and copula. What makes it “stately” is the liberal admixture into the rhythms of the upper parts of perfect and duplex longs. The basic modal pattern, established by a repeated phrase in the quadruplum, consists of a ternaria plus a binaria, establishing tum-ta-tum-ta-tum (“second perfect ordo”), but followed by a nota simplex, a freestanding note. That freestanding note, a long (since it follows a long), forces the preceding note to be perfect. (It is itself “imperfected” by the tractus, the breath mark, which takes the time of a breve and separates one ordo from the next.)


  The first note in the duplum, triplum, and quadruplum alike is a duplex, indicated by the literal elongation of the note’s oblong shape. The chord thus created (and no doubt held extra long for dramatic effect) is a composite of all the symphoniae. There is an octave between the tenor and the triplum, a fifth between the tenor and the duplum (or the quadruplum), a fourth between the duplum and the triplum, and a prime or unison between the duplum and the quadruplum. This harmony (a sort of Pythagorean summary) would be the normative consonance for polyphony in three or more parts until the sixteenth century. Not every piece made such a spectacular opening display of it as this one, but every piece had to end with it. From its original signification—harmoniousness, fitting-in, “e pluribus unum”—it came to signify completion, consummation, achievement.


  Notice now how at the outset every successive ordo reachieves that normative perfect consonance. And notice, too, how in every ordo the perfect long preceding the final consonance makes a calculated maximum dissonance (asymphonia), both with respect to the tenor and within the upper parts themselves. In the first ordo the next-to-last note (penult) in the quadruplum is D, a major sixth from the tenor (the least consonant of the imperfect consonances as then classified). The penult in the triplum is E, a major seventh from the tenor and a major second from the quadruplum; its dissonance speaks for itself. The duplum’s penult is B-flat, a tritone from the triplum’s E. If isolated from its context and banged out at the keyboard, the chord would startle even a twenty-first-century ear.
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  FIG. 6-4 Opening of Viderunt omnes, set as organum quadruplum by Perotinus for performance in 1198 (Flo, fols. 1–2).


  


  In context, of course, the chord is heard as implying its resolution to the normative consonance. Note that in making the resolution, every voice proceeds by step. The dissonant second between the triplum and quadruplum arises not out of some “nonharmonic” medieval way of hearing (as we are sometimes tempted to imagine it), but out of the implied voice-leading rule that dissonance proceeds to consonance by step. We have, in short, the beginnings of a cadential practice here, in which the motions of the individual parts are subordinated to an overall harmonic function (maximum dissonance resolving to maximum consonance). This is the beginning of harmonic tonality (or, if you prefer, of tonal harmony). It exemplifies textural integration, control, and planning.


  EX. 6-4 Viderunt omnes a 4 (attributed to Perotin), first syllable of setting
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  To see textural integration, control, and planning from another perspective, compare the triplum in the first ordo with the duplum in the second ordo, the triplum in the third ordo, the duplum in the fourth ordo, the triplum in the sixth, and finally the quadruplum in the seventh. Now compare the triplum in the second ordo with the duplum in the third, the triplum in the fourth, and the quadruplum in the fifth and sixth. Elaborate voice exchanges of this kind, the most conspicuous of integrative devices, can be traced throughout the piece.


  For yet another, look at the third system of the first manuscript page in Fig. 6-4, halfway through the syllable “-DE-” (in “Viderunt”) in the tenor. Now the motion has slowed down to an alternation between “spondaic” perfect longs and the normative trochees. The figure C–D–C in longs, and its trochaic variant C–D–E–D–C, are tossed back and forth between the duplum and triplum. Their exchanges are now dovetailed so that the first note in one voice coincides with the third note in the other. In between, a note in one voice coincides with a rest in the other. This kind of exchange between notes and rests (done slowly here, but sometimes done with lightning speed, as we shall see) was a specialty of organum cum alio and its derivative genres. For the singers this kind of controlled textural fragmentation was great fun, as we can tell by the name they gave it: hoquetus—“hocket” in English—from the Latin for “hiccup,” no doubt because of the way the rests interrupt the melodic lines like spasms. An even more radically fragmented “hocket” texture comes over the first tenor note of “-RUNT.”


  The spirit of creative exuberance, of delight in construction, so evident in this and every other Notre Dame quadruplum led inevitably to an expansion of the repertory of rhythmic “modal” figures. The obvious choice for a new metric foot to apply to music was the dactyl, the most widely cultivated foot for contemporary Latin poetry. (It was the foot adopted by the poet Leonius, for example, in his Hystorie sacre gestas.)


  A dactylic foot consists of a long and two shorts. In contrast to the trochee (LB), which contains three tempora (2 + 1), the normal dactyl (LBB) contains four (2 + 1 + 1), which would make it longer than a “perfection.” To accommodate the dactylic foot to what had become the de facto ternary meter of modal rhythm, it was stretched out over two perfections, becoming inherently a modus ultra mensuram, a “mode beyond (normal) measure.” The first perfection was entirely occupied by the long, now perfect by definition. The remaining perfection was divided unequally between the two breves, one of them becoming a so-called brevis altera (“altered” or “alternate” breve) containing two tempora. Thus the six tempora occupied by the LBB of the dactylic foot was apportioned 3 + 2 + 1 or 3 + 1 + 2, with the latter much more frequently described (or prescribed, which amounts to the same thing) by midthirteenth century theorists, and that is the pattern commonly employed in modern transcriptions, though the other is not by any means precluded.
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  FIG. 6-5 Opening of Alleluia Nativitas, setas organum triplum by Perotinus (W1, f. 16).


  


  One of the most widely circulated dactylic pieces is the Alleluia Nativitas, an organum triplum for the Mass of the Feast of Mary’s Nativity (an especially important feast at “Our Lady’s” own church, Notre Dame), attributed to Perotin in Anonymus IV. Its first page, as given in W 1, is shown in Fig. 6-5; Ex. 6-5 is a transcription of three significant excerpts, beginning with the word “Alleluya” (Ex. 6-5a).


  The basic ligature pattern for this rhythmic mode consists of a nota simplex, representing the first perfect long, followed by a series of ternariae. This pattern is very clearly set out at the beginning of the Alleluia Nativitas, but gives way at various points, particularly near the ends of sections, to the more fluid trochaic pattern. (Look, for example, at “-YA,” the concluding portion in Fig. 6-4.) Remarkable in this composition is the sheer number of rhythmically active clausulae in the verse. There are half a dozen of them, including one (on Ex semine) that is of great historical significance for a reason we will discover in the next chapter (Ex. 6-5b). The last clausula, on “IU-” (Ex. 6-5c), is also of special interest for the way the 12-note tenor is put through a second cursus in diminution: irregular ordines of duplex and perfect longs give way to an uninterrupted and self-evidently climactic run of perfect longs that end the composition on a note of maximum excitement.


  EX. 6-5A Alleluia Nativitas (attributed to Perotin), mm. 1–63
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  EX. 6-5B Alleluia Nativitas, mm. 72–104
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  EX. 6-5C Alleluia Nativitas, mm. 168–89
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  But while this remarkable run ends the composition, very narrowly defined, it does not end the Alleluia, or even the verse. The chorus must sing its brief response (including the melisma on the name of “David” that recapitulates the melody of the jubilus, the enormous melisma at the end of the choral repetition of the word “Alleluia”; it, too, will figure again in a later chapter). And then the whole Alleluia with jubilus must be repeated, either with polyphony (as some of the sources direct) or without. A polyphonically outfitted liturgical chant as sung at Notre Dame, though far more elaborately composed than any other polyphonic music of its time, is still not a composition in our modern sense. It is not solely the product of an author’s shaping hand but the complex response to a variety of ceremonial and artistic demands, some seemingly in mutual contradiction.


  THEORY OR PRACTICE?


  The most authoritative source for our knowledge of the epochal rhythmic practices of the Notre Dame School is the treatise De mensurabili musica, written around 1240 by Johannes de Garlandia. He was a lecturer (magister) at the University of Paris, possibly the very one from whom the author of Anonymus IV learned what he passed on to us. His name derives from his university affiliation: the clos de Garlande was a colony on the left bank of the Seine where many members of the university arts faculty made their homes.


  De mensurabili musica (“On measured music”) was one of two textbooks Johannes wrote for the university music curriculum to supplement the venerable treatise of Boethius. (The other one was called De plana musica, “On plainchant.”) Its method of organization and instruction vividly exemplifies the approach known as “scholasticism” (because it was practiced by scholastici, “schoolmen”). This approach was thought of as descending not from Plato, the “idea man,” but from Aristotle, the great observer of things as they are. It purported to be empirical (that is, based on observation) and descriptive rather than speculative.


  The first task in any scholastic description was analysis and classification, and the establishment of clear conceptual relations between larger divisions (genera) and smaller divisions (species), proceeding, as we still say, from the “general” to the “specific.” Thus Johannes begins by dividing the consonances (a genus) into three classes (species): perfect (prime and octave), intermediate (fourth and fifth), and imperfect (thirds). He also makes a tripartite division of dissonances, with the “perfect” ones being the most dissonant, etc. He then proceeds to a similarly tripartite division of measured music into three species: organum, copula, and discant. And finally, he divides discant into six, or twice-three, “manners” (maneries) or rhythmic modes.


  Garlandia’s classification was extremely influential in its time, as we can tell by how many other theorists copied it. And it has been equally influential in our time, as we can tell by the way modern musicology has adopted the Garlandian classification scheme and terminology. Our own discussion has accepted Garlandia’s classification of polyphonic genres, including the somewhat slippery category of copula “between discant and organum,” as Garlandia defined it long after the fact. Up to now, however, we have avoided the classic and ubiquitous Garlandian classification of the rhythmic modes.


  The reason is that, like many scholastic classification schemes, Garlandia’s discussion of the rhythmic modes is not really descriptive—not entirely, at any rate. Its descriptive content has clearly been supplemented by a notional component so that the resulting system will satisfy a priori (that is, preconceived) standards of completeness and, above all, of symmetry.


  Garlandia’s idea of completeness was evidently formed not on the basis of observed contemporary musical practice but on a list of meters taken over from another authoritative scholastic classification, a grammar textbook called Doctrinale (“Book of teachings”), written more than a generation earlier (in 1199) by another famous schoolman, Alexandre de Villedieu (or Villa-Dei). In this textbook, six classical poetic meters are defined in terms of long and short syllables, which are defined in exactly the same terms employed by contemporary musicians when speaking of note values. Villedieu even refers to singing the syllables, perhaps (though not necessarily) in recognition of the analogous musical meters of Notre Dame polyphony: “the syllable which is short holds one beat (tempus) in which it is sung; you must double that length for the long.”7 In terms of our accustomed symbols for longs (L) and breves (B), Villedieu’s enumeration is as follows: dactyl (LBB), spondee (LL), trochee (LB), anapest (BBL), iamb (BL), and tribrach (BBB).


  Garlandia took this list over directly and asserted that there were six rhythmic modes in use in Notre Dame polyphony. Then he went Villedieu one better by arranging the modes in three symmetrical pairs. Modes 1 and 2, according to Garlandia, were the trochee (LB) and its reverse, the iamb (BL). Modes 3 and 4 were the dactyl (LBB) and its reverse, the anapest (BBL). Modes 5 and 6 were the spondee (LL), confined to longs, and its conceptual opposite the tribrach (BBB), confined to breves.


  At least one of these modes, the fourth, was pure fiction, included in deference to authority and for the sake of a symmetry that would justify the inclusion of the dactyl. There is not a single practical source that contains music in Garlandia’s fourth mode. It exists only in his didactic example of it, and the ones contrived by subsequent theorists on the basis of his authority. And yet in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries—and again in the nineteenth and twentieth—countless students have memorized its pattern and its notation. (The latter is easy enough to guess, being the exact reverse of the dactyl or third mode: a series of ternariae followed by a nota simplex.)


  Garlandia’s sixth mode, too, is more or less notional, included on Villedieu’s authority as a complement or balance to the fifth, which of course has a long history in practice. Brief passages in uniform breves are found in many compositions of the “Notre Dame school.” They can be just as easily notated (with plicas, for example) without any special mode. There is one famous passage in an Alleluia attributed in Anonymus IV to Perotin that has a few ordines ostensibly in Garlandia’s sixth mode and using the notation he assigns to it. But the passage could as easily have been written in “fractured” trochees (first mode), and might very well have actually been written that way in its earliest sources.


  That would mean that Garlandia’s treatise, which purported to describe a musical practice, ended up prescribing one instead. The same possibility, that the theorist influenced the composition style he ostensibly reported involves the second mode (iambic) as counterpart to the ubiquitous first. We have seen an example of the second mode in practice, in one of the spare “DO-” clausulas from the Florence manuscript (Ex. 6-3d). But that manuscript was compiled after Garlandia’s treatise had become a standard text, and there is little or no evidence for the use of Garlandia’s second mode at any earlier time.


  What we seem to have in Garlandia, then, is a summary of an actual rhythmic practice that was more or less confined to three patterns (trochaic, dactylic, and spondaic), corresponding to Garlandia’s odd-numbered modes. And then there is a supplementary, even-numbered, trio (iambic, anapestic, tribrachic) that were there for the sake of the theory—but that were later incorporated to some extent into practice under the influence of the theory. It is an excellent paradigm or instructive model for considering the complex relationship that usually obtains between theory and practice.


  Theory is almost never pure description. It is usually a representation not of the world the theorist sees but of a more orderly, more easily described world the theorist would like to see. A persuasive theory, particularly one of suggestible human behavior or practice, can often to some extent reshape the world to conform, for better or worse, to the utopian image. But an attractive theory uncritically accepted can also blind the believer to existing conditions, and lessen rather than enhance comprehension. Uncritical acceptance of Garlandia’s six-mode scheme can obscure the actual history of musical practice at Notre Dame, and that is why it should be regarded as a secondary rather than a primary source of knowledge.


  CONDUCTUS AT NOTRE DAME


  The remaining polyphonic genre practiced at Notre Dame was the conductus. Its status there was far more modest than at previous monastic polyphonic centers, but well over a hundred conductus nevertheless survive, in two, three, and four voices.


  Conductus was exceptional among Notre Dame genres in that it was not based on a preexisting chant, but was a setting of a contemporary poem, potentially composed from scratch. Contemporary theorists described the method of composing a conductus in terms as close as possible to those governing discant composition, however. Franco of Cologne, with whom we will become better acquainted in the next chapter, wrote that anyone wishing to compose a conductus should first “invent as beautiful a melody as he can,” and then “use it as a tenor for writing the rest.”8 Sometimes, indeed, conductus are found in both monophonic and polyphonic versions; and when this is the case, the melody that exists alone is almost always the tenor in the polyphonic variant, confirming Franco’s prescription. But the texture of a conductus, while basically homorhythmic (note-against-note) can also be well enough integrated by means of hockets and voice exchanges to suggest that not all composers relied on the “write-your-own-cantus-firmus” method.


  There was another way in which the conductus was an exceptional genre. It was the only type of polyphonic composition that was syllabically texted. In contemporary parlance it was musica cum littera (“music with letters,” i.e., words). And that meant it had to be notated in notae simplices rather than in ligatures, because ligatures functioned in Notre Dame notation just as they did in plainchant. They were used only to carry melismas, which means music without text (musica sine littera). There was no standard method for applying text to notation in ligatures.


  The conductus thus exposed the chief shortcoming of the system or practice of “modal” rhythm. The four-voice Christmas conductus Vetus abit littera from the Florence manuscript (Fig. 6-6) shows how, and also shows a possible attempt to remedy the situation. (It also has a very interesting, quasi-modulatory tonal shape, but we’ll let that aspect of the piece speak for itself.)


  Until the penultimate syllable of text, the notation consists almost entirely of single notes. If read strictly according to the rules of modal rhythm, they are all perfect longs, casting the setting in a very heavy spondaic meter throughout. But that penultimate syllable has a sizable melisma in all voices. A melisma at the tail end is a standard feature in Notre Dame conductus settings, common enough to have a generic name. It is called the cauda, which literally means the tail, as in tail end. (The term was reintroduced into musical terminology centuries later, when Latin had been replaced by Italian as musical lingua franca: we all know what a coda is and can see how it relates conceptually to the medieval cauda.)
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  FIG. 6-6 Vetus abit littera, fourpart conductus attributed by some writers to Perotinus (Flo, fols. 10–10v).


  


  Being a melisma, the cauda is written in ligatures. As a second glance at them will show, the ligatures in question could hardly form a clearer trochaic (“first mode”) pattern. No question, then, that the cauda is supposed to go tum-ta-tum-ta-tum-ta-tum in good “modal” fashion. And so the question arises: Is the “first mode” cauda supposed to contrast with the “fifth mode” of the rest of the piece? Or, perhaps, is the cauda there not simply for the sake of embellishment but also to convey the otherwise unconveyable information that the whole piece is to be sung in “first mode”? Ex. 6-6a is a transcription of the whole piece in “first mode,” which turns the accentual pattern of the entire poem quite convincingly into a quantitative musical meter. But there is no authority to back that decision up; it is simply a preference. To give the other side its due, Ex. 6-6b shows another hypothetical transcription cast in fifth mode up to the cauda.


  EX. 6-6A Vetus abit littera, transcribed in first mode
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  One cannot solve the rhythmic riddle this piece poses on the basis of the notation itself, because the notation has to be as it is regardless of the answer. But at least it is clear that the “fifth mode” or spondaic appearance of the syllabic notation does not tell us what the composer’s intention may have been with respect to rhythm. It is a default notation, and therefore an ambiguous one.


  Consider another example. Dic, Christi veritas (“Say, O truth of Christ”), an angry screed against clerical hypocrisy, was one of the most famous poems by Philip the Chancellor, the old rector of the University of Paris. As a conductus it is found in the Carmina burana manuscript in a monophonic version, and in all the main Notre Dame sources in an elaborate three-voice setting. The tenor in this version is clearly related to the monophonic Carmina burana tune, but like the other voices it is decorated with lots of caudae, with an especially lavish one at the end. The caudae, as usual, are in a clearly notated first mode. The meter of the verse, however, is not straightforwardly trochaic. The final cauda is given in Ex. 6-7.


  EX. 6-6B Vetus abit littera, transcribed in fifth mode
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  EX. 6-7 Final cauda from Dic, Christi veritas (text by Philip the Chancellor), transcribed from Flo, f. 204
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  FIG. 6-7A Last line of Dic, Christi veritas, beginning at bottom left and continuing at top right; from Flo, fol. 203 v–204 (cf. final tenor melisma in Ex. 6-7).


  


  The last line of the tenor part from the Florence version of Dic, Christi veritas, including the big first-mode cauda, is shown in Fig. 6-7a. But now look at Fig. 6-7b. It contains a monophonic conductus, Veste nuptiali, found in the last fascicle of the Florence manuscript, far away from Dic, Christi veritas. It is written, as music cum littera has to be, in what look like perfect longs. Compare it with Fig. 6-7a. Although the notation differs radically, it is the same melody exactly. Is Veste nuptiali a “prosulated” version of the cauda? Perhaps; but then again, perhaps not: the first two phrases of the melody are an ouvert/clos pair, suggesting that it may be a disguised love song. By now the fluidity of medieval genres should be no surprise to us. This is one of the most piquant instances in the repertory.
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  FIG. 6-7B Veste nuptiali (monophonic conductus), beginning with the ornamental V; from Flo, f. 450 v.


  


  Whatever the case, one thing is certain. The singer of Vesten uptiali would not have been able to guess its rhythm from the notation in Fig. 6-7b, but (unless, quite fortuitously, he recognized the cauda of Dic, Christi veritas as notated elsewhere) he would have had to know the song already from the oral tradition (as reconstructed, hypothetically, in Ex. 6-8) in order to sing it correctly in its written guise. A singer who did not know the song in advance would thus have been keenly aware of the notation’s limits. Such a singer would have felt a lack and would have wished for a more explicit way of notating the rhythm of measured music. In other words, the problem of musica cum littera, more and more acutely felt as texted genres (including some new ones) became more and more prevalent, created the necessity that mothered the invention of an explicit rhythmic notation, in which individual notes carried rhythmic information. First described in full around 1260, it sustained three centuries of development and continues, in a more remote way, to underlie the rhythmic notation we use today. Those genres, and that notation, will be the subject of the next chapter.


  EX. 6-8 Transcription of Veste nuptiali (Fig. 6-7b) in rhythm of Fig. 6-7a
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  CHAPTER 7

  Music for an Intellectual

  and Political Elite


  THE THIRTEENTH-CENTURY MOTET


  A NEW CLASS


  The rise of the university produced a new class, emanating from Paris, of literati: urban clerics with secular educations who were put to work as administrators on behalf of the universities themselves, on behalf of the increasingly feudalized church hierarchy (sometimes called the “cathedral nobility”), and above all on behalf of the burgeoning civitas, the secular state. The University of Paris, as one historian has put it, became “the training-ground for Europe’s bureaucrats.” This class found a musical spokesman in a university magister named Johannes de Grocheio (sometimes gallicized informally as “Jean de Grouchy”), the author, around 1300, of a remarkable treatise variously called Ars musicae (“The art of music”) or De musica (“About music”).1


  What makes this treatise remarkable is its worldly bent. It contains neither cosmic speculation nor nuts-and-bolts theory nor guide to notation. Instead, it offers a survey of “the music which men in Paris use,” classified according to “how men in Paris use it.” It is, in effect, the first sociological treatise on music, in which musical genres are defined primarily in terms of their “class” affiliations. It is a potential goldmine of information for students of music history.


  But it can only serve us in that way if its ore is properly refined. Like any theoretical treatise, it should be handled with care and with a certain skepticism. Its ostensibly descriptive content should be scrutinized with an eye out for covert prescription, and its explicit social content should be considered in relation to its implicit social content—namely, its author’s own tacit but all-important social perspective.
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  FIG. 7-1 Professor lecturing at the University of Paris (from “Les Grandes Chroniques,” an early fifteenthcentury historical manuscript now at the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris).


  


  The first of these interpretive tasks is not all that difficult in the case of Grocheio’s survey, because many of his social classifications are quite plainly prescriptive, and his prescriptions all serve a purpose he specifies without any undue reticence. That purpose is “leading all things to a good order” in the interests of social stability. His description of how various types of music are used, then, is really a description of how various types of music ought to be used. All the genres of music that we have encountered thus far are given not so much an actual as an ideal place in what is less a realistic than a utopian depiction of social harmony.


  Thus epic songs (chansons de geste), for example, ought to be provided, Grocheio says, “for old men, working citizens, and for average people when they rest from their accustomed labor, so that, having heard the miseries and calamities of others, they may more easily bear up under their own, and go about their tasks more gladly,” and without threatening the peace with any newfangled notions about social justice.2 “By these means,” Grocheio adds, “this kind of music has the power to protect the whole state.” The philologist and music historian Christopher Page has found some striking parallels for this passage in sermons by Parisian churchmen who, while basically rejecting the music of minstrels as a “low” or sensual pleasure, nevertheless conceded its utility in mitigating the sadness of human life and enabling men to bear their lot without protest.3 (For the same reason, he notes, some medieval churchmen were even “prepared to countenance prostitution within the civitas as a measure to preserve public order.”)


  For an example at the other end of the social spectrum, Grocheio says that cantus coronatus (by which he means the kind of trouvère songs that competed for prizes) are ordained among kings and nobles in order to “move their souls to audacity and bravery, to magnanimity and liberality,”4 qualities that also keep society running smoothly. Lower types of secular song, namely those with refrains, are meant for “the feasts of the vulgar,” where they serve a similar edifying purpose, but more artlessly.


  The chant, and its polyphonic offspring, the organum, “is sung in churches or holy places for the praise of God and reverence of His high place.” Even dance music has its assigned place in a well-ordered polity, for it “excites the soul of man to move ornately” and in its more artful forms it “makes the soul of the performer and also the soul of the listener pay close attention and frequently turns the soul of the wealthy from depraved thinking.”


  So despite Grocheio’s disavowal of all interest in metaphysics and his insistence that he meant only to describe music in the world he knew, his account of it is quite consistent with that of Plato, the greatest of all utopians and idealists. For both of them, music was above all a social regulator, a means for organizing and controlling society. As Page emphasizes, “Grocheio belonged to the class which supplied princes with their advisers and provided the whole of France with the principal agents and beneficiaries of bureaucratic power.”5 Indeed, his treatise reads like nothing so much as musical advice to a prince, of a kind that we now (after the greatest and most cynical of princely advisers) call “Machiavellian.”


  The one part of Grocheio’s treatise that does have a realistic ring, and which can be taken as truly descriptive, is the part devoted to the music of Grocheio’s own class, the music he knew best and valued most. It was a new sort of music, one that we have not encountered as yet. Johannes de Grocheio was the preeminent social theorist of the medieval motet.


  THE NASCENT MOTET


  The simplest definition of a motet, in its earliest form, would simply be a texted bit of discant. In its origins, as we may surmise from the genre’s earliest sources, the motet was actually a prosulated bit of discant—discant (by definition melismatic in tenor as well as added voices) to which a syllabic text has been grafted onto the added voice or voices in the manner of a prosula. We can trace the process by returning to a piece already familiar from the previous chapter: the “Ex semine” clausula from the Alleluia Nativitas attributed by Anonymus IV to Perotin.


  A transcription of the clausula was included in Ex. 6-5. Figure 7-2a shows the clausula in its original notation, from the Notre Dame manuscript W2. Fig. 7-2 bshows the duplum from the same clausula in prosulated form, as it is found in a different fascicle of W2. The syllabic text it now carries is a Latin poem honoring both the Virgin Mary’s birth and that of her son. It opens with a quotation from the text of the Marian Alleluia verse Nativitas at the very point where the clausula begins (Ex semine Abrahe, “from the seed of Abraham”), and closes with a repetition of the word semine. These, along with yet an additional allusion to the Alleluia text, are italicized in the following transcription of the prosula-poem:


  [image: image]


  


  Thus the prosula-poem is a textual interpolation into the canonical chant as well as a potentially self-contained song. It is a gloss on the text of the Alleluia in the manner of a trope, and was probably meant for insertion directly into a performance of the organum. (But note that Fig. 7-2b also contains the tenor, so that the texted clausula can also be performed independently of the chant and its other polyphony.)


  Since it is now notated cum littera like the conductus studied at the end of the previous chapter, the duplum can no longer use the first-mode ligatures of the clausula. It is now a motellus (later, and more standardly, a motetus), a “texting” or a “wording” or a “part with words.” The term itself is a curious Latin back-borrowing from French, in which mot is the word for “word.” Anyone actually inserting the motetus into the organum would have to know the rhythms of the clausula by heart. So at this stage a prosulated discant or motet has to be notated twice: once for the tune, again for the text.


  Indeed, when motets, freshly weaned from their incubator within the organum, began to be written as new, freestanding pieces of texted music rather than mere textual grafts on existing discants, they still needed at first to be notated twice, syllabically for the words and melismatically for the rhythm. The only reasonable explanation for the extravagant excess of discant clausulae one finds in the Notre Dame sources—as many as two dozen or more for a tenor that might only be sung liturgically once a year—is that many or most of these “clausulae” were actually rhythmic templates to guide the performance of already-composed motets. What this also shows is that one must take care to distinguish between the chronology of genres and that of individual pieces. The fact that the clausula as a genre precedes the motet as a genre in no way implies that any given untexted clausula must have preceded its texted counterpart or counterparts. The latter may indeed be prosulated versions of the former, but the former may just as easily be an aid to assist in performing the latter.


  Now compare Fig. 7-3, a page from a later manuscript that contains nothing but motets. It is the same clausula on Ex semine, now given complete, in all three parts. The motetus, or texted duplum shown in Fig. 7-2b occupies the right hand column. Under it is the familiar tenor. Opposite it, in the left column, is the triplum from the clausula (compare Fig. 7-2a), now also outfitted with a text—another text! It is another gloss on the text of the same Alleluia, reflecting and enlarging, like its counterpart, on the marvel of the Virgin’s birth and the miracle of the actual “virgin birth,” that is, her son’s.
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  FIG. 7-2A Ex semine clausula (W2, fols. 16 v–17). It begins halfway through the bottom system on the left.
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  FIG. 7-2B Motetus on the same clausula (W2, fol. 146 v–147) as in Fig. 7-2a. It begins with the ornate capital E halfway down the left side and ends halfway down the right.


  


  This triplum text, which begins and ends with the same verbal allusions as the motetus, was explicitly fashioned as a sort of rhetorical double or echo to it:
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  Our piece is now a doubly prosulated clausula, more commonly known as a double motet. (Ex. 7-1 is a transcription of it.) And that is both the fascination and the enigma of the medieval motet. In its developed form, the one Grocheio knew and loved, the genre was “polytextual,” which is to say it had as many texts as it had voices over the Gregorian tenor. Before we get any deeper into the question of polytextuality, however, there is another matter, also well illustrated in Fig. 7-3, to investigate.
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  FIG. 7-3 Double motet on Ex semine (Bamberg, Staatliche Bibliothek, Lit. 115, fols. 15 v–16). The triplum and motetus voices are notated side by side (note the capital initial E’s). The tenor is beneath the motetus (to its left is the end of the tenor for the preceding motet).


  “FRANCONIAN” NOTATION


  As one can see at a glance, the manuscript from which Fig. 7-3 has been reproduced uses a different kind of notation from the one that had been devised at and for Notre Dame. It is a notation specially tailored to the requirements of motets, that is musica cum litter a. (It would have served nicely for conductus, too; but by midcentury the conductus was moribund.) It supplies the very thing that Notre Dame notation lacked, namely a means of specifying the rhythmic significance of individual “graphemes,” or written shapes. Notation that does this is called “mensural” notation, from mensura, Latin for measurement. Its invention was a watershed, not only in the history of notation but in the wider history of musical style. The new resources of mensural notation greatly lessened the dependency of “literate” music (here, literally, the music of the literati) on oral supplements. From now on, literate genres could pursue a relatively autonomous line of development. We will never finish discussing the consequences of this turning point—some foreseen, others not; some indubitably “progressive,” others more equivocal. Their repercussions continue to affect musical composition, musical practice, musical attitudes, and musical controversies right up to the present day.


  EX. 7-1 Double motet on Ex semine (transcription of Fig. 7–3)
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  Like the melismatic notation that was developed to specify the rhythms of Notre Dame organum, the syllabic notation that was developed later in the thirteenth century to specify the rhythms of the motet was very efficiently fashioned out of the existing fund of “quadratic” plainchant neumes. The first prerequisite was to come up with single note-shapes to represent the longa and the brevis. The solution will seem obvious to us, who have lived with its consequences since birth, but at the time it was a considerable feat of imagination.


  As we have known since chapter 1, chant notation already possessed two different notae simplices or single-note shapes: the point or punctum (simple square) and the rod or virga (square with tail at right). The distinction between them had to do with pitch: the virga represented a melodic peak. What some audacious soul had to do was reimagine the distinction in rhythmic terms: the virga would henceforth represent the long and the punctum the breve. So it is in Fig. 7-3, which comes from the so-called “Bamberg codex” (known familiarly as Ba), a collection of exactly one hundred double motets that was put together at some point between about 1260 and 1290, to judge by its notational style.


  Thanks to the explicit differentiation of longs and breves, it is now possible to indicate the trochaic rhythm of the familiar clausula without the use of ligatures. Because the individual notes now had intrinsic rhythmic values, and because there were no longer any indefinitely held-out notes like those in organum tenors, it was no longer necessary to align the parts in score. The layout first used in the motet manuscripts of the late thirteenth century, in which all the parts are entered on the same page but in their own separate locations, was a great space-saver and remained standard until the end of the sixteenth century. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries most of the music that was notated in this way was choral music, so this distributional layout came to be called “choirbook style.” The Bamberg Codex is one of the earliest examples of it.


  We do not know exactly when or where the virga and punctum were first used to represent the long and the breve. It happens in practical sources, like Ba, before any surviving theoretical source discusses it. (In fact, hints of such a distinction can be found in chant manuscripts as far back as the tenth century.) The earliest known theorist to prescribe the practice was Magister Lambertus, probably a University of Paris instructor like Garlandia but of a later generation, in a treatise of ca. 1270. His description of mensural shapes and their relationship closely accords with the notation found in Ba, which probably means that Ba, though possibly copied in Germany, contains a Parisian repertoire. (The piece in Fig. 7-3 is obviously Parisian, of course, since it is just a texted version of a Notre Dame clausula.)


  The fullest discussion of early mensural notation is found in a famous treatise called Ars cantus mensurabilis (“The art of measured song”) by a German writer, Franco of Cologne, whose name has become attached to the notation he so definitively described. The principles of “Franconian” notation, first formulated by ca. 1280, though much supplemented and modified over the years, basically held good for the next two to three centuries.


  Despite the mensural breakthrough, and not to take away from it, Franco’s rhythmic notation did not absolutely transcend or replace the contextual aspects of “modal” notation. It represented a compromise of sorts between the intrinsic and the contextual (which is why there had to be all that supplementing and modifying over the years). A virga unambiguously represented a long rather than a breve, but that long could either be a perfect (threetempora) long or an imperfect (two-tempora) long, depending on the context. In Fig. 7-3, the longs that alternate trochaically with breves in the motetus (texted duplum) and triplum parts are imperfect, while the longs that congregate spondaically in the tenor are perfect. A punctum unambiguously represented a breve and not a long, but that breve could be a normal one-tempus breve (brevis recta) or a two-tempora “altered” breve (brevis altera) as originally devised for the dactylic or “third mode” meter at Notre Dame, depending on the context. The contexts, which can be complicated, are spelled out to a degree in the accompanying table (Fig. 7-4), which outlines the basic principles of Franconian notation.


  One of the cleverest Franconian innovations had to do with ligatures, where some apparently new graphemes were introduced. The new shapes, however, were based very systematically on the old. As observed in the previous chapter, the usual Gregorian binariae—the pes (ascending) and the clivis (descending)—happened to assume the rhythm BL in the first and second rhythmic modes as specified by Garlandia. Under the Franconian rules this rhythmic assignment was made intrinsic to the shapes irrespective of context. Then the fun began.


  When written in their familiar pes [image: image] and clivis [image: image] forms, binariae were “proper” and “perfect.” The former word applied to the appearance of the first note, the latter to the appearance of the second. If the first note in the ligature departed from its normal shape, whether by adding a tail to the pes [image: image] or taking it away from the clivis [image: image], then the first note received the opposite meaning and the ligature became LL. If the second note in the ligature departed from its normal shape, whether by reversing the termination of the pes [image: image] or making the square termination of the clivis oblique [image: image], then the second note received the opposite meaning and the ligature became BB. If both notes were affected—whether [image: image] or [image: image]—then the whole ligature received its opposite meaning and became LB. That covered all possible two-note combinations. Additional notes were considered interpolations and were always read as breves.


  EX. 7-2 Principles of Franconian notation
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  And that is why the tenor in Fig. 7-3 is notated in notae simplices (longs and duplex longs, now called maximas) throughout. The three-note ligatures or ternariae that had represented spondaic or fifth-mode ordines in the Notre Dame style could no longer represent a group of three longs since middle notes were now breves by definition.


  The remaining Franconian innovation was the division of the breve (or tempus) into semibreves, so that three note values were available. For the semibreve, too, an existing grapheme was coopted. It was represented by the diamond shape that had originally been part of the climacus, the three-note descending neume in Gregorian chant notation. (For an example see the peak of the “omnes” melisma in the Gradual Viderunt omnes near the beginning of Fig. 6-3a in the previous chapter.) It had previously been adapted by the Notre Dame scribes to represent currentes, long descending “runs” of quick notes. (For the all-time champion run of currentes see the duplum voice in the organum on Viderunt omnes, right under the illuminated capital in Fig. 6-3b.) Although the semibreve shape was derived, logically enough, from the quickest notes in the Notre Dame sign-system, the use of the semibreve in motets was not simply a way of speeding things up. Rather, the introduction of the semibreve made it possible to distinguish a third level of rhythmic activity. As we shall see, this was something that the development of the motet demanded.


  Theoretically, the division of the breve into semibreves was similar to that of the long into breves: the longer value was assumed to be “perfect,” meaning divisible by three. In practice, the division of the breve was duple from the first, and semibreves generally appeared in pairs. As the table shows, there was even a ligature shape to represent a pair of semibreves. Therefore most scholars assume that the notes in the pair were effectively equal in duration as performed, even though theorists called the first of them the semibrevis recta (one third of a breve) and the second the semibrevis altera (two thirds of a breve), implying a rather fussy lurching rhythm.


  CONFLUENCE OF TRADITIONS


  The motets examined thus far, all of them deriving from a specific clausula-protoype, demonstrate the descent of the motet from the liturgical repertory of Notre Dame. That is only half the story, though. A glance at another texting of the same Ex semine clausula will suggest the other half. Figure 7-4, allowing for the minor copying variants one must expect to find when comparing manuscripts, is musically identical to Fig. 7-3. The appearance of the notation, of course, is altogether different, but that difference should not mislead us. Since it comes from a Notre Dame source (our old friend W2), the notation in Fig. 7-4 is pre-mensural. The motetus and triplum are laid out in score (although the tenor is now entered separately, to save space, as in Fig. 7-3), and the notes are graphically undifferentiated as to rhythm. But by now we know that the intended rhythm is the same one represented in modal notation in Fig. 7-2a and mensural notation in Fig. 7-3.


  The real difference between Fig. 7-3 and Fig. 7-4, and it is a huge one, is a matter not of notes but of text. A different text to be sung to the same tune is called a contrafactum (or, in anglicized form, a “contrafact”). This particular contrafact involves a change not only of words but of language. The Ex semine clausula has been effectively transformed into a French song for two voices over a vocalized or instrumental tenor. Its text, skillfully modeled to fit the irregular phrases of the original clausula, is as follows:
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  FIG. 7-4 French motet, Se j’ai ame/EX SEMINE (W2, fols. 136–136 v). The triplum and motetus, sung to the same words, are vertically aligned. The tenor occupies the last two lines of music before the capital M that marks the beginning of the next motet.
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  Allowing for a bit of urbanization (“Paris town”), this is a trouvère poem in all but name. Indeed, at the point where we left it in chapter 4, we may recall, the trouvère chanson tradition was in the process of transplantation from its original abode in the aristocratic countryside to the towns of northern France. The new motet genre was its destination. It became the primary site for the production of French “literary song” in the late thirteenth century.


  The motet in French was thus an interesting hybrid, crossbred from two exceedingly disparate strains. “We can imagine a schema,” Richard Crocker deftly observes, “in which music from the monastery [that is, organum] converges on the cathedral, hence on the town, from one side; and music from the court [that is, the chanson] converges on the town, hence on the cathedral, from the other. They meet at the residences of the cathedral nobility.”6 If that seems a bit too schematic, since it casts the music, rather than the people who use it, in an active role, we can reimagine the situation in more human terms. Let us imagine, then, that city-dwelling clerics (such as Johannes de Grocheio), who would have known and valued both the urbanized chanson and the prosulated discant, would have been the ones most apt to crossbreed the two and arrive at a new music that pleased them particularly. The great value of Crocker’s formulation is that it emphasizes the co-responsibility of the courtly and the cathedral genres and their respective milieux for the birth and, especially, the rapid growth of the motet.


  Again we need to be cautious when it comes to questions of priority and concordances. (A concordance is the reappearance of music or text in a new place.) Just as we cannot assume that a given clausula is older than a musically concordant motet just because historically the clausula came first, so we cannot assume that when a motet exists with texts both in Latin (sacred) and in French (secular), that the French must be the contrafact just because sacred music has the longer recorded history, or because measured rhythm was first notated in church. In the case of motets based on the Ex semine clausula, it is easy to make the false assumption, since all of them go back to a known Latin sacred prototype in modal rhythm. But as we have already seen, the French motet in Fig. 7-4 comes from an earlier source than the Latin one in Fig. 7-3 and uses an earlier method of notation.


  Also of possible significance is the fact that the French motet is not a double motet. Its one text is evidently meant to be sung by the two upper voices in rhythmic unison. Take away the tenor and such a homorhythmic, syllabically texted piece would be called a conductus. So motets in which two voices sing a single text against a tenor have for that reason been christened “conductus motets,” and are presumed to be early. It is modern scholars, however, who have done both the christening and the presuming. And a presumption, by definition, lacks supporting evidence.


  The evidence does not allow us to state that the Latin motet was invented before the French. Only “common sense,” our knowledge of early prosula technique, and our conjectures about the new genre’s possible liturgical use support the Latin-first idea. On the other side of the scale there is the source evidence. The earliest sources for motets in French are actual trouvère manuscripts, such as the huge Manuscrit du Roi that was mentioned in chapter 4. It was put together between 1246 and 1254, which may actually be a bit earlier than the date of W 2, and no later than Flo, which seems to contain the earliest surviving Latin-texted motets.


  There are even a few French pieces called “motet” in the Manuscrit du Roi that, being monophonic, are not related to the Notre Dame clausula at all. Like polyphonic motets they are written in mensural notation and are without sectional repeats. Like late trouvère chansons, on the other hand, some of them make use of “refrains”—the short, endlessly recycled verbal/musical tags or “hooks” we encountered in chapter 4. One of these monophonic motets quotes as a tag of this kind the refrain of Adam de la Halle’s little rondeau Bone amourete, already familiar to us as Ex. 4-6. In the motet (Ex. 7-3), the refrain is split up, and the whole rest of the poem is inserted between its two halves:
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  EX. 7-3 Paris, BN 844 (“Manuscrit du Roi”), interpolation no. 8, transcribed by Judith Peraino
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  Stanzas inserted within refrains like this were a distinct genre, called motet enté (“spliced” or “grafted motet”), and they were quickly assimilated to the polyphonic motet genre as it grew. The monophonic origins of the genre within the late trouvère repertory, however, should keep us from assuming that the motet is a polyphonic genre by definition. It is, rather, a hybrid genre, the product of multiple crossbreedings from various parent genres, both monophonic and polyphonic, both courtly and ecclesiastical.


  A NEW TROBAR CLUS?


  The undeniable fact is, however, that by the end of the century—that is, by Grocheio’s time—the motet was a strictly polyphonic genre, and it reveled more than any other genre in its polyphonicness. To deny this fact about the motet on account of the genre’s not-strictly-polyphonic origins or ancestry would be to commit what is called the “genetic fallacy”—the inadvertent or deliberate confusion of something as it is with what it may originally have been. (For a more obvious example, imagine claiming that our national anthem is not a patriotic song but just a drinking song.) And while we’re on the subject of fallacies, it is also a fallacy (the so-called “pathetic fallacy”) to say, as in this paragraph’s first sentence, that the motet “reveled in its polyphonicness.” Motets cannot revel. Only people revel. And it was people, notably Grocheio, who reveled in the complexity of the polyphonic, polytextual motet. For an example of the fully evolved, late thirteenth-century French motet that Grocheio reveled in, see Fig. 7-5, from the Bamberg Codex, and its transcription (Ex. 7-4).


  The form of the piece is clearly discantor clausula-derived, although there is no actual clausula counterpart to it. Two parts in trochaic meter (“first mode”) are composed against a spondaic (“fifth-mode”) cantus firmus borrowed from a Gregorian melisma. In this case the melisma comes from the Easter Gradual, Haec dies, already encountered in Ex. 1-7b. Compare the tenor in Ex. 7-4 with the notes sung to the italicized words in the final phrase of the Gradual: “quoniam in seculum misericordia ejus” (for His mercy endureth forever). The motet tenor consists of a double cursus of the chant melisma, its notes cut up into alternating groups of two and three longs or maximas.
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  FIG. 7-5 French double motet, L’autre jour/Au tens pascour/IN SECULUM (Ba, fols. 7–7 v). The layout resembles that of Fig. 7-3. The tenor begins under the motetus part on fol. 7 and continues most of the way across the bottom of fol. 7 v.


  


  EX. 7-4 Transcription of Fig. 7-5
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  That much is à la clausula, all right, but the motetus and triplum texts are both little pastourelles reminiscent of trouvère poetry, even down to the name of Robin the shepherd and the cliché beginning (“the other day… ”) that goes all the way back to the troubadours:
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  Naive and folksy as these texts seem, they are cast in a very urbane musical construction that belies their rustic nature. That jocular incongruity, which (along with polytextuality) intensified the essential heterogeneity of the motet genre, is already one delightful aspect of ars combinatoria, the art of combining things. And it is already a reason why Grocheio, the intellectual connoisseur, placed the motet at the summit of Parisian genres, for it was “a song composed of many voices, having many words or a variety of syllables, [but] everywhere sounding in harmony.”7 The harmonization of contrarieties (discordia concors) encompassed the texts as well as the tunes, even including the unsung, incongruously Latinate and liturgical text of the tenor. The duplum text, with its reference to “Eastertime” (tens pascour), alludes obliquely to the source of the chant melisma on which the whole polyphonic superstructure of the motet has been erected. Motets are full of in-jokes.


  But that was not the only reason for Grocheio’s devotion to the new genre. As usual, the theorist prescribes as well as describes, and this is his prescription for the motet:


  
    This kind of song ought not to be propagated among the vulgar, since they do not understand its subtlety nor do they delight in hearing it, but it should be performed for the learned and those who seek after the subtleties of the arts. And it is normally performed at their feasts for their edification, just as the song they call rondeau is performed at the feasts of the vulgar.

  


  


  Very interesting, this: a song all about the shepherds and their faithful lassies, but not to be sung before Robin, Roger, and their gang, because they’d never understand it. In fact, the complicated polytextual song itself served to mark off the occasion at which it is sung—a university recreation or, as Grocheio charmingly puts it, a “feast of the learned”—as an elite occasion, at which and through which the members of Grocheio’s new class could celebrate and demonstrate their superiority to the “vulgar.” Now that seems to ring a bell. Where have we heard sentiments like these before? We heard them a few chapters back when we listened in on a mock debate (joc parti) between two troubadours, one of whom (Raimbaut d’Aurenga, alias Linhaure) espoused the values of trobar clus, the “difficult” poetry of the courtly elite. Do not prize “that which is common to all,” he warned, “for then would all be equal.” Grocheio’s echo of these exclusionary values on behalf of the motet is a wonderful example of the way in which newly emerging elites—in this case an urban and literate elite, many of whose members had been drawn from the lower classes—ape or aspire to the status of an older, established aristocracy.


  The self-congratulating “learned” class represented by Grocheio provided an audience that encouraged composers to experiment and vie with one another in the creation of tours de force, feats of ingenuity. The motet became a hotbed of technical innovation and “combinatorial” adventure. The one in Ex. 7-5 is an attempt to combine three disparate musicopoetic styles in one “harmony of clashes.” The triplum is in the style of a motet enté like the one in Ex. 7-3: its nonrepeating melody quotes an old refrain, Celle m’a s’amour douné Qui mon cuer et m’amour a (“She who has my heart and love did give her love to me”). The motetus is an actual rondeau, minus the opening refrain (also a famous one):
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  And the tenor is the same tenor as in Ex. 7-4, only cast like the other parts in the trochaic first mode, with irregularities that only mensural notation could pinpoint with accuracy.


  Though short and sweet, not to say trivial at first glance, this piece is very much a tour de force of composing in the most literal, etymological sense (from componere, to put things together). The task involved shoehorning into one harmonizing texture not one, not two, but three preexisting melodies, of which one contained, as an additional hazard, many musical repetitions of its own. The audience would have derived great pleasure out of penetrating beyond the first glance to recognize the three preexisting tunes (all in different forms) and marvel at the skill with which they had been combined.


  EX. 7-5 J’ai les maus d’amours/que ferai/IN SECULUM (Montpelier, Facultédemédicines H 196 (Mo), f. 188 ’)
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  Such a piece was a triumph of literate contrivance, one whose craftsmanly intricacy depended utterly on the written medium. Like the trobar clus of the troubadours, its meaning was “shut up and obscure,” so that “a man is afraid to do violence to it” by casual oral delivery, as Peire d’Alvernhe (1158–80), one of the late Provençal poets, had declared in defense of recherché, “difficult” art.8


  TENOR “FAMILIES”


  Of the three components that went into this brainy little song, the most frequently used was the tenor. The “In seculum” melisma, like several others (including “DO-”[mino] from the same parent gradual, Haec dies), was a great favorite with the university crowd, used over and over again as a motet tenor. This, too, was an aspect of “tour de force culture,” in which emulation or outdoing—doing the same thing but doing it better—was a cardinal aim.


  But why the “In seculum” tenor in particular? It might have had something to do with its eccentric tonal scheme. The Gregorian melismas, on which motets (like clausulas before them) were constructed, are groups of notes excerpted more or less at hazard out of larger tonal structures. They do not at all necessarily end on the final of the parent chant’s mode. Indeed, the “In seculum” melisma does not. The Haec dies Gradual is in mode 2 transposed to cadence on A. The “In seculum” melisma ends on F. And even within the melisma the final note is surprising, since it occurs only at the end, after many repercussions (some of them quite convincingly cadential) on C.


  When the melisma forms the tenor of a clausula that is then re-inserted into the context of a full performance of the Gradual, the tonal disparity is minimized. When it forms the tenor of a motet that is performed all by itself, the tonal disparity is emphasized and becomes perhaps—or indeed almost certainly, in view of the tenor’s popularity—a source of pleasure in its own right, for it is yet another aspect of discordia concors. (For modern listeners, who are trained to value tonal unity in a composition, it is perhaps a guiltier pleasure than it was for Grocheio and his contemporaries.) Wayward or unpredictable tonal characteristics, deemed a deviation or a defect in more recent music, are normal in medieval motets, and were probably even an allurement.


  COLOR AND TALEA


  An extraordinary witness to the popularity of the “In seculum” melisma is a little appendix of textless pieces, all based on it, found at the end of the Bamberg manuscript after the hundred motets that make up its main corpus or “body” of works. Although they are without text and written in score, these pieces are not really “clausulae,” because they are written in mensural notation and have nothing to do with the actual Notre Dame repertory. (As far as the composers themselves were in all likelihood concerned, they were borrowing the “In seculum” tenor not from a Gradual but from other motets.) They were “abstract” pattern-pieces, intended for vocalizing or for instrumental performance, and as such count as the earliest written “chamber music.” Fig. 7-6, an “opening” of two facing pages from the Bamberg manuscript, shows three of these pieces and the beginning of a fourth; Ex. 7-6 contains transcriptions of two of the complete pieces.
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  FIG. 7-6 “Instrumental motets” on In seculum tenor (Ba, fols. 63v–64).
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  EX. 7-6A “Instrumental” (textless) motets, In seculum longum


  


  EX. 7-6B In seculum breve
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  Compare the tenors. They all cut up the “In seculum” melisma into three-note ordines. The first, called In seculum longum (“In seculum by longs”) casts the tune in perfect longs throughout, as in the spondaic “fifth mode.” The second, called In seculum viellatoris (“The fiddle-player’s In seculum”), uses trochaic (“first mode”) LBL patterns as fixed by the mensural ligatures. And the third, called In seculum breve (“In seculum by breves”) reverses the patterns of the second piece into iambic (“second mode”) BLB patterns, also fixed by the mensural ligatures.


  All three tenors put the “In seculum” melisma through a double cursus. The melisma contains 34 notes, which when divided into three-note ordines leaves a remainder of one after the eleventh ordo. So in all three pieces, the twelfth ordo consists of the last note of the first cursus and the first two notes of the second cursus. As a result, the melody and the rhythmic “foot-unit” seem to go out of phase with one another in the second cursus, producing a new set of three-note ordines on which to base the polyphonic texture. In other words, the two aspects or dimensions of the tenor—the melody or pitchsuccession, and the rhythmic ordo—have been conceptually separated.


  This method of constructing tenors, in which a predetermined, repeated pitchsuccession borrowed from a chant was coordinated with a predetermined, repeated succession of durations, opened up vast new possibilities for intellectual tours de force that were mined intensively during the fourteenth century, when the motet underwent a spectacular growth. The abstractly conceived pitchsuccession was called the color by fourteenthcentury theorists, and the abstractly conceived rhythmic pattern, especially when it went beyond the simple modal ordines found in these early examples, was called the talea. (This word, which literally means “measuring rod” in Latin, is obviously related etymologically to the Sanskrit word tala, by which Indian musicians refer to the fixed, cyclically repeated beat-pattern underlying the complex improvised surface rhythms in a musical performance.)


  “The fiddle-player’s In seculum” jibes well with the passage in Grocheio where the theorist praises fiddle players (viellatores) as the most versatile instrumentalists of the day. “A good performer on the vielle,” he writes, “normally uses every kind of song and every musical form.” It seems likely, then, that this piece was intended as an instrumental trio. The two pieces transcribed in Ex. 7-6 may also be instrumental trios, or at least performable that way, but there is no reason to rule out vocalized performance, especially since they are hockets, “cut-up songs,” as Grocheio describes them, “composed in two or more voices.” He lists hockets among the vocal genres, following organum and conductus, and comments that “this kind of song is pleasing to the hot-tempered and to young men because of its mobility and speed.”


  The pair of hockets in Ex. 7-6 certainly demonstrate that mobility and speed. They are in fact a single piece in two versions, longum and breve, of which the second goes exactly in “double time.” Where the first is written in perfect longs, imperfect longs, and breves, the second has imperfect longs, breves, and (for the first time among the pieces selected for examination here)semibreves. Assuming that the “perfection” or beat-unit remains constant when the two pieces are performed in sequence, the second hocket goes at a really breakneck speed, especially considering the split-second timing that hocket-exchanges require. This is virtuoso music, demanding a tour de force from performers and composer alike. One or both of these pieces may be the famous Hoquetus In seculum attributed in Anonymus IV to “a certain Spaniard.” They are found in a number of sources, and in one of them yet another voice—a texted quadruplum containing a trouvère-style love poem—is superimposed on the whole complex for a real combinatorial orgy.


  THE ART OF MÉLANGE


  Another motet with semibreves (in all parts this time, even the tenor) is given in Fig. 7-7 (facsimile) and Ex. 7-7 (transcription). Here the element of virtuoso composing (“fitting together”) is most apparent in the motetus part, which is none other than Robins m’aime, the opening virelai from Adam de la Halle’s Jeu de Robin et Marion (Ex. 4-9). The little tenor melisma, “Portare,” clipped originally from an Alleluia verse, was used for many motets, but never, it seems, for a clausula. It goes through a triple cursus here.


  Fig. 7-8 (transcribed in Ex. 7-8) displays one more virtuoso act of “combining” that uses material we have encountered before. This one is a real quodlibet—a grab-bag (literally “whatever you want”) of found objects. At last we have an example of a macaronic motet, combining texts in Latin and the vernacular. Both the triplum (a French pastourelle) and the motetus (a Latin sermon) are stuffed with refrains, making the piece doubly a motet enté. The tenor, meanwhile, is drawn from a new source: it is a traditional “Gregorian” or Frankish chant melody, but one unrelated to the polyphonic repertory at Notre Dame. Despite some slight melodic embellishment it is familiar to us as the first acclamation from the Kyrie “Cum jubilo” (Ex. 3-5). It has been cast into a little talea consisting of a single long plus a first mode ordo, with a single cadential long inserted to complete the color after the fifth repetition of the talea. The whole tenor melody goes through a double cursus and starts up again a third time, but gets only as far as the third talea.
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  FIG. 7-7 Mout me fu grief/Robin m’aime/PORTARE (Ba, fol. 52 v).


  


  Thanks to the new resources of Franconian notation, the parts are neatly differentiated in rhythm—or, to be more exact, in prosody, the relationship of the text to the music. The triplum carries separate text syllables on semibreves; the motetus contains semibreves but places the text only on longs and breves, while the tenor, as noted, is confined to “modal” patterns of longs and breves.


  EX. 7-7 Transcription of Fig. 7-7
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  This macaronic motet comes from the so-called Montpellier Codex (Mo), the most comprehensive and lavishly appointed motet book to survive from the thirteenth century. It contains more than three hundred motets of every description, ranging in date over the whole century, all gathered in eight fascicles, or separately sewn sections, of which the first six (including the one containing the macaronic motets) seem to have been compiled around 1280. It is best known for its “classic” Franconian motets, in which the voices are rhythmically even more strictly “stratified” according to pitch range (the higher the range the quicker the pace). This, too, is a refinement on the discordia concors idea, and the prosodic contrast is often mirrored at the semantic level. In one famous example from Mo (Pucelete/Je langui/DOMINO), the merry triplum describes the poet’s enjoyment of his loving lassie in breves and semibreves; the droopy motetus complains of lovesickness in longs and breves; and the tenor keeps up an even tread of perfect longs.
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  FIG. 7-8 El mois de mai./De se debent bigami/KYRIE (Ba, fol. 14 v).


  


  The seventh and eighth fascicles of Mo date from the turn of the fourteenth century, Grocheio’s time exactly. By now the fun and games aspect of discordia concors has so burgeoned as to invite free choice of found objects in all parts including the tenor, and the more extravagant the better. The motet in Fig. 7-9/Ex. 7-9 is one of those racy things Grocheio particularly recommends for his “feasts of the learned.” Semibreves permeate all parts. The triplum and motetus texts are descriptions of just such medieval fraternity parties as Grocheio describes, at which young literati gathered to gorge on capons and guzzle wine and nuzzle girls and despise manual labor, and particularly to praise Paris, the fount of the good life for budding intellectuals. And the tenor? It consists of a fourfold repetition, prescribed by an early use of ditto or repeat marks in the notation, of a fruitseller’s cry—“Fresh strawberries, ripe blackberries!”—possibly drawn directly “from life” as lived on the Parisian streets.


  A motet like this one, in which both musical and subject matter are entirely urban and entirely secular, no longer has any direct relationship to the courtly and ecclesiastical traditions that historically nourished the genre. Its connection to the clausula or the trouvère chanson can be better demonstrated historically than stylistically. It has become independent of its traditions and ready to nurture the growth of new ones. As the American composer Aaron Copland once observed, when the audience changes, music changes.


  THE “PETRONIAN” MOTET


  To close our discussion of the thirteenth-century motet we can turn to the pair that opens the seventh fascicle of Mo. On the basis of citations by fourteenthcentury writers they are attributed to a shadowy but evidently important composer and theorist named Petrus de Cruce (Pierre de la Croix?) in the treatises. These two motets, and another half dozen with similar characteristics (therefore also conjecturally ascribed to Petrus), are in a very special style that takes the device of rhythmic stratification to the very limit that contemporary notation allowed. Further, in fact, because Petrus modified Franconian notation and its attendant textures so as to exaggerate the layering effect.


  EX. 7-8 Transcription of Fig. 7-8
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  Aucun/Lonc tans/ANNUN(TIANTES) gives us, in its motetus and triplum, a long and lingering last look at the loftiest class of trouvère chanson, and its tenor is also of a traditional type, borrowed from a Notre Dame organum. Fig. 7-10 shows its first page; Ex. 7-10 is a transcription of the same portion. The texture and prosody here are comparable to those in Ex. 7-8 (El mois de mai/De se debent bigami/KYRIE): the triplum has syllabically texted semibreves, the motetus has semibreves but carries syllables only on longs and breves or their equivalents, and the tenor moves in perfect longs throughout. And yet the sound and style of the piece are very novel indeed, owing to the flexibility with which the triplum part subdivides the basic beat (i.e., the tempus or breve unit).
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  FIG. 7-9 On a parole/A Paris/Frese nouvele (Montpellier, Bibliothèque Inter-Universaire, Section Médecine, H 196, fols. 368 v–369). The beginning is again indicated by decorative capitals, halfway down the left-hand page.


  


  Petrus marks off the triplum’s breve units or tempora with little dots called puncta divisionis (division points) that function like modern bar lines, turning the tempora into measures. Between puncta there can be anywhere from two to seven semibreves (and according to several theorists, some composers around this time went as far as a ninefold subdivision of the tempus). In the setting of line 7, in which one measure is singled out to receive seven separate syllables, there is more than twice the usual number of semibreves in a tempus. Either they have to go by at more than twice the usual speed, turning a noble love song into a tongue twister, or the tempo of the whole has to be slowed down sufficiently to accommodate a “natural” delivery of the shortest note values.


  The latter, it seems pretty clear, must have been the intention and the practice. The result is that the normal semibreve now becomes comparable in actual duration to the normal breve in earlier motets, giving rise to a tempo at which the “perfect” division of the breve into three semibreves (or into an “altered” pair) is truly meaningful in transcription, like the one in Ex. 7-10. The spread between the longest and the shortest note values has reached a factor of 18 (3 × 3 × 2). As a result, the normal “modal” rhythms underlying the supple declamation of the triplum have now become so slow as virtually to fade from the surface of the music.


  EX. 7-9 Transcription of Fig. 7-9
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  FIG. 7-10 Petrus de Cruce, Aucun/Lonc tans/ANNUN, beginning (Mo, fol. 273), the first two pages of five.


  


  EX. 7-10 Transcription of Fig. 7-10
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  Modal rhythm, in short, now loses the patterning and governing properties that were its original reason for being. Not only that, but the exaggerated rhythmic differentiation of the triplum from the supporting voices belies the origin of the motet style in the note-against-note texture of discant composition. Once again a connection that can be traced easily enough through time has been shed at the stylistic level. That is what is meant by stylistic evolution. One can trace it with interest, appreciate its vicissitudes, delight in the new possibilities it creates, and marvel at the ingenuity with which these possibilities are exploited, and yet remain skeptical of the notion that art makes progress.


  


  CHAPTER 8

  Business Math, Politics, and Paradise: The Ars Nova


  NOTATIONAL AND STYLISTIC CHANGE IN FOURTEENTHCENTURY FRANCE; ISORHYTHMIC MOTETS FROM MACHAUT TO DU FAY


  A“NEW ART OF MUSIC”?


  And yet (to pick up immediately on the closing thought of the previous chapter, and perhaps pick a fight with it) one can certainly point to times when changes in composing practice did take place for a definite composerly purpose, whether to enable specific technical solutions to specific technical problems, to enlarge a certain realm of technical possibility, or to secure specific improvements in technical efficiency. Why not call that progress?


  No problem; but let us distinguish technical progress from stylistic evolution. The one affects the making only; the other is also the beholder’s business. Technique is an aspect of production; style is an attribute of the product. Style, one might therefore say, is the result of technique. Hence stylistic evolution can be, among other things, a result of technical progress. But although all makers constantly try to improve their techniques, until quite recently no one ever thought deliberately to change his or her style as such. And whereas new techniques can replace or invalidate old ones, new styles do not do this, so far as the beholder is concerned. The fact that so many of us still listen to old music as much as (if not more than) to new music is sufficient proof of that.


  To seek or abet style change in the name of progress means merging the concepts of technique and style. To do that required a sea change in the way artists (and not only artists) thought about means and ends. That change began to happen only near the end of the eighteenth century, but the question needs airing now, because the fourteenth century was indubitably a time of intensive and deliberate technical progress in the art of the musical literati—of those, that is, who made and used the music of the burgeoning literate tradition. Its result, inevitably, was an enormous change in musical style.


  The best evidence we have that fourteenthcentury technical progress in music was a highly selfconscious affair are the titles of two of the century’s most important technical treatises, and the nature of the debate they sparked. The treatises were the Ars novae musicae (“The art of new music”), also known as Notitia artis musicae (“An introduction to the art of music”) by Jehan des Murs (alias Johannes de Muris), first drafted between 1319 and 1321, and the somewhat later, even more bluntly titled Ars nova (“The new art [of music]”), a torso or composite of fragments and commentaries surviving from a treatise based on the teachings of Philippe de Vitry (1291–1361), known by the end of his life as the “flower of the whole musical world” (flos totius mundi musicorum), to quote a British contemporary.1 The Ars Nova treatises began appearing around 1322–1323.


  The authors, both trained at the University of Paris (where Jehan des Murs eventually became rector), were mathematicians as well as musicians—not that this should surprise us, in view of music’s place alongside mathematics and astronomy in the traditional liberal arts curriculum. The new mensural notation that had been pioneered in the thirteenth century by Franco and company could not help but suggest new musical horizons to scholars who were accustomed to thinking of music as an art of measurement. And yet “Franconian” notation, geared toward an already existing rhythmic style and limited to supplying that style’s immediate needs, only scratched the surface of the number relationships that might conceivably be translated into sound durations, whether for the sake of sheer intellectual or epicurean delight or as a way of bringing musica practica—or musique sensible, “the music of sense,” as translated by Philippe de Vitry’s younger contemporary Nicole d’Oresme2—into closer harmony with musica speculativa (the music of reason).


  Though spurred originally by a speculative, mathematical impulse, the notational breakthroughs of Jehan and Philippe had enormous and immediate repercussions in the practice of “learned” music—repercussions, first displayed in the motet, that eventually reached every genre. So decisive were the contributions of these mathematicians for the musical practice of their century and beyond that the theoretical tradition of Philippe de Vitry has lent its name to an entire era and all its products; we often call the music of fourteenthcentury France and its cultural colonies the music of the “Ars Nova.” Neither before nor since has theory ever so clearly—or so fruitfully—outrun and conditioned practice.


  MUSIC FROM MATHEMATICS


  From a purely mathematical point of view, the Ars Nova innovations were a byproduct of the theory of exponential powers and one of its subtopics, the theory of “harmonic numbers.” It was in the fourteenth century that mathematicians began investigating powers beyond those that could be demonstrated by the simple geometry of squares and cubes. The leader in this field, and one of the century’s leading mathematicians, was Nicole d’Oresme (d. 1382), the first French translator of Aristotle, whose writings (as we have already seen) encompassed music theory as well. His career as scholastic and churchman closely paralleled that of Philippe de Vitry: Philippe ended his ecclesiastical career as the Bishop of Meaux, northeast of Paris; Nicole ended his as Bishop of Lisieux, northwest of Paris. Nicole d’Oresme’s Algorismus proportionum was the great theoretical exposition of fourteenthcentury work in “power development” (recursive multiplication) with integral and fractional exponents; but it was precisely in Jehan des Murs’s music treatise that the fourth power first found a practical application.


  As for “harmonic numbers,” this was a term coined by the mathematician Levi ben Gershom (alias Gersonides or Leo Hebraeus, 1288–1344), a Jewish scholar who lived under the protection of the papal court at Avignon. Gersonides’s treatise De numeris harmonicis was actually written at the request of Philippe de Vitry and partly in collaboration with him. It consists of a theoretical account of all possible products of the squaring number (2) and the cubing number (3), and their powers in any combination.


  All of this became music, first of all, in the process of rationalizing the “irrational” divisions of the breve into semibreves, with which, as we saw at the end of the previous chapter, composers like Petrus de Cruce had been experimenting at the end of the thirteenth century. And the other “problem” that motivated the Ars Nova innovations was that of reconciling the original twelfthcentury “modal” concept of the longa as equaling twice a breve (that is, the two-tempora long of “Leonine” practice as later codified by Johannes de Garlandia) with the thirteenth-century “Franconian” concept of the longa as equaling a “perfection” of three tempora.


  In turn-of-the-century “Petronian” motets, like Ex. 7-10, a breve could be divided into anywhere from two to nine semibreves. The obvious way of resolving this ambiguity was to extend the idea of perfection to the semibreve. The shortest Petronian semibreve (1/9 of a breve) could be thought of as an additional—minimal—level of time-division, for which the obvious term would be a minima (in English, a “minim”), denoted by a semibreve with a tail, thus:. Nine minimae or minims would thus equal three perfect semibreves, which in turn would equal a perfect breve. All of this merely carried out at higher levels of division the well-established concept of ternary “perfection,” as first expressed in the relationship of the breve to the long. On a further analogy to the perfect division of the long (but in the other direction, so to speak), three perfect longs could be grouped within a perfect maxima or longa triplex.


  We are thus working within a fourfold perfect system expressible by the mathematical term 34, “three to the fourth,” or “the fourth power of three.” The minim is the unit value. Multiplied by 3 (31) it produces the semibreve, which has three minims. Multiplied by 3 × 3 (3 2) it produces the breve, which has nine minims. Multiplied by 3 × 3 × 3 (33) it produces the long, which has 27 minims; and multiplied by 3 × 3 × 3 × 3 (3 4) it produces the maxima, which has 81 minims. Each of these powers of three constitutes a level of musical time-division or rhythm. Taking the longest as primary, Jehan des Murs called the levels


  
    1. Maximodus (major mode), describing the division of the maxima into longs;

  


  
    2. Modus (mode), as in the “modal” rhythm of old, describing the division of longs into breves, or tempora;

  


  
    3. Tempus (time), describing the division of breves into semibreves; and

  


  
    4. Prolatio (Latin for “extension,” usually designated in English by an ad hoc cognate, “prolation”) describing the division of semibreves into minims.

  


  And he represented it all in a chart (Fig. 8-1) which gives the minim-content of every perfect note value in “Ars Nova” notation.
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  FIG. 8-1 Harmonic proportions according to Jehan de Murs.


  


  And now the stroke of genius: The whole array, involving the very same note values and written symbols or graphemes, could be predicated on Garlandia’s “imperfect” long as well as Franco’s perfect one, from which a fourfold imperfect system could be derived, expressible by the mathematical term 2 4, “two to the fourth,” or “the fourth power of two.” Again taking the minim as the unit value, multiplied by 2 (21) it produces a semibreve that has two minims. Multiplied by 2 × 2 (2 2) it produces a breve that has four minims. Multiplied by 2 × 2 × 2 (2 3) it produces a long that has 8 minims; and multiplied by 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 (2 4) it produces a maxima with only 16 minims.


  So at its perfect and imperfect extremes, the “Ars Nova” system posits a maximum notatable value that could contain as many as 81 minimum values or as few as 16. But between these extremes many other values were possible, because the levels of maximodus, modus, tempus, and prolatio were treated as independent variables. Each of them could be either perfect or imperfect, yielding on the theoretic level an exhaustive array of “harmonic numbers,” and, on the practical level, introducing at a stroke as wide a range of conventional musical meters as musicians in the Western literate tradition would need until the nineteenth century.


  To deal, briefly, with the speculative side (since it was that side that initially drove the engine of change), maximae could now contain the following numbers of minimae between the extremes we have already established:
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  By similar calculations one can demonstrate that the long can contain 27, 18, 12, or 8 minims; a breve can contain 9, 6, or 4 minims; and a semibreve can contain 3 or 2 minims. The array of all numbers generated in this way, beginning with the unit—1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9, 12, 16, 18, 24, 27, 36, 54, 81—is the array of what Gersonides called harmonic numbers, since they are numbers that represent single measurable durations that can be fitted together (“harmonized”) to create music.


  PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE


  So much for the theory, which like all scholastic theory had to be exhaustive. The implications of all this tedious computation for musique sensible, by appealing contrast, were simple, eminently practical, and absolutely transforming. To begin with, maximodus was pretty much a theoretical level (except in the tenors of some motets) and can be ignored from here on. Moreover, in practical music it was the breve, rather than the minim, that functioned as regulator. Its position in the middle of things made calculations much more convenient. Lengths could be thought of as either multiples or divisions of breves. But then, as the “tempus” value, it had long been the basic unit of time-counting. Petrus de Cruce’s use of “division points” (puncta divisionis) had already established it as the de facto equivalent of the modern “measure” (or bar, as the British say, and as we say when we aren’t being too fastidious). It was this measure and its divisions, then, rather than the unit value and its multiples, that defined mensurations for practical musicians and those who instructed them.


  So we can henceforth confine our discussion to the levels of tempus and prolation—that is, the number of semibreves in a breve and of minims in a semibreve. The former level defines the number of beats in a measure; the latter, the number of subdivisions in a beat. And that, by and large, is the way we still define musical meters. (One must include the qualifier “by and large” because our modern concept of meter includes an accentual component that is not part of Ars Nova theory.)


  We end up with four basic combinations of tempus (T) and prolation (P):


  
    1. Both perfect (tempus perfectum, prolatio major)

  


  
    2. T perfect, P imperfect (tempus perfectum, prolatio minor)

  


  
    3. T imperfect, P perfect (tempus imperfectum, prolatio major)

  


  
    4. Both imperfect (tempus imperfectum, prolatio minor).

  


  The first combination, with three beats in a bar and three subdivisions in a beat, is comparable to our modern compound triple meter ([image: image]). The second, with three beats in a bar and two subdivisions in a beat, is like “simple” (or just plain) triple meter ([image: image]). The third, with two beats in a bar and three subdivisions in a beat, resembles compound duple meter ([image: image]); and the fourth, with two beats in a bar and two subdivisions in a beat, is like our “simple” (or just plain) duple meter ([image: image]).


  The resemblance between these Ars Nova mensuration schemes and modern meters is notoriously easy to overdraw. It is worth repeating that “meter,” to us, implies a pattern of accentuation (strong and weak beats) whereas mensuration is only a time measurement. And it is also worth pointing out that when modern meters are compared, or when passing from one to another, it is usually the “beat” (the counterpart to the semibreve) that is assumed to be constant, whereas in Ars Nova mensuration the assumed constant was either the measure (the breve) or the unit value (the minim).


  Because the beat (called the tactus, the “felt” pulse) was a variable quantity within the Ars Nova mensuration scheme, and because authorities differed as to whether the measure (tempus) was also a variable, an ineradicable ambiguity remained at the heart of the system that had to be remedied over the years by a plethora of ad hoc auxiliary rules and signs. Eventually the whole field became a jungle and a new notational “revolution” became necessary. (It happened around the beginning of the seventeenth century, and we are still living with its results.) Still, the extraordinary advance Ars Nova notation marked over its predecessors in rhythmic versatility and exactness is evident, and unquestionably amounted to technical progress. Everything that was formerly possible to notate was still possible under the new system, and a great deal more besides. As Jehan des Murs triumphantly observed, as a result of the Ars Nova breakthroughs “whatever can be sung can [now] be written down.”


  But do not confuse progress in notation with progress in music. In particular, do not think for a moment that duple meter was “invented” in the fourteenth century, as often claimed, just because the means of its notation and its “artful” development were provided then—as if two-legged creatures needed the elaborate rationalizations of the Ars Nova in order to make music to accompany marching or working or dancing. As Jehan’s triumphant claim itself implies, “musique sensible” surely employed regular duple meter long before there was a way of notating it—and had, no doubt, since time immemorial. The unwritten repertory was then, and has always remained, many times larger than the literate repertories that form the main subject matter of this or any history text.


  But even if the “imperfect mensuration” of the Ars Nova had had its origins in speculation about musical analogues to squares and cubes, and ultimately in speculation about how music might best represent God’s cosmos, it nevertheless made possible the unambiguous graphic representation of plain old duple meter, and willy-nilly provided a precious link between what had formerly been an unwritable and historically unavailable practical background and the elite “artistic” or speculative facade. Lofty theory—the loftiest yet and perhaps the loftiest ever—had inadvertently provided the means by which musical art could more directly reflect the music of daily human life.


  REPRESENTING IT


  Like all previous notational reforms, the Ars Nova retained the familiar shapes of Gregorian “square” notation, modifying them where necessary (as in supplying the minim) but as slightly as possible. What mainly changed were the rules by which the signs were interpreted. The same notated maxima could contain 16 minims or 81 minims or any of several quantities in between. How was one to know which?


  What was needed was a set of ancillary signs—time signatures, in short—to specify the mensural relationships that obtained between the notated shapes. Again, economy was the rule. These signs were adapted directly from “daily life”—that is, from existing measuring practices, particularly those involving time-measurement (chronaca) and “business math” (chiefly minutiae or fiscal fractions).3


  In the fourteenth century, not only musical durations but weight, length, and the value of money were all measured according to the duodecimal (twelve-based) system inherited from the Romans, rather than the decimal (ten-based) system derived from counting on the fingers, only lately available in numerals borrowed from the Arabs. Roman weights and measures survived longest in Britain and its cultural colonies. In America, despite long pressure to convert to the decimal metric system, introduced as an “enlightened” byproduct of the French Revolution, we still divide feet into twelve inches and pounds into sixteen ounces. (In Britain itself, the monetary system remained duodecimal until the 1970s, with twelve pence to the shilling, and 240 pence (12 × 20) to the pound.) Both “inch” and “ounce” are traceable to the Latin word uncia, which stood for the basic unit of duodecimal measurement, whether of weight, length, or money. The uncia was the equivalent, in those areas, of the basic unit of musical measurement, the tempus.


  The standard Roman symbol for the uncia—on abacuses used for monetary transactions, for example—was the circle, and the symbol for one-half of an uncia (called the semuncia), logically enough, was the semicircle. It is hardly a coincidence, then, that the circle and semicircle were adopted as symbols for the division of the tempus (breves into semibreves) in Ars Nova notation, thus becoming the first standard time signatures used in Western music. The circle stood for tempus perfectum—i.e., the “whole” or “perfect” breve containing three semibreves—and the semicircle stood, correspondingly, for tempus imperfectum, with two semibreves to a breve.


  The signs for major and minor prolation were adapted from the theory of chronaca, in which the shortest unit of time—sometimes called the atomus, sometimes the momentum, and sometimes, yes, the minima—was compared with the geometric point (punctum), defined by Euclid as that which cannot be subdivided. (“A point,” Euclid wrote in his Elements, “is that which has no part.”) The minimal time-unit was sometimes actually called the punctum, which is undoubtedly why the point, or dot, became the symbol for the musical minima and its mensuration. The major prolation, in which there were three minims to a semibreve, was at first indicated by placing three dots inside the circle or semicircle that represented the breve. The minor prolation was specified by a pair of dots.


  Later on scribes figured out that they could save some ink by subtracting two dots from this scheme. Major prolation could just as well be indicated by a single dot, minor prolation by the absence of a dot. So by the end of the fourteenth century, the four tempus-cum-prolation combinations or meters listed above were represented by four standard time signatures:[image: image]. The last of them, the one that represented mensuration by two at all levels, still survives (as the sign for “common time”). In the light of the foregoing discussion, it should be obvious that explaining the “C” for [image: image] meter as the initial of the expression “common time” is a folk-etymology. Its actual derivation was from medieval minutiae and chronaca, and its survival depended on its “imperfection.” The main difference between modern notation and mensural notation is that although we certainly have our modern ways of indicating triple meter,the whole ancient idea of triple or “perfect” mensuration has been shed.


  The table in Fig. 8-2 sums up the relationships specified by the mensural notation that was first employed by the Parisian musicians who promulgated the “Ars Nova” in the early fourteenth century, and these relationships remained the basis for musical notation in Europe almost to the end of the sixteenth century.
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  FIG. 8-2 Ars Nova notation: the four signatures.


  BACKLASH


  Just as the technology-minded theorists of the “Ars Nova” represented the first selfconscious avant garde faction in European literate music, so they inspired the first conservative backlash. It is found in the seventh and last book of the mammoth Speculum musicae (“The mirror of music”), at 521 chapters the largest of all medieval music treatises, completed around 1330 by Jacobus (or Jacques) de Liège. The author was a retired University of Paris professor (thus Jehan des Murs’s senior colleague) who had returned to his birthplace in Belgium to work on this grandiose project, which he intended as a summa summarum—a universal compendium—of musical knowledge. The young innovators of the “Ars Nova,” by extending the boundaries of musical theory, threatened the completeness of Jacobus’s account, so he tried to discredit their advance and thus neutralize the threat.


  The basic ploy was to dismiss the Ars Nova innovations as so much superfluous complexity, and to show that their art, by admitting so much “imperfection,” was thereby itself made imperfect when compared with what Jacobus called the “Ars Antiqua,” represented at its unsurpassable zenith by Franco of Cologne. The term Ars Antiqua has also entered the conventional vocabulary of music history to denote Parisian music of the thirteenth century; it is a bad usage, though, since the term has meaning only in connection with its antithesis, and using it tends to ratify the notion that not just technique but art itself makes progress.


  Citing a passage in Jehan des Murs’s treatise in which the author explained the use of the term “perfection” in music by saying that “all perfection does in fact lie in the ternary number” (beginning with the perfection of God Himself, who is single in substance but a Trinity of persons), Jacobus maintained that “the art that uses perfect values more often is, therefore, more perfect,” and that “the art that does that is the Ars Antiqua of Master Franco.”4 But of course basing an argument on what amounts to a pun is the very essence of sophistry. And besides, the innovations of the Ars Nova, while demonstrably a breakthrough, and controversial to boot, were in no sense “revolutionary.” The granting of full rights to the imperfect was no challenge to the perfect. Rather, it was an attempt to encompass more fully the traditional “medieval” objective of translating number into sound, thus the more fully to realize the ideal significance of music as cosmic metaphor. By radically increasing the number of disparate elements that could go into its representation of harmony, moreover, the Ars Nova innovations only made the more potent the musical representation of discordia concors, the divine tuning of the world.


  ESTABLISHING THE PROTOTYPE: THE ROMAN DE FAUVEL


  That cosmological speculation was the aim, or at least the effect, of the Ars Nova project is apparent from the music that first issued from it. The earliest genre to be affected by the Ars Nova, and the most characteristic one, was—almost needless to say—the motet, already a hotbed of innovation and already the primary site of the discordia concors. The fourteenthcentury transformation of the motet gives the clearest insight into the nature of the Ars Nova innovations and their purposes.


  The earliest surviving pieces in which elements of Ars Nova notation are clearly discernable are a group of motets found in a lavish manuscript, compiled in or just after 1316, which contains an expanded and sumptuously illustrated version of a famous allegorical poem, the Roman de Fauvel. The poem, by Gervais du Bus, an official at the French royal court, is found in about a dozen sources, but this one, edited by another courtier, Raoul Chaillou, provided the poem with a veritable soundtrack consisting of 126 pieces of music ranging from little snippets of chant through monophonic rondeaux and ballades (the last of their kind) to “motetz à trebles et à tenures,” meaning polyphonic motets, of which there are twenty-four. These musical items are meant as appendages or illustrations to the poem, on a par with the luxuriant manuscript illuminations. They were probably meant to adorn recitations of the Roman at “feasts of the learned,” most likely at the home of some particularly rich and powerful “church aristocrat.” What links all the musical numbers despite their motley variety of style, genre, text-language, and date is their pertinence to the poem’s theme.


  That theme is ferocious civil and political satire. The name of the title character, Fauvel, roughly meaning “little deerlike critter” who is faus and de vel (false and furtive, “veiled”) and of dull fallow hue (fauve), is actually an acrostic standing for a whole medley of political vices, apparently modeled on the list of seven deadly sins (the ones that are not cognates below are translated):


  F laterie


  A varice


  U ilanie (i.e., villainy, U and V being equivalent in Latin spelling)


  V ariété (duplicity, “two-facedness”)


  E nvie


  L ascheté (laziness, indolence)


  The manuscript illuminations represent Fauvel as something between a fawn and a horse or ass. Indeed, everyone “fawns” on him, from garden-variety nobles and clerics all the way to the pope and the French king. (Our expression “to curry favor” was originally “to curry favel,” meaning to coddle Fauvel and win his base boons.) Fauvel is practically omnipotent; his feat of placing the moon above the sun symbolized the secularism and the corruption of court and clergy. Now he wants to pay back Dame Fortune for the favors she has granted him and proposes marriage—but this, too, is a trick; once married to Fortune Fauvel will become her master as well, and truly all-powerful. Fortune refuses but gives Fauvel the hand of her daughter Vaine Gloire, through whom he populates the earth with little Fauveaux.


  The motet, whose first half is transcribed as Ex. 8-1, appears in the section of the Roman de Fauvel manuscript containing the description (accompanied by an illustration; see Fig. 8-3) of the Fountain of Youth, in which Fauvel, his wife, and his entourage—Carnality, Hatred, Gluttony, Drunkenness, Pride, Hypocrisy, Sodomy, and a host of others just as attractive—bathe on the day following the wedding. (In the illustration, the bathers enter from the right, clearly aged, and emerge rejuvenated from the bath, of which the topmost decorative spouts are miniature Fauvels.)


  EX. 8-1 Philippe de Vitry, Tribum/Quoniam/MERITO, mm. 1–40
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  FIG. 8-3 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Fonds Français 146 (Roman de Fauvel), fol. 41 v–42, showing most of Philippe de Vitry’s motet Tribum/Quoniam/MERITO and an allegory of the fountain of youth.


  


  The triplum and motetus texts are laden with Fauvel-related allegories that have been associated by historians with the fate of Enguerrand de Marigny, the finance minister to King Philippe IV (Philip the Fair) of France, who was hanged following the death of the king, on 30 April 1315. His death is held up as an object lesson (admonitio) concerning the whims of Fortune and the dangers of concentrating political power. (The texts thus reflect the interests of the feudal nobility who opposed and sought to limit the power of the throne and forced concessions on Philip’s successor Louis X.)


  Because it corresponds so closely to the rhythmic and notational features soon to be set forth in the treatise Ars Nova (where a passage from it is actually quoted), the music of this little political tract in tones is thought to be an early work of Philippe de Vitry, who was the contemporary of Gervaise du Bus and Raoul Chaillou, and like Gervaise a court notary in his youth. With this work and the others that he composed in his twenties, Philippe established the fourteenthcentury motet as a genre and provided the prototypes for a century of stylistic development. The differences between Philippe’s motet and the one by Petrus de Cruce excerpted in Ex. 7-10 will virtually define the prototype.


  To begin with, the text is in Latin, not French; its tone is hortatory, not confessional; and its subject is public life, not private emotion. Moralizing texts—allegories, sermons, injunctions—such as were formerly the province of conductus, would henceforth dominate the motet repertory. In keeping with the rhetorical seriousness of the texts, and to enhance it, the formal gestures of the fourteenthcentury motet became more ample, more ceremonious, more dramatic than those of its progenitor.


  Whereas thirteenth-century motets, like the discant clausulae on which they were generically based, began with all the voices together, the fourteenthcentury motet tended to dramatize the tenor entrance. In Tribum/Quoniam/MERITO (Ex. 8-1), the voices enter one by one (seriatim), with the tenor last. The introductory section preceding the tenor entrance became so standardized that it was given a name, one with which we are familiar in another context: it was called the introitus, suggesting that the entering voices formed a procession. And just as in the case of the “introit” procession at the beginning of Mass, the most important participant (the celebrant, the tenor) enters last.


  The tenor is the most important voice in the motet—the dignior pars, to quote one theorist, the “worthiest part”—because it is literally the “fundamental” voice.5 In fourteenthcentury motets it is chosen with care to reflect its liturgical dignity on the texted parts, although the fourteenthcentury motet, even when in Latin, was by no means a liturgical genre. All of this is just the opposite of the situation that obtained in the early days of the motet, when such works were clausula-derived and performed in church. In the oldest motets—“prosulated clausulae,” as we called them on their first appearance—the motetus and triplum texts were ancillary glosses on the tenor in the course of an ongoing liturgical performance of the item from which the tenor was drawn. Now it is the tenor that is chosen to support and gloss the orations up above. As the theorist Aegidius of Murino put it around 1400 in a famous motet recipe, “first take for your tenor any antiphon or responsory or any other chant from the book of Office chants, and its words should accord with the theme or occasion for which the motet is being made.”6 In Ex. 8-1, the tenor is drawn from the beginning of a matins responsory that is sung during Lent, the most penitential season. Its implied words—Merito hec patimur (“It is right that we suffered thus”)—are plainly an extra comment on just desserts, and amplify the censorious allegories running above on the fate of corrupt politicians. The fact that the tenor is not a melisma from the chant but its incipit shows that it was probably meant to be recognized, at least (or at best) by the elite initiates for whose edification or solemn entertainment the motet was composed.


  One final point of comparison: Whereas the tenor in Ex. 7-10, our “Petronian” motet, was allowed to “degenerate” into an undifferentiated sequence of longs during its second cursus, the tenor in the “Vitrian” motet maintains a strong, preplanned rhythmic profile from beginning to end. (As Aegidius instructs, “then take your tenor and arrange it and put it in rhythm” as a first composing step.) The tenor in Ex. 8-1 is cast in easily recognizable (even if slowed down) “second mode” or iambic ordines.


  In the thirteenth century, its constituent notevalues would have been breves and longs arranged BLB (rest). Here, the notevalues have been doubled in keeping with the increased rhythmic ambit of the Ars Nova style, so that the ordines are not “modal” but “maximodal,” proceeding in longs and maximas. In the transcription, the tenor is barred according to the maximodus, with one measure equaling the perfect maxima. The upper parts are barred according to the modus, with one measure equaling the long. As one can see from the time signatures employed, the modus level here is imperfect, with the long (represented in transcription by the half note) divided equally into two breves (quarters). The mensuration of the breve (i.e., the tempus) is also imperfect, with the breve dividing equally into two semibreves (eighths).


  TAKING A CLOSER LOOK


  Comparing the notation of this motet as shown in Fig. 8-3, not only with later sources but with subsequent additions to the Fauvel manuscript itself, reveals the way in which Ars Nova notation emerged out of the Petronian style—a fascinating historical moment. The Fauvel manuscript is slightly earlier than the treatise of Jehan des Murs, in which the notation of the minim is introduced. In it, therefore, the level of prolation can be only indistinctly differentiated from that of tempus.


  Looking closely at Fig. 8-3, in which the triplum part (Tribum, etc.) begins at the bottom of the third column of the left-hand page, one observes that the group of four notes over the syllable que, and the pair of notes immediately following, are both notated in semibreve-lozenges, even though both groups take the time of a breve. As in the Petronian motet, the breve units are marked off by “division dots” (puncta divisionis), there being no explicit way of showing by their shapes that the lozenges or diamonds in the first group are only half the length of those in the second. Nor can one distinguish the relative lengths of the notes in three-semibreve groups like the one on the triplum’s second staff (over the syllable -bun-), in which (as the transcription reveals) each note has a different length.


  In a hand too faint to be discerned in Fig. 8-3, an editor familiar with the new notational principles has gone over both the triplum and the motetus and added the minim-stems that not only distinguish levels of mensuration but distinguish the Ars Nova style from its predecessors. In the four-note groups, the second and fourth are given upward minim-stems, producing lilting trochaic triplet-patterns as shown in the transcription, thus defining the level of prolation as perfect or “major” (that is, triple). The implied time signature is. [image: image] In the three-note groups, the first note is given a tiny downward stem, showing that it is a perfect (or major) semibreve, while the last is given an upward stem, turning it into a minim, leaving the time of an imperfect semibreve for the stemless note (see Ex. 8-2a). The perfectly practicable alternative, within the Ars Nova system, would have been to place stems on all the notes in the four-note group, and on the second and third in the three-note groups. This would have indicated imperfect or “minor” (that is, duple) prolation, implying the time-signature C (see Ex. 8-2b).


  EX. 8-2 The two alternatives and their equivalents in modern notatation a. Major prolation
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  EX. 8-2B Minor prolation
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  The “French” preference shown here for the lilting “trochaic” subdivision of the semibreve (implying that the four-lozenge groups would have been lilted that way even before the stems were added) seems to resonate both with earlier “modal” practice and with the later French convention of performing pairs of eighth-notes or sixteenth-notes with a similar, and now definitely unwritten, lilt (the so-called notes inégales or “unequal notes”). That practice is documented only for the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but it perhaps reflects a more widespread custom affecting unwritten repertories as well as written ones (compare the lilt in Viennese waltzes—or in jazz.)


  MORE ELABORATE PATTERNING


  In keeping with the idea of discordia concors, which emphasized belief in a hidden order and unity behind the world’s apparent chaos, composers of Ars Nova motets placed particular emphasis on subtle patterning that unified and reconditely organized the heterogeneous surface of their work. One can bring this aspect of Tribum/Quoniam/MERITO to light by comparing mm. 10–13 in the transcription with mm. 34–37. The repetition thus uncovered initiates an interlocking series of periodicities that crosscut the more obvious periodicity of the tenor. The same melodic phrases in the triplum and duplum will turn up again in mm. 58–62, and the triplum-duplum combination in mm. 22–25 will recur in mm. 46–49 and again in mm. 70–73. Every one of these spots corresponds to a progression in the tenor from E to D, which crosscuts the tenor’s more obviously repeating rhythmic ordo or talea (since in every case the E is the end of an ordo and the D is the beginning of another). And the thrice-recurring pair of alternating repetitions in the upper voices—mm. 10–13 / 22–25, 34–37 / 46–49 and 58–62 / 70–73 (ABABAB)—crosscut the tenor’s double cursus, which begins right between the members of the middle pair (just after our example breaks off). This is an especially significant hidden periodicity, for it imposes on the structure of the motet at its most encompassing level a “perfect/imperfect” duality (three repeated pairs vs. two tenor cursus) that reflects the duality of notevalue relationships at the heart of the Ars Nova system.


  That duality is “thematized”—made the subject of demonstration—in a later motet by Vitry, Tuba sacre/In Arboris/VIRGO SUM (Fig. 8-4; Ex. 8-3), which displays with a special elegance the peculiar, highly persuasive combination of seriousness and playfulness that was so characteristic of the Ars Nova.


  Here the tenor consists of a chant fragment (color) bearing the incipit Virgo sum, (“I am a virgin”), a verse that figures meekness and purity, supporting (and “coloring,” in the sense of commenting on) a pair of solemn meditations in the triplum and motetus concerning the mysteries of Christian doctrine and the necessity of reconciling faith with reason. These earnest sermons, for all their gravity, are nevertheless cast in graceful melodies full of the characteristic “prolation lilt” that we encountered in the previous motet as well, and that must reflect the style of the contemporary song repertory. (Vitry is known to have composed French songs in addition to Latin motets, but neither they nor any other French songs survive from the period of his main activity.) Also songlike are the mode and the harmonic idiom. Up to the final cadence in each cursus—which comes as a harmonic surprise—the tunes in the upper parts depart from and cadence on the note C, so that they are in the functional equivalent of our major mode. As Giraldus Cambrensis (quoted in chapter 5) remarked at the end of the twelfth century, that mode was used in unwritten musics far more prevalently than in chant-influenced literate ones. There is no better example of Vitrian C-major “poplyricism” than the unaccompanied motetus melisma that launches the introitus to this very highminded motet. And no less emphatically sweet are the harmonies at strategic moments. Note the long-sustained full triads (the first we’ve seen) at tenor entrances and cadences such as mm. 16, 25, 43, and 46. Also self-evidently playful are the hockets between the triplum and the motetus that regularly recur at the ends of taleae. A motet with such prominent hockets (to recall a comment by Johannes de Grocheio) is at once highminded and hot-tempered. Entertainment values are unabashedly summoned to assist lofty contemplation.
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  FIG. 8-4 Phillippe de Vitry, Tuba sacre/In arboris/VIRGO SUM (Ivrea, Biblioteca Capitolare, MS 115, fols. 15 v–16). The tenor notes that appear gray are notated in red ink to show a hemiola (3:2) proportion.


  


  As for the tenor, its rhythms are cast in no simple modal ordo, but in an arbitrary arrangement of values adding up to 24 breves, as follows (a number in italics indicates a rest): 4 2 2 2 2 3 2 1 2 4. Note the odd number in the middle. The composer might have indicated that one perfect long within a prevailing duple modus by simply dotting it—as we still do, even if we do not know that we are following the method introduced by the Ars Nova for converting imperfect values into perfect ones. Another way of indicating the perfect long would have been by applying to it an explicit mensuration sign. The way that Vitry actually did it was playfully ostentatious. He supplied the tenor with a supplementary performance direction—called a rubric (after the red ink in which such things were often entered) or a canon, meaning “rule”—that reads, Nigre notule sunt imperfecte et rube sunt perfecte (“The little black notes are imperfect and the red ones are perfect”). Like so many of Philippe de Vitry’s innovations, this one became standard practice. As a later theorist wrote, “red notes are placed in motets for three reasons, that is, when they are to be sung in some other mode, or other tempus, or other prolation than the black notes, as appears in many motets composed by Philippe.”7


  EX. 8-3 Philippe de Vitry, Tuba sacre/In Arboris/VIRGO SUM
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  In every talea, then, six breves’ worth of musical time is organized by perfect longs (that is, in “perfect minor modus”), requiring the use of red ink. It is here, of course, at the tenor’s friskiest moment, that the hockets appear in the texted parts. Their rhythms, like the rhythm of the tenor, are the same each time. After three taleae, the note values are halved to coincide with the second cursus of the color, so that the tenor proceeds twice as “fast,” and the red notes denote six semibreves’ worth of time organized in perfect tempus. The frisky tempus shift becomes much friskier, since the perfect breve that now begins the red-ink patch crosscuts the basic tempus unit, producing a true syncopation—something that had never before been possible in notated music. Needless to say, the hockets in the upper parts get friskier, too; and again these puckish rhythms reappear each time the tenor syncopation returns. This passage introduces what was a permanent stylistic acquisition for fourteenth-and fifteenthcentury music. “Coloration” (the use of a contrasting ink color, or, later, the filling in of notes ordinarily left “white”) became a standard way of changing tempus in midstream to produce fascinating rhythms.


  ISORHYTHM


  The playful complexity of this tenor—an arbitrary (that is, “rational”) talea that mixes mensurations and undergoes diminution by half—became a typical, even a defining feature of motets in the fourteenth century and beyond. Modern scholars use the term isorhythm (“same-rhythm”) to denote the use of recurrent patterns or taleae, often quite long and cunningly constructed, that do not rely on traditional modal ordines. Motets that employ such recurrent patterns—often, as here, varied schematically on successive colores, or even within a color—are called isorhythmic motets. Despite the Greek derivation of the term, it is a modern coinage and a German one, first used by the great medievalist Friedrich Ludwig in 1904 in a pioneering study of the motets in the Montpellier Codex.


  The first piece to which the term was applied, as it happens, was On a parole/A Paris/Frese nouvele, familiar to us from the previous chapter (Fig. 7-9/Ex. 7-9). Yet according to current standard usage, that motet is not isorhythmic; the motetus, which Ludwig mainly had in mind, moves in phrases that are rhythmically similar but not identical, and in the tenor the color and the talea are coextensive, amounting to a simple melodic repetition. As currently used, the term isorhythm implies literal rhythmic repetition that, while often coordinated with melodic repetition (chiefly in tenors), is nevertheless independently organized.


  A true isorhythmic tenor, like the one in Ex. 8-3, is built on two periodic cycles, the one governing pitch, the other duration. And this implies the separate, hence abstract, conception of melodic and rhythmic successions. The passages of tenor-coloration in this motet by Vitry are accompanied, as we have seen, by rhythmic recurrences in the upper parts as well, so that this particular isorhythmic motet has patches of “panisorhythm,” in which all the voices are bound periodically (which of course means predictably) into recurrent patterns to which the ear cannot help looking forward.


  Thus isorhythm and its attendant effects have at once an embellishing and a symbolic purpose. They enhance surface attractiveness, particularly when smaller notevalues and hockets are called into play. At the same time the periodicities thus set in motion reflect the periodicities of nature (celestial orbits, tides, seasons), giving the senses—and, through the senses, the mind—an intimation of the ineffable musica mundana. The coordination of surface and deeper structure that this motet so well exemplifies, and their conjoint appeal to sense and reason, may all be subsumed under the heading of rhetoric—the art of (musical) persuasion. That was the all-encompassing aim to which every detail of the ceremonious late-medieval motet was geared, whether at the level of grandiose architecture or that of seductive detail. That rhetoric found its most eloquent expression in motets of doctrinal, civic, or political cast.


  MUSIC ABOUT MUSIC


  Before turning to the most exalted specimens, however, let us have another look at the playful side of Ars Nova composition, for it will cast light on the earliest emergence within musical practice of “art” as we know it. Art, as we know it, is a selfconscious thing, as concerned with manner as it is with matter. Its Latin cognate, ars (as in Ars Nova) simply means “method” or “way.” The title of the treatise attributed to Vitry simply means “a new way [of doing things].” That is the sense of “art” that is implied by words like “artful” and “artificial.” They mean “full of method,” hence “full of skill,” and ultimately “full of style.” What makes an artist, in the familiar, current sense of the word, therefore, is high consciousness of style.


  The earliest musical compositions that seem to exhibit this sort of awareness on the part of their makers emerge out of the Ars Nova milieu. In the previous chapter we observed deliberate compositional tours de force, to be sure, and we have been observing high artistry (in the sense of high technical prowess and rhetorical eloquence) since the very beginning. But nowhere yet have we observed the kind of self-regard exemplified in Ex. 8-4, which shows the end of an anonymous motet roughly contemporary with the works of Vitry that we have been examining.


  It is found in a rotulus, a scroll-manuscript from about 1325. Little scrolls of this kind, of which very few survive, were the sort of manuscripts from which the proudly literate singers of motets actually performed, as opposed to the lavish codices, the illuminated presentation manuscripts, that preserve most of what we call our “practical” source material (to distinguish it from “theoretical” sources like treatises). In their day such codices were not practical sources at all, but items of wealth to be stored away—which is why we have them now. Rotuli, meant for use, were used up.


  In terms of dimensions and complexity of structure, Musicalis Sciencia/Sciencie Laudabili is a fairly modest motet. It has no introitus. The tenor, which enters immediately, is the Christmas Alleluia, Dies sanctificatus (“A hallowed day has dawned for us”), one of the most famous of all Gregorian chants, which may be why the composer or the scribe did not bother, in this unassuming practical source, to identify it. It is laid out in a single incomplete cursus, so that there is no color repetition. There is plenty of talea repetition, though: seven in all, of which Ex. 8-4 contains the last two. The syncopation at the end of each talea is produced, like the tenor syncopation in the previous example, by the use of red ink: the final maxima and long are counted in “imperfect mode.” A second glance shows that the triplum and motetus voices are likewise governed by an eight-bar talea, so that the entire piece is “panisorhythmic” in seven rhythmically identical sections or strophes. Each of these strophes ends with a sort of cauda consisting of a melisma on the last syllable, which is held through an especially blithesome—and because of the melisma, an especially hiccupy—bunch of hockets, in which the singers have to emit single minims on open vowel sounds, without any consonants to assist in articulation. The line between virtuosity and clownishness can be a fine one.
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  FIG. 8-5 Lorenzo d’Alessandro, Musical Angels, a wall painting from the church of Santa Maria di Piazza, Sarnano, Italy. The angel at right is reading from a rotulus, or scroll manuscript of the kind used by singers in actual performance during the late Middle Ages.


  


  EX. 8-4 Musicalis Sciencia/Sciencie Laudabili, mm. 121–67 (Paris, BN, Coll. de Picardie 67,f. 67 ’)
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  Here are the triplum and motetus texts, abridged to eliminate a lengthy honor-roll of famous musicians:


  
    Triplum: The science of music sends greetings to her beloved disciples. I desire each one of you to observe the rules and not to offend against rhetoric or grammar by dividing indivisible syllables. Avoid all faults. Farewell in melody.

  


  


  
    Motetus: Rhetoric sends greetings to learned Music, but complains that many singers make faults in her compositions by dividing simple vowels and making hockets; therefore I request that you remedy this.

  


  


  Every one of the “faults” for which singers are berated by Music and by Rhetoric are flagrantly committed by the composer. The piece is a kind of satire. But such satire requires an attitude of ironic detachment, a consciousness of art as artifice, and a wish to make that artifice the principal focus of attention. These are traits we normally (and perhaps self-importantly) ascribe to the “modern” temperament, not the “medieval” one. Only we (we tend to think), with our modern notions of psychology and our modern sense of “self,” are capable of self-reflection. Only we, in short, can be “artists” as opposed to “craftsmen.” Not so.


  MACHAUT: THE OCCULT AND THE SENSUOUS


  Formal introduction to Guillaume de Machaut (d. 1377), the greatest poet-musician of mid-fourteenth-century France, can wait until the next chapter. Suffice it for now to say that he was the chief extender of the trouvère tradition, to which he gave a new lease on life by channeling it into new styles and genres that would thrive for almost two centuries. Machaut carried on the tradition of the French love-song motet into the fourteenth century and applied to it all the new technologies of the Ars Nova. But since the Latin devout genre that stood closest to the tradition of fine amours was the antiphon to the Blessed Virgin Mary, it is not surprising to find that Machaut’s grandest, most rigorous essay in the most exalted genre available to him was an appeal to Mary in her role of divine “neck,” or intercessor.


  This lofty, ambitiously structured work—Felix virgo/Inviolata/AD TE SUSPIRAMUS—is harmonically amplified by a the addition of a contratenor, a fourth voice composed “against the tenor” and in the same range. It also has a more formal introitus than any we have as yet encountered: it comes to a full cadence, supported by the contratenor and the tenor, the latter playing “free” notes (that is, not drawn from the cantus firmus or color) for no other purpose than sonorous enhancement.


  The color, once it gets under way, turns out to be a tune we know, albeit in a somewhat different version (or “redaction”). It is a phrase from a variant of a melody already encountered in chapter 3 (see Ex. 3-12b): Salve Regina, the eleventh-century Marian antiphon that stood closest, formally and melodically, to the contemporary Provençal lyric. Machaut selected a 48-note passage from the version of this dirgelike Dorian melody that he knew by heart, encompassing the words “… to you we sigh, mourning and weeping in this vale of tears. O, therefore, [be] our advocate…,” and applied to it a talea consisting of twenty rhythmic durations (sixteen notes and four rests) encompassing 36 tempora divided into two equal parts.


  The first 18 tempora are organized into 6 longs under [O], the sign of perfection, and the second 18 are organized into nine longs under [C], the sign of imperfection, as shown in Ex. 8-5. It takes three such taleae to exhaust the color (3 × 16 notes = 48 notes), following which the whole color/talea complex is repeated in diminution, so that, relative to the motetus and triplum, the tenor now moves at the level of tempus, in breves and semibreves.


  EX. 8-5 Guillaume de Machaut, Felix virgo/Inviolata/AD TE SUSPIRAMUS, tenortalea
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  Everything we have observed about the tenor is true, in this motet, of the contratenor as well. Although a newly invented part rather than a cantus firmus (something that we can state with near certainty owing to its chromatic vagaries), the contratenor consists, like the tenor, of a color that is put through a double cursus, with each cursus encompassing a threefold talea and with the second cursus in diminution. The contratenor’s talea is in fact the same as the tenor’s, except that it presents the two 18-tempora halves in the reverse or reciprocal order, with the imperfect longs under [C] preceding the perfect ones under [O]. Thus there is a constant interchange of time signatures between tenor and contratenor, and a perpetually maintained “polymeter” of perfect and imperfect mensurations. Because of their close relationship, we can be sure that the contratenor was composed at the same time as the tenor, and that both parts were conjointly laid out like a foundation to govern the proportions of the whole. In extremely formalized motets like this one, architectural analogies are virtually inescapable and in all likelihood envisaged aforethought.


  Although the diminution of note values in the talea is quite salient to the ear (the more so because the texted parts choose that moment to break into hockets), the “polymetrical” superimposition and exchange of perfect and imperfect mensurations in the slow-moving lower parts is not. In this it resembles the harmonious orbits of heavenly bodies, which fit together according to the divinely ordained musica mundana, and which according to ancient tradition emit tones that the mind can infer, but that the senses cannot experience. Like the architectural analogy, this analogy too was surely present to the composer’s imagination as he planned the trajectories of his supporting voices. It reflected the neo-Platonic worldview of every master of science or magus (the word, not coincidentally, from which “magician” is derived.) As a magus, Machaut believed that


  
    the world was hierarchically ordered, with intellectual elements occupying the highest realm; that superior elements in the hierarchy influenced inferior ones; and that the wise man might ascend through the levels of the world structure (or at least interact from below with higher levels) to gain special benefit from these influences.8

  


  


  So writes Gary Tomlinson, a scholar who by means of musical parallels has sought to penetrate the arcane world of premodern occult philosophy. The fourteenthcentury isorhythmic motet, possibly the most hierarchically conceived and rigorously ordered genre in the history of European music, was more concerned than any other to incorporate a representation of the higher “intellectual” elements and their controlling influence, which, being hidden from the senses, were in the most literal and etymological way occult. That is another way of interpreting the enormous value and emphasis that was placed on the “architecture” of the motet.


  And yet the other special attribute of the motet was its heterogeneity, its power of harmonizing contradictions. So none of what has been said about its occultism should imply neglect of the sensuous surface, which in Machaut’s hands was particularly and famously seductive, especially in the introitus, shown in Ex. 8-6. What made it so was an extraordinary harmonic idiom that, while emulated somewhat by the next generation or two of French composers, nevertheless remained Machaut’s unique and inimitable signature. It stemmed from the use of what we would call chromaticism, known in Machaut’s day as musica ficta (“imaginary music”) or musica falsa (“false music”).


  EX. 8-6 Guillaume de Machaut, Felix virgo/Inviolata/AD TE SUSPIRAMUS, mm. 1–40
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  MUSICA FICTA


  These terms should not be taken too literally. Indeed, Philippe de Vitry himself, as reported in Ars Nova, cautioned that “false music” is not false but real “and even necessary.” All that the name implied was that the notes involved were not part of the gamut as defined long ago by Guido d’Arezzo, and that they had no predefined “vox,” or position within a hexachord. So in order to solmize them—that is, find a place for them among the ut–re–mi’s of traditional sight-singing—one had to imagine a hexachord that contained them, one that may have been “fictitious” with respect to the official theory of music, but whose sounding contents were fully presentable to the senses and in that respect altogether real.


  And necessary, as Philippe de Vitry allowed, when their purpose was to make perfect a diminished fifth or an augmented fourth. As we know, a certain provision of this kind was made by the earliest theorists of harmony, when they incorporated B-flat into the modal system alongside B for use in conjunction with F.


  But when an E was written against the B-flat, one had to go outside the system to harmonize it. And that was musica ficta. The required E-flat was not conceptualized as we might conceptualize it, as an inflection of E. Instead, it was conceptualized as the upper member of a melodic semitone, D–E[image: image], for which a solmization —mi–fa—could be inferred. So the E[image: image] a semitone above D was a fa, which placed it in an imaginary or “feigned” (ficta) hexachord with ut on B[image: image]. Since the flat sign was itself a variant of the letter “B” to denote a B that was sung fa (in the “soft hexachord” on F) instead of mi (in the “hard hexachord” on G), so the flat sign in and of itself denoted fa to a musician trained to sing in hexachords. Thus a flat placed next to an E did not mean “sing E a half step lower,” it meant “sing this note as fa.” The result may have been the same so far as the listener was concerned, but understanding the different mental process by which the E[image: image] was deduced by the singer will make clear the reason why in most cases musica ficta did not have to be expressly indicated by the composer with accidentals. In many contexts the chromatic alteration was mandated by rule, and the rule was fully implied in the solmization, and so any singer who thought in terms of solmization would make the chromatic adjustment without being specifically told to do so, and, it follows, without even being aware of the adjustment as “chromaticism.” It was not a deviation from a pure diatonic norm, it was a preservation of pure diatonic norms (in particular, perfect fourths and fifths) where they were compromised by a well-known kink in the diatonic system.


  Musica ficta introduced to preserve perfect intervals was musica ficta by reason of (harmonic) necessity (in Latin, causa necessitatis), and was considered perfectly diatonic. Just as automatic, and diatonic, was musica ficta by long-established conventions—conventions that have left a trace on familiar harmonic practice in the form of the “harmonic minor.” They mainly affected the Dorian mode, the one closest to our minor mode. For example, there was a rule that a single B between two A’s had to be a B-flat (and, though it rarely required any adjustment, that an F between two E’s had to be F natural).


  Singers learned this rule as a Latin jingle: una nota super la / semper est canendum fa (“One note above la is always sung fa”). This adjustment had the effect of lowering the sixth degree of the Dorian scale, turning it into a sort of appoggiatura or upper leading tone to fifth degree, A, the note that formed the boundary between the principal segments of the scale. (And it turned the Dorian scale, for all practical purposes, into the minor scale.) It was a grammatical rule, not an expressive device; it was called into play automatically, and so it did not need to be written down.


  There was a similar rule affecting lower neighbors to the final in Dorian cadences. Such notes were common enough in Dorian melodies to have a name: subtonium modi, as we may recall from chapter 3. The rule about neighbors raised the subtonium, a whole step below the final, to the subsemitonium, a half step below. The effect was similar to that of borrowing a leading tone in the minor mode and served the same purpose, strengthening the grammatical function, so to speak, of the cadence. By signaling a more definite close it made the final more “final.” For this purpose the auxiliary pitch had to be raised, not lowered, thus forming the lower note in a mi–fa pair. To indicate it, a sign was needed that would instruct the singer to “sing mi.” That sign, #, which we call a “sharp,” was originally derived from the “square B” or b quadratum that functioned specifically as mi in the “hard hexachord.” In places like Dorian cadences, where the subsemitonium modi or leading tone was called for by the routine application of a rule, it again could “go without saying.” It did not need to be explicitly notated, though (like necessary flats) it could be notated and frequently, if haphazardly, was.


  So often were musica ficta adjustments taken for granted—so often, in other words, were they left to oral tradition—that the term is often loosely (and, technically, wrongly) employed to refer only to “chromatics” that were unnotated. Scholars who transcribe early polyphony for nonspecialist singers cannot assume that the singers for whom they are preparing the edition will know the oral tradition governing these adjustments, and therefore indicate them in writing (usually with little accidentals placed above the staff). They often call this procedure “putting in the ficta,” thereby implying that the word “ficta” applies only to what has to be “put in” in this way. They know better, of course. A C# is musica ficta whether it is explicitly notated or not, because there is no such note as C# on the Guidonian “hand.” A B[image: image] is not musica ficta but musica recta (or vera), again whether explicitly notated or not, because there is such a note on the hand.


  So the accidentals that are explicitly signed, often very abundant in fourteenth century music and particularly in Machaut’s music, are just as much to be considered musica ficta (unless they are Bs) as those mentally supplied by unwritten rule. Their purpose, however, was different. Instead of being musica ficta causa necessitatis (harmonically necessary adjustments), or even musica ficta arising out of conventions that all competent singers knew, they represented musica ficta causa pulchritudinis—chromatic adjustments made “for the sake of their beauty,” that is, for the sensuous enhancement of the music.


  Look now at the introitus to Machaut’s motet (Ex. 8-6). The triplum has a signed C# at the moment when the motetus enters. It follows D. If it returned to D, then strictly speaking it would not need to be expressly “signed.” But it does not return to D; instead, it skips to a wholly unexpected note, G#. This note is not called for by any rule. Its only purpose is to create a “purple patch” in the harmony, especially in view of the weird interval it creates against the F-natural in the motetus.


  An augmented second is, strictly speaking, a forbidden interval on the order of the tritone (and for the same reason: one of the voices sings mi while the other sings fa). It is clearly intentional, however, and cannot be removed by adjustment causa necessitatis. There can be no question of adjusting the expressly signed G-sharp, of course; why sign a note only to cancel it? The F cannot be adjusted to F-sharp for two reasons. First, it would only produce another dissonance (and a worse one)—a major second instead of an augmented second. And besides, the F can be construed as a fa between two la ’s (since E is la in the hard hexachord on G) and therefore cannot be raised.


  So the throb is there for its own sake. It is, literally, a heartthrob, expressing love for the Virgin the way so many similar harmonic throbs express love for the lady in Machaut’s French songs. But it is also there for “tonal” reasons. All of the signed accidentals in the introitus are C#s or G#s. These tones at once depart from and emphasize the basic Dorian pitch set because they are “tendency tones,” pitches altered chromatically in such a way as to imply—hence demand—cadential resolution to crucial scale tones. When the resolution is evaded or delayed—as it is in the case of the triplum’s first C# (and even the G#, whose resolution to A is interfered with by a rest where one is least expected)—a harmonic tension is engendered that will not be fully discharged until the introitus reaches its final cadence.


  CADENCES


  That cadence incorporates both the C# and the G#, resolving in parallel to D and A, the notes that define the Dorian “pentachord.” The defining or “structural” notes are each thus provided with a leading tone, the strongest possible preparation. For this reason such a cadence has been dubbed the “double leading-tone cadence.” Thanks to its great stabilizing power it became the standard cadence in fourteenth-and early fifteenthcentury music.


  What gave it that stabilizing and articulating (form-defining) power had only partly to do with the doubled leading tone, however. More fundamentally, the structure of the cadence goes back to the earliest days of discant, when cadence was synonymous with occursus, the coming together of two parts in contrary motion. The earliest variation on the occursus (already endorsed by Guido in the eleventh century) was its inversion, in which the two parts moved out to the octave in contrary motion; and that basic cadential frame endured until the end of the sixteenth century. In the cadence we are now examining, at the end of the introitus to Machaut’s motet, the essential two-part motion takes place between the motetus and the tenor, which move outward from the sixth e/c#’ to the octave d/d’.


  No matter what else the other voices may be doing, no progression can be called cadential unless that “structural pair” is present in two voices (one of them, in keeping with the history of discant, almost invariably the tenor). The “double leading-tone” cadence, then, is only one of a number of possible ways of filling out the cadence-defining frame. It had its moment of popularity and was replaced in the mid-fifteenth century by another standard cadence type, and by the beginning of the sixteenth century by still another. We will take them up in due course, but it is worth pointing out up front that all of them incorporated—or, more strongly, were constructed around, or in various ways embellished—the old discant pair that went all the way back to Guido.


  For a final technical point, it is worth observing that it was the structure of the cadence, defined by an imperfect consonance moving by step in contrary motion to a perfect one, that gave rise to the convention of subsemitonium modi, the use of cadential leading tones. The idea was to egg on the resolution of the imperfect consonance to the perfect one by making it larger—that is, closer in size to the perfect one. It was called, in fact, the “rule of closeness” (or, more fancily, “the rule of propinquity” after the Latin propinque, “near at hand”).


  The reason for raising C to C# before a cadence on D, then, was to make a major sixth with the tenor. The same effect could be achieved by lowering the tenor to E[image: image], making a major sixth with the unaltered triplum or motetus. There were times when that solution was preferable, but they were in the minority. The more striking alteration was the one that affected the higher part. As already noted, that type of alteration lasted into the era of “tonal” harmony in the form of the harmonic minor, which borrows its dominant function, replete with leading tone, from the major. Here we see the first step in that direction, and the reason for it.


  CICONIA: THE MOTET AS POLITICAL SHOW


  As seems altogether fitting, and in retrospect inevitable, by the late fourteenth century the motet had become preeminently “a vehicle for propaganda and political ceremony,” to quote Peter Lefferts, a historian of the genre.9 That crowning period in the history of the Ars Nova motet is best exemplified by works written not in France but in Italy, albeit by composers who had emigrated there from northern Europe.


  Italy at the end of the fourteenth century was a checkerboard of city-states, many of them ruled by despots who had seized power violently, and who wished to establish legitimacy by an ostentatious display of power. Legitimacy was also a major issue for the church, since this was the time of the great papal schism (1378–1417), when two (and from 1409, three) rival claimants vied for the papacy, and when all subordinate clergy had to declare their allegiances to one, to another, or (as happened briefly in France) to none. This period of political and ecclesiastical chaos was a gold mine for the arts, and especially for music.


  That is because one of the chief means of asserting political power has always been lavish patronage of the arts. Music received special attention at this time (writes Julie Cumming, another motet historian), because


  
    Nothing made as good a show or traveled as well as musicians ready to perform in public. Dignitaries of church and state traveled with their chapels, and put on the best show possible; they also listened to the music sung by the chapels of other dignitaries, and tried to hire the best possible musicians. Musicians met, exchanged repertoire, and looked for more lucrative and comfortable employment.10

  


  


  Composers who had training in the techniques of monumental musical architecture, and who could produce works of grandiose (and somewhat archaic, therefore venerable) design, could put on the best of all such legitimizing shows for their patrons, and found a rich market for their skills. Such composers came from the north, the land of the Ars Nova, where such techniques had been chiefly developed. That is one of the reasons why the most sought after, the best paid—and therefore in retrospect the most typical—court and cathedral musicians of northern Italy in the fifteenth century were immigrants from France and Flanders.


  The first of this distinguished quasi-official line was Johannes Ciconia. His surname, Latin for “stork,” is probably a Latinized (that is, cosmopolitanized) version of a more prosaic French or Flemish family name. He was born in the Belgian town of Liège during the 1370s and received his basic training there, but by 1401 he was employed by the municipal cathedral in the north Italian city of Padua, where he died in 1412.


  His chief Paduan patron was Francesco Zabarella (1360–1417), the cathedral archpriest or chief canon, and a famous university professor of canon law, who reached the height of his career as the chief negotiator of peace between Padua and Venice after the Venetian conquest of his native city. Thereafter he served both Venice and the Roman pope John XXIII as a diplomat. John made him bishop of Florence, and later a cardinal. Zabarella played a major role at the Council of Constance, where the end of the schism was brokered. It was he who finally persuaded his own patron, Pope John, to resign in the interests of church harmony. (John, the loser in the resolution of the schism, is not a pope but an “antipope” in the official history of the Catholic church, which is why his number could be reused by a much later pope, the illustrious John XXIII who convened the second Vatican council in 1962, at which the Latin liturgy, and with it the Gregorian chant, were decanonized.) At the time of his death, Zabarella was widely regarded as being next in line for the papacy.


  In honor of this illustrious statesman and churchman, Ciconia composed two exceptionally grand isorhythmic motets. Their style is somewhat influenced by Italian secular genres to be described in a later chapter, but their culminating place in the development of the Ars Nova motet, and their consummate embodiment of the aesthetics of their genre, make this the appropriate place to analyze Ciconia’s work.


  It has been suggested that Doctorum principem super ethera/Melodia suavissima cantemus (excerpted in Ex. 8-7), the second and more ample of Ciconia’s two Zabarella-inspired motets, was composed as a send off from Padua when Zabarella left to assume his bishopric at Florence. The triplum and motetus texts are of equal length, sung at equal rates, and they actually spell one another at times so that the two texts seem to interlock like a hocket in a single encomium to the honored patron. But the tenor layout and the mensural scheme are a virtual summation of Ars Nova practices, and in their combination of diversity and comprehensiveness they symbolize the harmonizing of competing interests—the discordia concors—that is the primary undertaking of any diplomat, as well as any motet. This motet, then, is emblematic both of its recipient and of the genre itself, especially in this phase of its history, when it had become primarily a political instrument.


  EX. 8-7A Johannes Ciconia, Doctorum principem super ethera/Melodia suavissima cantemus, mm. 1–14
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  EX. 8-7B Doctorum principem super ethera/Melodia suavissima cantemus, mm. 45–58
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  EX. 8-7C Doctorum principem super ethera/Melodia suavissima cantemus, mm. 89–100
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  The texts are laid out in three strophes, each of which is given the same highly ceremonious treatment: first a textless introitus in fanfare style, suggesting outdoor performance by wind instruments, perhaps in the Paduan cathedral square, followed by an almost homorhythmic tenor/contratenor complex in longer notevalues (semibreves, breves, longs) that presents the same color and talea three times in notationally identical form.


  In fact, the tenor/contratenor pair is written out only once, with a “canon” or special direction that specifies how it is to be altered on repetition. Although the tenor carries a Latin label (Vir mitis, “gentle man”), this seems to be nothing more than another encomium to Zabarella, not a text incipit. There is no known chant—and no conceivable chant—that bounces up and down by fifths, stutters through so many repeated whole-step oscillations, or descends by step through an entire octave the way this “melody” does. Clearly, the tenor and contratenor in this particular motet are not melodies at all, but harmonic supports.


  The canon instructs the performers of the tenor and contratenor to read their parts each time under a different mensuration sign—[image: image]and, C respectively. Thus despite their notational congruence, the actual rhythms of each presentation not only differ but undergo a progressive compression from perfect to imperfect time that resembles a traditional tenor diminution, but in three stages instead of two. The texted parts, meanwhile, are written chiefly in semibreves and minims, note values that are radically affected by the changing mensurations.


  And yet the three stanzas are deliberately set so that they resemble each other melodically as much as possible in terms of contour, prosody (text distribution), and overall form, progressing each time from textless introitus through syllabically texted stanza to melismatic, hocket-ridden cauda. The result is a virtual set of strophic variations that in their fascinating interplay of sameness and difference symbolize the ideal of a harmoniously integrated society of free individuals—the ideal to which every northern Italian city state (or res publica, whence “republic”) nominally aspired. Ex. 8-7 shows the fanfarelike introitus to each of the three strophes in turn.


  DU FAY: THE MOTET AS MYSTICAL SUMMA


  Guillaume Du Fay (ca. 1397–1474) lived almost exactly a century later than his namesake Guillaume de Machaut, and like Machaut he will be reintroduced in a later chapter. It is very important to consider at least one of his works right here, however, in order to appreciate the direct generic and stylistic continuity that linked Du Fay’s creative output with that of his fourteenthcentury precursors.


  The reason for speaking in such urgent terms is that the beginning of “The Renaissance,” for music, is often—though, as we will see, arbitrarily—placed around the beginning of the fifteenth century, and major historiographical divisions like that can act as barriers, sealing off from one another figures and works that happen to fall on opposite sides of that fancied line, no matter how significant their similarities. Not only that, but (as already observed in a somewhat different context) an appearance of stylistic backwardness or anachronism—inevitable when sweeping categories like “Medieval” and “Renaissance” are too literally believed in—can easily blind us to the value of supreme artistic achievements such as Du Fay’s isorhythmic motets. They are not vestigial survivals or evidence of regressive tendencies, but a zenith.


  The fact is, Du Fay’s career was very much like Philippe de Vitry’s a century earlier. He was a university-educated ordained cleric—in short, a literatus—whose musical horizons had been shaped by Boethius, by Guido… and by Philippe de Vitry. Like his predecessors, he thought in scholastic terms about his craft but in Platonic terms about the world. For him, no less than for the founders of the Ars Nova, the world was materialized number, and the highest purpose of music was to dematerialize it back to its essence.


  Born in Frenchspeaking Cambrai, near the border with the low countries, Du Fay followed in Ciconia’s footsteps to early employment in Italy. He may have first gone down there as a choirboy in the entourage of the local bishop, who attended the Council of Constance, where Francesco Zabarella, Ciconia’s patron, had shone. By 1420, when he was about 23, Du Fay was employed by the Pesaro branch of the notorious Malatesta family, the despots of the Adriatic coastal cities of east-central Italy. He joined the papal choir in 1428, and evidently formed a close relationship with Gabriele Cardinal Condulmer, who in 1431 became Eugene IV, the second pope to reign over the reunited postschismatic church.


  Du Fay wrote three grandiose motets in honor of Pope Eugene. The first, Ecclesie militantis Roma sedes (“Rome, seat of the Church militant”), was composed shortly after the pope’s election, at a very precarious moment for the papacy. That motet, expressive of the political conflicts that beset the new pope, is a riot of discord, with a complement of five polyphonic parts (three of them texted), and a sequence of no fewer than six mensuration changes. The second motet for Eugene, Supremum est mortalibus bonum (“For mortals the greatest good”) is a celebration of a peace treaty between the pope and Sigismund, the Holy Roman Emperor. It is an epitome of concord, employing only one text and using a novel, sugar-sweet harmonic idiom of which (as we will see in chapter 11) Du Fay may have been the inventor. Near the end the names of the protagonists of the peace are declaimed in long-sustained consonant chords—concord concretized.


  The third motet Du Fay composed for Eugene, Nuper rosarum flores (“Garlands of roses,” of which the dazzling close is shown in Ex. 8-8), is the most famous one because of the way it manipulates symbolic numbers. In 1434, the pope, exiled from Rome by a rebellion, had set up court in Florence. In 1436, the Florence cathedral, under construction since 1294, was finally ready for dedication. A magnificent neoclassical edifice, crowned by a dome designed in 1420 by the great architect Filippo Brunelleschi, it was dedicated, under the denomination Santa Maria del Fiore, to the Virgin Mary. Pope Eugene IV, resident by force of circumstances in Florence, performed the dedication ceremony himself, and commissioned a commemorative motet for the occasion from Du Fay. This was to be the musical show of shows.


  Nuper Rosarum Flores is cast in four large musical sections, plus an “Amen” in the form of a melismatic cauda. The layout is remarkable for its symmetry. The first and longest section begins with an introitus for the upper (texted) voices lasting twenty-eight tempora. The Gregorian cantus firmus, the fourteen-note incipit of the introit antiphon for the dedication of a church (Terribilis est locus iste, “Awesome is this place”), now enters, carried by a pair of tenors that present it in two seven-note groups, answering each to each as in biblical antiphonal psalmody.


  Each of the succeeding sections presents the same 7 + 7 disposition of the tenor, and the same balanced alternation of duo and full complement (28 + 28 tempora, or 4 times 7 + 7). As in Ciconia’s motet, the pair of tenors is written out only once, with directions to repeat. And again as in Ciconia’s motet, each tenor statement is cast in a different mensuration:[image: image] and (the part given in Ex. 8-8) [image: image]. These mensurations stand in a significant proportional relationship to one another. A breve or tempus of O contains six minims; a breve of [image: image] has four. The line through the signature halves the value of the tempus, so that a breve under [image: image] contains three minims as sung by the texted parts running above, and a breve under [image: image] contains two. Comparing these signatures in the order in which Du Fay presents them, they give the durational proportions 6:4:2:3. As anyone trained in the quadrivium would instantly recognize, these are Pythagorean proportions. In musical terms they can easily be translated from durations into pitch, for they describe the harmonic ratios of the most consonant intervals. Given a fundamental pitch X, Du Fay’s numbers represent the octave (2X), the compound fifth, or twelfth (3X), the double octave (4X) and the twice-compound fifth (6X), as shown in Ex. 8-9.


  EX. 8-8 Guillaume Du Fay, Nuper rosarum flores, mm. 141–70
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  EX. 8-9 Proportional numbers in Nuper rosarum flores represented as pitch intervals
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  Moreover, the complex of durational ratios also contains a symbolic perfect fifth (3:2) and a perfect fourth (4:3), all of it summed up in the final chord of the piece. Thus Du Fay’s motet embodies a hidden Pythagorean summa, or comprehensive digest of the ways in which music represents the enduringly valid harmony of the cosmos. With its four different integers, it is the most complete symbolic summary of its kind in any isorhythmic motet. (By way of comparison, the proportional ground plan of Ciconia’s motet, 3:2:2, incorporates only two integers, one of them repeated. The only harmonic intervals it can be said to express are the unison and the fifth.)


  But that is by no means all. As Craig Wright has shown in detail (far more of it than we can pursue at the moment), the number symbolism in Du Fay’s motet, reaching far beyond the specifically musical domain, makes contact with a venerable tradition of biblical exegesis that bears directly on the circumstances that inspired the work and the occasion that it adorned.11 As we read in the second book of Kings, where the building of the great temple of Jerusalem is described, “the house which king Solomon built to the Lord, was three-score cubits in length, and twenty cubits in width, and thirty cubits in height” (2 Kings 6:2); that the inner sanctum, the “Holy of Holies,” was forty cubits from the doors of the temple (2 Kings 6:18); and that the feast of dedication lasted “seven days and seven days, that is, fourteen days” (2 Kings 8:65). These, of course, are precisely the numbers that have figured in our structural analysis of Du Fay’s motet. The durational proportions of the tenor taleae are precisely those governing the dimensions of Solomon’s temple (60:40:20:30 cubits:: 6:4:2:3 minims to a breve); and the length and layout of the chant fragment chosen as color correspond to the days of the dedication feast (7 + 7 = 14). The relationship of all of this to the dedication feast for the Florence cathedral could hardly be more evident—or more propitious, in view of the Christian tradition that cast Rome as the new Jerusalem and the Catholic church as the new temple of God.


  And yet there is more. The Florence cathedral was dedicated to the Virgin Mary, as the motet text affirms. That text is cast in a rare poetic meter with seven syllables per line. The introitus before the tenor entrance in each stanza lasts 28 (4 × 7) tempora, and the section following the tenor entrance likewise lasts 4 × 7. Seven is the number that mystically represented the Virgin in Christian symbolism, through her sevenfold attributes (her seven sorrows, seven joys, seven acts of mercy, seven virginal companions, and seven years of exile in Egypt). Four is the number that represented the temple, with its four cornerstones, four walls, four corners of the altar, and—when translated into Christian cruciform terms—four points on the cross, the shape of the cathedral floor plan. Four times seven mystically unites the temple with Mary, who through her womb that bore the son of God was also a symbol of Christian sanctuary.


  All of this is mystically expressed in the occult substructure of Du Fay’s motet, while on the sensuous surface, according to the testimony of the Florentine scholar Giannozzo Manetti, an earwitness,


  
    all the places of the Temple resounded with the sounds of harmonious symphonies as well as the concords of diverse instruments, so that it seemed not without reason that the angels and the sounds and singing of divine paradise had been sent from heaven to us on earth to insinuate in our ears a certain incredible divine sweetness; wherefore at that moment I was so possessed by ecstasy that I seemed to enjoy the life of the Blessed here on earth.12

  


  


  What could better serve the church, better spiritually nourish its flock, or better assert its temporal authority?


  A FINAL WORD FROM DANTE


  That was the net effect, and the net aim, of the discordia concors that the motet so consummately symbolized. The ultimate verbal expression of the effect at which musicians aimed in the fourteenth century and its immediate aftermath was given by the greatest literary genius of the age, the poet Dante Alighieri, in his Divine Comedy. Significantly enough, it is in the third and last section—Il Paradiso, a description of heaven—that the motet is heard and described. The great poet’s view of the peak musical genre of his day here coincides with that of the courtier Manetti, quoted above. Dante, who wrote around the time of Philippe de Vitry and the Roman de Fauvel, used a description of the motet as a metaphor for a world government of perfect justice, wholly attuned to the divine will, that perfectly harmonized multifarious humanity in bonds of social concord.


  Dante portrays the sixth sphere of heaven as the abode of all the just rulers in the history of the world (Charlemagne among them, along with his biblical forebears Joshua and Judah Maccabee), who appear to him as singing stars. They assemble into a constellation in the form of an eagle, symbolizing the Roman Empire and its successor, Charlemagne’s Holy Roman Empire, which had given the exiled Dante refuge after the Florentine wars of the Guelphs and Ghibellines.


  In Canto XIX the eagle sings in the composite voice of “the congregated souls of rulers,” and, says Dante, “I heard the beak talk and utter with its voice ‘I’ and ‘mine’ when its meaning was ‘we’ and ‘ours.’… Wheeling, then, it sang, then spoke: ‘As are my notes to thee who canst not follow them, such is the Eternal Judgment to you mortals.”’ In the next canto the Eagle falls silent and the starry lights that constitute it burst into a multitude of simultaneous songs. Dante is reminded of the sunset, when the brightness of the one great heavenly orb is replaced by the myriad tiny points of astral illumination: “… and this change in the sky came to my mind/when the standard of the world and of its chiefs/was silent in the blessed beak./For all those living lights,/shining still more brightly, began songs/that slip and fall from my memory.” As Julie Cumming comments, for Dante,


  
    total comprehension of text or music is not necessary for appreciation. He describes in these passages the sublime musical experience of the inexpressible. This description of the musical experience is also a way of describing the apprehension of God: God’s will is not comprehensible, but nevertheless it is possible to believe in it and appreciate it.13

  


  


  This, at last, may be the answer to the riddle of polytextuality, to us perhaps the most salient feature of the French thirteenth-and fourteenthcentury motet because it is the most uncanny. We need not assume that proper performance practice or greater familiarity rendered comprehensible to contemporary listeners that which is incomprehensible to us. The mind-boggling effect of the fourteenthcentury ceremonial motet, confirmed by numerous witnesses, may have actually depended on the sensory overload delivered by its multiplicity of voices and texts. If so, it was not the first time that what we would call esthetic value and power would be extracted from the inscrutable. (A large part of the esthetic value, as well as the sacredness, of the earliest melismatic chant derived from what Dante might have called its slipperiness.) And it certainly will not be the last. Whenever the “sublime” is valued as an artistic quality, so is awe. And what produces awe must be unfathomable as well as thrilling.


  


  CHAPTER 9

  Machaut and His Progeny


  MACHAUT’S SONGS AND MASS; MUSIC AT THE PAPAL COURT OF AVIGNON; ARS SUBTILIOR


  MAINTAINING THE ART OF COURTLY SONG


  Guillaume de Machaut may not have been the most prestigious French poet and musician of his time. In terms of contemporary renown, he may have been outshone by Philippe de Vitry. He is certainly the most important to us, however, and the most representative, owing to the extraordinary fullness of his legacy, a fullness that stands in stark contrast to the meagerness of Vitry’s. Certain aspects of Machaut’s legacy, moreover, lived on for a century and more in the work of later poets and musicians who definitely saw themselves as his creative heirs.


  The first half of Machaut’s long life was spent in service, chiefly as secretary to John of Luxembourg (1296–1346), a son of the Holy Roman Emperor Henry VII, who succeeded his father-in-law Wenceslaus as king of Bohemia in 1310. Machaut, who like his patron was born around the turn of the century, came from the environs of the ancient cathedral town of Reims in the north of France, not far from Luxembourg. There is actually a town called Machault about twenty-five miles from Reims, but there is no evidence to support the tempting assumption that it was the poet’s birthplace.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 9-1 Illumination from the largest of the “Machaut manuscripts” showing the poet composing Les nouveaus dis amoureus (“New Poems in Honor of Love”).


  


  He was in the peripatetic John’s service by 1323 and traveled widely with him on campaigns across northern and eastern Europe, including Silesia, Poland, Prussia, and Lithuania, as well as the Alpine areas of Lombardy and Tyrol, which John briefly ruled. After his patron’s spectacularly violent death, tied blind to his horse on the battlefield of Crécy, Machaut returned to Reims and lived out his last three decades as a tonsured cathedral canon, with few official duties beyond singing some minimum number of Masses and Offices each year. He was in effect a wealthy man of leisure, free to pursue his artistic callings. He died in 1377, remarkably aged for a man who lived during the century of the great plagues.


  As his reputation as a poet grew, Machaut was commissioned by several kings and dukes to write dits, lengthy allegorical poems, in their honor. For these patrons and others, Machaut also supervised the copying of his complete poetical and musical works into rich manuscripts, several of which survive, making him, along with the much less prolific Adam de la Halle, one of the earliest musical literati whose works come down to us in what amounts to an authorized collected edition.


  Like the trouvères, his most kindred antecedents, Machaut belongs as much or more to literary as to musical history. He is universally regarded by today’s literary historians as the greatest French poet of his age; his poetry is studied alongside that of Chaucer (whom he knew and influenced) and Dante, even if, unlike theirs, Machaut’s literary output no longer enjoys a wide general readership. He is best known to today’s connoisseurs for his music, not his poetry; since the revival of performing interest in “early music,” he has come to enjoy a place in the concert hall and in recordings somewhat comparable to Chaucer’s on the bookshelf.


  His longest and most impressive works are nevertheless works of verbal art: extended narrative poems, much prized and cited in their day, in which the lyric compositions we now prize served as occasional interpolations. The earliest of these grand narratives, Le Remède de Fortune (“Fortune’s remedy”), composed around 1349, has been compared to an ars poetica, a didactic treatise or compendium on lyric poetry, since it contains exemplary specimens of all the main genres, placed within a story that defines their expressive content and social use.


  The poem’s very plot is motivated by poetry. The poet anonymously composes a lai in honor of his lady, who discovers it, bids him read it to her, and asks who wrote it. Embarrassed, he flees her presence and addresses a complainte to Love and Fortune. Hope, fortune’s remedy, appears and comforts him with two ballade-type songs in praise of love: a chanson royal and a baladelle (the latter a poem in what much later was known as “binary form,” with a stanza in two repeated sections with complementary rhyme schemes). The poet expresses his gratitude in a standard ballade. He seeks his lady out, finds her dancing, and accompanies her movements with a virelai. He confesses authorship of the lay, she receives him as her lover, and, after a day spent together at her chateau, they exchange rings and he expresses his joy in a rondeau.


  This narrative followed and amplified the typical blueprint of a troubadour (or trouvère)vida of old. With it, Machaut deliberately gave the moribund art of the knightly poet-lover a new birth, distinguished in part—specifically, in the baladelle, the ballade, and the rondeau—by the use of polyphonic music in the latest style. The fact that these were the sections so favored points to an important difference between Machaut’s courtly poetry and that of the trouvères. While operating on as lofty and aristocratic a plane as the knightliest trouvères, as a composer he preferred the “fixed forms”—that is, the dance songs with refrains. These, we may recall, had originally come into their own when the courtly art of the trouvères had moved from castle to city and became the property of the guilds. Machaut reinvested the urbanized, “popular” genres of fine amours with privileged (now we’d call it “chic”) refinement.


  REDEFINING (AND RE-REFINING) A GENRE


  That reinvestment was accomplished not by a stylistic revival but a thorough stylistic renovation. Machaut was able to reelevate and recomplicate the style of courtly love poetry, even while retaining its more popular forms, because he possessed a polyphonic craft that went far beyond the attainments of any previous courtly or urban love-singer. Where Adam de la Halle’s polyphonic rondeaux were cast in as simple and straightforward a polyphonic texture as could be—that of the syllabic versus or conductus setting—Machaut’s were subtle, ornate, and full of a very recondite lyricism that made telling decorative use, as we have seen, of musica ficta “causa pulchritudinis.”


  We have already inspected one of Machaut’s motets (Felix virgo/Inviolata/AD TE SUSPIRAMUS, Ex. 8-6) and seen how fully he had mastered the craftsmanly and constructive techniques of the Ars Nova. Ars Nova techniques, which had been developed specifically to serve the purposes of the motet genre, were “bottom-up” techniques. That is, they were techniques geared toward the erecting of highly stratified polyphonic superstructures over artfully contrived and elaborated foundations. And the foundations were wrought in turn from cantus firmus melodies appropriated, as a rule, from the high-authority repertoire of canonized church chant.


  Machaut wrote some real masterpieces in this very formalized and architectonic idiom, the most extended being a giant hoquetus on the melisma DAVID that comes at the end of the Gregorian Alleluia Nativitas for the feast of the Virgin Mary’s Nativity, already the basis (as Machaut surely knew) of a grandiose, “classic” setting in the Notre Dame style. (We know it, too: see Ex. 6-5.) Machaut’s hoquetus was not meant as an appendage to that venerable composition, however. The DAVID melisma is sung not by the soloist(s) but by the choir, and so would not have been performed polyphonically in church. This was still music for “feasts of the learned,” who delighted in high-spirited intellectual games.


  As shown in Ex. 9-1, Machaut divides his 32-note color by a twelvenote talea lasting 30 tempora, and lets the two repetition-schemes run their course until they come out even (or in more evocatively “Boethian” terms, lets the two bodies orbit in musical space until they come into alignment). It takes three cursus of color and eight of talea, thus: 32 × 3 = 12 × 8 = 96. Then, as a sort of cauda, he sets the color going once more to a shorter talea that divides its 32 notes evenly (8 notes in 27 tempora). Laying out the ground plan just described had to precede the composition of the hocketing upper parts, just as the foundation of an architectural edifice had to be laid before the rest could be erected. Instead of a full score, Ex. 9-1 gives just the foundational materials, the color, and the taleae. They can be followed, tracking each with one hand, while listening to a recorded performance. This will give a vivid idea of Ars Nova “isorhythmic” foundational architecture at its grandest.


  By way of transition from the more speculative Ars Nova genres to the lyric genres more peculiar to Machaut, we may cast a sidelong glance at a whimsical hybrid: a motet in three texted parts, all in French, in which the tenor is not a Gregorian chant but instead a traditional chanson balladé (“danced song”) or virelai (Ex. 9-2: Lasse/Se j’aime/ POURQUOY). The song Machaut chose to do tenor duty was almost as “canonical” as a chant, however, having a textual pedigree going back to the thirteenth century. It satirizes courtly love as mere marital infidelity (“Oh God, why does my husband beat me? All I did was talk to my lover”). Ex. 9-2 shows Machaut’s tenor in compressed note values (Machaut’s are longs and breves, typical “tenor” values), with the constituent parts of the virelai—AbbaA, with “A” the refrain—labeled. The upper parts, meanwhile, behave in characteristic motet fashion. They are rhythmically stratified—the motetus moving in breves, semibreves, and occasional minims; the triplum in minims, semibreves, and occasional breves—and serve as glosses (here, ironic rhymed ones) on the tenor: “Alas, how can I forget/the handsome, the good, the sweet, the merry/[youth] to whom I’ve completely given/this heart of mine?” “If I love him truly, and he truly loves me, do I deserve to be treated so?” Ex. 9-3 shows the portion of the whole polyphonic texture corresponding to the tenor’s first refrain.


  EX. 9-1 Guillaume de Machaut, hoquetus “DAVID,” color and taleae
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  EX. 9-2 Guillaume de Machaut, Pourquoy me bat mes maris, tenor
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  There is good reason to suspect that even if the tenor’s text is traditional, its tune is Machaut’s, or else heavily edited by Machaut to accord with his own composing style (or, at very least, with contemporary performance practice; note, among other telltale signs, the musica ficta calling for the subsemitonium modi, the borrowed leading tone).


  EX. 9-3 Guillaume de Machaut, Lasse/Se j’aime/POURQUOY, mm. 1–42
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  Machaut’s own virelais are very similar. Most of them are monophonic, presumably because of the three main fixed forms the virelai was the one that continued most often to serve a traditional social function—the carole or public (social) dance—and was most often performed by minstrels. Mensurally notated monophonic dances and dance-songs proliferated in written sources throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, beginning with the famous “Manuscrit du Roi,” which contains eight estampies royals, long “stamping dances” in open-and-shut couplets, already mentioned in chapter 4 (and shown in Fig. 4-8). That being the case, Lasse/Se j’aime/ POURQUOY might be looked upon through the other end of the telescope, so to speak: not so much as a motet built over a virelai, but rather as a polyphonically dressed-up virelai of an especially elaborate sort, in which the techniques of the motet serve to embellish a courtly dance.


  THE TOP-DOWN STYLE


  Mixing the attributes of the motet and chanson genres was a highly unusual effect. The genres were more typically thought of as distinct to the point of contrast—a contrast conditioned above all by their methods of composition. To appreciate the difference, and the new way of composing Machaut seems to have pioneered in his chansons, we will do best to begin with a monophonic composition—say, a typical virelai.


  One of Machaut’s best known virelais, because it is so frequently performed by modern minstrels in “early music” ensembles, is the catchy Douce dame jolie (Ex. 9-4). It is a very early instance of a literate composition that is in duple time on all levels of mensuration. The purposely varied detail-work discloses the song’s literate origins: the first three lines of the poem are set to what are in essence three repetitions of a single musical phrase, but each of them is subtly distinguished from the others. In the original notation the music begins with rests, even though there are no accompanying parts, because without bars the only way in which an initial upbeat could be indicated was by showing the silent part of the hypothetical first measure. Like many duple-metered pieces of the time, it especially emphasizes syncopes.


  EX. 9-4 Guillaume de Machaut, Douce dame jolie (monophonic virelai)
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  Eight—only eight—of Machaut’s thirty-nine virelais are polyphonic. Of these, six are in two voices only, a texted “cantus” (“song” or “singer”) part and an untexted tenor. The nomenclature already suggests that a tenor has been added to a “song,” or in other words, that the song existed as a monophonic composition before it was made polyphonic by a lower accompanying voice. This is just the opposite from the procedure we have observed in all the polyphonic genres of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries—organum, clausula, even the homorhythmic conductus, which had no preexisting tenor but created its own from scratch. Above all, adding a tenor to a preexisting cantus was the very antithesis of motet composition. Starting “at the top” was a whole new concept of composing—within the literate tradition, anyway (for we have always recognized the possibility, indeed the strong probability, that “accompanied song” was a minstrel specialty at least from the time of the troubadours.) Two kinds of additional evidence clinch the notion of “top-down” composition. One is the state of the musical sources. The virelai En mon cuer (“In my heart,” Ex. 9-5), for example, is found as a two-voice composition in all the composer-supervised “collected editions” of Machaut’s works—all, that is, except the one generally considered to be the earliest such manuscript, where its “cantus” is entered, like the other virelais in that manuscript, as a monophonic dance song. That was how it must have been originally composed. It is selfsufficient as a single voice. That is, it has a stable and satisfying cadence structure, and unlike its eventual accompanying tenor, it has enough notes to accommodate all the syllables of the text.


  EX. 9-5 Guillaume de Machaut, En mon cuer (virelai a 2)
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  The remaining piece of evidence that Machaut wrote his songs from the top down, beginning with the selfsufficient cantus, comes from another of his famous narrative poems, Le Voir Dit (“The true tale”), composed in the early 1360s. This, too, is ostensibly an autobiographical poem, far less conventional in its scenario than Le Remède de Fortune and possibly, therefore, more reliable as autobiography. Its ten thousand lines embody, along with the narrative itself, some forty-six ultraliterary love letters exchanged between the sexagenarian poet and a precocious lass of nineteen, Péronne (or Péronnel) d’Armentières, whom he is pursuing as courtly lover. Along with the letters there are some lyric poems addressed by Machaut to his callow beloved, of which a few are set to music. In one of the letters accompanying a song Machaut tells Peronelle that he will send another as soon as he has put a tenor and a contratenor to it. Peronelle may not have been particularly interested in the implications of that statement, but to us they are profoundly revealing.


  The upshot of all this scattered evidence is that any of Machaut’s two-part virelais could have started out, and probably did start out, as monophonic songs, to which tenors were added later. A corollary implication is that monophonic performance was probably a standard option for all of Machaut’s virelais. Another is that polyphonic performance was likewise a standard option: any monophonic virelai, that is, was eligible for accompaniment by a tenor, whether set down in writing or extemporized. And because Machaut’s monophonic melodies had to be eligible for accompaniment in this way, they had to differ fundamentally in style from all previous monophonic melodies we have encountered.


  Here is why: Whether set down or extemporized, any tenor had to make correct counterpoint with its “cantus.” In addition to observing the rules of consonance, this meant making the proper kind of cadence—i.e., a discant cadence. A discant cadence, as we recall, either moved by contrary motion inward to a unison (i.e., made an occursus) or moved out by contrary motion to the octave. The latter type was by far the more common, owing to the fact that most discants were constructed over a Gregorian cantus firmus in the lower voice; and Gregorian melodies, as a result of their characteristic arch shape, almost always made their last approach to the final as a stepwise descent. For that reason, the usual vox organalis or duplum, just as characteristically, made its last approach to the final from below, via the subsemitonium or leading tone.


  As we may remember from chapter 4, high “Latinate” troubadour and trouvère melodies were often all but indistinguishable, stylistically, from the late Frankish chants that were being composed at the same time. Accordingly, they too made their final approach to the final from above. That is the way unaccompanied melodies traditionally worked.


  But now compare an unaccompanied (or a potentially unaccompanied) melody by Machaut. Both Douce dame jolie and En mon cuer make their cadential approaches not from above but via the subsemitonium. They are composed, in other words, on the model of a duplum, not a tenor, and they established a basic melodic type for courtly songs that would last for several centuries. They are, in short, monophonic melodies that were conceived in the context of polyphony, by a composer whose musical imagination had been definitively shaped by polyphony. Even the tenor melody in Lasse/Se j’aime POURQUOY (Ex. 9-3), that whimsical virelai-motet hybrid, makes its final cadences from below (see Ex. 9-2). In other words, it does not really behave like a tenor. Its eccentricity forces a peculiar cadence structure on the polyphonic texture that adds another level of irony to the piece.


  CANTILENA


  The new style of song-melody, composed with polyphonic accompaniment in mind, was called cantilena. By itself the melody was sufficient, making correct (subsemitonium) cadences and fitting the words. With the addition of a tenor, a selfsufficient two-part discant texture was achieved, in which cadences (to octaves or, more rarely, to unisons in contrary motion) were still correct according to the rules of discant. With the addition of a third voice, whether a texted triplum in the range of the cantus or an untexted contratenor in the range of the tenor, the two-part structure was sonorously enhanced and the harmonies made “sweet.”


  The most usual way of sweetening the harmony was to amplify the imperfect consonances into full triads; and the most characteristic place to observe this is, again, at cadences. A typical three-voice cadence in cantilena style has the cantus and the tenor describing their characteristic progression from sixth to octave, with a contratenor (or, less often, a triplum) doubling the cantus at the lower fourth (if a contratenor) or upper fifth (if a triplum), thus creating what we have already learned to identify as the “double leading-tone” cadence.


  This full harmonic texture began to influence the composition of motets, as we saw in the previous chapter, when contratenors were added to the vocal complement. Although we now associate the contratenor-enriched texture primarily with Machaut, it may actually have been yet another innovation of Philippe de Vitry. Several of his extant motets do have contratenors; and, although they do not survive, Vitry is known to have written ballades, probably in the 1320s (when the polyphonic ballade is described as a popular novelty by Jacques de Liège), some twenty years before Machaut’s earliest three-part cantilenas began appearing, at first in the Remède de Fortune.


  One of the manuscripts containing the virelai En mon cuer, which we have considered in one part and in two, contains some extra ruled lines reserved for a triplum Machaut never got around to writing. That would have created three interchangeable versions of the song—or rather, three performance possibilities: cantus alone, cantus plus tenor, cantus plus triplum and tenor. Any of these possibilities is harmonically/contrapuntally correct; none of them can claim to be, in any exclusive sense, the “real thing.” Again we are reminded that the line between creation and performance was still a blurry, permeable one. Machaut corroborates this in an odd way when he asks Péronelle, in one of the Voir Dit letters, to receive a special song from him and have it played by her minstrels “just as it is, without adding or taking away.” For the sake of their special relationship, in other words, he was asking for something exceptional.


  FUNCTIONALLY DIFFERENTIATED COUNTERPOINT


  As an example of the standard cantilena texture “just as it is, without adding or taking away,” we can look at yet another Machaut virelai, Tres bonne et belle (Ex. 9-6), the only one to come down in all its sources, exceptionally, as a three-voice composition. The final is C, putting the song in what we would call the major mode (and what Machaut, if he thought about it at all, would probably have called a transposition of the Lydian mode, normally pitched on F). The texted part or cantus has a plagal ambitus that puts the final smack in the middle of its range. The lower tenor and contratenor share a single authentic ambitus, from c to d’.


  EX. 9-6 Guillaume de Machaut, Tres bonne et belle (virelai a 3)
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  Although they occupy the exact same pitch space, however, the tenor and contratenor are not equivalent parts. Each of them behaves, so to speak, according to its station within the textural hierarchy. It is the tenor and only the tenor that makes the true discant cadence against the cantus, moving out from sixth to octave, whether on the final (mm. 3–4, 23–24, 34–35) or on some subsidiary degree (D in mm. 8–9 and 13–14, E in m. 32–33, the “open” cadence of the middle section). At such moments the behavior of the contratenor is also mandated: it invariably fills in the middle of the double leading-tone cadence. That is what defines it as a contratenor. A contratenor (or a tenor, or a cantus) is as a contratenor (or a tenor, or a cantus) does.


  Thus, even if Machaut wrote all the parts in one sitting, and there is no reason to suppose that he did not, he nevertheless provided three grammatically viable or correct performance possibilities. Writing in this way—so that the cantus can be sung either alone, or in a duet with the tenor, or in a trio with tenor and contratenor—is often called “successive composition.” We imagine the composer writing the cantus first, then adding the tenor, and finally the contratenor. We have already seen lots of evidence that this was often enough the actual procedure. But it does not follow that the composer had to write the parts separately, or that he could not conceive of a three part texture in a single act of composing.


  Interpreting the idea of “successive composition” too literally can lead us into making unwarranted and probably fallacious assumptions about the way in which people “heard” music in those days—for example, that they did not “hear” harmony the way we “hear” it, but only an interplay of contrapuntal voices that just happens now and then to produce (as if by accident) what we call “chords.” (The quotes around “hear,” of course, are there to show that what is meant is not just hearing but conceptualizing on the basis of hearing.) What we call “successive composition,” then, is merely the process of assigning strictly defined roles to the various parts in a contrapuntal texture. The reason for it does not seem to have much to do with how one “heard,” but rather with the fluid and practical attitude that demanded not a single idealized text but a variety of performance possibilities for any song.


  And that is why, even if he conceived all the parts in a song like Tres bonne et belle as a single harmonic unit, Machaut needed to differentiate the tenor and the contratenor in terms of function, if not style. For them to alternate roles on successive cadences, for example, would preclude a two-part performance of the piece, for in that case not all of the cadences would be properly enunciated no matter which of the two accompanying parts were used. And yet the fact that the tenor and contratenor had to be functionally distinct seems to have led to their being stylistically distinct as well. The contratenor, being in quasi-architectural terms the least “structural” voice (in that the other two voices could perform the piece without it), became willy-nilly the most “decorative” one—at once liveliest in rhythm (replete with hockets and syncopes) and most capricious in contour (leaping freely by sixths).


  THE LUXURIANT STYLE


  At their most luxuriant, Machaut’s textures could accommodate four voices: the “structural” cantus/tenor pair, accompanied by both a triplum and a contratenor. This texture, which we have already observed in Ex. 8-6, was in effect a blending of the traditional motet complement (which included a triplum) with the newer cantilena complement (which included a contratenor). It was a rich all-purpose texture that could be adapted either to motet or to chanson designs.


  The rondeau Rose, liz (“The rose, the lily”) is found in all its composer-supervised manuscript sources with a full fourpart complement. Ex. 9-7 shows the opening of the piece, up to the first cadence. Because the parts are still functionally differentiated within a structural hierarchy, there are four viable performance options: take away the triplum and the remaining voices will produce a texture like that of Ex. 9-6; take away the contratenor and the remaining texture will be like that of Ex. 9-5; take away the tenor and the cantus can stand alone, as in Ex. 9-4.


  EX. 9-7 Guillaume de Machaut, Rondeau no. 10, Rose, liz, printemps, mm. 1–11
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  Note that the triplum and the contratenor behave similarly at the cadence. Both supply the “second leading tone,” F#, each in its respective register, producing parallel octaves. (The same was true of the cadences in the Machaut motet examined in the previous chapter.) The fourpart texture is thus a sonorously amplified—and functionally redundant—version of the three-part texture. A functionally differentiated fourpart harmony would not make its appearance for another century.


  Of all the fixed forms, the ballade in three stanzas was for Machaut and his followers the noblest and most exalted—and musically, therefore, the most elaborate. In the manuscripts Machaut oversaw, the section containing ballades was headed, “Ci comencent les balades ou il ha chant,” meaning, “Here begin the ballades or high song” (recall the grand chant of the trouvères). “Highness” (hauteur, whence “haughty”) was expressed in the traditional way: by the use of an especially melismatic style. The ballade De toutes flours (“Of all the fruits and flowers in my garden”; Ex. 9-8), certainly exemplifies this. Otherwise it is very similar to Rose, liz, both in subject matter and (no surprise) in mode.


  EX. 9-8 Guillaume de Machaut, Ballade no. 31, De toutes flours
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  Mode, in this style, still means more than a scale and a final. It is still to some extent a formula family. The chief formula, of course, is the cadence: note the same doubled F#s between the two “accompanying” voices (contratenor and triplum). And another important formula is the overall tonal progression. It is easiest to see this in a ballade, since the repeated opening section has the same sort of “open” (ouvert) and “closed” (clos) cadences we found in the monophonic songs of the trouvères, only now harmonically amplified. The first ending makes its open (or “half “) cadence on what we would call the supertonic, and the second makes its closed (or “full”) cadence on the final. The progression supertonic to final is also the way the tenor itself moves at the full cadence, and so the overall tonal progression is a kind of magnification of the full cadence.


  Machaut reinforces the sense of cadential closure and rounds the whole piece off by means of a musical rhyme. Not only the final cadence but the whole final phrase of the first section returns at the end of the second (compare the first section from m. 22 with the second from m. 57); the repetition is made extra conspicuous by the use of an ear-catching syncopation in the tenor, preceded by a prolonged imperfect consonance (doubly prolonged in the second section!) that arrests the harmonic motion precisely when the doubled leading tone is sounding and demanding resolution (compare mm. 22, 56–57). In addition, the final line of poetry, which carries the musical rhyme, is a refrain uniting all three stanzas. Music and text thus work in harness to delineate the form and heighten its rhetoric.


  WHAT INSTRUMENTALISTS DID


  Proof of this ballade’s distinction (or at least its popularity) is its inclusion, a generation or more after the composer’s death, in a north Italian manuscript from about 1415 that is the earliest extant source of music composed or arranged for keyboard instruments. It is called the “Faenza Codex” after the Italian town to whose public library it now belongs. It may originally have been prepared by or for a church organist, because it contains a certain amount of service music, including an arrangement of the Kyrie Cunctipotens genitor, with which we are already familiar in both its original form (Ex. 2-14b) and as adapted for polyphonic performance (Ex. 5-8). The organ arrangement in the Faenza Codex is somewhat like the latter in concept. It is arranged in score, with the lower staff (left hand part) confined to the plainsong melody, held out as a tenor, while the right hand part carols away in a very florid counterpoint. Ex. 9-9 contains the first section.


  EX. 9-9 Cunctipotens genitor from Faenza Codex
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  The arrangement of Machaut’s De toutes flours follows the same idea. Ex. 9-10 gives the “A” section. It adapts Machaut’s tenor as a cantus firmus, meanwhile transposing it up a fifth, lightly decorating it, and recasting its rhythms from simple-into-compoundduple patterns (or, in Ars Nova terms, changing the prolation from minor to major). Over it the right hand plays a version of Machaut’s cantus that is so overgrown with embellishment as to be scarcely recognizable. (It is easiest to recognize at the musical rhyme: compare Ex. 9-10 at mm. 23 ff and 56 ff with the corresponding passages of Ex. 9-8.)


  This arrangement (or intabulation, as arrangements for keyboard are often called) is extremely suggestive. It gives us grounds for surmising what instrumental virtuosos did at a time when practically no instrumental music was written down. Instrumental music, too, started out as an “oral” culture, if the term oral can be expanded to encompass the digital, based on listening, practicing, and emulating; and it left few traces before the sixteenth century for historian-sleuths to interpret. A book like the Faenza Codex, therefore, is a precious document. It reveals the way in which “standard”—or “classic”—vocal compositions may have provided highly skilled instrumentalists (like today’s—well, yesterday’s—jazz virtuosos) with a repertoire for specialist improvisation.


  MACHAUT’S MASS AND ITS BACKGROUND


  By a curious twist of fate, Guillaume de Machaut—best known in his day as a poet and, secondarily, as a composer of courtly songs—is best known today for what seems an entirely uncharacteristic work: a complete polyphonic setting of the Ordinary of the Mass. Machaut’s Messe de Nostre Dame (“Mass of Our Lady”) is in fact the earliest such setting to survive from the hand of a single known author. What might otherwise seem a liturgical anomaly in an otherwise basically secular career has instead loomed disproportionately large both within Machaut’s output and in music historiography itself, because the “cyclic Mass Ordinary” (that is, a setting of the mostly nonconsecutive items of the Ordinary liturgy as a musical unit) became the dominant musical genre of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and Machaut seems willy-nilly its prophetic harbinger.


  The actual history of the polyphonic Mass Ordinary, while it might seem to diminish Machaut’s legendary stature, is a much more interesting story than the myth of its singlehanded invention by Machaut might suggest. The rise of polyphonic Ordinaries was a byproduct of one of the most turbulent periods in the history of the Roman church—the phase during which, briefly, the church was not Roman.


  AVIGNON


  Until the fourteenth century polyphonic settings of the Mass Ordinary, or any part of it, were uncommon. In eleventh-and twelfthcentury Aquitaine, as we know, one could find occasional polyphonic settings of the Kyrie. But these were fully “prosulated” Kyries, with syllabic verses that were “proper” to specific occasions or the places where they were sung, not “ordinary” (in the sense of all-purpose). At Notre Dame de Paris, as we know, only the responsorial chants of the Mass Proper and the Office were set, and of these only the soloist’s portion. The Ordinary was sung by the musically unlettered choir, and for that reason alone might well have been thought off-limits to polyphonic treatment. Therefore, before the fourteenth century one simply does not find settings of melismatic (“untroped”) Kyries, to say nothing of the remaining motley assortment of Ordinary chants—the Gloria (an acclamation), the Credo (a contract), the Sanctus (an invocation of the heavenly choir), the Agnus Dei (a litany), or the “Deo Gratias” response to the Ite (dismissal formula).


  EX. 9-10 Guillaume de Machaut, De toutes flours as arranged in the Faenza Codex
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  FIG. 9-2 An echo of the “Babylonian captivity,” this altarpiece, executed ca. 1520 by the Venetian painter Antonio Ronzen for the church of Sainte Madeleine in Saint Maximin, France, shows Christ in chains before Herod against a background fancifully depicting the old papal palace at Avignon, the seat of the antipopes.


  


  The first center where Mass Ordinary settings began to proliferate was the papal court at Avignon. One of the larger cities in the southeastern corner of France, Avignon had become the papal see in 1309, when Pope Clement V, a Frenchman (born Bernard de Got), abandoned Rome at the behest of the French king, Philip the Fair. The next six popes after Clement were also French and also subservient to their kings. This virtual “capture” of the papacy by the French crown was dubbed the Babylonian Captivity by disapproving Italians like the poet Petrarch, who coined the phrase (but who nevertheless found profitable employment at Avignon in his youth). In 1378 Pope Gregory XI was prevailed upon to move the papacy back to Rome, touching off the Great Schism. It was more a national than a religious dispute. The French popes who, under royal protection, were elected to continue the line of Clement at Avignon, were later decanonized—ruled “antipopes”—at the Council of Constance that ended the Schism in 1417 and brought the papacy back within the Italian orbit where it remained almost without interruption until the election of Pope John Paul II, a Pole, in 1978.


  Two surviving manuscripts, both of them full of Ordinary settings, comprise what music remains from the papal liturgical repertory at Avignon. These manuscripts are called the Apt and Ivrea codices after the towns where they may have originated, but where they are in any case kept today. Apt is close by Avignon to the east; Ivrea, a bit farther east, is now across the Italian border near Turin. Just why it should have been at Avignon that settings of the Ordinary began to flourish has never been fully explained. But it may have had something to do with the general Frenchification of the papacy during the Babylonian Captivity. The Apt and Ivrea settings employ textures associated with other genres popular in France and may have been deliberately modeled on them.


  The most elaborate are in motet (or, when particularly melismatic, in hocket) style, built up from a cantus firmus that is often cast in isorhythmic taleae. The other characteristic “Ordinary” textures were far simpler and increasingly prevalent as the Avignon repertory developed. One was the homorhythmic (or “simultaneous”) style previously associated with the conductus. It was often used for the wordier texts, such as the Gloria and Credo, where syllabic texting helped expedite their recitation. But most characteristic of all was the specifically French and originally secular three-voice “cantilena” (a.k.a. “ballade”) style, composed in the top-down fashion we have associated with Machaut. Thus, even as the Latin-texted motet was becoming more brilliant and impressive than ever over the course of the fourteenth century (and more and more firmly associated with occasions of civic and ecclesiastical pomp), within the confines of the actual service liturgy there seems to have been a countervailing tendency toward modesty and simplification. This, too, may have been among the factors conducive to Ordinary settings, which were as liturgically bare as one could get.


  It was one of the early Avignon popes who issued the most famous of all antimusical screeds. Pope John XXII, Clement’s successor, was born Jacques Duèse in 1244, in the Provençal town of Cahors (a little to the north of Toulouse), and reigned from 1316 to his death in 1334. His bull, Docta sanctorum, promulgated in 1323, complained bitterly about hockets, “depraved” discants, and “wanton” polytextuality (“upper parts made of secular songs”).1 These motettish extravagances were to be condemned, but “consonances” that respected the integrity of the sacred texts were judged desirable, because music, in moderation, can “soothe the hearer and inspire his devotion, without destroying religious feeling in the minds of the singers.” John might have been describing the Ordinary settings in the Apt and Ivrea codices.


  Both manuscripts were fairly late artifacts of papal Avignon. Ivrea, the earlier of the two, was compiled around 1370. We have already encountered it as a source for one of Philippe de Vitry’s motets (Ex. 8-3; Fig. 8-4). Apt was not put together until the time of the antipopes, about thirty years later. The music these sources contain could have been composed at any time up to the date of its inscription. That music consists not of complete or “cyclic” ordinary settings but of individual items (“Mass movements,” as they are sometimes called, rather misleadingly) and occasional pairs. As a sample of Avignon service music, Ex. 9-11 contains the first section of a Kyrie from the Apt Manuscript. Motet-style hockets make an occasional appearance, and John XXII might not have entirely approved, but they are sung in the course of a melisma and no words are obscured. The piece is attributed to a local composer named Guymont.


  When Ordinary settings were paired, it was primarily on the basis of shared textual characteristics, only secondarily on musical grounds. That is to say the Gloria and Credo, which contrast with the other Ordinary items by virtue of their lengthy prose texts, were a natural pair. Another natural pair were the Kyrie and the Agnus Dei, both of which are repetitive petitions or litanies. The Sanctus, though not a prayer, has a short repetitive text and could make an effective pair with either the Kyrie or the Agnus Dei. Finally, the Kyrie and the dismissal (Ite, missa est) were frequently set to the same chant melody and could thus easily be paired in polyphonic settings. Once selected for pairing, ordinary settings were furnished with shared musical characteristics like those of the Kyrie and Ite, ranging from the general (common mode, similar vocal complement, and ranges) to the more particular (common textural styles, mensuration schemes, or even, occasionally, a joint fund of melodic ideas).


  A Gloria and a Credo from the Ivrea manuscript show many of these common features. They were in all likelihood conceived and executed as a pair by the anonymous composer, although they are not presented that way in the manuscript, where all the Kyries are grouped together for ease of reference, followed by a section of Glorias, one of Credos, and so on. Their beginnings, together with an incipit showing the original clefs and mensuration signs, are given in Ex. 9-12.


  The clefs (which determine the vocal ranges) and the mensurations are among the factors linking them. They also share a final (D, making them Dorian or “minorish” pieces), which means that they will also share characteristic melodic turns and cadential patterns. Finally, they are both cast in the top-down cantilena texture. Only the top part is texted, which of course favors clarity of enunciation. The tenor and contratenor were probably meant to be vocalized, but the church organ could also have been used to accompany a soloist. Scholars are still debating this and many other points of “performance practice.”


  EX. 9-11 Guymont, Kyrie
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  EX. 9-12 Original incipits and opening phrases in transcription
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  EX. 9-12B Ivrea 52 (Credo)
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  Of course the two pieces do not have everything in common. Each has its distinguishing characteristics, each makes its own expressive gestures. And yet the similarities between the settings far outweigh their differences, and quite deliberately so. Pairing like this served a purpose. The Gloria and the Credo sampled in Ex. 9-12 enclosed between them a significant portion of the service: the synaxis, given over to scriptural readings. The recurrence of familiar musical sounds to pace and punctuate the service added an extra level of inspiring ceremonial to it. There is a Sanctus in the Apt manuscript—see Ex. 9-13 for its incipit and opening phrase—that is even more similar in its melodic contents to certain portions of the Ivrea Credo than the Ivrea Gloria. It might well have been modeled on the Credo, to secure an additional return to familiar sounds that would thus inspiritingly organize even more of the service, encompassing the beginning of the Eucharist as well. Basing one polyphonic piece on another like this was called parody, from the Greek for “alter the song.” It did not at this point have any connotation of satire.


  EX. 9-13 Incipit and beginning of A siglum. Apt 27 (Sanctus)
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  By the “middle third” of the century (ca. 1335–70), the Avignon styles had spread throughout France. The Agnus Dei sampled in Ex. 9-14 comes from a manuscript that originated in Cambrai, at the far northern end of the kingdom, near the border of what was then the Duchy of Burgundy. It is in the “simultaneous” or homorhythmic style reminiscent of the conductus, and like the conductus it carries a single liturgical text in all voices. That, plus the uniform rhythm producing chord progressions in which the individual lines are blended, suggests the possibility of choral performance. If that was indeed an option for this music, then we are dealing with the earliest choral polyphony in the European tradition. (Still, the earliest explicit call for chorus—as opposed to unus, “one” singer—in polyphonic church music is not found until nearly a century later, in Italian manuscripts of the 1430 s.)


  VOTIVE FORMULARIES


  Another spur to the composition of Mass Ordinary settings was the growth of votive Masses—Masses celebrated not according to the church calendar but on special occasions. Such an occasion might be institutional, such as the dedication of a church or the installation of a bishop. Or it might be personal, marking the Christian sacraments or rites of passage (birth, christening, marriage, burial). Or—and this was the most frequent reason of all—it might be a posthumous memorial service. To have such a Mass celebrated in church on one’s own behalf or on behalf of a loved one, one had to purchase it with a donation. Many votive Masses were “Lady Masses,” Masses in honor of “Our Lady” (Notre Dame) the Virgin Mary, the intercessor supreme.


  EX. 9-14 Agnus Dei from Cambrai, 1328 (Fascicle IV, no. 1), mm. 1–18
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  The earliest complete polyphonic Mass Ordinaries were votive formularies that were collected together and copied into special manuscripts for use in memorial chapels where votive Masses were offered on behalf of donors. Polyphonic votive Masses were the deluxe models, available to major donors who could afford the extra expense of skilled singers along with the best quality vestments, incense, altar cloths, and communion fare. The same manuscripts that contain them often contain monophonic formularies as well, for the less powerful or pecunious. The polyphonic Mass Ordinary, in short, was one of the finer fruits of a somewhat dubious practice—the practice of buying and selling the good offices of the church that, grown into an abuse, became one of the precipitating causes of the sixteenth-century Reformation.


  Polyphonic Ordinaries for use at votive services come down to us in manuscripts from several ecclesiastical centers within the Avignon orbit. There is a “Mass of Toulouse” from the old capital of Languedoc, a hundred miles or so to the west of Avignon itself. There is a “Sorbonne Mass” from Paris. There is a “Barcelona Mass” from below the Pyrenees. They vary somewhat in their specific contents, but all of them contain a Kyrie, a Sanctus, and an Agnus Dei as a nucleus. The Barcelona Mass has a Gloria and a Credo as well, and the Toulouse Mass ends with a motet laid out over the Deo Gratias.


  These were not cyclic compositions, however, but composites. They were not composed by a single author, or even composed for the specific purpose at hand. Their components were merely selected and assembled from the general fund of Avignon-style Mass Ordinary settings; individual items from these Masses turn up elsewhere, in other formularies or in miscellanies like the Apt and Ivrea codices.


  The most complete and elaborate of these composite Mass-assemblages, one that Machaut must surely have known and possibly taken as a model, was the so-called “Mass of Tournai” from a Belgian (then Burgundian) cathedral town not at all far from Machaut’s home city of Reims. A full set of six items, it was gathered together in 1349 for use at Lady Masses that were available to donors at a special altar that had been set aside for the purpose in the right transept or sidewing of the Tournai cathedral building.


  The Mass is a stylistic hodgepodge of local favorites. The Kyrie is uncomplicated and somewhat archaic: its note-against-note homorhythm is practically virgin-pure and its durational patterns are virtually modal (iambic, or “second mode”). Given a syllabic text it might have passed for a century-old conductus. Like the simplest chant Kyries it contains four brief musical sections to fill out a ninefold repetition scheme: a Kyrie for singing threefold; a Christe for singing threefold; a second Kyrie to be repeated once; and a final, somewhat more elaborate Kyrie to conclude. Its final is G.


  The Gloria is cast in a texture that straddles the line between homorhythm and cantilena. What tips the balance in favor of the latter is the spread of vocal ranges, with the somewhat more active top voice occupying the octave above middle C, and the other two voices overlapping a somewhat lower tessitura, as a tenor/contratenor pair would do. There is a lengthy, melismatic Amen with motetlike features including a rhythmically stratified texture and some little bursts of hocket. The final of the Gloria is F.


  The Credo is unambiguously homorhythmic, the three voices spitting out the lengthy text in lockstep, often in strings of uniform semibreves. The punctuation of the text is faithfully followed, each sentence being marked off from the surrounding ones by little textless bridge passages in the two lower voices. The final is D.


  The Sanctus and Agnus Dei were pretty clearly composed as a pair. They collectively revert to the archaic style of the Kyrie, but their final is F, not G. And then, all of a sudden, the response to the Ite missa est is cast, as in the Toulouse Mass, as a full-fledged isorhythmic motet over a liturgical cantus firmus. It would have made Pope John XXII see red, for it sports an “upper part made of secular songs” in the form of a French-texted triplum about self-abasing service to the ladylove (here, of course, to be taken metaphorically as addressed not to the poet’s lady but to Our Lady). The Latin motetus contains a more straightforward votive prayer on behalf of the donor, uttered, significantly, not to the Virgin but to her minions, the “lords” of the church, from whom indulgences and benefices flowed.


  CI COMMENCE LA MESSE DE NOSTRE DAME


  “Here beginneth the Mass of Our Lady,” reads the heading following the motet section in one of Machaut’s most sumptuous personally supervised manuscripts. It, too, was a votive Mass, one that the composer himself endowed with a bequest, to serve as a memorial to “Guillaume and Jean de Machaux [sic], both brothers and canons of the church of Our Lady (l’eglise de Notre Dame) of Reims.” So reads the preface to an eighteenth-century copy of the composer’s cathedral epitaph, which went on to quote a provision of his will stating that he had left three hundred florins to ensure “that the prayer for the dead, on every Saturday, for their souls and for those of their friends, may be said by a priest about to celebrate faithfully, at the side altar, a Mass which is to be sung ” (italics added). In fact, the will was honored (though not with the music originally provided) until the middle of the eighteenth century.


  So Machaut’s Mass was intended to serve the same purpose as were the other Ordinary formularies of the period. (The familiar conjecture that it was composed for the Coronation of Charles V of France, which happened to take place at Reims in 1364, is still occasionally repeated but has long been discredited). And the detailed description of the Mass of Tournai given above is also, to an astonishing degree, a description of Machaut’s Mass.


  Although it is the work of a single author, it is no less a composite than the other Ordinaries of its time. Like the others, it is modally disparate: the final of the first three sections is D (minorish), while that of the last three is F (majorish). Like the Tournai Mass, it has a Gloria and Credo that contrast stylistically with the other components, and contrast in precisely the same way. The Gloria is a cantilena bordering on homorhythm, but with a grand motetlike Amen replete with hockets; the Credo is in a more rigorously homorhythmic style. Both movements have the same textless bridging passages as in the Tournai Credo. Again as in the Tournai Mass, the Sanctus and the Agnus Dei form an actual pair and are stylistically related to the Kyrie—but in a different mode. Yet again as in the Tournai Mass, the Kyrie is composed in four sections whose repetitions fill a ninefold scheme.
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  FIG. 9-3 Reims Cathedral, where Machaut lived and worked during the last thirty years of his life.


  


  Yet however similar it may be to its predecessors and counterparts, Machaut’s Mass is incomparably more ambitious. Although it lacks an actual motet (say, for the dismissal, where the singing of motets had apparently become customary), it has, throughout, a “specific gravity,” so to speak, that bears comparison with contemporary motet composition, and in this it stood alone among the Ordinary settings of the fourteenth century. Partly that gravity is the result of the heightened emphasis given motetlike architectonics: the Kyrie, Sanctus, Agnus Dei, and Ite missa est are all based on isorhythmic tenors derived from canonical plainchant; within these large divisions, moreover, several subsections are panisorhythmic, with repeating taleas in all parts.


  But architectural design and duration are not the only dimensions in which Machaut’s Mass is remarkably big. The work is more sonorous than any of its counterparts as well, being cast throughout in the fourpart texture identified in the previous chapter as the “luxuriant” style. It is a texture that crosscut traditional genres, adding both a high supplementary voice (endemic to the motet) and a low one (endemic to the cantilena) to round out the essential counterpoint of cantus (here called the triplum) and tenor.


  With four elaborate movements in motet style, one quasi cantilena, and one quasi conductus, Machaut’s Mass stands as a summa of contemporary compositional technique. Historically speaking, it is much more tellingly viewed as a culmination of a half-century of Avignon-oriented liturgical composition than as a dry run at the fifteenth century’s cyclic Masses. Yet it is nevertheless something more than a summary of existing possibilities. The unprecedented fourpart chordal textures of the Gloria and Credo explore novel sonorities and establish new possibilities. An attempt to account for a work of such heterogeneous complexity in all of its historical and technical dimensions is beyond the scope of a chapter like this, but sampling the strikingly contrasting Kyrie (Ex. 9-15) and Gloria (Ex. 9-16a), the only sections of the Ordinary that are performed in direct sequence, will in their very contrast at least register the Mass’s stylistic extremes. The little dismissal response (Ex. 9-17) has been thrown in, too, as a reminder of the Mass’s modal heterogeneity, and its consequent status as an irreducible sum of functional parts rather than the kind of unified whole we may be more in the habit of seeking (and therefore finding) in a work reputed to be a masterpiece.


  EX. 9-15 Guillaume de Machaut, La messe de Nostre Dame, Kyrie, mm. 1–27
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  EX. 9-16A Guillaume de Machaut, Lamessede Nostre Dame, Gloria, mm. 1–29
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  KYRIE


  The Kyrie is built around the same cantus firmus as the Kyrie from the Faenza Codex sampled in Ex. 9-9: the famous Cunctipotens genitor melody, which we have encountered by now in several guises. In the Kyriale, the official book of Ordinary chants, it is assigned to Mass IV, a lavish tenth-century formulary reserved for feasts of “double” rank. The fact that a setting of it is found in Faenza raises the possibility of alternatim performance with Machaut’s Kyrie—a kind of responsorial performance in which sections sung in polyphony alternate with sections played on the organ or sung in plainchant. The Faenza setting is in fact the earliest presumed documentation of the practice, which became very widespread in the fifteenth century, especially in Italy and Germany.


  EX. 9-16B Guillaume de Machaut, La messe de Nostre Dame, Gloria, final Amen
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  EX. 9-17 Guillaume de Machaut, La messe de Nostre Dame: Ite, missa est
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  This is not to imply that Machaut had any intention or premonition of such a thing. On the contrary, his unambiguous use of repetition signs shows clearly that his intention was to repeat his polyphonic settings rather than interpolate organ verses according to a practice he may or may not have known about. And yet the choice of the same cantus firmus for the Kyrie in Faenza, which contains other compositions by Machaut and his contemporaries, nevertheless suggests the possibility that the Faenza Kyrie may have been intended for insertion—or at least that it could have been inserted—into Machaut’s very distinguished Mass. Despite its fame, in the early fifteenth century nobody regarded the work as an inviolable or canonical “classic” in our current sense of the word; such a concept did not yet exist. Machaut’s Mass—any Mass—was functional music and as such was adaptable to circumstances and to local requirements.


  In the first section of Machaut’s setting (shown in Ex. 9-15) the Cunctipotens genitor melody, carried of course by the tenor, is cut up into bite-sized taleae of archaic cast: they actually correspond to “third mode” (LBBL)ordines as described a century earlier by Garlandia, with whose treatise a well-educated musician like Machaut had to be familiar. The contratenor, too, is composed of short recurring rhythmic “cells,” although they are not strictly enough organized to be considered isorhythmic. Isorhythmic or no, there is a great deal of rhythmic repetition: the rhythmically active triplum at mm. 7–12, for example, a passage encompassing two measures of syncopation and one of hocket, is exactly mimicked by the rhythms in mm. 20–24; moreover, two measures in the same repeated passage—compare mm. 10–11 and mm. 22–23—are panisorhythmic (rhythmically identical in all parts).


  The Christe section introduces a new level of rhythmic energy—syncopated, hockety minims—into the two uppermost parts. In the triplum it is the extremes of rhythmic activity—full-measure longs and rapid hockets—that recur most strictly. The most striking rhythmic effect—and a characteristic one—is that of wild activity regularly hitting the brick wall of utter stasis. Machaut was far from the only composer of his time to revel in this sort of radical rhythmic contrast. It displays the potentialities of the Ars Nova at maximum strength.


  GLORIA


  As a result of several recent discoveries, the Gloria of Machaut’s Mass has emerged as perhaps the most fascinating “movement” of all. It was long thought to be a conductus-style setting like the Credo (perhaps modeled, like it, on the Credo of the Mass of Tournai). Recently, however, it has been demonstrated—by the American scholar Anne Walters Robertson, a historian of medieval musical liturgies—that it is a polyphonic setting of the Gloria that follows the Kyrie Cunctipotens in Mass IV, the same tenth-century “doubles” formulary.2 The reason Machaut’s use of this melody went undetected so long is that the version he used was the version he knew: that of the Reims service books of his time, not the reconstructed “original” version found in the printed chant books of the twentieth century.


  Following on this initial discovery was an even more remarkable one, that Machaut did not use the preexisting tune in the traditional manner of a cantus firmus but instead paraphrased it—a technique that involved both embellishing and streamlining it, making it yet harder to detect—and, rather than confining it to the tenor, allowed it to migrate freely throughout the texture. A paraphrased chant is not only embellished but also cast in a rhythmic and melodic style approximating that of the contemporary “song” or (or cantus) style; that is one reason why Machaut’s Gloria now tends to get classified as a cantilena rather than a conductus. Another is its pattern of open and closed cadences, which seems to fall into an AAB pattern repeated fourfold, reminding scholars of a strophic canso or ballade. Yet the work does not really conform to any readymade category; it is a unique synthesis. The first of its main (AAB) sections is given in Ex. 9-16a.


  Like all polyphonic settings of the Gloria, it begins with the words Et in terra pax (“And on earth, peace…”), because that is where the choir began to sing. (The opening phrase, “Glory to God in the highest,” was traditionally an intonation sung by the priest or “celebrant,” and so it had to remain in any properly liturgical setting.) In the score given in Ex. 9-16a, the polyphonic paraphrase is indicated by the use of little crosses (‘+’) above the chant-derived notes. Machaut was not in any real sense “quoting” the Gregorian chant, and it is altogether questionable whether he meant the paraphrase to be detected. It was, rather, a scaffolding device—there for the sake of (and of concern to) the builder, not the eventual users of the building.


  The Amen (Ex. 9-16b) is a different story. From a fairly short chant melisma Machaut generated a very lengthy polyphonic one in “pseudomotet” style. “Pseudo” because the tenor is not really based on the plainsong but consists, rather, of a series of free variations on the plainsong’s basic melodic shape, a leap up a fourth from the final and a stepwise return. And although the texture clearly reverts to the motet style of the Kyrie, with the tenor in lengthy note values that suggest bottom-up cantus firmus technique, there is no actual isorhythm, and no necessity therefore, of laying the tenor out as an actual foundation. The steady rhythmic diminution from a beginning in longs and breves to a concluding blaze of hocketing and syncopating minims (with an especially conspicuous flurry just where one least expects it, in the contratenor) is another playfully motettish touch: it mimics the behavior of a motet without actually being one.


  DISMISSAL


  The tiny dismissal response (Ex. 9-17), like the penultimate section of the Kyrie, is a sixteen-measure composition exactly bisected into two taleae (plus the unmeasured final note, conventionally written as a long but held like a fermata until cut off). The tenor and contratenor are once again the most rigorously isorhythmic voices, with the others most apt to repeat their rhythms when those rhythms are most distinctive. The second half of each talea (mm. 5–8 and 13–16), where most of the hockets and syncopes occur, is fully panisorhythmic. Balancing that, during the first three measures of each talea (mm. 1–3, 9–11) the tenor and contratenor are briefly identical in pitch as well as rhythm. Near symmetry, near congruence, near uniformity—that is the very interesting interactive space, between sameness and difference, that Machaut loved to explore.


  SUBTILITAS


  Machaut’s art, like all “high” art in aristocratic France, was a connoisseur’s art: an art of literati whose tastes were flattered by tours de force. Such a taste flattered the artist as well, and encouraged the fashioning, even in “secular” contexts, of complex artworks full of hidden meanings and arcane structural relationships. One might even look upon the musicopoetic legacy of the Ars Nova as another resurgence of the trobar clus favored by the noblest troubadours—“artistic art,” as an early twentiethcentury philosopher, José Ortega y Gasset, put it in trying to come to grips with the artistic avantgarde of his own day. The seeming redundancy of the expression is actually very apt. As Ortega explained, indulging his own elitism by using a fashionably obscure Greek term for “the common people,” artistic art is “an art for artists and not for the masses, for ‘quality’ and not for hoi polloi.” Its outstanding feature is subtilitas.


  The easiest way of translating the word subtilitas into English would be to give its cognate, “subtlety.” The word literally denotes fineness and delicacy, which are already aristocratic values (as anyone knows who knows the story of the princess and the pea). From the artistic point of view, even more pertinent are the word’s connotations—the meanings it suggests by analogy or indirection. These include both allusiveness and elusiveness, qualities that point to something easily missed (as when we speak of “subtle wit” or “subtle irony”); or something faint and mysteriously suggestive (as when we speak of “a subtle smile”); or something requiring mental acuteness or agility to perceive (as when we speak of “a subtle point” in argument). In most general terms, the word suggests a focus on the small, on details.


  Machaut created several works notable for intellectual cleverness and intricacy of detail. Of these the most famous was a “rondeau,” the complete text of which reads as follows:
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  But this is not really a rondeau at all, nor is the text really a text. The original notation of the piece, as entered in one of Machaut’s personally supervised manuscripts, is shown in Fig. 9-4. The whole piece is transcribed as Ex. 9-18. For maximum amusement, compare the explanation that follows with the original notation before looking at the transcription.


  The “text,” although it makes reference to a famous religious proverb about eternity, is really a description of the piece, or a direction (rubric) for performance. The piece is notated as a rondeau among Machaut’s other rondeaux as a sort of joke. The whole point of the piece is the strange way in which its first half (“my beginning”) relates to its second half (“my end”), the rondeau being the one fixed form whose two halves, unlike those of the ballade, are played straight through, and whose final cadence, unlike the virelai’s, comes at the end of the second half.


  The piece is notated in two parts, but the text refers to the “third part,” so we know that there is an unnotated part. That third part is labeled contratenor, so we know that the unnotated part is the tenor, of which we read that its end is its beginning. The contratenor is only half as long as the other notated part (the cantus), and we are told that it reverses itself. So we have a hint that it must double back on itself for “complete” statements of the two halves (AB) within the rondeau form, of which (the text reminds us) there are three. So this doubling-back or going backwards must also be the way the unnotated tenor is to be derived from the notated cantus. (Proceeding backward was known as cancrizans motion after the word for “crab,” an animal evidently thought in those days to walk backward rather than sideways.) Thus the whole song can be “realized” from the rubric: Accompany the cantus with its own cancrizans (and note that when this is done, the tenor actually behaves like a tenor at the final cadence), and supplement the contratenor with its cancrizans to fill out the required length.
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  FIG. 9-4 Guillaume de Machaut’s rondeau Ma fin est mon commencement, as it appears on folio 136 of Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS Fonds Français 9221, a manuscript containing the collected works of Machaut, copied for Jean Duc de Berry (d. 1416). The song begins on the fourth notated line. Only two of its three parts are written down: one without text (incorrectly labeled “Tenor” in this source; it should read “Contratenor,” as it does in other manuscripts); the other with the text upside down and to be read backward (forming the tenor), while another performer reads it normally (forming the cantus). Only the first half of the (contra)tenor is given. At the point where it ends (the three-note ligature at the beginning of the fifth notated line), the musician reading it is to reverse direction and perform it again from back (fin) to front (commencement).


  


  EX. 9-18 Guillaumede Machaut, Ma fin est mon commencement in transcription
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  The result is what is given in the transcription. It is the sort of thing Machaut would have called a resolutio: an explicitly written-out (therefore “unsubtle”) solution to a puzzle he expected adept musici ans to solve directly from his incomplete notation and the textual hints. The joy of the piece consists not only in the enjoyment of its pretty sounds but in the triumph over unnecessary but delightful obstacles. One enjoys the puzzle-solving process as well as the result. Without the process the result would not be as enjoyable, just as without the hurdles an obstacle race would not be as exciting. And there we see the relationship between art and sport, something else that can be done (when not done “professionally”) entirely for its own sake, and which, since it requires skill, is most thrilling to doer and spectator alike when it is most difficult. That principle of creative virtuosity is the root principle of trobar clus.


  CANON


  Another word for a rubric like the “text” in this eccentric “rondeau”—especially one that, as here, enables the reader to deduce a concealed (because unnotated) voicepart—is canon. It is a Latinized Greek word that originally meant a stiff straight rod, and by extension came to mean, in the first place, a measuring rod, then anything that sets a standard or imposes a rule.


  We know the word “canon” best, of course, in a different connection: to us it means a composition in which at least two parts are related by strict melodic imitation. But that modern, familiar musical meaning is actually a direct extension of the earlier meaning, since when two parts are in strict imitation, only one of them need be written down. The other can be “deduced” with the aid of a rubric or some other sign that directs one performer to sing the same part as another but enter later; or enter later and a fifth higher; or enter later, a fifth higher, and twice as slowly; or enter later, a fifth higher and twice as slowly, beginning with the last note and proceeding to the first with all the intervals inverted. To realize the unnotated part you have to follow the directions given by the “canon.” A piece with parts in strict imitation was thus “a piece with a canon,” and eventually just “a canon.”


  There is of course a large unwritten repertory of simple imitative pieces sung for amusement. Anyone reading this book probably has known at least a few since childhood: “Row, row, row your boat,” or “Frère Jacques,” or “Hi ho, nobody home.” They are the simplest of all polyphonic pieces for a group of children to learn, because you only have to learn one melody to sing all the parts. And while they have a definite beginning, they have no end—or rather, no composed ending. (They usually end in giggles or elbows-jabbed-in-ribs rather than in cadences.) Such songs just go round and round—whence their name, of course. (The Latin for a “round” is rota; we will encounter a famous example shortly.) What we call canons are usually far more complex and artful—often artful to the point of tour de force—and depend on writing both to get made and to get learned. They are fully finished works with composed endings as well as beginnings. And sure enough, such pieces came into their own, along with so many other tour-de-force genres, precisely in the fourteenth century. The original French name for them was chace (compare chasse in modern French), and it was a pun. The word is a cognate of the English “chase,” which describes the behavior of the successively entering voices in a canon, each running after the last. The primary French meaning of la chasse, however, is “the hunt,” and it is reflected in the novel subject matter of several chaces (and even more so, as we shall see, in the cognate Italian genre, the caccia).


  There are four chaces in the Ivrea manuscript which, as we know, otherwise contains mainly Mass ordinary settings for the use of Avignon. One of them, Se je chant mains, begins with ironic reflections on its own departure from the customary topic of courtly song: “If I sing less of my lady than usual… it is for love of falcons.” What follows is a three-part description of a falcon hunt, in which the middle section is truly a tour de force, but of a wholly new and offbeat type: a riot of hockets set to “words” mixing French, bird-language, and hound-language in an onomatopoetical mélange (Ex. 9-19). The interval of imitation in this chace is represented in the transcription as 2½ measures; hence, the music sung by the top voice at the beginning of Ex. 9-19 turns up in the second voice in the middle of the third bar, and in the third voice at the beginning of the sixth bar. The use of onomatopoeia (imitation of natural sounds) in the hocket-ridden middle section of a chace became a standard feature: one of the other chaces in Ivrea has cuckoo calls in that place, and a third, Tres dous compains, levez vous (“Dearest companions, get up”), has an elaborate carole or circle dance for a middle section, replete with imitations of rustic instruments. (To a noble aesthete, one should realize, dancing peasants and the music they played were a part of “nature”—an attitude that persisted at least until the eighteenth century.)


  The chace reached a pinnacle with Machaut, who incorporated it into two of his nineteen narrative and descriptive poems known as lais. The form of a lai, one may recall, was similar to that of the liturgical sequence, consisting of a series of paired versets or couplets, each pair set to a new melody or formula. In his Lai de confort (“Lay of Succor”), Machaut allowed the form of the poem to be entirely absorbed into a continuous three-part chace texture. In the Lai de la fonteinne (“Lay of the fountain”), only the even-numbered couplets are set as chaces, so that the use of the polyphonic genre actually serves to articulate and highlight the poetic form.


  EX. 9-19 Se je chant mains, middle section
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  And not only the form but the sense as well, which it symbolizes on an allegorical plane transcending the “materialistic” onomatopoeia of the Ivrea chaces. Machaut’s Lay of the Fountain is a meditation, by a lover whose lady has rejected him and who seeks solace in divine love, on the mysteries of the Virgin birth and the consubstiantiality of the Holy Trinity—three Persons in one Godhead. The image of the fountain appears in the fourth pair of verses, the second to be set as a chace. It is a trinitarian metaphor: “Imagine a fountain, a stream, and a canal; they are three, but the three make one; a single water through all three must run.” Just so, the chace serves as the metaphor’s metaphor: a single melody running through all three voices in a musical representation of trinus in unitate (“three in one”), the verbal emblem of the Trinity (Ex. 9-20).


  The manuscript source contains only the single melody, with signs near the beginning to indicate the second and third entrances, and another set of signs near the end to indicate the finishing notes for the second and third voices. Possibly another level of trinitarian symbolism, but certainly a source of aural delight, is the elegant use of hockets. A single line, of course, can no more sing hockets than a single hand can clap. The line is full of strategically placed rests, however; when it is sung by itself it seems full of holes that are plugged by the other voices when the hocket texture is complete. Thus, the single line attains fullness only when complemented by its two canonic counterparts, as the full concept of Godhead subsumes the three persons of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The theological message is entrancingly—yes, sensuously—delivered by the delicately wrought contrapuntal texture, the three statements of the tune fitting together like pieces in an aural jigsaw puzzle. That is harmony in the most literal, etymological sense. Like the Trinity itself, a well-wrought chace can be far more than the sum of its parts; and this particular chace is possibly Machaut’s greatest feat of subtilitas.


  EX. 9-20 Guillaume de Machaut, Chace 4 from Lai de la fonteinne
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  ARS SUBTILIOR


  The subtilitas with which Machaut expressed his implicitly aristocratic outlook on art and culture took an explicit and even somewhat technocratic turn in the work of the generations of poets and musicians who followed him, and who looked upon him as a creative father. One of the leading French poets at the end of the fourteenth century, Eustache Deschamps (ca. 1346–ca. 1407), the author of over a thousand ballades, actually labeled himself Machaut’s apprentice, successor, and heir.3 (According to at least one authority he was even more than that: he was reputed to be Machaut’s nephew.) In his treatise Art de Dictier et de Fere Chançons (“The art of poetry and making songs”) of 1392, Deschamps purported to transmit his master’s teachings.


  Most of the book concerns what Deschamps called musique naturele or “natural music,” meaning poetic versification. (This was a time-honored use of the word “music”; recall St. Augustine’s treatise De Musica, which concerned nothing but the meters of what we would call spoken poetry.) Nor is Deschamps known to have been what we would call a composer. But in one passage he juxtaposes musique naturele with musique artificiele or “artful music,” that is, music as we would use the term. While either music can be practiced by itself, and while either is pleasant to hear, they achieve their fullest beauty, Deschamps maintains, in “marriage,” through which “melodies are more ennobled and made more seemly with the words than they would be alone,” and “poems are made more delightful and embellished by the melody and the tenors, trebles, and contratenors of music.” This may seem an early enunciation of the idea that the various art media are mutually reinforcing and achieve their full potential in synthesis—an idea now typically associated with Romanticism and with Richard Wagner, an opera composer who wrote his own librettos. More likely Deschamps was merely invoking what he and his contemporaries took to be the normal state of affairs, in which poetry implied music and vice versa. The division of the two was an arbitrary rhetorical device that enabled Deschamps to specify what it was that each component—the verbal and the musical—contributed to the overall effect.


  So it is noteworthy that the words are described as the bearers of gentility and seemliness—moral qualities—and the notes are the agency of artifice, embellishment, and delight. The period in which Deschamps lived was the period of the final (some say decadent) phase of the Ars Nova—an explosion of convoluted musical artifice and intricate embellishment that, it is often said, reached a height of sumptuous complexity unrivaled until the twentieth century.


  To speak of rivalry in this case is quite appropriate, since the whole “explosion” was predicated on the idea of emulation—not just imitation, but the effort to surpass. And since contests of this sort can be objectively won or lost only on the basis of technique, technical virtuosity—in the handling of complex contrapuntal webs, in the contrivance of new rhythmic combinations, in the invention of new notational devices for representing them—became the primary focus. In the name of subtilitas, composers at the end of the fourteenth century became involved in a sort of technical arms race.


  A treatise on advanced notation (Tractatus de diversis figuris) attributed to Philippus (or Philipoctus) de Caserta, an Italian-born composer who flourished around 1370–1390 at the papal court of Avignon, spelled it all out. Philippus wanted to go beyond the limits of Philippe de Vitry’s practice, as set out in the Ars Nova treatises (and as exemplified by the motets in Ex. 8-1 and 8-3). Where Philippe had posited his four basic tempus/prolation combinations as alternatives, Philippus wanted to be able to combine them all “vertically,” that is, as simultaneous polymeters.


  To make these polymeters as explicit and unambiguous as possible, Philippus compiled or invented a great slew of bizarre note-forms to supplement the standard time signatures; they involved two (or even three) ink colors, filled and void noteheads, all kinds of tails and flags, sometimes employed in tandem (one extending upward from the notehead, the other down or to the side). He did all this, he said, to achieve a subtiliorem modum, a style or way of composing with greater subtilitas—with greater refinement, greater decorativeness, greater sophistication, and especially with ever more flamboyant technique. Since the 1960s this style has been called the “Ars subtilior” after Philippus’s assertion, following a suggestion by the German musicologist Ursula Günther.4 Previously it had been called the “mannered style,” after the standard—that is, nineteenth-century—terminology of Germanic art history. That name obviously connoted a certain disapproval of excess; the idea of discarding it seemed remarkably timely in the 1960s, when many contemporary composers, especially in the academy, were enthusiastically advancing an ars subtilior of their own.


  Philippus cast himself demonstratively as Machaut’s heir by quoting the text incipit from one of Machaut’s ballades, and the refrain of another, in a ballade of his own, En remirant (“While gazing at your darling portrait”), of which the first section is shown in Ex. 9-21. The choice of genre was significant: the grand strophic ballade had replaced the motet as the supreme genre for ars subtilior composers. The incipit of Philippus’s ballad (both words and music) was later quoted in turn by Ciconia, the migrant Fleming whom we met in chapter 8, and who may have been Philippus’s pupil. Thus did composers seek to establish and maintain dynasties of prestige. Ex. 9-22 shows the quotation from En remirant in Ciconia’s virelai Sus un fontayne (“Beneath a spring…”). The quotations from Machaut come in the third strophe of Philippus’s text, not shown in the example.


  EX. 9-21 Philippus de Caserta, En remirant (ballade)
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  The other way in which composers established prestige, of course, was through the sheer virtuosity of their composing, manifested at once in their contrapuntal control of very complex rhythmic textures and in their notational ingenuity. Fig. 9-5 shows the original notation of Philippus’s ballade. It is not a particularly outlandish example of ars subtilior notation, but a representative one. Comparison with Ex. 9-21 will show the kinds of rhythmic stunts composers like Philippus enjoyed contriving and how they were achieved. As usual in this style, the tenor plays straight man to the cantus and contratenor, its relatively steady tread supplying an anchor to ground their rhythmic and notational subtleties.


  EX. 9-22 Philippus de Caserta, quotation from En remirant in Ciconia’s virelai Sus un fontayne
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  The latter were of four main types. There are lengthy passages in syncopation initiated by innocent-looking little “dots of division,” like the one that comes after the second note in the cantus. There is interplay of perfect and imperfect note values, represented by contrasting ink colors (red standing for the opposite of whatever the prevailing mensuration happens to be). The groups of three red semibreves near the beginning of the contratenor (third line from the bottom), and in the tenor (its single color shift), show this relationship of perfect and imperfect in most basic terms: the three red (imperfect) semibreves equal the same length of time as two black (perfect) ones. This very common and characteristic 3:2 proportion was called hemiola (from the Greek) or sesquialtera (from the Latin), both meaning “one-and-a-half.”


  There are superimposed and juxtaposed time signatures throughout. Most of them involve the two signatures that represented the extremes of mensural practice: [image: image]which denoted perfection at every specified level, and, C, which denoted imperfect divisions at every specified level. The latter signature, moreover, is reversed to [image: image], a diminution (reduced value) sign that could have various meanings depending on the context. Here it means that all values are halved, so that there are four minims rather than two in the time of a normal semibreve. There is a lovely little passage in which the three voices all go into diminished imperfect time, but not together: first the cantus (near the end of the first line in Fig. 9-5, on the words “en laquel”); then the contratenor, near the end of its first line (third up from the bottom of the page); and, finally, even the tenor, as if nudged by the other parts, bestirs itself for just four notes, its one and only signature change.


  Finally, there are the ad hoc note shapes without which no self-respecting ars subtilior composition would be complete. There are two such shapes in En remirant, both borrowed, as it happens, from the Italian-style notation at which we will take a look in the next chapter. What seem like minims with stems down (near the end of the “A” section in the cantus, and again on its “rhyming” repeat near the end of the “B” section) are sesquitertia semibreves, meaning that four of them take the normal time of three. And the curious red notes with stems both up and down (called dragmas) near the end of the second line in the cantus are sesquitertia minims, reproducing the same 4:3 relationship at a higher level of rhythmic activity.


  Perhaps you have noticed that the red dragmas mean the same thing as minims under. Such redundancy is typical of ars subtilior notation and proves that notation as such was for composers like Philippus a focus of “research and development” in its own right.
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  FIG. 9-5 Ars subtilior. Philippus de Caserta’s ballade En remirant, as notated in Modena, Biblioteca Estense, MS α.M. 5. 24, copied in Bologna ca. 1410 (fol. 34 v). The notes that look gray were entered in red ink.


  


  That kind of showy overcomplexity is just the sort of excess—an excess of fantasy, perhaps, or maybe just an excess of one-upsmanship—that earned the ars subtilior its reputation as a “mannered” or “decadent” style. Many modern scholars seem to find it annoying as well as fascinating (perhaps because overcomplexity is a vice from which scholars have not invariably been immune). Contemporary audiences seem to have found it agreeable.


  BERRY AND FOIX


  But of course sobriquets like “decadent” imply judgment not only on the music, the musicians, and the notation they employed, but also on the audiences, which is to say the society that supported such a rarefied art. Ars subtilior composition flourished in two main centers. One was the south of France, the territory of old Aquitaine, whose traditions of trobar clus it was in a sense upholding. This territory included papal Avignon, as we know, as well as the duchy of Berry and the county of Foix at the foot of the Pyrenees, where Gaston III (known as Fébus, after Phoebus Apollo, the Olympian sun god), governor of Languedoc, maintained a court of legendary extravagance. The chronicler Jehan Froissart, one of Gaston’s protégés, endorsed his patron’s boast, made about 1380, that during the fifty years of his lifetime there had been more feats and marvels to relate than in the preceding 300 years of history. The ars subtilior is best understood, perhaps, as an expression of that culture of feats and marvels.


  Like Froissart, many of the poet-composers of the ars subtilior worked under Gaston’s protection and memorialized him in their work. One such court composer—Jehan Robert, who in the riddling spirit of the times signed his work “Trebor”—proclaimed in a grand ballade, suitably full of marvelous feats of syncopation and polymeter, that “if Julius Caesar, Roland, and King Arthur were famous for their conquests, and Lancelot and Tristan for their ardor, today all are surpassed in arms, renown and nobility by the one whose watchword is ‘Phoebus, advance!”’


  That ballade, like most of the grandiose dedicatory ballades that survive from its time and place, is found in a marvelous late fourteenthcentury manuscript, a real feat of calligraphy that, having once belonged to Le Grand Condé, the great seventeenth-century general, is now kept at the Musée Condé in Chantilly, to the north of Paris. Its southern origins are well attested by its contents: besides the pieces in honor of Gaston Fébus, there are several dedicated to Jean, the Duke of Berry, whose court, located in the city of Bourges, rivaled Gaston’s in magnificence. (Jean’s fantastically sumptuous breviary or prayer book, known as the “Très riches heures” after the “hours” of the Office, is a well-known testimony to that magnificence; see Fig. 9-6.)


  The poet-composer most closely associated with Jean’s court, it appears, was a man named Solage, whose dates and even whose first name are unknown, but all ten of whose surviving works are found in the Chantilly codex. Seven of the ten are ballades (three of them making reference to the patron), but Solage’s best known work is a bizarre rondeau called Fumeux fume (“Smoky smoke”; Ex. 9-23). It stands out from the whole ars subtilior repertory for the way its composer makes a tour de force out of chromatic harmony (or musica ficta causa pulchritudinis) with the same exploratory intensity that drove his contemporaries to their recondite mensural caprices.


  Such outlandish chromaticism (as observed in chapter 8) was another legacy of Machaut, whose style Solage seems deliberately to have copied in several works. The “smoke” connection was another link, albeit an indirect one, with the earlier master. The fumeux were a sort of waggish literary guild or club, presided over by none other than Eustache Deschamps, Machaut’s self-designated poetic heir. According to Deschamps’s biographer Hoepffner, this society of whimsical eccentrics met at least from 1366 to 1381, striving to outdo one another in “smoky”—recondite or far-out—fancies and conceits.
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  FIG. 9-6 “The Adoration of the Magi,” from the Très riches heures du duc de Berry (1416).


  


  Solage, with his smoky harmonies and smokier tessitura, may have outdone them all. Note, as one particular subtilitas that distinguishes this droll composition, that the accidentals drift flatward (“fa-ward”) in the first section and sharpward (“mi-ward”) in the second. The question of mode is altogether to laugh. The music begins on a concord of G, ends on F, with a middle stop on a ficta note, E-flat—“smoky speculation” indeed!


  EX. 9-23 Solage, Fumeux fume (rondeau)
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  OUTPOSTS


  As unpredictable as the final of Fumeux fume was the location of the other main center of ars subtilior composition. Cyprus, the most easterly of the major Mediterranean islands, off the southern coast of Turkey and the western coast of Syria, had been conquered during the Third Crusade in 1191 by an army under Richard LionHeart, who then bestowed it as a sort of consolation prize on Guy of Lusignan, the deposed ruler of the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem. The Frenchspeaking Lusignan dynasty ruled Cyprus until 1489 when the island fell under the rule of the city-state of Venice. The highpoint of Cypriot French culture was reached at the end of the fourteenth century under King Janus (reigned 1398–1432), who in 1411 married the princess Charlotte de Bourbon whose entourage included a musical chapel.


  The decade between their marriage and Charlotte’s death in 1422 was a period of intense musical activity on the island, memorialized for us by a huge manuscript containing plainchant Masses and Offices and 216 polyphonic compositions in every contemporary French genre—Mass Ordinary settings, Latin and French motets, ballades, rondeaux, and virelais. (The manuscript is now kept at the National Library of Turin in northern Italy.) Although produced entirely by imported French musicians, it was a wholly indigenous repertory, and (with a single exception) a wholly anonymous one. Not one composition from the Cypriot manuscript turns up in any other source.


  Ballades are predictably the most numerous genre. The 102 specimens in the Cypriot manuscript are the handiwork of supremely sophisticated craftsmen; one of them, Sur toutes flours (“Above all other flowers”), is well known to generations of struggling musicology trainees as the single most ferocious specimen of ars subtilior puzzle-notation in existence. The most distinguished body of French-Cypriot music, however, is the group of Mass Ordinary settings, consisting entirely of Glorias and Credos, most of them in musically linked pairs that (unlike such pairs in Western European sources) are entered consecutively, as actual pairs, in the manuscript.


  One pair is unified by more than the usual common mode, meter, tessitura and texture. In addition to these, there is also a recurrent panisorhythmic passage that crops up twice in the Gloria and three times in the Credo. All the parts go into a threefold talea, jam-packed with syncopations, hemiolas, and hockets between the triplum and the tenor, that lasts an asymmetrical five tempora, followed by a cauda whose rhythms also recur on each appearance of the passage. The tenor, which moves more slowly than the other voices and has a very well-shaped melodic line, is not known to be a cantus firmus, but it may well be a paraphrase of an indigenous French-Cypriot plainchant. Example 9-24 contains the first occurrence of the common panisorhythmic passage in the Gloria.


  Three Gloria-Credo pairs from a manuscript roughly contemporaneous with the Cypriot codex, by a composer who signed his name “Nicolaus de Radom,” bear witness to the spread of Ars Nova styles and genres to the northeast as well as the southeast. Radom is a town midway between Kraków and Warsaw in central Poland, and the manuscripts that contain the works of this Nicolaus (or Mikolaj, as he would have been christened) were associated with the royal chapel at Kraków, the seat of the joint Polish-Lithuanian Jagiellonian dynasty, one of the great ruling houses of Europe.


  EX. 9-24 Panisorhythm in a French-Cypriot Gloria-Credo pair (MS. Torino, f. 32–33, 34–35)
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  The reduced circumstances of present-day Poland—to say nothing of the periods of “partition” in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when its more powerful neighbors divided its territory among themselves and the country simply disappeared from the map—make it all too easy to forget Poland’s time in the sun, under the Jagiello kings. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the joint kingdom of Poland and Lithuania was a great European power, maintaining an empire that reached from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Black Sea in the south.


  As a result of its status, and its diplomatic ties with western Europe, Poland had for centuries been an avid importer of polyphonic music from the West. There is even an indigenous Polish manuscript containing Notre Dame compositions of the “Leonin” and “Perotin” generations. Beginning around 1400, however, native Polish musicians began to produce advanced polyphonic music as well as consume it.


  Foreign travel in the service of the church may have given them their earliest opportunity to master new styles. Ties between the Polish court and the papacy—and during the Schism, with Rome—were particularly strong. Nicolaus Geraldi de Radom, it so happens, is the name of a priest who was a member of the Roman curia, the administrative arm of the papal court, under Pope Boniface IX (reigned 1390–1404). If that is the same Nicolaus de Radom who wrote the Glorias and Credos that were entered into the Kraków manuscripts two decades later, it would explain not only his mastery of the burgeoning international style of his day but several musical details as well.


  It has been pointed out, for example, that certain Glorias written in Italy at the height of the Great Schism seem to call attention to it, and to efforts toward its reconciliation, by ejaculating the word pax (“Peace!”) as a hocket in three voices, each possibly standing for one of the rival claimants to the papal throne, or their negotiators. To the sue-for-peace Glorias in Italian sources—including one by Johannes Ciconia, whose connection with the conciliation of the schism we have already noted—we can add one by Nicolaus de Radom (Ex. 9-25).


  EX. 9-25 Nicolaus de Radom, Gloria, mm. 1–20
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  Nor is this by any means the sort of provincial or primitive composition we might be inclined to expect from an “outlander.” Such expectations, being prejudices, need to be faced and fought along with all our other preconceptions about the “main stream” of culture. As if expressly to disprove them, Mikolaj’s Gloria is uniquely original among the Mass Ordinary settings we have encountered, for the clever—or should we say “subtle”—way it incorporates the characteristic opening gambit of the chace. But that very uniqueness is in its way typical—the typically playful Ars Nova attitude to genres and their potential cross-fertilization. Also typically playful is the rhythmic detail, especially the frequent hemiola shifts—three imperfect semibreves in the time of two perfect ones, indicated in the original with red ink and signaled in the transcription with brackets. Rhythms like these make implicit reference to the dance.


  FAUX-NAÏVETÉ


  Such references were made explicit in a special subgenre of chansons that stood at the opposite end of the rhetorical spectrum from the high-flown ballades associated with the ars subtilior. From the beginning the ballade was the loftiest of the fixed forms—the direct descendent of the noble canso, whose stanza structure it retained. The virelai was always the humblest, descending from the pastorela, later the chanson baladé—the literally danced songs with refrains that accompanied the carole. As we know, even in Machaut’s time the virelai remained a largely monophonic genre. By the last quarter of the fourteenth century, even the lowly dance song had begun to put forth some ars subtilior plumage—but its “subtleties” were of a sort that accorded with its content. The virelai became the site of sophisticated, even virtuoso, parodies of rustic and “natural” music.


  Just as it had been in troubadour times (and just as it would be, say, in the time of Marie Antoinette with her little “peasant village” for rustic play-acting on the palace grounds at Versailles), we are dealing here with the esthetic appropriation of a lifestyle. Adam de la Halle’s “Play of Robin and Marion,” we may recall, was played neither by nor for Robin and Marion. It was played by professional minstrels for a noble audience who enjoyed sentimentally contrasting the “simplicity” of the happy rustics on display with the artifice and duplicity of their own privileged lives. The anonymous virelai Or sus, vous dormez trop (“Get up, Sleepyhead”; Ex. 9-26), with characters suitably named Robin and Joliet, is another happy exercise in unrealistic “naturalism.”


  We have already noted some of its naturalistic (onomatopoetic) devices in the context of the chace, especially the ones in the Ivrea manuscript; and sure enough, Ivrea is among this popular virelai’s numerous sources. Everything in it seems drawn from life: the mock-carole in the inner verses (the “B” section), where the text mentions drums (nacquaires) and bagpipes (cornemuses), and all three parts begin imitating them, even down to the bagpipe’s drone in the contratenor; or the punning bird calls, in actual bird-French, in the “turnaround” (volte) and refrain (the “A” section), where the lark sings “what God is telling you” (Que-te-dit-Dieu), and the goldfinch is heard “making his song” (fay-chil-ciant).


  Precisely where the birds take over, of course, we get a typical rhythmic “subtlety”—reiterated groups of four minims in the cantus part against a beat of perfect (three-minim) semibreves. This ornithological sesquitertia (4:3) proportion, a virtuoso turn for composer and singer alike, is a perfect paradigm of the faux-naïf, or patrician mock-simplicity: sophisticated artlessness, high-tech innocence—or, to quote Debussy joshing Stravinsky after seeing the latter’s Rite of Spring, “primitive music with all modern conveniences.”


  This virelai, with its vivid, somewhat hedonistic portrayal of benign nature as something to enjoy rather than (as the contemporary motet would have it) to stand in awe of, makes a fitting close to this chapter—not just because it signals a new or a changed esthetic outlook that will find further expression in the music that will follow, but also because it reminds us that we need to take a closer look at the contemporaneous vernacular music of Italy, where throughout the fourteenth century composers had been celebrating “pleasant places” in song.


  EX. 9-26 Anon., Or sus, vous dormez trop (virelai), mm. 22–30
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  CHAPTER 10

  “A Pleasant Place”: Music of the Trecento


  ITALIAN MUSIC OF THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY


  VULGAR ELOQUENCE


  As we know, the rise of European vernacular literatures began in Aquitaine, toward the end of the eleventh century, with the troubadours. By the end of the twelfth century, there was a significant body of vernacular poetry in French. By the end of the thirteenth century, the current had reached Germany. In all cases, the rise of a vernacular literature was accompanied by the development of song genres as the medium for its performance and dissemination.


  Why then, with the marginal (that is, marginally literate) exception of the lauda, did Italy wait until the fourteenth century before developing a vernacular literature with its attendant music? The answer seems to be that for a long time the Italian aristocracy preferred their courtly songs in the “original”—that is, Occitan (or, less precisely, Provençal), the language of southern France. Throughout the thirteenth century, Aquitainian troubadours, some of them refugees from the Albigensian Crusades, were officially attached to the feudal courts of northern Italy and to the royal court of Sicily down below, where their work was imitated by local poets who took over not only their models’ subject matter and their forms but their language as well. Even Dante, in his unfinished treatise De vulgari eloquentia (“On high style in the vernacular”) of 1304–1306, tells us that, before making up his mind that it would after all be possible to write poetry of profound intellectual substance in the Tuscan dialect of his native Florence, he, too, had at first planned to use the time-honored and internationally prestigious Occitan tongue.


  And yet Dante was also among the earliest writers to attempt a separation of poetry and music, holding that for stylistically ornate, philosophically weighty “cantos” (canzoni) in high style, the decorative addition of music would only be a distraction. He advocated the creation of special “mediocre” (that is, “in-between”) genres of pastoral poesia per musica—bucolic, descriptive poetry that would not be the main attraction, so to speak, but would furnish an elegant pretext for the creation of a secular music that, unimpeded by great verse, might itself aim higher than ever. Thus the Italian song genres, when they were at last established in the fourteenth century, gave rise from the beginning to a predominantly polyphonic and exceptionally decorative repertory.


  That repertory had its own notation and its own generic forms, related by a common ancestry to those of contemporary France, but nevertheless distinctive and in some ways mysterious. It has been likened to a meteor or even a nova, “suddenly flaming into existence against an obscure background and, its fireworks spent, disappearing just as abruptly,” in the words of its leading recent historian, Michael P. Long.1 Thanks to Long’s own research and that of several other scholars, that background is no longer quite as obscure as it once seemed.


  The characteristic song-poem of “trecento” music—so-called after the Italian word for the fourteenth century (the “[one-thousand-and-]three hundreds”) to distinguish it from contemporary French “ars nova” developments—was called the madrigale (in English, madrigal). The name evidently descends from the Latin matrix (womb), the root of the Italian word for “mother-tongue” (matricale, whence cantus matricalis, “a song in the mother tongue”), and thus simply means a poem in the vernacular. It consisted of two or more three-line stanzas called terzetti (tercets), which are sung to the same music, and a single concluding oneor two-line “ritornello” in a contrasting rhyme scheme or meter. (The familiar sonnet form associated with Petrarch, and later of course with Shakespeare, is a related form that substitutes quatrains for tercets.)


  The use of the word ritornello, seemingly a diminutive form of the word ritorno (“return”), to denote the one part of the song that does not repeat seems paradoxical on its face. The word is more likely derived not from ritorno, but from the Provençal tornada (“turnaround” or flourish), the “sendoff” verse that ended a stanzaic troubadour poem—for example, the sestina, a particularly dazzling trobar clus genre that had been invented by the twelfthcentury troubadour Arnaut Daniel, for Dante the model of models (as he tells us in his Purgatorio.)


  A striking confirmation of Dante’s view of Arnaut Daniel as the supreme forerunner or progenitor of Italian mother-tongue literature is an illustration, discovered by the musicologist Kurt von Fischer, from a Bolognese legal treatise (Fig. 10-1).2 It shows the three main practitioners of the early madrigal—Giovanni de Cascia, a certain “Maestro Piero,” and in the middle, standing on a pedestal and with arm raised triumphantly, Jacopo of Bologna, the greatest musician of his generation. The three madrigalists are flanked, on the right, by a group of chanting monks, evidently representing music at its highest and best; on the left, they are flanked by Arnaut Daniel.
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  FIG. 10-1 The troubadour Arnaut Daniel and his madrigalist offspring, Giovanni da Cascia, Jacopo da Bologna, and Master Piero, depicted in a fourteenthcentury Bolognese legal treatise now in the Hessian Provincial Library at Fulda, Germany.


  


  The three madrigalists, Piero, Giovanni, and Jacopo (to put them in order of apparent descending age), served side by side during the 1340 s and early 1350 s at the two richest north Italian courts, that of the Viscontis in Milan and that of the Scalas in Verona. Giovanni is shown holding a vielle or fiddle, which indicates that these poets may have performed their own songs as entertainers. The fact that they sometimes set the same texts suggests that they competed, as the troubadours had done, for prizes and favors. Their songs often address the same putative patrons—particularly a certain ANNA, whose name, though often concealed within other words like a troubadour senhal or code-name, is always written in the manuscripts in majuscules that proclaim her high birth and importance.


  And sure enough, the Florentine chronicler Filippo Villani, in his Liber de civitatis Florentiae famosis civibus (“Book of famous citizens of the city of Florence”), tells us that Giovanni da Cascia, who came from the environs of Florence, “when visiting the halls of Mastino della Scala, lord of Verona, in search of a position, and competing in artistic excellence with Master Jacopo of Bologna, who was most expert in the art of music, intoned (while the lord spurred them on with gifts) many madrigals [and other songs] of remarkable sweetness and of most artistic melody.” The sources of trecento polyphony often look like the big presentation chansonniers in which the music of the troubadours was retrospectively preserved. In particular this is true of the so-called Squarcialupi Codex (named after a famous organist who was one of its early owners), a magnificent compendium that was put together around 1415 as a memorial to the art of the trecento when that art was moribund or, possibly, already dead. Its expensive materials and lavish illuminations make it literally priceless; but it is priceless in another sense as well: it preserves dozens of compositions that would otherwise have been lost. Its contents are organized, like troubadour chansonniers, by authors, each section being introduced by a (no doubt fanciful) portrait of the composer. (Compare the “portrait” of Bernart de Ventadorn from the Paris 12473, Fig. 4-2.) Nowhere do we get a more vivid sense of how consciously the poet-musicians of the trecento thought of themselves as the inheritors and reanimators of the lost art of Aquitaine.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 10-2 Jacopo da Bologna’s portrait page in the huge retrospective anthology of trecento polyphony known as the Squarcialupi Codex after one of its owners (Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, MS. Palatino 87).


  MADRIGAL CULTURE


  But unlike the troubadours these Italian composers worked as polyphonists from the beginning: indeed, the earliest definition of madrigals, from a treatise on poetry dating from the early decades of the century, calls them “texts set to several melodies, of which one is primarily of longs and is called tenor, while the other or others is primarily of minims.”3And unlike the troubadours, but like the Parisian composers of motets going back to the thirteenth century, the madrigalists seem to have practiced their art, at the beginning, largely as an aspect of university culture.
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  FIG. 10-3 Giovanni da Cascia, from the Squarcialupi Codex.


  


  Jacopo of Bologna, universally recognized as the leading composer of his generation, came from the most venerable of all the Italian university towns. (The University of Bologna, founded in 1088, grew out of a school of Roman law that went all the way back to the fifth centuryCE.) The fact that Jacopo, in addition to his poems and songs, wrote a treatise on discant suggests that he may have actually been a university teacher. Bologna’s only rival for academic eminence was Padua, site of Italy’s second oldest university, founded in 1222 by refugees who had fled Bologna in the course of the long struggle between papal and imperial power known as the War of the Guelphs and Ghibellines. And thus it is probably no coincidence that the basic treatise on the theory and notation of trecento music was the work of a Paduan musician.


  Marchetto of Padua (d. 1326) acknowledged the assistance of a Dominican monk, Syphans de Ferrara, in organizing his treatise, called Pomerium—“The Fruit Tree,” containing the flores et fructus, the “flowers and fruits” of the art of mensural music—along scholastic lines. It is not clear whether Marchetto actually invented the notational system he expounded in this text completed in 1319 or just systematized it. Although he himself was a cathedral musician (his three surviving compositions are all motets, two of them Marian), his notational system was appropriated almost exclusively by the madrigalists and their thoroughly secular successors, which again implies dissemination through “liberal arts” rather than ecclesiastical channels.


  The differences between the Italian and the French systems of notation, and they were considerable, may be explained by viewing the ArsNovaasa direct outgrowth of the “Franconian” notation of the thirteenth century, while the trecento system continued and refined the somewhat offbeat “Petronian” tradition—the tradition of Pierre de la Croix, the composer of those late thirteenth-century motets (like Ex. 7-10) that divided the breve into freely varying groups (or gruppetti, as we now call such things) of semibreves.
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  FIG. 10-4 Francesco Landini wearing a laurel crown, from the Squarcialupi Codex. Although the piece that the portrait illuminates, the three-voiced motetlike madrigal Musica son (“Music Am I”), is one of Landini’s most complex, the great majority of his works were in the less venerable genre of the dance song (ballata).


  


  Marchetto classified all the possible meters of music into varying divisions of the breve. The short–long “Franconian” pairing of semibreves within a perfect breve Marchetto called “natural divisions” (divisiones via naturae, “dividing things nature’s way”). Other divisions—long short, equal (imperfect), and the like—were classified as divisiones via artis (“dividing things up by way of art”) or “artificial divisions,” and were represented by modifying the “natural” note shapes with tails. A descending tail doubled the length of a semibreve; an ascending tail halved it, producing the equivalent of a French minim. When it came to grouping the minim-shaped notes, the basic distinction was between what the French called major and minor prolation, what we call compound and simple meters, and what the users of Marchetto’s system distinguished as gallica and ytalica—“French” and “Italian” styles.


  When it came to varying the rhythms that occurred within a basic meter or divisio, the Italian system, with its wide variety of tailed note shapes, was exceedingly supple and precise. At least one of these special Italian note-shapes—the single eighth note with a “flag” (the unit value of the so-called octonaria meter that divided the breve by eight)—has survived into modern notation. The rarer Italian shapes were a major source for the novel signs used by ars subtilior composers—including, for example, the double-stemmed notes called dragmas, which we encountered in Fig. 9-5. But of course many of the ars subtilior composers (including Philippus de Caserta, their leading theorist) were Italians working in France. They were actually drawing to a large extent upon their native traditions. So what used to be called the “mannered” notation of the late fourteenth century was in fact a conflation of French and Italian practices that widened the possibilities of both.


  A NEW DISCANT STYLE


  Giovanni de Cascia’s madrigal Appress’ un fiume (“Hard by a stream”) shows every distinctive feature of the budding trecento style (Ex. 10-1). The opening stanzas (tercets) enumerate a veritable shopping list of the ingredients that went into defining the bucolic scene—the “pleasant place” (in Latin, locus amoenus) inherited from the classical authors of’ “idylls” and “eclogues” like Virgil and Theocritus—within which all pastoral lyrics were set: a stream, a shade tree, flowers in bloom. It is the setting familiar from paintings and tapestries of noble outings, the same noble villas and their grounds where these agreeable songs were generally performed. The human ingredients are likewise idyllic: a beautiful lady, her graceful dance, her sweet song. In the ritornello the lady—Anna, of course—is secretly named within the word “fall in love” (an[n]amorar).


  The setting is for two supple men’s voices whose ranges lie about a fifth apart, with a common fifth in the middle that enables them to make cadences by occursus—that is, to the unison. Two-part discant counterpoint with occursus is something we have not seen in France since the twelfth century, and never in secular music. It is the characteristic madrigal texture. But it is no throwback. Everything else about the style is so new and fresh that the texture, too, is best seen in context as an Italian innovation—or, if you like, a reinvented wheel.


  The way in which the music clothes the text is likewise characteristic. It is descriptive on several levels. Every line of the poem starts with a small melismatic flourish on the first accented syllable and ends with a large one on the last accented syllable, with most of the words occurring midway, in a clump. The words and music thus “alternate,” so that the melismatic singing does not unduly interfere with verbal comprehension. We habitually call such singing “florid,” perhaps without even realizing that the word derives from flos (plural flores), Latin for flower. The fourteenthcentury Italians were in no doubt about this. Their word for “florid” singing was (and is)fioritura, “putting forth flowers,” and Michael Long is surely (and illuminatingly) right to compare the obligatory melismas to “audible projections of the flowery landscapes of madrigal poetry,” and to suggest that “the music of the madrigal was draped across its text like the floral garlands of which poets and theorists were so fond.”4


  It was to accommodate this kind of floral music that Italian musicians developed their lengthiest and most elaborate meters. Appress’ un fiume is composed in what Marchetto and his followers called duodenaria—division by twelve. In transcription the breve is represented by the full measure (dotted half note) and the most characteristic melismatic motion is by sixteenths grouped in fours, making twelve to a bar in all.


  EX. 10-1 Giovanni de Cascia, Appress’ un fiume (madrigal)
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  (The occasional triplets were designated by special curlicues—they even look like floral fronds!—added to the note-stems.) But look what happens in m. 17, when the text describes the ladies’ dance: the meter changes (from .d. to .n. in the original notation), duodenaria (3 × 4) giving way to novenaria (3 × 3)—motion by triplets (that is, alla gallica, “Frenchwise”). Even then “French” meant “fancy.”


  THE “WILD BIRD” SONGS


  Jacopo da Bologna’s madrigal Oselleto salvagio (“A wild bird”), of which the first tercet is shown in Ex. 10-2a, is one of those music-about-music pieces that cast such a fascinating sidelight on the esthetics of fourteenthcentury art. One also gets from it a sense of what are sometimes called “the uses of convention.”


  Romantic esthetics (which we have inherited) tends to disparage conventions as being nothing but constraints on creative freedom. All that a convention is, however, is something agreed upon in advance by all parties. A contract—obviously a constraint—would be one sort of example, but so is language, especially in its semantic aspect. (Words mean what they do because we have tacitly agreed upon their definition—that is, by convention.) And so is an established artistic genre.


  When artists work within well-established genres, they have made an unspoken contract with their audience, and, like the parties to a legal contract, have an awareness of what is expected from them. Yet there are many ways of honoring an expectation, in art if not in law. Not all of them are straightforward. Agreements can be honored “in the breach” as well as in the observance. Thus artists who work within established genres have the possibility of teasing their audience’s expectations and producing irony. (There can be no irony, or even humor, in the absence of conventional expectations, as a moment’s reflection will confirm.)


  EX. 10-2A Jacopo da Bologna, Oselleto salvagio, set as madrigal, mm. 1–30
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  EX. 10-2B Jacopo da Bologna, Oselleto salvagio, set as caccia, mm. 1–12
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  Jacopo’s poem begins as if setting the expected pastoral scene. The wild (or forest) songbird is a standard ingredient of “pleasant places.” But having introduced the bird, the poet immediately turns it into a metaphor for song and proceeds to deliver a little sermon on the art of singing—an entirely nonconventional use of a conventional genre, but one that is tied intelligibly to the convention that is being “bent” or “sent up.” By being the medium for a discourse on good singing, Jacopo’s music thus becomes “exemplary.” It must demonstrate the sweetness and moderation it proclaims.


  Therefore it eschews the kind of “florid” virtuosity we saw in Giovanni’s madrigal. It is cast in a meter—senaria perfecta, as Italian theorists would have called it—that characteristically moves exactly twice as slowly as Giovanni’s duodenaria. In Jacopo’s very lyrical setting, the fixed breve is divided into six semibreves grouped in pairs (rather than twelve grouped by four), hence eighth notes within 34 time in transcription. One particular melodic feature that is especially characteristic of trecento music arises directly out of the senaria perfecta division. Note how frequently the paired notes take the form of descending seconds in the cantus part, cast in sequences (or, to revert to the familiar analogy, strung in garlands) with the first note in each pair repeating the second note of its predecessor in a sort of stutter. (The first instance is the delightfully syncopated initial “clump” of words in m. 5; compare it with the rhythmically more straightforward and typical clump in m. 23.)


  This type of melodic motion may have been considered symbolically expressive; in later music it is called a “sigh-figure,” which puts it in the category of “iconic” representation. That is, it symbolizes emotion by mimicking the behavior of a person responding to emotion. The idea that art expresses through imitation is an old Greek idea (hence the word mimic itself, one of several English words that come from the Greek mimesis, “imitation”; others are “mime,” “mimetic,” even “[m]imitation,” which lost its initial m by being filtered through Latin). But it does not contradict the imitation theory in the slightest if we also notice that the sigh-figure falls very naturally under the hand of somebody playing on an organetto, a tiny “portative” (portable) organ held perpendicular to the body and played with one hand on the keyboard, the other on the bellows. To judge from the illuminations in the Squarcialupi Codex (including two given here as illustrations), rare was the trecento composer who did not play it. (To judge by the more detailed depictions of the portative in fifteenthcentury paintings, it was fingered 2–3–2–3, etc., which would make a sequence of “sighs” virtually the easiest thing in the world to produce on it.)


  But now a new irony, a new twist: Jacopo ostensibly eschewed virtuosity in his “wild bird” madrigal only to indulge it to the hilt in another setting of the same poem, in which the text is spat out so quickly that the first tercet (shown in Ex. 10-2b) takes only 12 measures in transcription. This version of Oselleto salvagio is a caccia. Thewordbeing so clearly cognate to the French chace, we may expect a canon. And a canon it is, albeit with a difference. For Italian poet-musicians the caccia was a type of madrigal (which is why Jacopo could recycle a madrigal poem in writing one). That meant a form in two sections (terzetti and ritornello), and it meant a texture consisting of a cantus (in this case running against itself in canon) over a tenor. So the Italian caccia, unlike the French chace, always had a “free” part.


  But of course it was not literally free, since it had to concord harmonically with the canon that it accompanied. In fact it was more “bound,” which is to say constrained harmonically and contrapuntally, than the canon itself. For obvious reasons, a voice accompanying a canon is generally written last. So the caccia was, of all fourteenthcentury genres, the most necessarily and rigorously (and literally) “top-down” in compositional or generative method. Unlike the tenors of madrigals, those of caccias never carry the text. Does that mean that they were performed by instruments? The musicological jury is still out on that one, but it is clear enough that assumptions are risky. There are many proven instances in which the presence or absence of text is not a reliable indicator of performance medium. It is worth mentioning, therefore, that literary references to the performance of madrigals or caccias never use any verb but “sing.”


  Like the word chace, the word caccia had a built-in “extramusical” association, and so its subject matter frequently involved the hunt. (And like the chace, it frequently resorted to onomatopoeia, dog-language, and the like; compare Ex. 9-19 with Ex. 10-3). So again, the standard definition of the genre enabled a sophisticated composer like Jacopo to ring ironic changes on the genre’s implications. A “wild bird” in the context of a caccia meant something different from what it meant in the context of a madrigal: not song but prey. But here, too, the topic was appropriate and relevant, and so its instant metaphorization is again suitably ironic.


  Also ironic, of course, is the insistence on sweet, soft, and elegant singing, since the usual caccia text (like the one tendentiously excerpted in Ex. 10-3, replete with quail, dogs, and hunter’s horn) contained so many invitations to “loud shouting.” To sing the virtuosic music in Jacopo’s caccia smoothly and in “lovely” fashion requires (as the poem warns) the ultimate in vocal control. Notice, too, that in the caccia setting of Oselleto salvagio the octonaria semibreve (that is, one-eighth of a breve, represented in transcription by a sixteenth note) gets to carry individual syllables of text. (In Giovanni de Cascia’s madrigal, that level of duration was found only in melismas.) In its caccia guise, Jacopo’s song could well have been a test for singers—or (as we have every reason to suspect) a contest piece.


  BALLATA CULTURE


  Besides motets and madrigals, Jacopo mentions a third musicopoetic genre in the Oselleto salvagio text—the ballata, which gradually stole pride of place from the madrigal over the course of the century. Ballata is the past participle of ballare, “to dance,” identifying the genre as a dance(d)-song with refrain, thus associating it with the French chanson balladé or virelai. The French and Italian dance songs were counterparts in every way, and there is good evidence that as an “art” genre the ballata was directly influenced by the virelai.


  Unlike the “learned” madrigal, cultivated in universities, the ballata began as a folk or popular genre, which is to say an oral and monophonic one. The beginnings of its literate tradition can be found in a favorite book of the period, the oft-translated Decameron by the Florentine Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–75), the trecento’s great prose classic. Like Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (for which it served as model), the Decameron is a collection of tales motivated by a situation that brings together a social microcosm, whose members regale one another with titillating, often ribald stories that vividly expose contemporary mores and social attitudes.


  The setting is Florence in 1348, the year of the plague. A group of seven young ladies and three young gentlemen have fled the infested city to the suburbs, where they go from villa to villa, enjoying the sybaritic pleasures of the countryside as they wait out the epidemic. On each of ten days each member of the party tells a tale, and the day’s entertainments are formally concluded with the performance of a ballata—either one known by heart or, in some cases, one improvised on the spot—by a member of the company, accompanied by others (again, extemporaneously) on various instruments. It was in ostensibly “transcribing” the fruits of the oral culture, as it were, that Boccaccio made literary genres out of the secular prose tale, on the one hand, and the ballata, on the other.


  EX. 10-3 Gherardello da Firenze, Tosto che l’alba (caccia)
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  The ten ballate inset within Boccaccio’s narrative consist of strophic stanzas with a refrain that either frames the lot or comes between each stanza and the next. (As usual, the oral tradition is not fully known to history.) One of them (Io me son giovinetta, “A girl am I [and gladly do rejoice at springtime]”), became a “classic,” widely set by composers of a later age (beginning in the sixteenth century), when ballate were no longer used for actual dancing, and when (therefore) their form as such was no longer heeded by composers who set them to music.


  Only one ballata by Boccaccio (not in the Decameron) was set by a contemporary: Non so qual i’ mi voglia (“I know not which I would”; Ex. 10-4), with music by a Florentine composer who went by the name of Lorenzo Masini (“Lawrence, son of Thomas,” d. 1372 or 1373). Like the virelai as practiced by Machaut, the ballata remained at first a largely monophonic genre even when written down by artistically trained composers.


  Non so qual i’ mi voglia resembles the ballate in the Decameron, and thus might be thought of as the “purebred” Italian ballata. But it was precisely Lorenzo’s generation of trecento composers that began showing symptoms of musical Francophilia (as a credential, perhaps, of literacy and learnedness). Lorenzo wrote a famous caccia called A poste messe (“After Mass”) in three parts, all of them canonic—in other words (but for the language of the text and the form of the poem) a chace. He also wrote a madrigal over an isorhythmic tenor in which each phrase is immediately followed by a syncopated rhythmic diminution—in other words, a madrigal-motet. And he even wrote a ballata to a French text—in other words a virelai.


  LANDINI


  Nevertheless, it is not until the next (last) generation of trecento composers that we begin to find ballate in a truly gallicized style—that is, ballate with their form adapted to the French manner by means of a “contained” refrain (or, to put it another way, with a “turnaround” or volta consisting of a new verse sung to the refrain melody), with open-and-shut cadences for the inner verses, and a three-part texture that included a contratenor. Such ballate could be called Italian virelais, and their great master—regarded by all his contemporaries as the greatest musician of the trecento—was a blind Florentine organist named Francesco Landini (1325–97).


  Of all trecento composers Landini has by far the largest surviving body of works—though it is hard to say whether that fact reflects his greater productivity or the greater zeal with which his compositions were preserved. Out of more than 150 compositions by him that have come down to us, only fifteen (twelve madrigals, a caccia, and a couple of miscellaneous songs, one in French) are anything but polyphonic ballate. Of the ballate, about forty, or one-third, have the French three-part texture.


  This enormous emphasis on what was originally the humblest and least literary of the trecento genres reflects a changed social setting. Where the early madrigalists had competed for laurels at the courts of the northern Italian nobility, Landini and his Florentine contemporaries made music for the Florentine ruling class, which was an urban mercantile and industrial elite. (As Dante noted sadly, there was no central court or noble residence in Florence; it was a republican city-state.) Landini’s Frenchified ballata style may have reflected the tastes of that class, which maintained a lively commerce with their French counterparts. Florentine businessmen spent much of their time in Frenchspeaking centers to the north and west, and learned the French language as a matter of business necessity. The later fourteenth century was a period during which the Tuscan vernacular language itself, to say nothing of the local art-music, suffered a great influx of gallicisms.


  EX. 10-4 Lorenzo Masini, Non so qual i’ mi voglia (ballata; text by Boccaccio)
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  Like many of the troubadours, Landini was born into the artisan class, which in Florence was no impediment to social prominence. His father had been a church painter, and he himself earned his living (and much of his local fame) as an organ technician. So it is not surprising that the works of an artisan musician within an urban industrial community should have differed greatly from those composed by literati (university-trained clerics) for dynastic courts. Landini’s ballate do not so much evoke bountiful pastoral surroundings or extol voluptuary pleasures or narrate venereal conquests as communicate personal feeling—often the conventionalized love-longing of the troubadours (by the fourteenth century more a “bourgeois” affectation than a noble sentiment). Therein lay the difference between the “madrigal culture” of the noble north and the “ballata culture” of the Tuscan trading centers.


  The three-voiced, thus presumably later Non avrà ma’pietà (“She’ll never pity me,” Ex. 10-5) was one of Landini’s most popular ballate, and it is one of the most thoroughly gallicized as well. The texture, with a single texted cantus accompanied by an untexted tenor and contratenor, is indistinguishable from that of a virelai. The open and shut cadences of the middle verses or piedi (first on the “supertonic,” then on the final) are reminiscent of Machaut. Besides the language of the text, only the “clumping” of the poem’s syllables between melismas at the beginnings and ends of lines remains characteristically Italian.


  And yet Landini’s fingerprint is unmistakable, owing to the use of a cadential ornament originally so peculiar to him as to bear his name, though it eventually became a stylistic commonplace in the thoroughly internationalized music of the fifteenth century. Every one of the three standard “double leading-tone” cadences in the ripresa (refrain or “A” section) of Non avrà ma’pietà (mm. 10–11, 16–17, 28–29), and the final cadences (both open and shut) in the piedi show the same melodic progression to the final, in which the subtonium (or note-below-the-final) proceeds down an additional scale step (from the seventh degree above the final to the sixth) before leaping up to the ending note, its behavior resembling what we would now call an “escape tone.” (Besides the structural cadences as noted, one can see the ornament in mm. 3–4 and 46–47 as well; all occurrences of it are bracketed in Ex. 10-5.)


  This 7–6–1 cadence, sometimes called the “under-third” cadence, is more commonly called the “Landini cadence” or “Landini sixth.” As the counterpoint in Non avrà ma’ pietà shows, moreover, it is often allied with a hemiola pattern ([image: image] in the cantus against [image: image]in the tenor and contratenor) that produces a characteristic precadential syncopation. (The syncopation, too, would become a standard feature of fifteenthcentury counterpoint, eventually emphasized by a characteristic dissonance that we now call a suspension.) For once the personalized term is not a misnomer. “Gregorian chant” may not have much to do with Gregory, nor the “Guidonian Hand” with Guido, but the Landini cadence is fairly associated with Landini, whose ballate were, as Michael Long has put it, “the first body of polyphonic works in which it appears with systematic regularity and structural weight”5—structural because the cadences it decorates are typically, though not exclusively, those that correspond to the ends of verse lines.


  EX. 10-5 Francesco Landini, Non avràma’pietà (ballata)


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  And yet the cadence can also be viewed as a typically trecento melodic pattern, found even in monophonic Florentine ballate, like Donna l’altrui mirar (“O Lady, who belongest to another”) by Gherardello da Firenze (d. 1363), where it seems to recall the “sigh-figure” of expressively descending paired notes (Ex. 10-6). Gherardello, an older contemporary and countryman of Landini’s, was also the author of the caccia Tosto che l’alba, sampled in Ex. 10-3. What Landini did was to give the “under-third” cadence a home within the newly Frenchified polyphonic texture, thus making it exportable.


  One of the ways we know that Landini’s ballata Non avràma’pietà was exceptionally popular is its inclusion in the Faenza keyboard manuscript, put together about two decades after Landini’s death. We first met this manuscript in chapter 9 as a source for the Kyrie Cunctipotens genitor and for a ballade by Machaut. The mixed contents of the book is another indication that Italian and French styles were fast interpenetrating by the end of the fourteenth century. When we remember that Landini was the foremost organist in Italy, and that this had been his chief claim to contemporary fame, it is hard not to speculate on the extent to which the keyboard arrangements in Faenza may reflect his improvisatory skills.


  Like the arrangement of Machaut’s De toutes flours (Ex. 9-10), the arrangement of Non avrà ma’pietà (of which the first section is given in Ex. 10-7) consists of a virtuoso filigree over the original tenor. The filigree in this case conforms rather more to the outlines of the original cantus part than in the case of Machaut’s piece; compare the notes marked “+” in Ex. 10-7 with the cantus of Ex. 10-5.


  EX. 10-6 Gherardello da Firenze, Donna l’altrui mirar (monophonic ballata), cadences embellished with “Landini sixth”
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  EX. 10-7 Faenza version of Non avràma’pietà
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  Certain features of the florid part in this setting have struck some commentators as unidiomatic for the keyboard. One is the tendency of the parts to cross, or to occupy thesamenote(= key). Another is the use of rapid repeated notes, as in the first cadence of the first part. These features would seem less problematical, the same writers have suggested, if the piece were reimagined as a duet for two lutes, played (as was then the custom) with quills or plectrums. But if this is a notated lute duet, it is a completely isolated specimen. Nor are lutenists ever shown reading from sheet music in pictures before the sixteenth century.


  At any rate, we may have here a kind of chance aural snapshot of the kind of musicmaking for which Landini was especially distinguished in his daily life as a musician, which was ineluctably “oral,” not literate. (For one very obvious physical reason Landini could not have read any music, not even his own, from this or any book; it is worth mentioning, too, that he was only the first of many famous blind organists in the history of European music—the line extends right up to the twentieth century, with the organists Helmut Walcha and Jean Langlais, the latter also a noted composer.) But of course there is no reason to assume that this particular intabulation is a transcription of Landini’s actual performances. On the contrary, the intabulator seems not even to have known that the work in question was a ballata: the sections after the first main cadence are marked “second part of the first part” and “second main part”; there is no indication that the “first part” is the one that actually ends the piece.


  LATE-CENTURY FUSION


  Landini’s hilarious little madrigal Sy dolce non sonò conlir’Orfeo offers an especially rich and witty merger of French and Italian genres, all most inventively adapted to one another. Its distribution of voices, with the part labeled “contratenor” sharing the range of the cantus rather than the tenor, harks back to the texture of the motet rather than the virelai. And sure enough, a motet it is, albeit one with only a single text. What makes it conceptually a motet is the fact that it is built up from a tenor that has been laid out, foundation-wise, in advance. This we can tell even though the tenor quotes no cantus firmus, because it is fully isorhythmic in the Ars Nova manner.


  Yet for all its “Frenchness,” it is modeled exactly on, and illustrates, the structure of the Italian poem. A madrigal, we recall, consists of a number of three-line strophes called tercets—in this case three—followed by a contrasting ritornello. The tenor’s thrice-repeated 21 -measure color coincides with the tercet, and within each color the thrice-repeated 7 -measure talea coincides with each of the tercet’s constituent lines. The ritornello offers another surprise. It could also be viewed as isorhythmic in its tenor layout, with a twice-repeated color and a twice-repeated talea that happen to coincide. But since a coinciding color and talea amounts to plain repetition, we might also view the ritornello tenor as parodying a pair of piedi from a ballata, especially since the colores actually differ very slightly at their endings—one of them being “open” (cadence on G) and the other “shut” (cadence on F, the final). Ex. 10-8 shows the third tercet and the ritornello.


  Landini even manages to work a few jesting references to the chace into the ritornello. The first little rash of texted minims in the tenor is mimicked in turn by the other two voices in successive measures. And on the rash’s repetition, the other voices anticipate rather than follow the tenor, which now appears to have the last of three imitative entrances. The text is also a spoof, joshing the high-flown rhetoric of the early madrigalists, much given to classical and mythological allusions. Here no fewer than four mythological musicians—Orpheus, the prototype of lyric poetry (that is, poetry sung to the lyre); Philomel, the archetypal nightingale; Amphion, who could charm stones with his lyre; and the satyr Marsyas, master of the flute—are invoked, only to be compared with the poet’s little red rooster who can outsing them all. “Its effect,” the poet deadpans, “is the opposite of the Gorgon’s,” whose ugliness turned men into stone. The concluding, rather Gorgonesque melisma, piling hockets atop snaking syncopations, adds a final touch of satire.


  EX. 10-8 Landini, Sy dolce non sonò (madrigal in motet style)
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  But who is this “rooster”? In Italian, the word is gallo. Might Landini’s gallo not be a standin for a certain gallico—a certain Frenchman? If, as has been most plausibly proposed, we regard Sy dolce non sonò as a veiled tribute to Philippe de Vitry, the virtual (or, at least, the reputed) inventor of the isorhythmic motet, the whole concept of the piece and its affectionate parody of French genres takes on a new level of meaning.


  The gallicization of the Italian style was matched, albeit a few decades later, by the Italianization of the French, both tendencies converging on an internationalized style that in fact became truly international. That was to be the great musical story of the fifteenth century. We can observe its beginnings from an angle opposite to Landini’s—that is, from the French perspective—by analyzing the very different mix of generic ingredients in Pontifici decora speculi, a motet in honor of Saint Nicholas by “Johannes Carmen,” a name we enclose in quotes because it is so obviously a Latin pseudonym (“John Song”) for a Parisian composer active in the first decades of the fifteenth century. A likely patron for such a musician would have been Nicholas of Clémanges, the rector of the University of Paris from 1393 as well as secretary and chief legal defender of the notorious Benedict XIII, the unsinkable Avignon antipope; the prayer on behalf of St. Nicholas’s “servants,” then, might well have been a name-day tribute to the ancient saint’s living namesake. Ex. 10-9 shows the first and second of its five quatrains.


  But for the language of its text, this motet looks in its manuscript source for all the world like a chanson. Only the cantus part is texted, and there are an accompanying pair of voices (tenor and contratenor) that share the same pitch-space. The text, divided into five quatrains of iambic pentameters, all in the same rhyme scheme but with different actual rhyme-words (thus: abab/cdcd/efef/ghgh/ijij) resembles the conductus texts of old (or the newfangled sonnet) far more than it does the typical motet text of its day. So why is the piece called a motet? Because it is isorhythmic: each texted stanza is sung by the cantus to the same talea. (There is no color—unless one is content to describe the nonrepetitive melody of the cantus as a single continuous color, which rather defeats the meaning of the word.) Thus, what usually characterizes the tenor in an isorhythmic motet here characterizes the cantus.


  All of this is indeed unconventional for a French motet, but where is the Italian connection? It comes in the inconspicuous little “sign of congruence” (signum congruentiae) that directs a second singer to enter at the beginning when the first has reached the end of the first phrase. The work, in short, is a canon. But it is not just any sort of canon; it is a two-part canon for a cantus over a tenor. In other words, it is a caccia—but not an entirely conventional caccia, either, since it has a “French” contratenor in addition to the tenor.


  Nor are conventional caccie isorhythmic. But like a motet, a caccia does have to be composed “successively.” The canonic pair of voices have to be worked out in advance of the accompanying voices, just as an isorhythmic tenor, with or without a corresponding contratenor, has to be worked out in advance of the upper parts. So the motet and the caccia have a genuine affinity; the addition of isorhythm to the canonic part(s) of a caccia emphasizes that affinity. As in Sy dolce non sonò, Landini’s madrigal motet, the result is a genuine stylistic synthesis—something more than a stylistic juxtaposition or a hodgepodge of genres—and a step toward genuine internationalization.


  EX. 10-9 Johannes Carmen, Pontifici decora speculi (motet in caccia style)
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  AN IMPORTANT SIDE ISSUE: PERIODIZATION


  Was there a musical “Renaissance”? Was this it? To ask such questions, of course, is to answer them. If there were no problems with the term, there would be no questions to ask. The short answer to questions like these is always (because it can only be) yes and no. A fair sorting of the issues is the best we can do or hope for, one that will address not only the immediate case but also the question of periodization as broadly as it can be framed.


  The “yes” part of the answer addresses the broad question. Artificial conceptual structures are necessary for the processing of any sort of empirical information. Without them, we would have no way of relating observations to one another or assigning them any sort of relative weight. All we would be able to perceive would be the daily dribble of existence multiplied by weeks and years and centuries. That is the very antithesis of history.


  On a more mundane level, we need subdivisions of some kind in our conceptualization of history because subdivisions provide handles by which we can grip the part of the story that interests us at the moment without having to contend at all times with the whole. Without such conceptual subdivisions, which when applied to chronology we call “periods,” we would have no way of delimiting fields of research, or of cutting up a book like this into chapters, or of organizing scholarly conferences, or (say it softly) of recruiting faculties of instruction at colleges and universities.


  There is always the attendant risk that artificial conceptual subdivisions, hardened into mental habits, become conceptual walls or blinders. And there is also the related risk that traits originally grouped together for convenience will begin to look as though they are inherent (or immanent, “indwelling,” to use the philosopher’s term for it) in the material being sorted rather than the product of a creative act on the part of the sorter. When we allow ourselves to be convinced that traits we have adopted as aids in identifying and delimiting the “medieval” or “Renaissance” phases of history are in some sense inherent qualities of the Middle Ages or the Renaissance—or worse, that they express the “spirit” of the Middle Ages or the Renaissance—we have fallen victim to a fallacy.


  That fallacy is called the fallacy of “essentialism.” When an idea or a style trait has been unwittingly defined not just as a convenient classifying device but as something essentially “medieval” or essentially “Renaissance,” we are then equipped (or rather, fated) to identify it outside as well as inside the boundaries of the period in question. They are then liable to take on the appearance of “progressive” traits (if they show up, as it were, in advance of their assigned period) or “regressive” ones (if they show up afterward). Not only does this confusion of assigned attribute with natural essence contribute to the teleological view of history as a directed march of styles (directed toward what, though, and by whom?); it also reflects back upon whatever it is that we are observing the values we associate with terms like progressive and regressive, which are borrowed from the language of politics and are never morally or emotionally innocent.


  When periods are essentialized, moreover, we may then begin seeing objects classed within them in invidious comparative terms as more or less essentially medieval or Renaissance. We may become burdened with considerations of purity or fidelity to a Zeitgeist (a “spirit of the time”) that never burdened contemporaries. And that is because unless we are very cautious indeed, we can forget that the Zeitgeist is a concept that we, not “the time,” have constructed (or abstracted). We may then value some objects over others as being better, or even as being “the best” expressions of “the spirit of the Middle Ages” or “the spirit of the Renaissance.” If this sort of essentialism seems innocuous enough, we might transpose the frame of reference from the chronological to the geographical, and reflect on what happens when people become concerned over the purity or genuineness of one’s essential Americanism or Africanness or Croathood.


  Subdivisions, in short, are necessary but also risky. Periodization, while purportedly a neutral—which is to say a “value-free”—conceptual aid, rarely manages to live up to that purpose. Values always seem somehow to get smuggled in. And this happens even when periodization is conducted on a smaller scale than the totality of history. Composers’ careers are also commonly periodized. All composers, even the ones who die in their twenties or thirties, seem to go through the same three periods—early, middle, and late. No prizes for guessing which period always seems to contain the freshest works, the most vigorous, the most profound.
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  FIG. 10-5 Giotto di Bondone, The Kiss of Judas, awallpainting from the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua, Italy. Giotto’s realism and his adoption of ancient Roman models have made him, for art historians, the first “Renaissance” painter.


  


  The reason for raising these questions now is that the fourteenth century, and in particular the trecento, has been a period of contention with respect to musical periodization. In art history and the history of literature, scholars have agreed that the Florentine trecento marks the beginning of the Renaissance ever since there has been a concept of the Renaissance as a historiographical period. (That is not as long as one might think: the first historians to use the term as it isused today, for purposes of periodization, were Jules Michelet in 1855 and, with particular reference to art and literature, Jakob Burckhardt in 1860.) For art historians the first Renaissance painter, by long-established convention, is Giotto (Giotto di Bondone, ca. 1266–ca. 1337), a Florentine whose primary medium was the church fresco, or wall painting. In literature, it is Dante and Boccaccio, both Florentines, who for historians mark the great Renaissance divide.


  The concept of the Renaissance in general historiography centers on three main considerations: secularism, humanism (sometimes conflated as “secular humanism”), and the rebirth—in French, renaissance—of interest in the art and philosophy of pre-Christian antiquity and its adoption as a “classical” model. All three concepts depend on the prior (and implicitly repudiated) notion of a medieval world that was sacred and inhuman in its outlook and shut off from the classical past. (“Essential” concepts can only originate as comparative ones: if we did not know “hot” we would not know “cold.”) Applying them to the fourteenthcentury Florentines, moreover, is done in hindsight, a hindsight that casts them as anticipators of trends that reached fruition later. (“Anticipations,” being “progressive,” are value-enhancers.)


  Even though Giotto’s output is almost entirely sacred in its subject matter and intent, he is regarded as an incipient secularizer because his figures, to the modern eye (and even to his contemporaries), have seemed more realistic—more “of this world”—than those of his predecessors. (Boccaccio: “he painted anything in Nature, and painted them so like that they seemed not so much likenesses as the things themselves.”6) That greater realism, moreover, can be attributed to Giotto’s adoption as a model for emulation of the artistic remains of ancient Roman culture in preference to the more immediate legacy of Christian (Byzantine) art. (Boccaccio: “He brought back to light that art which for many centuries had lain buried under errors.”) Dante’s status as a proto-Renaissance figure depends above all on his being the first great Italian poet to use the vernacular, that is, a living language of this world, even as he adopted a pre-Christian classical poet, Virgil (who actually figures in Dante’s Divine Comedy as the author’s guide) as his model for emulation. And Dante is a protohumanist despite his divine (that is, inhuman) subject matter because of his passion for introspection, for analyzing and reporting his own physical and emotional reactions to the visions and events that he portrayed. Putting himself so conspicuously into the picture meant putting a man there, which ultimately meant putting Man there. Or so the periodizing narrative insists. Boccaccio’s status as a proto-Renaissance figure is much easier to account for, given his realistic subject matter, his prose medium, and his irreverent style. Historians differ as to Dante’s position with respect to the medieval/Renaissance divide. All agree on Boccaccio’s place. But Dante and Boccaccio were contemporaries. Could they then belong to different periods?


  It is not at all difficult to relate the proto-“Renaissance” indicators to the music of the trecento. Its secularism is self-evident; with the possible (and, for periodization, possibly troublesome) exception of the troubadours, on whose legacy the trecento poets and musicians so zealously built, no artists were ever so fully preoccupied with the inventory, and the pleasures, of this world. Its intimate connection with the rise of “the vulgar eloquence,” to use Dante’s term, is likewise a demonstrable fact. The special relevance of Landini, the foremost exponent of “ballata-culture,” to Boccaccio’s world could hardly be more conspicuous.


  Landini’s output can be related just as effectively as Dante’s or Boccaccio’s to what the literary historian Leo Spitzer called the shift from the poetic to the empirical “I”—from the poet as impersonal observer to (in Michael Long’s words) “the poet as individual engaged in self-analysis.”7 This shift came about in response to the tastes of the Florentine public—an audience of self-made men—and can easily be viewed as a shift from the God-centered worldview of “The Middle Ages” to the Man-centered view of “The Renaissance.”


  Since the view of trecento music as a harbinger of the Renaissance turns it into a “progressive” repertory, hence extra-valuable for teleological history, the trecentoas-Renaissance view has won many advocates ever since the trecento repertory was rediscovered by musicologists around the beginning of the twentieth century. It has not caught on generally, however, partly because the rediscovery came after the conventional style-periodization of modern music history had been established, and partly because of the situation implicit in its very rediscovery.


  That situation, simply put, is the extreme perishability of music compared with the other art media, and the consequent lack of classical models for it. There could be no revival of a pre-Christian classical past in music, since there was practically nothing left from that vanished musical culture to revive. As a result, the idea arose among musicians and their audience alike that music was an art virtually without a past—or at least without “a usable past.” As one German writer, Othmar Luscinius, put it in  1536, at the very height of what we call “the Renaissance,”


  
    how strange it is that in matters of music we find a situation entirely different from that of the general state of the arts and letters: in the latter whatever comes closest to venerable antiquity receives most praise; in music, he who does not excel the past becomes the laughing stock of all.8

  


  


  We have already observed a comparable attitude in Landini’s madrigal Sy dolce non sonò, in which all the mythological (i.e., classical) masters of music were mocked by a comparison with (on the one hand) a “modern” musician (Philippe de Vitry), or (on the other hand) a barnyard fowl. Many modern historians prefer to view the beginning of the musical “Renaissance” somewhere between the beginning and the middle of the fifteenth century, a period from which we have many witnesses testifying to the general perception that music had been reborn—or rather, that a usable music had actually been born—in their own day. We will sample and evaluate their opinions on the new in later chapters; here it will suffice to quote the fifteenthcentury theorist Johannes Tinctoris’s opinion of pre-fifteenth-century music, including trecento music. Such songs, he wrote, were “so ineptly, so stupidly composed that they rather offended than pleased the ear.”9 Indeed Cosimo Bartoli, a Florentine scholar of the sixteenth century, observed (in a book about Dante!) that the composers of Tinctoris’s time had “rediscovered music, which then was as good as dead.”10


  If we call that “rediscovery” the beginning of the “Renaissance” period for music, we are using the term in a very different way from the way it is used in general history. We are in effect endorsing and perpetuating an invidious comparison. The term, in such a usage, is not descriptive but honorific—a mark of favorable judgment—or even, as the music historian Reinhard Strohm has suggested, a mere “beauty” prize.11 The use of the term “Renaissance” to coincide with what fifteenthcentury musicians saw as the birth of their art, or its rupture with its past, becomes downright paradoxical at the other end of the period. For at the end of the sixteenth century, musicians did in fact try to revive the art of pre-Christian antiquity—not in terms of its style (for they could not know what that was) but in terms of its effects as described by classical authors. Only then did music actually join “the Renaissance,” as the term is understood by general historians. But this belated emulation of antiquity was precisely what led to the overthrow of what music historians now call the “Renaissance” period, and its replacement by the so-called Baroque!


  Yet to try and avoid this terminological quagmire merely by pushing the beginning of the “Renaissance” back a hundred years to the trecento would scarcely help. As we will shortly see (and whether or not it makes sense to call it a “Renaissance”), there was indeed a stylistic watershed for music in the fifteenth century, as there was for painting and literature in the fourteenth. If there is to be a periodization, it should not contradict the actual history of styles. As already hinted, the fifteenthcentury watershed came about as the result of the internationalization of musical practices—what might be called the musical unification of Europe. But it was not a “Renaissance,” and there is no point in calling it that. We may as well admit that the term serves no purpose for music history except to keep music in an artificial lockstep with the other arts—a lockstep for which there is a need only insofar as one needs to construct a Zeitgeist, an “essential spirit of the age.” So as far as this book is concerned, then, the answer is no: there was no musical Renaissance, and therefore no “Renaissance music.” The latter term will only appear in this book surrounded by ironic quotation marks (“scare quotes”) as if to say that although one may use it occasionally for convenience to designate music of a certain age, one should not take it as really descriptive of anything in particular.


  


  CHAPTER 11

  Island and Mainland


  MUSIC IN THE BRITISH ISLES THROUGH THE EARLY FIFTEENTH CENTURY AND ITS INFLUENCE ON THE CONTINENT


  THE FIRST MASTERPIECE?


  Ever since the late eighteenth century, when the first modern histories of music were written, the most famous piece of “ancient music” in the Western world (apart from chants in daily use) has been the little composition reproduced in its entirety in Fig. 11-1, a piece still known to many who have otherwise never run into any early music at all.


  It is found in a manuscript that was probably compiled at the Benedictine abbey of Reading, a town in south central England some fifty miles west of London, around the middle of the thirteenth century. About three hundred years later the monastery was dissolved in the turbulent course of the English reformation. The manuscript eventually passed into the collection of Robert Harley (1661–1724), the first Earl of Oxford, sometime speaker of Parliament and Chancellor of the Exchequer, and a celebrated bibliophile. After Harley’s death, his collection was acquired by the crown and joined the holdings of the British Museum, where the manuscript was catalogued (as “Harley 978 ”) and became accessible to scholars and historians of music—a profession (or rather, at the time, an avocation) that was then just coming into being.


  Harley 978 is actually a random assortment of old parchment and paper relating to the Reading Abbey, probably bound together by Harley himself. The musical portion consists of only fourteen leaves out of 180, containing thirteen miscellaneous pieces and a solmization tutor. Most of the pieces are monophonic conductus settings, but there is also a three-voice conductus, a version of the same piece entered sine littera in “modal ligatures” so as to fix the rhythm, and three two-voice textless pieces, probably dances (estampies).


  And there is the piece shown in Fig. 11-1. From the beginning, scholars examining themanuscriptknewthatitwassomethingspecial. For one thing, it had two texts in two different languages. Besides the expected Latin versus—Perspice, christicola (“Observe, O Christians!”), a poem celebrating the Resurrection—there is a text in English, in the local Wessex dialect, entered above the Latin, right below the notes, which celebrates the arrival of summer: Sumer is icumen in/Lhude sing cuccu! In modernized English, it goes like this:


  
    Summer has come! Loudly sing cuckoo! Seed is growing, the flowers are blowing in the field, the woods are newly green. The ewe bleats after her lamb, the cow lows after her calf. The bull starts, the buck runs into the brush. Merrily sing cuckoo! That’s it, keep it up!

  


  


  And keep it up they do! But who are “they”? A long-winded rubric explains:


  
    This rota [round] can be sung by four companions, but not by less than three (or at least two), in addition to the ones on the part marked pes [“foot” or “pacer,” or better yet, “ground”]. Sing it thus: While the rest remain silent, one begins together with the singers of the pes, and when he comes to the first note after the cross, another begins, and so on. Pause at the rests, but nowhere else, for the length of one long note.
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  FIG. 11-1 Sumer is icumen in (London, British Library, MS Harley 978).


  


  So this piece is a round—a canon with a beginning but without a specified end—and it is to be sung over a repetitive phrase or ostinato (what pes means in this context) that is itself split like a round between two parts. (Or rather, since the two pedes are directed by their own rubrics to enter together rather than in sequence, they are sung in perpetual voice exchange: A against B, then B against A, and so on forever.) An accompanied round in as many as six separate parts! There is nothing comparable to such a conception in any other manuscript music of the period from any country, and no other six-part composition would be preserved in writing until the latter part of the fifteenth century, some two hundred years later.


  The “Reading rota,” as it came to be known, grew instantly famous in 1776, when it appeared, both in diplomatic transcription (that is, a reproduction of the original notation) and as written out (or “realized”) in score, in A General History of the Science and Practice of Music by Sir John Hawkins. This was the first general survey of music in the Western literate tradition that (on the one hand) attempted to recount the whole chronological panoply and (on the other) was grounded rigorously in the empirical method—the inspection and analysis of documentary source material. Hawkins’s history, in other words, was the first endeavor in the line of which the present book is the latest.


  It had an instant competitor in the four-volume General History of Music by Dr. Charles Burney, the first volume of which appeared in the same year as did Hawkins’s history. The second volume, published in 1782, contained a detailed discussion of the “Sumer canon” (as it is also commonly known) partly cribbed from Hawkins, which also included both a diplomatic transcription (only partial, Burney being a less laborious antiquarian than his rival) and a full realization in score (more accurate, Burney being also the better musician). Every subsequent history of music has done the same, and the present one, as you see, is no exception.


  Having seen and discussed the original from a photographic facsimile (something for which Hawkins in particular would have given his eyeteeth), we will now proceed to the realization, in an ingenious space-saving version devised by the Irish musicologist Frank Llewellyn Harrison. The twelve phrases of the melody are all arranged over the double pes that accompanies the lot of them, with nine brackets showing the successive combinations of voices that occur when four “companions” sing the round as prescribed by the rubric (Ex. 11-1). Harrison, interestingly and uniquely, claimed that the Latin version of the canon was the original one, pointing out that the first five notes of the pes coincides with the incipit of Regina coeli, laetare, the Marian antiphon sung at Eastertide (compare Ex. 3-12a).1 Whether to regard the undeniable resemblance as design or happenstance is anyone’s guess.


  Printed like this, as a twelve-part array, the Sumer canon looks very impressive indeed, and it is not difficult to see why it has been a celebrity of music history ever since there has been such a thing as music history. A certain nationalistic, promotional fervor has undoubtedly also played a part in the process of disseminating it. The canon has been a national monument in England since the days of Hawkins and Burney. It was printed as the frontispiece to the “S” volume in several editions of the big Grove Dictionary of Music, and even in the latest edition (the seventh, published in 2001) it has its own title entry, with a column and a half of text and a full-page photographic facsimile of the source. Every English school anthology (whether of songs or of poems) used to contain it, and every English child at school used to be able to sing it by heart. A book the present author was given as a child called it “the first masterpiece of music.” Needless to add, it spawned legions of parodies, the most famous being Ezra Pound’s “Winter is icumen in, lhude sing goddamn!” But just what has made it such a hit? Its “bigness,” if we allow ourselves a moment to reflect, is somewhat illusory. A lot of parts get going at once, to be sure, but they are organized according to a very simple pattern, the repetitive pes with its implied harmonic oscillation between the final (F) and its “supertonic” (G)—the very oscillation that has governed the tonal design of many genres that we have already encountered, including all that have “open/shut” cadences or endings.


  In fact, that oscillation has in a very significant way become more literally harmonic, as we understand the term today, than any music we have hitherto encountered. Once the second voice has entered, full F major and G minor triads sound on practically every beat. And that evocative alternation has meant “olde England,” if not since the thirteenth century, at least since the time of Burney and Hawkins. Benjamin Britten (1913–76) was only the most conspicuous of many modern English composers when he appropriated it (tastefully embellished with a tonic pedal) to set the scene at the beginning of his popular Ceremony of Carols, a Christmas school-piece for children’s voices that he wrote in 1942. The “summer” progression, played on the harp, is actually the first harmony one hears, preceded only by a monophonic mock-Gregorian processional. (In Ex. 11-2 the music is transposed from A major to F major to aid comparison with Ex. 11-1.)


  EX. 11-1 Sumer Canon, as realized by Frank Llewellyn Harrison
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  EX. 11-2 Benjamin Britten, ACeremony of Carols, opening of Wolcum yole!
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  That basic harmonic—yes, chordal—to-and-fro so pervades the texture of the Sumer canon that anyone with half an “ear” (that is, the least bit acculturated into the idiom) could easily get into the swing of things and extend the piece “by ear” virtually ad libitum with additional simple counterpoints beyond the twelve written ones, the way kids at the piano do with “Chopsticks” or “Heart and Soul.” And in bringing up the possibility of “ad-libbing,” we are immediately reminded of Giraldus Cambrensis and his twelfthcentury description of improvisational polyphony (and, just as in Britten’s imaginative “transcription,” harp playing as well) as practiced in his native Wales, quoted near the beginning of chapter 5.


  Giraldus’s account was set down in 1198, about half a century before the Reading Rota was set down. So is the Reading Rota a uniquely complex and innovative musical composition, the product of an anonymous English composer’s prescient musical genius? Or was it a lucky (for us) written reflection of a widespread but otherwise unrecorded oral tradition—“acquired,” as Giraldus informs us, “not by art but by long usage which has made it, as it were, natural,” so that “children scarcely beyond infancy, when their wails have barely turned into songs could already take part”—possibly set down by a waggish monk who noticed the resemblance of a popular pes to the beginning of the Regina coeli chant, and fitted out a popular round with a Latin contrafactum that accorded with that chance resemblance?


  If we assume the latter, then a great deal of what is otherwise strangely unique about early English music seems to fit into a historical pattern, and it turns out that that widespread oral tradition may not be quite so unrecorded as we might otherwise have thought. Once again the line between the oral and the literate—between “folk” and “artistic” practice, between “popular” and “aristocratic” culture, or define it as you will—turns out, fascinatingly and fruitfully, to be a blur.


  VIKING HARMONY


  Giraldus himself supplemented his observations of contemporary lore with a keen historical speculation. Noting that polyphonic folksinging in the British Isles was mainly endemic to two areas, Wales and the northern territory occupied by the old kingdom of Northumbria, he ventured that “it was from the Danes and the Norwegians, by whom these parts were more frequently invaded and held longer, that they contracted this peculiarity of singing.”


  There is a musical document, unknown to Giraldus, that seems to corroborate his theory. The Northumbrian style of “symphonious” singing, as Giraldus described it, consisted not of many parts in harmony, but only two, “one murmuring below and the other in a like manner softly and pleasantly above”—that is, “twinsong” (tvìsöngur), to give it its old Scandinavian (or modern Icelandic) name. A late thirteenth-century manuscript, now at the University library in Uppsala, Sweden, but copied at a monastery on the Orkney Islands off the northern coast of Scotland, contains a strophic hymn setting that seems to fit Giraldus’s description (Fig. 11-2; Ex. 11-3). From around 875 to 1231 the Orkneys were a Viking earldom under the Norwegian crown, and even afterward remained a part of the Scandinavian archbishopric of Nidaros—the most northerly of the Christian sees, with its seat at Trondheim, Norway—incorporating Iceland, Greenland, the Faeroe Islands, and the Western Isles of Scotland.


  The hymn, Nobilis, humilis, sings the praises of St. Magnus (d. 1115, canonized 1135), the Norwegian patron saint of the Orkneys. By the time it was noted down the Orkneys were under Scottish temporal rule, but the music still undoubtedly represents a Nordic style of singing about which virtually nothing else is known. It cannot be connected with any other surviving Scandinavian music of the period (or even with the modern Icelandic tvìsöngur, for that matter, which proceeds for the most part in parallel fifths). It seems to have been known elsewhere in the British Isles, however: the English theorist Robert de Handlo quoted the incipit of what appears to be its upper part in a treatise written early in the fourteenth century (with a text, Rosula primula, “Our dear first-among-roses,” that substituted praise of the universally venerated Virgin Mary for the local Orkney saint).
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  FIG. 11-2 “Hymn to St. Magnus” (Nobilis, humilis) as it appears in its source, Uppsala (Sweden), Universitetsbiblioteket, MS C 233, fols. 19–20.


  


  EX. 11-3 Nobilis, humilis in transcription
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  The critical point is that the treatment of the third as primary normative consonance in Nobilis, humilis jibes with many early English musical remains. Besides the Sumer canon, with its normative triads, there is the roughly contemporaneous testimony of “Anonymus IV”—the Paris lecture notes, as we recall, of an English disciple of Garlandia—that English singers, especially those from “the area known as Westcuntre” (the West-country, bordering on Wales) called thirds, rather than octaves or fifths, “the best consonances.”


  And there is the tiny repertory of surviving English twinsongs, which maintains the emphasis on thirds, and also shares with the Sumer canon (and with Giraldus’s account) the use of the F mode with B-flat, known to us as the major scale. These songs, among the earliest polyphonic vernacular settings to survive in any language, employ a more sophisticated sort of voice-leading, through contrary motion and voice-crossings, in addition to strictly parallel thirds; but they still seem, like the other pieces sampled in this chapter so far, to be the sort of “harmonizations” more often extemporized by ear than written down (Ex. 11-4).


  The most elaborate piece of this type is a translated sequence from the late thirteenth century, Jesu Cristes milde moder (from Stabat juxta Christi crucem, related to the famous Stabat mater). It is found in a manuscript that otherwise contains Latin-texted music, mainly plainchant (Ex. 11-5). The two voices in this case are really twins. They occupy the same range and constantly cross, so that neither produces “the tune” or “the accompaniment.” What is heard as “the tune” in a situation like this is actually a resultant of the constant voice-crossing. The voices are actually in a kind of “pivot” or “fulcrum” relationship, radiating outward from a central unison (to which cadences are ultimately made, occursus -fashion) through a third to a fifth; no larger interval is used. Although the F scale with B-flat is the medium through which the whole piece moves, and although the third F–A is its most characteristic (and normative) harmony, it begins and ends on unison G, the fulcrum-pitch between F and A (a true tone “center,” in a curiously literal sense).


  EX. 11-4A Edi beo thu, hevene Quene
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  EX. 11-4B Foweles in the frith, beginning
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  Historians often call twinsong-type pieces like these “gymels,” appropriating from the English musical vocabulary of the fifteenth century a handy word that actually derives from the Latin gemellus, “twin.” A true fifteenthcentury gymel, however, is something else: a temporarily split choral voice, like a modern orchestral “divisi.”


  EX. 11-5 Jesu Cristes milde moder, beginning
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  INSULAR FAUNA?


  The examples given so far are enough to show that English polyphonic music pursued a somewhat different line of development from the one we have traced on the European mainland. Indeed, it is tempting to look upon England as a sort of musical Australia, an island culture inhabited by, and sustaining, its own insular fauna—musical kangaroos, koalas, and platypuses. That, however, would be very much to exaggerate England’s musical isolation or independence. It is also a considerable exaggeration to view the English preference for thirds as something altogether alien or opposed to continental practice, as if only in remote geographical corners (and behind closed doors, among consenting adults) could harmonies unsanctioned by Pythagoras or the Musica enchiriadis be furtively enjoyed.


  We’ve seen plenty of thirds in music previously studied, and not even the English thought thirds so consonant that they could be used to end a (written) piece—assuming that a piece has an ending, as a rota does not. This very chapter, moreover, has already shown the British Isles to have been no isolated territory but a site of repeated invasion and colonization, with substantive musical effect—and we have not yet even mentioned the most momentous invasion of all, the Norman Conquest of 1066 that brought the English into an intense, long-lasting, and all-transforming intercourse with French language, society, and culture.


  By the late thirteenth century, English and French culture were so thoroughly intermixed that their disentangling is no longer feasible. Nor was their intercourse a oneway street. England was politically subject to France, but culturally the shoe was often on the other foot. The English college at the University of Paris was a strong contingent, particularly around the turn of the thirteenth century—precisely, that is, when the “Notre Dame school” was consolidating. (Remembering that puts an interesting, possibly significant spin on all the voice-exchanging we observed in chapter 6 in the organa quadrupla attributed to Perotin.) And so it is not surprising to find occasional French pieces from the period exhibiting traits reminiscent of the Sumer canon.


  Consider the conductus Veris ad imperia (Ex. 11-6), from the Florence manuscript. Though famous, it is an odd conductus. Yet no one would claim (or at least no one has claimed) that its peculiarities mark it as an actual English piece. And that is because its chief peculiarity is that its lowest voice (as written) is, most unusually for a conductus, a cantus firmus. More unusually yet, that lowest written voice is actually the highest sounding one, so that for the first fourteen measures this ostensible conductus is actually a sort of harmonized tune or cantilena—a tune that the reader may remember, because it has already appeared in this account as Ex. 4-2: the troubadour dance-song or balada entitled A l’entrada del tens clar, defined on its earlier appearance as “a sophisticated imitation folk song.” the “tenor” of Ex. 11-6 shows that one of the closed endings has been replaced by an open one, so that the scheme is now the stuttering aaaa’B. Another way of accounting for the “stutter,” of course, is to say that the “a” phrase has been turned into a pes. And now look what happens in the “upper” parts “over” that pes: what the triplum has the first time, the duplum has the second, and vice versa. Another way of putting this is to say that the two parts have made a voice-exchange. And they immediately repeat the exchange over the third and fourth repetitions of the pes, allowing for a different (closed) cadence the last time.
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  FIG. 11-3 William the Conqueror setting sail for England, from the Bayeux tapestry (eleventh century).


  


  What marked A l’entrada as folklike was its repetition/refrain scheme: aa’aa’B, where the “prime” signs stand for “closed” endings, on the final. A peek at


  EX. 11-6 Veris ad imperia (conductus)
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  Voice-exchange over a pes—shades of the Sumer canon! And all the more so if we reflect that a round, shorn of its mock-imitative beginning, is just a perpetual voice-exchange disguised as a canon. (Gather three companions and sing “Row, row, row” or “Frère Jacques,” beginning with the fourth entry!) But the use of an Occitan cantusfirmus tune (as well as the source situation) suggests that this is not an English piece, but a French one that uses similar devices. Is that an example of English “influence,” then? Maybe, but why couldn’t the English practice be an example of French “influence”?


  That, too, is possible. There is no need to decide. This much can be agreed upon: what is only a sporadic and short-lived device, or set of devices, in French music became definitive in English music over the course of the thirteenth century. Again, there are at least two ways of interpreting this (or any) fact. One can assert, as some historians have done, that the musical predilections of the English contingent exerted an influence on French university musicians in proportion to their numbers; when their numbers declined, so did their musical influence. Or one can assert, as other historians have done, that certain French pieces especially appealed to the English imagination because their distinctive features recalled to the English their local oral practice—a practice previously inflected by the habits of their Viking overlords, but now reencountered within a literate context sanctioned by “mainstream” (read: French) cultural authority. And that is how the English were led to a national “school” of artistic, literate music making all their own. Guess which view is favored by English historians and which by French (as well as some influential Americans).


  PES MOTETS AND RONDELLUS


  Whatever their way to it, the English did develop their own “insular” ways of inflecting French genres of literate music. One of those genres was the motet. The English loved to use sequence melodies as tenors, as in the famous “Balaam” motet (Ex. 11-7a), which adopts for this purpose a versicle from the Epiphany sequence, Epiphanium Domino, that happily incorporates an internal repeat into each of its repeated strophes (Ex. 11-7b).


  The text of the sequence verse is a paraphrase of Balaam’s fourth prophecy from the Bible (Numbers 24:17) “A star shall advance from Jacob and a staff shall arise from Israel that shall smite the brows of Moab”—placed in a context that turns it into a forecast of the Star of Bethlehem that proclaimed the coming of Christ. And the motet text is a paraphrase of the sequence verse.


  EX. 11-7A Balaam inquit, vaticinans
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  EX. 11-7B “Balaam” verse from sequence Epiphanium Domino
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  Inserted into a performance of the sequence, the motet text would be the kind of thing we might (very loosely) call a trope. And the likelihood that the piece was meant to be inserted in this way seems good, since the text in question is the scantiest we have ever seen in a motet. It consists of a mere four lines of Latin verse, enunciated twice: first in the triplum and then in the motetus. While the triplum has the text, the motetus has an untexted melody. When the motetus gets the text, it takes over the melody to which the triplum had already sung it, and the triplum takes over the untexted countermelody: voice-exchange! And that is why a sequence melody served so well: with its double versicles it has a built-in pes to support the voice exchange. The particular manner of voice-exchange shown here, in which only one voice is texted at a time, is described by only one theorist, Walter Odington, a monk at the Benedictine abbey of Evesham, near the cathedral town of Worcester in the “West-country,” who wrote around 1300. “If what one declaims, all others declaim in turn, this is called rondellus,”2 he informs us, divulging a sure sign of English authorship, even when, as here, the music in question is found in a continental source (the famous Montpellier codex, alias Mo, familiar to us since chapter 7).


  The texted exchange only comes at the repetition of the sequence’s double versicle. But the first tenor statement also supports a textless exchange that counts, in Odington’s definition, as a rondellus (for rondellus, he tells us, can be cum littera or sine littera). And then the whole double versicle is repeated in the tenor to support an extended cauda in hocket style, in which the voices exchange not only their tunes but their relative positions the second time around. The text and its liturgical tie-in have served as little more than a pretext, clearly, for the kind of elaborate musical game we have been reading about since the beginning of this chapter. Giraldus would have understood.


  THE WORCESTER FRAGMENTS


  There is an English source for the Balaam motet as well as the French one, but like almost all the English sources of the period, it is fragmentary—just a scrap containing the motetus voice. The wholesale destruction of “popish ditties”—manuscripts containing Latin church music—in the course of the Anglican reformation was a great disaster for music history. Between the eleventh century, the time of the staffless Winchester Tropers, and the beginning of the fifteenth, not a single source of English polyphonic music survives intact. All we have, for the most part, are individual leaves, or bits of leaves, that chanced to survive the holocaust for a seemingly paradoxical reason: having become liturgically or stylistically obsolete, the books that contained them had already been destroyed. The surviving leaves had been recycled, as we would now put it, for lowly utilitarian purposes. Some had been bound into newer manuscript books as flyleaves (the heavier protective leaves in the front and back of bound volumes), or as stiffeners for the covers or spine. Some had even been rolled up and inserted into organ pipes to stop little leaks that were causing the pipes to sound continuously (what organists call “ciphers”).


  As we can tell from the folio numbers on the surviving leaves and from tables of contents that have outlived their hosts, many of the manuscripts from which these shards remain were originally massive tomes, comparable to the Florence or Montpellier or Ivrea codices that so abundantly preserve the French repertory of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. And the surviving shards come from so many different parent sources that most historians take it as a fact that pre-Reformation Britain produced more manuscripts of polyphonic music than did any other country during those centuries. But all we have to go on now, if we want to reclaim memory of what appears to have been an exceptionally rich literate culture of music and sample its fruits, are these pitiful fragments from which no more than a few dozen whole pieces, or even self-contained sections, can be salvaged.


  Many of the extant manuscript bits originated or at least were used at Worcester Cathedral, which confirms and supports Walter Odington’s authority as a witness to the repertory he described, and the importance of “West-country” monastic centers as a hub for all that was most distinctive in English “popish” polyphony during these (to us) dark centuries. In the early part of the twentieth century, when systematic musicology was gathering steam in Britain, the loose leaves and strips from Worcester were collected and bound into three main codices—one kept in the Worcester Cathedral library itself, one at Oxford, and one at the British Library in London. These are now known as the “Worcester fragments.” About three-quarters of this repertory can be dated to the last third of the thirteenth century, and confirms Odington’s remarks about the prevalence in England of “pes” and “rondellus” techniques. We can be reasonably sure that the vast vanished body of music from the period reflected similar preoccupations.


  Over and above the pes-motets like Balaam (or like Alle psallite cum luya—“Hey, come sing and play Alleluia”—its better-known companion in Mo), the Worcester fragments contain many rondellus-type compositions in conductus style. Odington’s description of rondellus technique harks back unmistakably to Franco of Cologne’s recipe for conductus, given in chapter 6. Where Franco wrote that the composer of a conductus must “invent as beautiful a melody as he can, and then use it as a tenor for writing the rest,” Odington’s instructions for composing a rondellus are these: “Think up the most beautiful melody you can, arrange it to be repeated by all the voices one by one, with or without text, and fit against it one or two others consonant with it; thus each sings the other’s part.” A circulation of parts in which all voices (usually three) participate is the quintessential “West-country” style, in which the age-old oral practices described by Giraldus Cambrensis are most fully absorbed into the developing literate tradition.


  Flos regalis, a conductus in honor of the Virgin, is one of the largest and most characteristic pieces that can be salvaged from the dark centuries. It vividly reflects the way in which the English crossbred continental genres with indigenous performing traditions and harmonic idioms. It begins with a magnificent flourish of a cauda in the familiar trochaic (“first mode”) rhythms of Notre Dame, grouped the French melismatic way into phrases of varying length. The first four lines of text are set in the “Franconian” conductus style, built from the ground up (tenor in “fifth mode”) in regular four-bar phrases with occasional fast flourishes in the higher parts. The next two lines, however, in a slightly more lilting meter, are set as a three-part rondellus that runs through its entire cursus of voice-exchanges twice (once per line of text, as Odington implied). The remainder of the poem is cut up in the same way: four lines declaimed in longs à la française in a somewhat decorated homorhythmic texture, and the last two lines in purely English rondellus style. This last section is shown in Ex. 11-8.


  NATIONALISM?


  The harmonic idiom, too, is purely English (well, English-Scandinavian), even in the “French-textured” sections. No continental conductus sports strings of parallel or nearly parallel triads such as Flos regalis blazons forth from the very start. To this extent at least, the English idiom was indeed insular. And to an extent that continental composers may not have felt any need to match, the English seemed to flaunt their insular idiom within the “universal” (i.e., “catholic”) ecclesiastical genres they had adopted.


  EX. 11-8 Flos regalis (conductus/rondellus), mm. 87–117
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  This assertion of a local style within a universal genre may suggest the beginnings of something comparable to what we now call nationalism—a concept that, according to some historians, can be identified in England earlier than in other European nations. Those historians identify that emergence, it so happens, precisely around the 1270 sand 1280 s, the period of the pes motets and rondellus-style conductus settings so slenderly preserved in the Worcester fragments.


  At this early date nationalism—or better, national consciousness—is identified with the crown, not with ethnicity, and is associated with propaganda aimed at conscripting a national army under the king’s command. So far it may be viewed as merely a weaker, more abstract form of the personal loyalty one pledged to one’s lord under feudalism. Nor is it easy to distinguish nationalism from imperialism: England’s sense of itself as a nation had a lot to do with the efforts of the Anglo-Normans to conquer and rule their Celtic neighbors to the west and north. But an island country inevitably has a higher consciousness of its boundaries than a continental one, and this can promote a greater sense of civic “commonweal.” As always, though, we should think twice before calling a tendency “progressive” simply because it “looks like us.” There are reasons, after all, why the word “insular,” denoting “island,” tends also to connote the parochial, the provincial, and the narrow-minded. These too are often ingredients of nationalism.


  “ENGLISH DESCANT”


  In any case, the composers of the “Worcester school” rang many attractive changes on their parallel-triad (or, to put it in less anachronistic terms, their parallel-imperfectconsonance) style. Where Flos regalis featured parallel motion at the third and fifth, producing strings of chords in what we would call the [image: image] (or “close-spaced”) root position, a Marian conductus with a text that parodies the communion Beata viscera (“O blessed womb”) shadows its tenor more rigorously with imperfect consonances. Doubling at the third and sixth produces what we would call strings of “six-three” (or “first-inversion”) triads (Ex. 11-9). For reasons that will soon become apparent, Beata viscera has become the most famous individual item from the Worcester fragments. Its style exemplifies what is often called “English descant.”


  EX. 11-9 Beata viscera (conductus/motet), mm. 1–13
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  When English descant was based on a plainsong, the cantus firmus was usually carried in themiddle voice, following an English practice of “improvising” counterpoints above or below, and sometimes simultaneously, by the use of prescribed intervals. (Actually, this sort of “improvisation”—though it was known, oddly enough, as using “sights”—is exactly what we would call “harmonizing by ear.”) When such settings were composed in writing, the cantus firmus often “migrated” between the middle and lower voices, so that the voices themselves did not have to cross. This seems to indicate an interest in chordal harmony as such: when the cantus firms is allowed to migrate to the lowest part instead of crossing it, the various parts are kept distinct in range. More significantly, the part written lowest in score can always maintain its function as “bass,” making it easier for the composer to keep track of the harmony. In Ex. 11-10, a setting of a votive antiphon to the Virgin Mary that was often performed after Compline in Britain before the present selection of “Marian antiphons” became canonical, the voices cross once only and only for the duration of a single note (on “ge nu isti,” near the end). The harmony is more mixed, between chords containing only perfect consonances and those admitting imperfect ones, than in the more popular “parallel” style, though there are local progressions that still bear traces of the English “oral” habit of extemporizing long sequences of full triads. But the general level of consonance is pervasive—far higher than in contemporary continental music.


  EX. 11-10 Sancta Maria virgo, intercede (Marian antiphon)
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  THE BEGINNINGS OF “FUNCTIONAL” HARMONY?


  As a marvelous summation of everything we have learned to identify as English, consider the motet Thomas gemma Cantuariae/Thomas caesus in Doveria (“Thomas, jewel of Canterbury/Thomas, slain in Dover”). Ex. 11-11 shows its beginning. Discovered by fortunate accident in the flyleaves of an English (nonmusical) manuscript from the fourteenth century that was acquired by the Princeton University Library around 1950, it is a dual martyrs’ commemoration. The motetus celebrates Thomas de la Hale, a monk from the Benedictine priory at Dover, the chalk-cliffed English channel port, who was slain in a French raid that took place in August 1295, prefiguring the protracted conflict that became known as the Hundred Years War. The triplum celebrates another Thomas, the most eminent of all English martyrs: Thomas à Becket (1118–70), known since his canonization in 1173 as St. Thomas of Canterbury, who was murdered in the Canterbury Cathedral at the behest of King Henry II. The two texts in conjunction draw parallels between the two martyred Thomases, often sharing or paraphrasing each other’s lines.


  As might be guessed, the triplum and motetus, each representing a Thomas, are “twinned,” sharing the same range and indulging in frequent voice exchanges and hockets. And they are accompanied by a tenor and a contratenor (the latter actually labeled “secundus tenor”) that are twinned in the same ways, thus producing a double twinsong texture. That is already an English trademark, the first of many.


  The whole piece is laid out, like the Sumer canon, as a set of variations over a pes. But that pes, even more explicitly than the one in the Sumer canon, is essentially a harmonic rather than a melodic idea. It is never literally restated even once, but its harmonic framework is restated some twenty-eight times. That framework consists of the same alternation or oscillation we have observed in every other English pes we have considered, between the final F (the “shut-cadence” note) and its upper neighbor G (the “open-cadence” note). They alternate in a regular four-bar pattern, as follows (where “I” means F and “ii” means G): I/I–ii/ii/ii–I.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 11-4 The murder of St. Thomas of Canterbury in 1170, from a Latin psalter made in England ca. 1200.


  


  The reason for using the roman I and ii (reminiscent of harmonic analysis) instead of the claves (note-names) F and G to represent the pes is that G is not invariably the lowest note in the “ii” portions. When G is the lowest note, the cadences are of the familiar “double leading tone” type. But sometimes, when one of the twinned tenors has G, the other one takes the C a fifth below, producing against the upper-voice leading tone not a “six-three” harmony but one of those characteristically English “ten-fives” we first encountered in Beata viscera. At such cadences the actual “bass progression” is not ii–I but V–I. No one reading this book will fail to take notice of the first occurrence in its narrative of a “V–I” cadential pattern, the most familiar and decisive of all harmonic closes to our modern ears. Just what the historical significance of that (to us) striking and significant progression may have been on its debut is a matter of considerable debate among historians—a debate that cuts very deep into the question of what the word “historical” really means. We will return to it.


  For now, it will be enough merely to take note of the freedom with which the “tenfive” open-spaced triad is deployed in this motet, along with all the other full-triad sonorities we have been tracking in “English descant.”


  OLD HALL AND ROY HENRY


  A caveat: Nothing that has been said about the distinctiveness and insularity of English music in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, or about its stylistic continuity, should be taken to imply that English composers were unaware of continental developments, or hostile to them. On the contrary, by the end of the fourteenth century, when evidence of English musical activity becomes much more abundant, it is clear that there were plenty of English composers who kept well abreast even of the most arcane ars subtilior techniques and paraded them proudly in their own work. Even they, however, were sure to put an English spin on whatever they appropriated.


  A piquant case in point is a Gloria by a composer known to us only as Pycard. It comes from the earliest English source of decipherable polyphonic church music to come down to us relatively intact, a magnificent codex known as the Old Hall manuscript because at the time of its discovery by scholars it was owned by the College of St. Edmund in the village of Old Hall, near the town of Ware, to which it had been willed by a private owner in 1893. It had been previously owned by the composer John Stafford Smith, whose song “To Anacreon in Heaven,” adapted to new words by Francis Scott Key, became “The Star-Spangled Banner”; in 1973 it was sold to the British Library. The fact that it had been in private ownership since the sixteenth century, and more or less out of sight, was probably what saved it from destruction.


  The manuscript was compiled and copied during the second decade of the fifteenth century, but its repertory probably extends back at least a generation before that and represents the state of English music at or near the end of the fourteenth century. It is now thought to have been copied for the chapel of Thomas, Duke of Clarence, second son of Henry IV and younger brother of Henry V. Its contents consist predominantly of Mass Ordinary settings organized in sections according to category: first Kyries (a section now lost), then Glorias (followed by a few antiphons and sequences, the one major non-Ordinary portion, but appropriately placed), then Credos and so on. Within each section there are, first, some “English descant” settings notated in score, then some more modern (that is, motetlike) pieces notated in separate parts. Pycard’s Gloria is of the latter type.


  The piece is planned out in a very French sort of way. It apportions the text (the standard Mass Gloria “farced” with a Marian trope—Spiritus et alme orphanorum—that was very popular in England) into four sections, each consisting of a double panisorhythmic cursus. The lower parts have a recurrent color and talea that unite all eight cursus; the upper parts have four different taleae, one for each major section, each repeated once. As this description already begins to suggest, the four “real” voices in the texture are “twinned” just as they are in Ex. 11-11, the “Thomas” motet. The two upper parts, spitting out the text in rapid-fire bursts like fanfares, share a single range and a great deal of melodic material as well. Their very frequent if irregular imitations are clearly related to the old voice-exchange technique. The lower parts enunciate in tandem an old-fashioned English pes that oscillates between G and F as stable points. One of the parts is broken up “stereophonically” between two hocketing lines, so that the two-part pes actually requires the participation of three voices or instruments. (That is why there are four “real” parts even though the piece requires five players.) The combination of a popular English trope and the old English pes technique with isorhythm already justifies the remark about English “spin” on continental procedures. What justifies the reference to the ars subtilior is the changing rhythmic relationship between the upper voices and the pes. In the second panisorhythmic section (coinciding with the beginning of the trope) the upper parts continue singing as before, while the pesshiftsoverfromlongsequalingtwelveminims (eighths) in the upper parts, to longs equaling nine minims. But the hocket-like splitting of notes in the pes means that in reality each note in the hocketing parts equals [image: image] of the minims running in the treble parts above. At the same time, by the use of red ink, those upper-voice minims are grouped by twos, hemiola-fashion, into semibreves, so that the actual ratio of lengths between the notes of the trebles and the notes of the pes is [image: image]. Now that is subtilitas! This remarkable stretch is shown in Ex. 11-12.


  Complications mount: during the next panisorhythmic section each pes note equals eight of the trebles’ minims, but in the trebles those minims are grouped by threes. And so it goes, the pes steadily contracting in a series of “Pythagorean” proportions (12:9:8:6) until the voices at last come back into mensural alignment, but with the pes moving at twice its original speed. What makes the piece not only intelligible but palatable, even delightful, despite all cerebral complications is the mixture of all these artful linear subtleties with the typically English full triadic sonority and the use of jolly dancelike tunes to carry it through. Giraldus Cambrensis and his Welsh toddlers still lurk in the background.


  So sophisticated is this music, so given was Pycard to mathematical and canonic wizardry in the other eight pieces preserved under his name in Old Hall, and so suspiciously Gallic is his name (cf. the ancient northern-French province of Picardie), that it has been suggested that he was actually a French composer whose works are preserved for some reason in an English manuscript (and in only one other, a fragment, also English). One scholar has even proposed identifying him with a chaplain named Jean Pycard (alias Vaux), not otherwise identified as a musician, who served John of Gaunt (d. 1399), Duke of Lancaster and Aquitaine, fourth son of Edward III, and progenitor of the English house of Lancaster, during his residence at Amiens, the Picard capital, in 1390.3


  But a family named Picard or Pychard was prominent in England at this time, and it furnishes other possible candidates for identification with the composer. Nor is there any reason to suppose that a French composer would have been inclined to use a pes (or, before the fifteenth century, the Spiritus et alme trope). As to the Frenchness of Pycard’s style, compare another Old Hall Gloria, in a purebred French cantilena style, by Leonel Power, indubitably an Englishman. It easily rivals Pycard’s for sheer complexity and displays far fewer identifiable English traits (though the voice exchange followed by imitation at the very end of the excerpt in Ex. 11-13 is a giveaway, after all).


  EX. 11-11 Thomas gemma Cantuariae/Thomas caesus in Doveria, mm. 1–32
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  From the historian’s point of view the Old Hall manuscript is truly a feast after a famine. About a hundred of its 147 pieces carry attributions, naming no fewer than twenty-four composers, so that we have more English musical names from this period to conjure with (even if many of them are nothing but names) than we have from any other country. And of all these names, it is fair to say that one has conjured up a fascination to equal all the rest combined: “Roy Henry,” French for “King Henry,” a royal composer!


  EX. 11-12 Pycard, Gloria, mm. 25–48
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  EX. 11-13 Leonel Power, Gloria, mm. 1–15


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  But which Henry? The three kings of the house of Lancaster—the son, grandson, and great-grandson of John of Gaunt—were all named Henry. Henry VI, who acceded to the throne in 1421 at the age of nine months, can be ruled out, but Henry IV and Henry V, the father and the brother, respectively, of the manuscript’s possible first owner, both reigned during the period of its compiling. Opinions still differ as to which of them may have composed the two pieces attributed to Roy Henry (and there is no guarantee that either attribution is anything but honorific), but as the two pieces differ radically in style it is not impossible that each of the two kings may have written one. An Alleluia setting in a different manuscript, attributed to “henrici quinti,” might seem to clinch the case for the younger man; but as Margaret Bent, a specialist in the period, has dryly noted, the piece “is no more similar in style to the two Old Hall items than these are to each other.”4 The Old Hall Sanctus setting (Ex. 11-14) is the older of the two, to judge by its style and notation. Like the English descant settings of old (in particular, like Ex. 11-10), it is written in score, is basically homorhythmic, and freely mixes “perfect” and “imperfect” consonant chords. (The other “Roy Henry” piece is a Gloria in an advanced ars nova cantilena style, entered choirbook fashion in separate parts.) As befits its status as a royal composition—or at least as a composition carrying a royal attribution—it stands at the head of its section in the manuscript. Smoothly and skillfully written, maintaining the English predilection for full triadic sonority without resorting to actual parallelism, it can be taken as representative of “normal” English style (as opposed to the ostentatious complications of Francophiles like Pycard) just before that style became widely known and momentously influential on the continent.


  EX. 11-14 Roy Henry, Sanctus, mm. 1–25
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  FORTUNES OF WAR


  Here is Roy Henry again (assuming he is Henry V) in Ex. 11-15, thistime doingwhat he did best and leaving the musical commentary to others:


  EX. 11-15 Deo gratias Anglia (“Agincourt Carol”)
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  Ex. 11-15 is a carol, the English version of the carole, the old French dance-song with refrain (here called the “burden”). Such songs had probably been sung in England since the Normans arrived in the eleventh century, if not before. But they left hardly a written trace until the fifteenth century, when they began to be composed by literate musicians using the latest polyphonic techniques. In the one shown here, the three-part writing in the “burden” (or refrain) has that distinctively English triadic sound first observed in the Sumer Canon, composed almost two centuries before.


  By the time Ex. 11-15 was noted down, the genre to which it belonged had lost its necessary connection with the dance. It had become a “festival song,” in the words of John Stevens, the carol’s main historian.5 The festival with which most written-down carols were associated was, yes, Christmas, although the songs we now call “Christmas carols” (especially those sung door-to-door or around the tree) are really hymns, and were largely the creation of the nineteenth-century sheet music industry.


  For another illustration of the form, and a witty one, look at Ex. 11-16, a monophonic carol in popular style that is actually quite a bit younger than the earliest polyphonic examples. It comes from a Glasgow manuscript that contains a number of similar “unaccompanied” carol tunes. There is no chance of their being transcribed folk songs, though; their texts are urbane and literary through and through. This one, which describes the Annunciation (the event, so to speak, that made Christmas possible) is macaronic. It matches a burden in Latin, possibly meant for a chorus to sing, with verses in the vernacular (though the last verse ends with another, very familiar, line of Latin, quoting Mary’s response to Gabriel’s greeting in Luke 1:38—“Behold the handmaiden of the Lord”).


  The burden, sung at the beginning and end and in between each verse, is an elegant pun. “Nova, nova” means something like “Extra! Extra!” “Ave” (Hail) is what the angel said to Mary when telling her she was to bear the Son of God, and it reverses the word “Eva” (Eve), the source of the original sin for which the coming of Christ brought redemption. So the redemption revokes and negates the sin for those who accept Christ: for them, “Ave (the virgin birth) remakes Eva”—a second chance.


  EX. 11-16 Nova, nova, ave fit ex Eva
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  Deo gratias Anglia (Ex. 11-15), the carol in honor of Henry V, celebrates not a festival but a great event—one well known to fans of Shakespeare’s history plays (or Laurence Olivier films). Found in a parchment roll copied some time during the first half of the fifteenth century, it commemorates the triumph of 25 October 1415, when King Henry and his small but well-equipped force of longbow men defeated a much larger French army on the field of Agincourt (now Azincourt) near Calais in the far north of France, near the point of shortest distance across the English Channel. It was the most important English victory in the Hundred Years War, a territorial conflict that actually lasted (off and on) for 116 years, from 1337 to 1453. In the battle’s aftermath, England conquered and occupied much of northern France.


  By 1420 Henry was able to march into Paris and (with the help of the Holy Roman Emperor and the Duke of Burgundy, his secret allies) claim—or, as he insisted, reclaim—the French throne. A treaty signed that year would have made him king of France after the death of the current ruler, Charles VI, whose daughter Catherine he agreed to marry. Henry died in 1422, before the terms of the treaty could be carried out (since Charles VI still lived). But the English armies continued to enjoy victories until by 1429 almost all of France north of the Loire River was in English hands. (It was at this point that the French rallied under Joan of Arc and eventually reclaimed most of their territory for the hereditary French heir, Charles VII.)


  As the reader has surely guessed, there was an important musical repercussion from the political events just described. The English occupation of northern France in the 1420 s andearly 1430 s brought a host of English “magnates” and administrators, both military and civil, to French soil. At their head was John of Lancaster, the Duke of Bedford, Henry’s brother. Henry left behind a nine-month-old son and heir, Henry VI, who as the grandson of Charles VI was also heir by treaty to the French throne. (He was actually crowned in Paris in 1431, during the English occupation, but never reigned in France.)


  Bedford and his brother Humphrey, the Duke of Gloucester, were named joint regents until the king came of age. Bedford had primary responsibility for prosecuting the war with France and administering the English occupation, duties that required his continued residence on French soil until his ally the Duke of Burgundy turned against him and made a separate peace with the French heir. From 1422 until his death in 1435, four years after he ordered the burning of Joan of Arc (who had been captured by the Burgundians, everybody’s false friend, and sold to the English for a ransom), the Duke of Bedford was the effective ruler of France.


  Bedford maintained a regal traveling household and retinue, including a chapel. Based largely in Paris, it was staffed by a substantial musical corps. The Duke also held many estates in Normandy, forfeited by French nobles who had been defeated and evacuated in the course of the English advance. One of these estates passed after Bedford’s death to a man named John Dunstable, who is named in the deed as a servant and household familiar to Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester (serviteur et familier domestique de Onfroy Duc de Gloucestre), but who is named in another document (a bookplate in an astronomical treatise), and on his tombstone, as “a musician with the Duke of Bedford” (cum duci Bedfordie musicus).


  The man thus rewarded in 1436 with a lordship in France was famous in his day as “an astrologian, a mathematician, a musitian, and what not” (to quote from one of his epitaphs). The striking thing about the musical works attributed to Dunstable is that, out of more than fifty surviving compositions (all but five on Latin religious texts), three-fifths are found only in continental manuscripts. This cannot be explained solely by the scarcity of English sources, since previously there had been nothing approaching such an English presence in continental ones. And the other striking thing about Dunstable’s works is the enormous influence they had on continental composers—an influence readily, indeed enthusiastically, acknowledged by a number of witnesses. The only hypothesis that seems to unite all of these scattered facts and circumstances in a convincing pattern is one that places Dunstable in Paris at the head of the Duke of Bedford’s musical establishment at the time when English prestige was at its height. That political prestige, plus the novelty and sheer allure of the English style (as we have already come to know it, but which was a revelation to continental musicians) conspired to produce a stylistic watershed in European music, after which for the first time there was truly a pan-European musical style—a literate musical lingua franca—of which the English, with Dunstable at their head, had served as catalysts.


  DUNSTABLE AND THE “CONTENANCE ANGLOISE”


  One of our best witnesses to Dunstable’s prestige and his role as catalyst comes in the form of an aside in the course of an epic allegorical poem called Le Champion des dames, composed around 1440 by Martin le Franc, a Burgundian court poet. Le Franc, an enthusiastic partisan of the French in the Hundred Years War, wrote the poem to persuade Philip the Good, the Duke of Burgundy, to do what he eventually did: sunder his ties to the English and help the French drive them out. The presence of the English on French soil was baleful, Le Franc maintained; unchecked, it would lead ineluctably to an apocalypse, an end of historical time. Listing its portents, Le Franc pointed with a mixture of pride and dread at the perfection attained by the arts and sciences, beyond which no advance seemed possible. The fateful perfection of music, he alleged, was due especially directly to those accursed Englishmen.


  At the beginning of the century, according to Le Franc, the composers most admired in Paris had been three: Johannes Carmen (whom we met in chapter 10), Johannes Césaris, and Jean de Noyers, called Tapissier (“the tapestry-weaver”). Their work had astonished all Paris, and impressed all visitors. But they had been totally eclipsed in recent years by a new generation of French and Burgundian musicians, who ont prins de la contenance Angloise et ensuy Dunstable, Pour quoy merveilleuse plaisance Rend leur chant joyeux et notable. (“have taken to the English guise and followed Dunstable, which has made their song marvelously pleasing, distinguished and delightful.”)


  Le Franc’s vaguely eloquent phrase la contenance angloise—“the English somethingor-other” (one dictionary gives “air, bearing, attitude” as well as “guise” as equivalents for the poetic contenance)—resists precise translation or paraphrase, and it is not clear whether Le Franc himself knew exactly what he was talking about. (The lines preceding the quoted ones are a merry hash of mangled technical terms.) But he was giving voice to the conventional wisdom of the day, and so it would remain for the rest of the century.


  When the theorist Johannes Tinctoris, writing in 1477, made his famous announcement that there is not a single piece of music more than forty years old that is “regarded by the learned as worth hearing,” he was dating the beginnings of viable music to precisely the time when Le Franc had been writing. Anything earlier, he contended, was “so ineptly, so stupidly composed that they rather offended than pleased the ear.” And in a slightly earlier treatise Tinctoris had already identified “the English, of whom Dunstable stood forth as chief “ as being the “fount and origin” of the “new art” that marked the boundaries of the viable.6


  The “contenance angloise,” whatever it was, had already made a sensation among the continental churchmen and musicians who heard the choirs of the bishops of Norwich and Lichfield, and the instrumentalists in the retinue of the Earl of Warwick, at the Council of Constance that negotiated the end of the Great Schism in 1417. English musical influence reached its peak in music composed on the continent, in the wake of this council, for the newly reunited Roman Catholic church.


  The French musicians named by Martin Le Franc as having absorbed the new manner and brought it to perfection were Dunstable’s contemporaries Gilles Binchois and Guillaume Du Fay. Tinctoris named them too, but as members along with Dunstable of the musical generation that had mentored Tinctoris’s contemporaries, the truly perfect ones. It was just as much the fashion in “premodern” Europe to regard the present as a summit as later it became the fashion to regard the past as a “golden age.”


  Thus by the end of the sixteenth century Dunstable had grown sufficiently remote in time so as to lose his aura completely. Thomas Morley, a later composing countryman of Dunstable’s, writing in 1597, produced a little scrap from a Dunstable motet just so he could show what “some dunces have not slacked to do, yea one whose name is John Dunstable (an ancient English author),” whose quoted passage “is one of the greatest absurdities which I have seen committed in the dittying of music.” Or maybe Morley just couldn’t resist a pun. In any case it was nothing personal, nor did it signal any substantive change of mind or heart among music theorists. Morley was merely doing what Tinctoris and Le Franc had done before him—namely, despising music that was older than he was.


  If Martin Le Franc was right, it should be possible to show how Dunstable’s music mediated between the music of Carmen, Cesaris, and Tapissier on the one hand, and that of Le Franc’s Franco-Burgundian contemporaries Binchois and Du Fay on the other. It is indeed possible to do this, and very instructive. From such a comparison we learn that precisely those features that until the end of the fourteenth century most distinguished “English descant” from the music of the continent—features like “major-mode” tonality, full-triadic harmony (or at least a greater reliance on imperfect consonances), smooth handling of dissonance—had the most decisive impact on continental musicians in the early fifteenth century, and therefore must have constituted the so-called contenance angloise.


  A panisorhythmic motet by Tapissier, Eya dulcis/Vale placens, is actually about matters the Council of Constance was convened to settle—“Rome, all Rome cries out, ‘Away with the Schism,”’ shrills the triplum at one point—though it probably was composed earlier, possibly in Avignon, where the composer, who died around 1410, had worked. Another possibility is that the motet was composed for the court of Duke Philip the Bold of Burgundy, who was then the chief rival to French power in northern Europe. In any case, one can easily see why Martin Le Franc said that music like this had stunned all Paris. It radiates power and authority.


  Like the motet by Ciconia discussed in chapter 8 (also connected indirectly with the Council of Constance through its dedicatee, Francesco Zabarella), Tapissier’s motet sports robust ceremonial fanfares preceding each talea, which suggest outdoor performance on loud winds. (Such wind bands did often accompany the choirs at the Council of Constance, we learn from literary descriptions, and the English trombones were particularly admired.) The text setting is hortatory, orotund, even a shade bombastic. It consists at times of longish strings of syllables on a reciting—or rather, a haranguing—tone. The rhythmic writing shows traces of the ars subtilior, the Avignon specialty, in its long chains of syncopes and its little rashes of polyrhythm.


  The tonality of the whole is unabashedly disunified in the old French manner, recalling the In seculum motets encountered in chapter 7 whose wayward, unpredictable cadence structure was seen as a plus, as an aspect of variety (discordia concors). The three panisorhythmic taleae in Tapissier’s motet all begin with fanfares on C, but make their respective cadences on F, C, and G. And then, just as in the In seculum motets, a single note evidently left over in the tenor’s unidentified color comes out of the blue and forces a final chord on F that in no sense resolves the harmony but confuses it—pleasurably (or at least impressively) for its original listeners, one must assume, if not for us. Ex. 11-17 shows the last talea and its surprise ending.


  The only fair comparison with Tapissier’s motet would be another isorhythmic motet. Although he looms in traditional historiography (thanks to Le Franc and Tinctoris, among others) as a stylistic divider, Dunstable was at least as much a continuer and an adapter of traditional genres. He wrote a considerable number of isorhythmic motets, of which a dozen or so survive; indeed he was particularly expert in this loftiest of genres, as one might fairly expect “an astrologian, a mathematician, a musitian, and what not” to be. Like all his contemporaries, Dunstable was still brought up musically in the spirit of the quadrivium. But the content with which he invested the old forms—the new wine, as the old metaphor has it, that he poured into the old bottles—was indeed something different.


  His motet Salve scema/Salve salus, in honor of St. Katharine (Ex. 11-18), is every bit as rigorous in its structural design as Tapissier’s. The tenor and contratenor both have strictly maintained colores that sustain a triple cursus. Each color, moreover, supports a double cursus of a talea that is maintained strictly in the lower parts from beginning to end, for a total of six statements. With each repetition of the color, the talea undergoes a change in mensuration that increases its speed: the second color runs at 112 times the speed of the first, and the third is double the speed of the first. Moreover, the texted parts are panisorhythmic within a color statement of the lower parts: that is to say, whenever the lower parts repeat their talea at a given speed, the upper parts repeat their talea, too (compare mm. 145–62 with 163–end). The difference is that the lower parts never change their talea while the upper parts do so twice, as indicated.


  Yet if the structure of Dunstable’s motet is traditional, its sound is worlds away (well, at least a channel away) from Tapissier’s, thoroughly informed by sonorities we have learned to associate with English descant: uniform F-major tonality and euphonious triadic harmony, with thirds enjoying full rights (except in final chords) as consonances. When in each statement of their color the tenor and contratenor enter after the introitus, we even get a deliberate whiff of what old Giraldus Cambrensis had called the “sweet softness of B-flat” (what we would call “plagal harmony”). Most of all, Dunstable’s music displays an unprecedentedly smooth technique of part writing, its dissonances consistently subordinated to consonances in ways that begin to approximate the rules of dissonance treatment still taught in counterpoint class and analyzed in harmony class (passing tones, neighbors, and so on). Ex. 11-18 contains the last color statement. Note the double cursus of the panisorhythmic talea: after the eighteenth measure all the rhythms in all the parts repeat exactly.


  EX. 11-17 Jean de Noyers (Tapissier), Eya dulcis/Vale placens, mm. 77–115
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  EX. 11-18 John Dunstable, Salve scema/Salve salus, mm. 145–80
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  By contrast, Tapissier’s texture bristles with “unprepared” and “unresolved” dissonance. The last six measures of the example abound in instances: triplum G making a seventh with the motetus (and tenor) A, and then skipping from it; triplum and motetus both skipping to a clashing E-F(#) second, and so on. Such things had been perfectly normal in the French polyphonic style that grew out of continental discantus. They will not be found in Dunstable’s piece. To ears trained to regard English descant as the norm, and to regard Dunstable as the “fount and origin” of viable music, Tapissier’s dissonances can easily seem like blunders, and it is easy to see why Tinctoris would see fit to censure such music as “ineptly and stupidly composed.” We have already seen the continental response to Dunstable’s motet style in Du Fay’s Nuper rosarum flores, analyzed for its numerical symbolism in chapter 8. There it was mentioned that the beginnings of “the Renaissance,” for music, are often associated with the work of Du Fay (more often, in fact than with Landini). That is because modern music historiography has, perhaps somewhat uncritically, adapted the views of Martin Le Franc and Tinctoris—about the significance of the English style as marking a new beginning for the continent—to the conventional vocabulary of art history. What is “Renaissance” about Du Fay and his contemporary Binchois is exactly what Martin Le Franc said was “new” about them: that they “have taken to the English guise and followed Dunstable,” particularly as regards harmony and part-writing. In fact the continental composers invented new ways—clever cookbook recipes, actually—for instantly transforming their style and donning that “English guise.”


  VOLUPTUOUSNESS AND HOW TO ACQUIRE IT


  For a dose of English newness at its most radical, let us briefly consider Dunstable’s most famous composition, then as now: Quam pulchra es (“How beautiful thou art”), a setting from the Song of Songs (Ex. 11-19). Verses from that book of the Bible had become exceedingly popular in England as a result of the burgeoning of votive services addressed to the Blessed Virgin Mary in her role as “neck,” connecting (and mediating between) the Godhead and the body of the faithful. The love lyrics attributed to King Solomon, for which a long tradition of allegorical interpretation existed, now came into their own as votive antiphons.


  Nevertheless, the Song of Songs remains an erotic poem, and its surface meaning no doubt conditioned the exceedingly sensuous settings its verses received from English composers, starting with the “Old Hall” generation and, through Dunstable and his contemporaries, eventually infiltrating the continent. A new style of discant setting emerged out of these Song of Songs antiphons; it is widely known in the scholarly literature as the “declamation motet,” but a better name would be “cantilena motet” because of its similarity to the texture of the continental courtly chanson. Its seductive sweetness is the result of a control of dissonance so extreme as to remind Manfred Bukofzer, the historian who christened the new genre, of a “purge.”7 The homorhythmic texture of the old conductus is adapted in them to the actual rhythms of spoken language rather than to isochrony or to any preconceived metrical scheme. But the naturalistic declamation is not pervasive; rather it is used selectively to spotlight key affect-laden words and phrases, chiefly terms of endearment and symbols of feminine sexuality.


  In Quam pulchra es there are from beginning to end only nine dissonant notes (circled in Ex. 11-19), and they all conform to the highly regulated dissonance treatment still codified in academic rules of counterpoint. (In other words, they can be named and classified.) There is an “incomplete neighbor” or “escape tone” on pulchra; there are unaccented passing tones on ut and eburnea; there is an accented passing tone on videamus, and the reare four 7–6 suspensions at various cadences. Such a refining-out of dissonance requires effort. It is indeed conspicuous, and therefore expressive, reminding us that we normally take for granted a much higher level of dissonance as the norm.


  No less expressive is the declamation. The words singled out for naturalistic setting in strict homorhythm include carissima (“dearest”), collum tuum (“your neck,” perhaps symbolic as well as erotic), and ubera (“breasts”), the latter singled out twice, once by the male lover and another time, at the very end, by the female. Most dramatically set of all is the female lover’s command—Veni dilecte mi (“Come, my beloved”)—set off not only by homorhythm and by long note values but also by time-stopping fermatas. Whatever the allegorical significance of the Song of Songs verses within the Marian liturgy, the music achieves its telling expressive potency by literally, if tacitly, “telling”—that is, unmasking the allegory.


  EX. 11-19 John Dunstable, Quam pulchra es
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  This, it is worth noting parenthetically, is only the first of many times that we will see music speaking the unspeakable and naming the unnameable, in many contexts of constraint. Its unique if largely unsung power to subvert the texts and occasions it adorns has already been given occasional notice in these pages, largely through the words of churchmen (Saint Augustine, Pope John XXII) who were sensitive to its potentially treacherous allure. In the case of the English declamation motet, the secret the music betrayed was as open a secret as could be.


  One can well imagine the kind of impression music as voluptuous as this must have made on continental musicians when they finally had an opportunity to hear it. It opened up a whole new world of musical expressivity, and gaining access to it became item number one on the continental musical agenda. The first thing continental musicians must have noticed about the “English guise” was its luxuriant saturation with full triads, most conspicuous of all when they came in chains. Those chains, we recall, were a standard feature of English descant; now, in Dunstable’s work they were absorbed into a more varied and subtly controlled compositional technique.


  The only kind of parallelism Dunstable allowed was the kind that avoided perfect consonances in favor of the more mellifluous, more characteristically English imperfect ones. Thus, for example, the phrases assimilata est palme (“like the palm tree”) and ubera mea (“my breasts”) are made to stand out by the use of an exhaustive parallel motion of imperfect consonances, the contratenor shadowing the tenor at the third, the cantus at the sixth, as in the English descant setting of the Beata viscera Communion motet sampled in Ex. 11-9. And that is why Beata viscera has become the most famous piece of fourteenthcentury English descant. It fortuitously foreshadowed the fifteenthcentury pieces that marked an epoch in European music history, and has therefore been singled out in retrospect as “typical,” which it was not.


  The continental response to this exotic euphony came in surprisingly concrete form. Beginning in the 1420 s—right on schedule, as it were, following the Council of Constance and coinciding with the Duke of Bedford’s regency in France—pieces like the one in Ex. 11-20 turn up in profusion. Like Beata viscera, it is a Communion antiphon, based on a gregorian chant (Ex. 11-20a). It is notated as a “duo” (a piece “for two”), but a very curious one (Ex. 11-20b). The only intervals employed are octaves and sixths, with the octaves at the beginnings and ends of phrases and the sixths dominating in the middles, moving in parallel.


  Now sixths are strange intervals for music in the “mainstream” theoretical tradition; while nominally consonances, they had always been described by theorists as an interval normally avoided. Here, bizarrely, they seem to be the prevalent interval. But the duo carries a “canon” or rubric that says, “If you desire a three-part piece, take the top notes and start with them, but down a fourth.” When this is done, fifths are added to the framing octaves, and thirds are added to the sixths, so that the prevailing parallelism becomes exactly like the one in Beata viscera: an exhaustive parallelism of imperfect consonances amounting to a parallelism of triads, voiced for maximum smoothness with the “hard” and “hollow” perfect fifth avoided. In Example 11-20 c, the beginning of the Communion is “realized” according to the given recipe; but any singer who can read the top part can deduce the unnotated middle voice from it by transposition, without any need for a special notation. Those handicapped by perfect pitch can substitute a different clef in their mind’s eye (using what fifteenthcentury musicians called “sights”), but most can make the transposition “by ear.” Try it yourself with two companions: sing through Ex. 11-20b following the model indicated in Ex. 11-20c. When you do this,


  EX. 11-20A Guillaume Du Fay, Vos qui secuti estis me (Communion from Missa Sancti Jacobi), original chant
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  EX. 11-20B Guillaume Du Fay, Vos qui secuti estis me (Communion from Missa Sancti Jacobi), as notated (chant notes denoted by ‘+’)
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  EX. 11-20C Guillaume Du Fay, Vos qui secuti estis me (Communion from Missa Sancti Jacobi), first phrase as realized in performance
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  you will be simulating the “contenance angloise” just the way Martin Le Franc jokingly said Du Fay and Binchois did it: En fainte, en pause, et en muance, which roughly means “in faking, in relaxing, and in transposition [i.e., making hexachord mutations].”


  FAUXBOURDON AND FABURDEN


  Example 11-20 was actually composed by Du Fay himself. It is the concluding item in his Missa Sancti Jacobi, a “plenary” setting of the Mass for Saint James (that is, a setting that includes both the Proper and the Ordinary). Circumstantial evidence suggests that the Mass may have been written for the Church of San Giacomo Maggiore (Saint James the Greater) in Bologna, where Du Fay was sojourning in 1427 and 1428. If that date is correct, then Du Fay’s Communion is the earliest surviving specimen of this technique for deriving three parts from two to achieve an instant-English effect. It would be rash, however, to call Du Fay the inventor of the technique or the year 1427 or 1428 the exact year of its invention on the basis of such scanty data. Still, Du Fay was one of the recognized specialists in the technique, with twenty-four surviving specimens to his name (four times as many as Binchois, the runner-up).


  The other important distinguishing feature of the new style was that the cantus part, not the tenor, carried the original chant (transposed up an octave), as if reverting to the vox principalis/vos organalis texture of old. But that resemblance is fortuitous. By the fifteenth century, nobody remembered the Musica enchiriadis or any other treatise of its ilk. Their rediscovery had to await the zealous antiquarians of the modern age. Rather, the chant-bearing cantus was adapted by embellishment and rhythmic adjustment to the conventions of the contemporary “top-down” genre, the cantilena or chanson. The chant, in short, was disguised (or “paraphrased,” as we now usually say) as a contemporary secular song.


  Du Fay’s ersatz-English Communion setting carries a label as well as a rubric. The setting is designated fauxbourdon, and the term became a standard one, sufficient in itself to take the place of the rubric. Singers seeing the word would know that the cantus part of the piece so labeled had to be doubled at the lower fourth, and that the tenor was so fashioned that a voluptuous array of parallel imperfect consonances à l’anglaise would emerge against the doubled line. The technique became understandably popular—faddish, in fact.


  Just what the word fauxbourdon meant etymologically, or why it was coined (whether by Du Fay or some other Frenchspeaking musician) to designate this particular manner of composing or arranging, remain enigmas. With only a handful of exceptions, the  171 surviving pieces so labeled are all based on chants that have been transposed and embellished like the one in Du Fay’s Communion. If fauxbourdon literally meant faux bourdon (“false bass,” from the French bourdonner, to drone or sing in an undertone), then it might have referred to this transposition, leaving in the bottom voice what was usually found above (that is, a discant to a cantus firmus). If that seems a farfetched etymology, so are all the others that have been proposed from time to time. One explanation associates the bourdon in fauxbourdon, which can mean a pilgrim’s staff, with St. James, who carried one, and who is depicted, staff in hand, in a miniature at the head of Du Fay’s Missa Sancti Jacobi (Fig. 11-5).


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 11-5 Saint James with his pilgrim’s staff, depicted in an illumination from the single extant complete source of Du Fay’s Missa Sancti Jacobi, in which is the earliest fauxbourdon setting (Bologna, Civico Museo Bibliografico Musicale, MS Q 15, fol. 121, copied in Padua in the 1420 s).


  


  The enigma is compounded by the existence of a near-cognate English term, faburden, which denotes something comparable to fauxbourdon but not identical with it. How (or indeed whether) the two terms and practices are related has been a matter of considerable speculation and debate.


  To begin with, the term faburden is not associated with individual written compositions but with an English technique of harmonizing chants at sight (super librum, roughly “off the book,” or “off the page” in contemporary parlance). According to a treatise called The Sight of Faburdon, copied around 1450 and the sole surviving theoretical description of the method, two singers would accompany the singer of the chant with unwritten counterpoints, one (called the “deschaunte”) above the written part and the other (called the “counter note”) below. The “counterer” would sing thirds and fifths below the plainchant and the “discanter” would double it at the upper fourth. A didactic example of faburden that happened to be written in a Scottish treatise of the mid-sixteenth century shows the result (Ex. 11-21). It is based on Salvator mundi Domine (“O Lord, Savior of the World”), a frequent English contrafact of the Pentecost hymn Veni creator spiritus (already encountered as Ex. 2-7c). The original chant is carried by the middle voice—the one voice, ironically enough, that was not notated at all in fauxbourdon settings.


  The result, so far as the listener is concerned, differs from the fauxbourdon settings of Du Fay and his continental contemporaries only in pitch range, if it differs at all. In the case of faburden the chant is thought of as the “meane” or middle voice and the doubling part as the “tryble” above it. In the case of fauxbourdon the chant is thought of as the “cantus” and the doubling part as the contratenor below it. But it is a distinction that makes no audible difference, just as it makes no difference whether the lowest voice is thought of as making fifths and thirds against the middle or octaves and sixths against the top.


  The reasonable and simple assumption would be that fauxbourdon was just the continental written-down imitation of the English oral practice. But the actual evidence does not fit that easy explanation. For one thing, The Sight of Faburdon (or at least its extant source) is a good deal later than the probable date of Du Fay’s Missa Sancti Jacobi, in which the first use of the term fauxbourdon occurs. And for another, the word faburden is much more easily construed as a corruption of fauxbourdon than the other way around. (We can easily imagine etymologies for fauxbourdon, however flimsy; explaining faburden as “the bass that sings fa” (because it uses a lot of B-flats) is a rather desperate contrivance.) So what happened? Did the English borrow back a continental cookbook recipe for imitating the English? To believe that is neither simple nor particularly reasonable. What is likelier is that the term faburden, adapted from fauxbourdon, was applied retroactively by some English writers to one of many varieties of “sighting,” or ad hoc chant harmonization, which had been practiced by the English all through the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. This particular one happened to resemble, in a relatively crude and unembellished way, the very elegant written compositions from abroad that began to travel back to England, with their deft and graceful chant-paraphrases in the manner of the courtly chanson.


  But faburden was and remained a “sight,” an older English practice and an oral one. It can be documented in principle as far back as Anonymus IV, the first treatise that mentions sights. Thus it differed in kind, despite its belated similarity in nomenclature, from fauxbourdon, a later continental practice and an elegantly embellished, written one. Later, the technique became the property of organists, who used faburden “counters” or bass lines (like the bottom voice in Ex. 11-21) as grounds for improvisation, and, beginning in the early sixteenth century, kept little books of them handy. You can almost always tell a “faburden,” as organists informally called the bottom line of a chant harmonization, by its initial rising fourth, the inevitable product of the “sight” technique. Since the “counter” had to begin at the fifth below the chant and proceed to the third below the chant, and since perhaps nine chants out of ten begin with a rising step progression, nine “faburdens” out of ten will begin with the rising fourth.


  Lots of questions regarding the reciprocal early histories of fauxbourdon and faburden remain unanswered. For instance, did the inventors of fauxbourdon actually hear English choirs (at Constance, say, or in Paris) singing super librum—i.e., singing what eventually became known as faburden? Or did they hear something much more impressive, found a simple way of counterfeiting it, and gave the author of The Sight of Faburdon an idea for simplifying the technique of “sighting”? This last possibility, with its intriguing suggestion of a true cross-fertilization of cultures, is supported by a sentence in The Sight of Faburdon that calls the practice so designated only the lowliest and most commonplace of sight techniques.


  EX. 11-21 Salvator mundi Domine in faburden
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  Really skillful British extemporizers, going all the way back to the time of Giraldus Cambrensis, could come up with much more impressive harmonizations, not only in three parts but in four or even more. Desiderius Erasmus (Erasmus of Rotterdam), the great humanist scholar and a great Anglophile, reported in amazement, following one of his many visits to England toward the end of the fifteenth century, that in English churches “many sing together, but none of the singers produce those sounds which the notes on the page indicate.” (This sounds a lot like Giraldus, in fact, except that the Welsh singers he described did not use books at all.)


  We can share in Erasmus’s amazement if we travel forward in time a bit for a quick look at the latest and most advanced treatise on supra librum singing from the British Isles. A manual copied in Scotland around 1580, but summing up two or three hundred years’ worth of singers’ lore, ends with a final chapter on “countering” in which twelve rules are given that, when mastered over considerable time, enabled a quartet of singers to take a simple line of plainchant (like Ex. 11-22a) and from it work up on the spot a polyphonic realization like the one shown in the treatise’s final didactic example. The tenor sings a highly embellished version of the cantus firmus at the original pitch (each measure beginning and ending with the notated pitch, but with the middle filled most fancifully), and the other parts carol away even more ornately, albeit according to strict—and, no doubt, well-kept—secret formulas (Ex. 11-22b).


  EX. 11-22A Heir beginnis countering, presumedcantusfirmus
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  EX. 11-22B Heir beginnis countering, final example, mm. 1–6
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  Compared to this, fauxbourdon (to say nothing of simple faburden) might seem like child’s play. But the point of fauxbourdon, as practiced by the continental composers, was not so much the contrapuntal amplification of the chant as it was the transformation and elaboration of “plainsong” into “fancy song” (or, to use contemporary terminology, cantus figuralis, “figured” or patterned song). The raw material of plainchant was processed in this way into the highly refined style of the courtly “art song.”


  DU FAY AND BINCHOIS


  It seems no accident, then, that Du Fay and Binchois (Fig. 11-6), the two most prolific masters of fauxbourdon were also the leading song composers of their generation. Nor is it a coincidence that the liturgical genre most characteristically treated in the fauxbourdon manner was the hymn, the most songlike of chant types.


  Gilles de Bins, called Binchois (d. 1460) spent virtually his entire career as a court and chapel musician to Philip the Good, the long-reigning Duke of Burgundy, whose court was widely acknowledged to be the most magnificent in Western Europe at a time when art consumption was a prime measure of courtly magnificence. His fauxbourdon setting of Veni Creator Spiritus (Ex. 11-23) was written for Philip’s chapel. Compare it with Ex. 11-21 to see how fauxbourdon and faburden relate to one another. It is not just that the settings are pitched differently because of the differing placement of the cantus firmus. Binchois’s cantus part, while modest as such things go, is nevertheless an elegant paraphrase of the transposed chant melody. The embellishments occur mainly at cadences, where they invoke the typical formulas of the chanson style: the 7–6 suspension at the end of the first phrase (on Creator), the “Landini sixth” at the end of the second (on spiritus), and so on.
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  FIG. 11-6 Guillaume Du Fay and Gilles Binchois, French followers of Dunstable and the contenance angloise, as depicted in a manuscript of Martin le Franc’s epic Le champion des dames copied in Arras in 1451.


  


  EX. 11-23 Gilles Binchois, Veni Creator Spiritus
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  This is definitely an “art” setting, if a relatively unshowy one, and literate through and through, worlds away from the bald, nonfigural “sight” harmonization in Ex. 11-21. The artfulness is most apparent in the rhythmic design, which has been calculated with great subtlety both as to declamation and as to variety. The basic mensuration is that of tempus perfectum—semibreves grouped by threes into perfect breves. But Binchois applies hemiola at two levels, one above the basic mensuration (at the level of modus) and one below (at the level of prolatio). For an example of the latter, see the setting of the word gratia, where the cantus breaks momentarily into a trochaic pattern of semibreves and minims (quarters and eighths in transcription) that implies a grouping of three minims into perfect semibreves. And for the former, see what the tenor does immediately afterward (on quae tu creasti), where a series of imperfect breves (half notes in transcription) implies a grouping of three breves into perfect longs. That sort of supple, “natural” artfulness—artfulness within apparent simplicity—is the mark of a really successful assimilation of the “English sound” into the continental literate tradition.


  We have already met Guillaume Du Fay (d. 1474) in chapter 8, and know from his extraordinary motet Nuper rosarum flores that he was an extremely ambitious composer. He had a brilliant international career, with phases in Italy (including a stint in the papal choir) and at the court of Savoy, a duchy in the Alpine region of what is now eastern France and western Switzerland, before returning to his native region as a canon at the cathedral of Cambrai, near the present-day border of France and Belgium. His setting of the Marian hymn Ave maris stella (previously encountered as Ex. 2-7a), while also fairly modest as befits the genre, is more ornate than Binchois’s and assimilates the chant melody much more thoroughly to the style of the courtly chanson (Ex. 11-24). As befits Du Fay’s glamorous career and his comprehensive stylistic range, even his hymn settings are unmistakably the work of the most enterprising composer of the age.


  This greater assimilation is accomplished in two ways. First, Du Fay’s chant paraphrase is far more decorative than Binchois’s; there is nothing in the Binchois setting like the first measure of Du Fay’s, in which the plainchant’s opening leap of a fifth is filled in with what amounts to an original melody. The cadential structure of Du Fay’s setting is also much freer from that of the plainchant than Binchois’s—and quite purposefully so. The first cadence, for example, joins the finishing note of maris to the first note of stella, creating a stopping point on C, a note to which no cadence is made in the original chant. The alternation of cadences on C and D thus obtained in the first half of the setting is then replayed in the second half (C on virgo, Don porta), creating a bipartite structural symmetry not at all typical of plainchant melodies but very typical of courtly songs, whose “fixed forms” always comprised two main sections.


  Even more boldly, Du Fay writes an alternate third part, labeled “contratenor sine faulx bourdon,” that replaces the “derived” fauxbourdon voice with a full-fledged contrapuntal line that behaves exactly like the traditional chanson contratenor. It occupies the same register as the tenor, with which it frequently crosses. The first crossing is a marvelous joke, in fact. The first measure of the new contratenor coincides with—or rather, is disguised as—the beginning of the fauxbourdon realization, so that when the downbeat G replaces the expected F# in the second measure, it comes as an attention-grabbing surprise. That G forms a[image: image] chord with the other voices—a chord that simply cannot occur in a fauxbourdon. The contratenor stays under the tenor all the way to the end of the fourth bar, completely changing the harmonization of the chant-derived part and converting the setting for all practical purposes into a chanson. Then the contratenor reverts to its initial position above the tenor by leaping an octave, which (as we will see in a moment) was a most typical sort of cadential behavior for a chanson contratenor at this time. All in all, Du Fay’s setting shows him to be a singularly selfconscious artist and one especially aware of the distinguishing features and requirements of genres. As we have observed before, that sort of awareness enables an artist to play upon, and fully engage, the expectations of an informed audience.


  EX. 11-24A Guillaume Du Fay, Ave maris stella in fauxbourdon
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  EX. 11-24B Ave maris stella with “contratenor sine faulx bourdon”
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  As an example of the sort of contemporary courtly chanson Du Fay’s hymn setting parodies, let us consider one of his own (Ex. 11-25). What to call it is already a problem, since it exists in different manuscript sources with two different texts, one in Italian and the other in French. The source containing the Italian text, Quel fronte signorille (“That noble brow”), also contains the note “Rome composuit” (composed in Rome), which would date it to Du Fay’s period of papal employment, between 1428 and 1434. There seems to be good reason, though, for believing that only the text was composed in Rome, and perhaps not even by Du Fay.


  EX. 11-25 Guillaume Du Fay, Craindre vous vueil
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  The French version, Craindre vous vueil (“To fear you is my wish”), is in the standard rondeau cinquain form, with a five-line stanza and corresponding refrain, and this fits the shape and cadential structure of the music very ingeniously. The poem has the rhyme scheme A A B/B A, with the slash showing the division between the refrain (first part of the music) and the remainder of the stanza. The music associates cadences on C with the “A” lines and cadences on G with the “B” lines. (By contrast, the Italian text has a four-line stanza, and the music ends with the cadence in m. 25—off the final. That seems a sure sign of clumsy contrafactum.) In addition, the French text embodies an acrostic linking the names “Cateline” (whoever she may have been; some suggest the composer’s sister) and “Dufai.” The music was more likely fashioned to fit it than the other way around.


  The octave leap noted earlier in Du Fay’s “contratenor sine faulx bourdon” for Ave maris stella occurs in the very first cadence of Craindre vous vueil. It was standard contratenor behavior at cadences, alongside (and fast replacing) the “doubled leading tone” variety that had been customary in the fourteenth century (compare the second cadence a couple of measures later). Notice, though, that the “new” cadence is just another way of filling the same frame: the “structural pair” of cantus and tenor still make the cadence by moving from imperfect consonance to perfect consonance (here, from third to unison) in contrary motion. Yet another way of accompanying the same structural pair can be seen at the “medial cadence” of the rondeau. The superius and tenor again approach a unison; the contratenor, this time, does not leap up an octave, which would put it out of range, but drops a fifth to double the superius and tenor’s pitch at the octave.


  Thus there is now a choice of three possible contratenor moves (summed up in Ex. 11-26) to accompany the obligatory cadence-defining movement of superius and tenor. They will coexist throughout the century, with the second steadily gaining on the first, and (with the standardization of fourpart textures, to be described in the next chapter) with the third finally displacing both of the others.


  With more than sixty courtly chansons constituting more than half his surviving output, Binchois was his generation’s great specialist in the genre, famous as a melodist both in his own day and in ours. Like Du Fay, he composed mainly rondeaux cinquains, but his greatest achievements were ballades. By the early fifteenth century, the ballade, the oldest and most distinguished of the courtly song genres, had become a genre of special grandeur, reserved for special occasions, chiefly commemorative and public. One of the grandest Franco-Burgundian ballades of all was Deuil angoisseux by Christine de Pisane (or Pizan, 1364–ca. 1430)—one of the outstanding poets of the day, remembered now (in the words of the historian Natalie Zemon Davis) as “France’s first professional literary woman”8—as set to music by Binchois for performance at the court of Burgundy.


  EX. 11-26 Cadential motion in superius/tenor pair accompanied by three different contratenors, doubled leading tone
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  EX. 11-26B Octave leap
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  EX. 11-26C “V–I”
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  By the time he set it, Christine’s poem was already an old and famous one, composed on the death of her husband, Etienne Castel, a notary in service to the king of France, in 1390. Christine remained a quasi-official French court poet and a partisan commentator on the Hundred Years War. Her “Letter Concerning the Prison of Human Life” (L’Espistre de la prison de vie humaine) was intended in the first instance as a consolation to the widows left behind by the fallen heros of France on the battlefield of Agincourt, and at the end of her life Christine wrote “The Tale of Joan of Arc” (Le Ditié de Jeanne d’Arc), the earliest encomium to the intrepid Maid of Orléans, and one of the most authoritative, since it was the only one that dated from its subject’s lifetime.


  It is a bit ironic, then, to find in Binchois’s setting of Christine’s early ballade (Ex. 11-27) a gorgeous epitome of the contenance angloise, the English-influenced style that testified so eloquently, if obliquely, to the ascendancy of France’s enemy. It is a veritable orgy of F-major “euphony,” opening with arpeggiations of the F-major triad in both cantus and tenor, sonorously supported by a pair of droning contratenors on the final and the fifth above. When the tenor reaches its high A at the end of the word angoisseux, the harmony sounding is the most brilliant possible spacing of an F-major triad: [image: image] over the final.


  This ravishing four-voice texture is the “big band” sound of the day, achieved by replacing the contratenor in a three-part version of the song (itself achieved by providing a contratenor to add harmonious sonority to a selfsufficientstructural pair) with a pair of complementary contratenors to amplify the sonority. The lowest voice in the transcription could still function correctly as a contratenor by itself. It regularly makes its cadences by octave leap: see mm. 11–12, 21–22, 25–26, 28, 34–35, 44–45 (= 11–12), 53–54 (= 21–22), the final pair of cadences recapitulating the first pair since this is a “rhymed” or “rounded” ballade, in which the ending of the “B” section quotes the ending of the “A.” The presence of the fourth voice makes it possible to complete the triad at each cadence by adding a third to the obligatory octave of cantus and tenor and the obligatory fifth of the contratenor.
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  FIG. 11-7 Christine de Pisane at her writing desk (London, British Library, MS Harley 4431, fol. 4).


  


  Binchois’s Deuil angoisseux can tell us an enormous amount about the esthetics of fifteenthcentury courtly art. It is a marvelously effective, even hair-raising outpouring of emotion, and yet it scarcely conforms to our own conventional notions of what makes music sound “sad.” Our present-day musical “instincts” demand that laments be set to extra slow, extra low music, harmonically dark (“minor”) or dissonant. (We also expect such music to be sung and played with covered timbre and a greater than ordinary range of dynamic and tempo fluctuation.) Binchois’s setting flatly contradicts these assumptions with its bright F-majorish (English) tonality, its high tessitura (especially in the tenor), and its very wide vocal ranges. Even the tempo contradicts our normal assumptions: the time signature carries a slash through it comparable to the slash in our familiar “cut time,” which places the tactus on the breve, not the semibreve, causing all the note values to be shorter (hence, to go by quicker) than normal.


  What is conveyed, in short, is not private anguish but a public proclamation of grief, as suggested in the poem itself with an envoi addressed to an assembled audience of “princes.” The mood is one of elevation (hauteur in French): elevation in tone, in diction, in delivery, all reflecting the elevated social setting in which the performance took place. Hauteur had two specifically musical meanings as well, which relate metaphorically to the general concept: highness of pitch and loudness of sonority, both of which are exaggerated in Binchois’s setting of Christine’s lament. And rightly so, for fifteenthcentury musicians still quoted Isidore of Seville, Pope Gregory’s contemporary, on the qualities of a good singing voice: “high, sweet and loud.”


  EX. 11-27 Gilles Binchois, Deuil angoisseux
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  Even “sweetness” comes in many varieties. To us it may connote a highly nuanced sort of tone production suitable for the subjectively expressive music of more recent centuries. The formal, conventionalized public rhetoric of the court called for a different sort of sweetness, the sort achieved by the “English” euphony of clear, uncomplicated, well-matched timbres, true tuning of harmonies, and sensitivity to the flexibly shifting rhythmic groupings we have already observed. Many scholars and performers have become convinced that the most desirable performing ensemble for a court ballade was one of voices unaccompanied by instruments, despite the absence of text in the tenor and the contratenors.9 The singers of these parts may have vocalized or ad-libbed textual abridgments.


  Again we are reminded that music in performance is something different from music on the page, and that even the most literately conceived music (and no music was ever more literary than the fifteenthcentury court chanson) must be mediated through oral practices and traditions in order to become sound. That is why the study of “performance practice,” which is precisely the collection and interpretation of evidence about the oral and unwritten, is and will always be one of the liveliest areas of “early music” research.


  


  CHAPTER 12

  Emblems and Dynasties


  THE CYCLIC MASS ORDINARY SETTING


  THE INTERNATIONALISM OF THE UPPER CRUST


  Johannes Tinctoris (ca. 1435–1511), a minor composer but a theorist of encyclopedic ambition, can be our very capable guide to the music of his time, the midto late fifteenth century. His twelve treatises, covering the properties and powers of music, the qualities of the modes, notation, counterpoint, form, mensural practice, terminology, and even (in his last work, called De inventione et usu musicae) what might be called musical sociology, attempt collectively to encompass all of contemporary music, its practices and its products alike. They are liberally illustrated with extracts not only from the works of ancient authorities but from the works of the leading composers of Tinctoris’s own generation—the musical literati who staffed the principal courts and churches of Latin Christendom at the time of his writing.


  Tinctoris, the theorist’s Latin professional name, means “dyer.” He was born near Nivelles (Nijvel in Flemish), a town in present-day Belgium, and attended the University of Orléans as a member of the “German nation” or non-French constituency there. No one knows today what his native language was or what his original surname may have been: in French it would have been Teinturier, in Dutch or Flemish de Vaerwere, in German Färbers. Around 1472, after a stint teaching the choirboys at Chartres Cathedral near Paris, and singing under Du Fay at the Cathedral of Cambrai, he entered the service of Ferdinand (Ferrante) I, the Aragonese (that is, Spanish) ruler of the kingdom of Naples in southern Italy, and seems to have remained in Naples until his retirement, if not his death.


  Tinctoris’s international, polyglot career, and in particular its southward trajectory from the Low Countries to Italy, were characteristic, even paradigmatic, for his time. The old Frankish territories were still the chief seats of musical learning, but the nouveau riche Italian courts, avidly competing with one another for the most brilliant artistic personnel, were becoming the great magnets for musical talent. Even after impregnation by the English, the basic technique of music remained French; but once the northerners began invading the south, it became impossible to tell by style where a piece of written continental music had been composed. Europe, musically, seemed one.


  But this apparent musical unity should not be read as an indicator of cultural or social unity. Literate musicians, it is time once again to recall, served a tiny clientele of aristocrats and ecclesiastics. These elite classes did indeed identify with their counterparts throughout the length and breadth of Europe, but at less exalted social levels, Europe, musically and in every other way, was far from one. The minority culture of the literate cannot yet be taken as representative of society as a whole. It was just the surface cream—if a less complimentary analogy is desired, call it an oil slick—that only seems homogenized from our bleary historical distance. Owing to the nature of our sources of evidence, the surface slick tends to hide the rest from view; and unless we are careful to remind ourselves, we can easily forget that the vast majority of Europeans in the fifteenth century lived out their lives in complete ignorance of the music we are about to investigate.
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  FIG. 12-1 Tinctoris at his writing desk, a portrait (possibly from life) by the Neapolitan artist Cristoforo Majorana from a late fifteenthcentury manuscript of Tinctoris’s treatises (Valencia, Biblioteca Universitaria).


  THE “TINCTORIS GENERATION”


  The musical literati from whom Tinctoris drew his didactic examples are the very ones whose works are found in practical sources throughout Europe irrespective of provenance. In the same preface to his book on mensural proportions in which he called Dunstable the fountainhead of contemporary music and consigned everything earlier to oblivion, Tinctoris cited an honor roll of his great coevals—a sort of musical peerage. Pride of place went to Johannes Ockeghem and Antoine Busnoys, who in their joint preeminence have, much like Du Fay and Binchois, haunted historical memory as a pair.


  Ockeghem (d. 1497), the older of the two, came not from the East Flemish town of the same name, but from St. Ghislain, near the large town of Mons in the Frenchspeaking Belgian province of Hainaut to the south. By 1443 he was a singer at the cathedral of Notre Dame in Antwerp, the leading church of Flanders. A déploration or chanson-lament Ockeghem composed on the death of Binchois in 1460 suggests a master-pupil relationship with the leading composer to the Burgundian court. It was at the court and chapel of the French king, however, that Ockeghem made his real mark, beginning in 1451. He became a great favorite of Charles VII, who elevated him to high church rank as treasurer of the royal collegiate church of St. Martin of Tours in the valley of the Loire, where the king had his winter palace. Under Charles’s successor, Louis XI, Ockeghem became concurrently acanon of Notre Damede Paris. By the time of his death he was surely the most socially exalted musician in Europe, and the richest as well: he was a major rentier or urban property-owner, and rented out houses to many persons of means and even eminence, including Jean Fouquet, the great miniaturist and portrait-painter, Ockeghem’s court counterpart among artists.
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  FIG. 12-2 Ockeghem and his choir, depicted ca. 1523 in a manuscript from Rouen (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Fonds Français 1537, fol. 58 v).


  


  A famous manuscript illumination from around 1523 (Fig. 12-2) perhaps fancifully depicts Ockeghem (by then dead a quarter century) and his chapel choir. The great composer—famous for his deep voice and so advanced in age when he died that his official court eulogist, the poet Guillaume Crétin, lamented his not reaching a round hundred years—must surely be the burly, bespectacled figure in the right foreground. The most valuable historical evidence in this picture is the placement of the choristers’ hands, visibly on the music rack and palpably on one another’s shoulders. The singers are not touching one another out of camaraderie alone: as contemporary writers confirm, their hands were busily employed in physically transmitting the tactus beat. As we will see, Ockeghem wrote some music that kept his singers’ hands quite full.


  Busnoys (d. 1492), whose name suggests that he may have come from the town of Busnes in northern France, was Ockeghem’s counterpart (and Binchois’s successor) at the court of Burgundy, where he served as “first singer” to Charles the Bold (d. 1477), the last of the Burgundian dukes. As Ockeghem may have been a pupil of Binchois, so Busnoys may have received instruction from Ockeghem at Tours, where Busnoys served briefly during the 1460 s, before joining the household of the future Duke of Burgundy. (Charles the Bold and Louis XI, Ockeghem’s patron, were bitter enemies; between 1467 and 1477, one may say with confidence, the two composers had few opportunities to meet.) After Charles’s death, Busnoys remained in service to his patron’s daughter Mary of Burgundy (who was also the niece of the English King Edward IV). Her death in 1484 extinguished the Burgundian dynasty. There is evidence that Busnoys now retired to the Belgian city of Bruges, becoming cantor at a parish church that was occasionally patronized by the Archduke (later Holy Roman Emperor) Maximilian, Mary’s widower.


  Busnoysis perhaps the earliest major composer from whom autograph manuscripts survive, so that we know how he personally spelled his surname (often routinely modernized in the scholarly literature to Busnois). In a motet to his patron saint and namesake, the fourth-century Egyptian recluse St. Anthony Abbot, Busnoys worked his name into an elaborate multilingual pun that depends on the spelling with y to make (Greek) sense (see Fig. 12-3). Having received a master’s degree (possibly at the University of Paris), Busnoys loved to show off his erudition—in particular, his familiarity with Greek—in little ways like this. And he was by no means exceptional in this quirk; the fifteenth century was one of those times when intellectual attainments and cerebral virtuosity were considered appropriate in an artist.
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  FIG. 12-3 Autograph copy of Busnoys’s self-referential motet Anthoni usque limina (Brussels, Bibliothèque Royal Albert I, MS 5557, fol. 48 v). The first pair of words in the first line of the text (ANTHONI USque limina …—“Anthony, you who to the furthest bounds… ”)—and the last pair of words in the last line (Fiat in omni BUS NOYS—“that understanding may come to all”) contain a rebus of the composer’s name.


  


  Busnoysalsoputhisformidable linguistic, musical, and architectonic skills to work in praise of his great contemporary and mentor. The motet In hydraulis (“On the Water organs”), written sometime between his stay at Tours and his patron’s accession to the ducal throne in 1467, compares Ockeghem with Pythagoras and Orpheus, musicians of mythological stature. The motet is built over a pes, a repetitive tenor phrase in three notes (OC-KE-GHEM?) that is put through a series of transpositions that collectively sum up all the Pythagorean consonances (Ex. 12-1a). This whole complex of repetitions, moreover, which may be regarded as the color of the motet, is put through four complete repetitions, each of them under a different mensuration sign; the resulting speeds are calibrated to reproduce the same Pythagorean proportions—in another musical dimension, so to speak.


  Ockeghem is actually named at the beginning of the second major section of the motet, and the phrase containing his name is turned into a musical emblem through a series of canonic entries (Ex. 12-1b). With its pes and its significant use of imitation and voice exchange, In hydraulis might be looked upon as a distant, university-educated descendant of the old Sumer Canon.


  EX. 12-1A Antoine Busnoys, In hydraulis, tenorlayout
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  EX. 12-1B Antoine Busnoys, In hydraulis, beginning of secunda pars (point of imitation on “haec Ockeghem”)
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  Ockeghem returned the compliment in the form of an even more elaborate motet called Ut heremita solus (“Lonely as a hermit”), of which the text has been lost, but whose incipit seems to combine a reference to Busnoys’s hermit patron saint with an encomium, loneliness often being a trope for eminence (as in “it’s lonely at the top”). The tenor of Ockeghem’s motet is based on a six-note pes (AN-THO-NI-US BUS-NOYS?), to realize which requires solving an immensely difficult puzzle. (Compliments, at this rarefied, snooty level, are often hard to distinguish from challenges.) Most telling of all, its opening puts a variant of the same phrase that had carried Ockeghem’s name in Busnoys’s motet through another series of imitative voice exchanges (Ex. 12-1c).


  EX. 12-1C Johannes Ockeghem returns the compliment to Busnoys in Ut heremita solus
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  Besides Tinctoris’s encomia to them, and their encomia to one another, there is further evidence in the surviving musical sources of the fantastic prestige that these composers achieved, and the veneration in which Ockeghem particularly was held. By all odds the most beautiful musical manuscript of the fifteenth century is a priceless presentation volume that contains Ockeghem’s virtually complete collected sacred works and some of Busnoys’s as well. It was commissioned in 1498 from the foremost scriptorium in Europe—the Flanders workshop of Pieter van den Hove, known as Petrus Alamire (“Peter A-above-or-below-middle-C”)—as a memorial to the just-deceased Ockeghem by a courtier to the French king Charles VIII, the son and grandson of the composer’s chief patrons. The intended recipient was possibly Philip I (the Handsome) of Spain, the son of the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian by Mary of Burgundy, Busnoys’s former employer. It was purchased by Agostino Chigi (KEE-jee), a great arts patron, for the collection of the rapacious Spanish pontiff, Pope Alexander VI (father of the notorious Cesare and Lucrezia Borgia). From there it went into the Vatican library, of which it is now one of the prize holdings. Fig. 12-4 shows a typically lavish opening from this manuscript, now called the Chigi Codex. The music shown is by Ockeghem, whose name appears at the upper left.


  In addition to the superstars Ockeghem and Busnoys, Tinctoris’s cast of characters included several other important contemporary Franco-Burgundian or Franco-Flemish composers. Johannes Regis (d. 1496) served as Du Fay’s secretary at Cambrai during the last decade of the older man’s life. Caron, whose first name is never given in the musical sources and is consequently uncertain (Tinctoris calls him Firminus, but there are archival references to a Philippe Caron as well), most likely trained at Cambrai under Du Fay and served the Burgundian court alongside Busnoys. Guillaume Faugues is known mainly by his works and by Tinctoris’s references to him. Documents suggest that he received his early training at the cathedral of Bourges, France’s second city under Charles VII and Louis XI, in the early 1460 s.


  The composers named thus far are not known to have visited Italy, but only Ockeghem’s career is well enough documented to preclude the possibility of an Italian sojourn. Even in their physical absence, though, their music was widely circulated and performed in southern Europe, as Tinctoris’s wide and deep knowledge of it already attests. Their works, and the works of many lesser French and Flemish masters, make up the bulk of the repertory preserved in the massive choirbooks that were copied during the reign of Pope Sixtus IV (1471–84) for use at his newly built and consecrated personal worship hall, the celebrated Sistine Chapel. These choirbooks survive to this day in the Vatican library. In 1472, Ockeghem received a personal communication from Duke Galeazzo Maria Sforza in Milan requesting help in recruiting French singers for his chapel. Several important composers of the early sixteenth century (among them Loyset Compère) who were too young to be noticed by Tinctoris, and who will therefore figure in a later chapter of this book, had their professional start in the Milanese court chapel choir around this time, possibly at Ockeghem’s recommendation.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 12-4 Opening of Ockeghem’s Missa caput from the so-called Chigi Codex (Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS Chigi C.VIII. 234, fols. 64 v–65).


  


  Beginning with the generation after that of Ockeghem and Busnoys—the generation Tinctoris called “younger composers,” who were reaching maturity in the 1470 s and lived into the next century—residence at the high-paying Italian courts became the rule. Their outstanding representative was Jacobus Hobrecht (better known as Obrecht, as habitually given in Italian sources), who after a distinguished career in Dutch and Belgian cities such as Antwerp, Utrecht, Bergen op Zoom, and Bruges was summoned to the magnificent court of Ercole I, the Duke of Ferrara, where he died of plague in 1505.


  THE CYCLIC MASS


  The major genre on which all these composers lavished their skills, and the chief vehicle for their fame, was a genre that did not exist before the fifteenth century. It may be fairly regarded as the emblem of the century’s musical attainments, for it was a genre of unprecedented altitude.


  The quality of “height” or hauteur, as we observed at the end of the previous chapter, was an important determinant of style within an aristocratic culture. It was the yardstick by which subject matter and rhetorical manner had been correlated since pre-Christian times. The classic formulation was given by Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BCE), the Roman statesman and orator, who sought an ideal union of rhetoric and philosophy to guide human affairs. To make knowledge effective, it had to be cast in the proper expressive form.


  Cicero distinguished three basic styles of oratory, which he called gravis, mediocris, and attenuatus: weighty, middling, and plain. The Carolingian rhetoricians and their scholastic descendants in the twelfth century had modified the Ciceronian doctrine to reflect literary rather than oratorical categories, substituting humilis (“low”) for Cicero’s plain-spoken style and associating it with the vernacular tongues that had replaced Latin for everyday speech, including the speech of the unlettered. In arguing for artistic literature in the vernacular, Dante had set himself the task of proving (on the basis of the troubadours’ achievement) that vernacular languages could accommodate all three levels of discourse, identifying them in terms that had even more obvious social connotations: illustre, mediocre, humile (noble, middling, lowly).


  It was Tinctoris who first applied a variation of this time-honored scheme to music. In his dictionary of terms, he designated three musical styles, calling them magnus, mediocris, and parvus: great (= high-ranking or lofty), middle, and small (= low-ranking).


  He associated each of them with a genre. The small, predictably enough, was associated with the vernacular chanson. The middle was associated with the motet, especially as transformed by contact with English models, as we witnessed in the previous chapter.


  The great or lofty style was the style of the Mass—a new type of standardized Mass composition in which five items from the Ordinary (no longer including the brief dismissal-plus-response formula) were set as a musical unit. A musical unit precisely, not a liturgical one, for there is nothing unified about the Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, and Agnus Dei as a set of texts. They had different histories, traced in the early chapters of this book; their structures were different, and they served different functions. Two are prayers, two are acclamations, one is a profession of faith. Only the Kyrie and the Gloria are consecutive in the liturgy.


  Settings of the Ordinary in the fourteenth century, as we have seen, were of individual items, or occasionally of pairs. Such complete formularies as exist were ad hoc compilations of individual, musically heterogeneous items (even when, as in the case of Machaut, they were all the work of a single author), opportunistically assembled for “votive”—which from the church’s point of view chiefly meant fund-raising—purposes.


  And now, all of a sudden (or so it seems), the Mass Ordinary emerges as a unified musical genre—the most fully unified in history, covering a longer span, and shaped by more purely “musical,” composerly (hence arbitrary) processes, than any we have yet encountered. The fact that its constituent sections were nonconsecutive in performance meant that its musical unity was “thematized” and made symbolic. The musically integrated Mass Ordinary setting now unified the whole service, symbolically integrating a process lasting as much as an hour or more by means of periodic inspiring returns to familiar, hence significant, sounds.


  It was the most potent demonstration yet of the abstract shaping powers of music and their potential import in mediating between the human and the divine; and it was a kind of shaping for which the literate tradition and only the literate tradition could provide the necessary means. Consequently, the genre of the musically unified Mass Ordinary quickly acquired enormous prestige as a symbol of ecclesiastical power—the power, let us recall, of a church that was itself newly restored to unity, a church that frequently lent its support to temporal authorities, intervening in their affairs and disputes, and that just as frequently drew similar support from them.


  Cyclic Mass Ordinaries were what chiefly filled those early Sistine chapel manuscripts, and thirteen of these mammoth cycles, posthumously collected together in one fantastically decorative presentation manuscript, were what attested to—or rather, what established—Ockeghem’s claim to preeminence among the composers of his day. In short, the Mass Ordinary “cycle” became, in Manfred Bukofzer’s words, “the focal point on which all the artistic aspirations and technical achievements of the composer converged,” for it was the focal point of patronage and prestige.1


  CANTUS FIRMUS AS TROPE OF GLORY


  But first, its history: one that, like so much in the history of fifteenthcentury music, begins with the English. And it begins at the moment when the device of paired movements based on a common cantus firmus tenor, already found in the Old Hall manuscript, was expanded to encompass all the major components of the Ordinary.


  We cannot tell when that decisive moment occurred; all we can know are its first preserved fruits. One of the earliest is a Kyrie–Gloria–Credo–Sanctus set somewhat shakily attributed to Dunstable, based on a tenor derived from Da gaudiorum praemia (“O grant the prize that brings joy”), a responsory for Trinity Sunday (the Sunday after Pentecost). It is bound up with the family history of the Henrys of England and was very likely first performed at the wedding of Henry V and Catherine of Valois, his joyful prize and daughter of the French King Charles VI, which took place on Trinity Sunday, 2 June 1420. The same Mass seems to have been performed again at another royal occasion, the Paris coronation of Henry VI in 1431.


  There, already, is a clue to the original purpose of the cyclic organization of the Ordinary: the use of a symbolic or emblematic tenor uniting its various sections renders the Ordinary “proper” to an occasion. The common cantus firmus acts like a trope, a symbolic commentary on the service. It was, or could be, a most potent device for insuring that there would be no separation of church and state.


  More secure is the attribution to Leonel Power of a fourpart Ordinary complex (a pair, so to speak, of traditional pairs: Gloria/Credo and Sanctus/Agnus Dei) all based on a tenor derived from the Marian antiphon Alma Redemptoris Mater. This composition, found only in northern Italian manuscripts copied around 1430–1435, is one of the best witnesses to the prestige of English music at the time and the leadership that English composers were exercising over musical developments on the continent.


  Unlike Dunstable, his (probably) somewhat younger contemporary, Leonel Power does not seem to have made much of an international career. It was his music that traveled. Except for a brief French sojourn between 1419 and 1421 with his employer the Duke of Clarence (brother of Henry V, in whose campaign the Duke was participating), the composer spent his whole professional life in England, first as tutor to the choristers in the Duke’s household chapel, and later as a member of the fraternity of Christ Church, Canterbury, where he died, probably aged around seventy, in 1445. One of his duties at the Canterbury church was to lead the choir that sang special votive services in the “Lady chapel,” and it was presumably for this choir that he composed, on a suitable Marian hymn, the Mass that, because it was so widely circulated in manuscript copies, now looms so large in history.


  Unifying the sections of Mass cycles on the basis of commontenors meant laying out a foundation in advance and building from the ground up. This architectonic conception had previously been the special distinguishing characteristic of the motet. And indeed, that genre was the source of the idea, even as the motet itself was undergoing change in the fifteenth century, a change that implied a “lowering” of its style. What happened, in effect, was that the rigidly conceived, highly structured style if the isorhythmic motet—the “high style” or stylus gravis of the fourteenth century—passed from the motet into the domain of the cyclic Mass, which was potentially a kind of isorhythmic motet writ large, with five or so discrete sections replacing the multiple color-talea cursus of old.


  All thecharacteristicsthatmarka“high” stylein the Ciceroniansense—weightiness, loftiness, nobility, vouchsafed by a highly rationalized, “artificial” idiom of “unnatural” intensity and complexity—became the property of the Mass, even as the motet loosened up under another strain of English influence to become more “naturally” declamatory, more personally expressive, more texturally flexible, thus assuming the position of a “middle” style. To appreciate this shift, keep Dunstable’s Quam pulchra es (Ex. 11-19) in mind as a “middle style” foil to accompany and contrast with the brief account that follows of Leonel’s Mass on Alma Redemptoris Mater.


  The arbitrarily strict, the artificial, and the unnaturally formal—hallmarks of the high style—are very conspicuous in the fashioning and the treatment of Leonel’s cantus firmus. Ex. 12-2 a shows Alma Redemptoris Mater as it is found in the Liber usualis, the modern chant book, with the major divisions as extracted by Leonel for the purposes of his Mass setting, amounting to roughly half of the original melody, indicated with bars and Roman numerals. These divisions do not conform at all to the given (text-based) structural divisions of the chant. The break between Leonel’s two major sections occurs in the middle of a ligature, and the end of the cantus firmus also comes in the middle of a word; nor is the last note of the cantus firmus even the final of the original melody’s mode.


  EX. 12-2A Alma Redemptoris Mater (eleventh-century Marian antiphon)
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  Thus there is no apparent rhyme or reason for Leonel’s selection or apportionment of his cantus firmus material. That is not to say that there was no reason, only that it is not readily apparent. Possible reasons might have involved numerology or some other form of occult symbolism, or might have had some other connection with musica speculativa. Sometimes modern researchers stumble on these things, and sometimes they don’t. In any case, the absence of an apparent rationale is not proof of the absence of a rationale. Nor is it proof of the presence of a rationale. Sherlock Holmes and his famous dog that failed to bark in the night notwithstanding, one can rarely make secure deductions from an absence. (It follows, then, that we can never know that a given piece of music has no preexisting cantus firmus; all we can know is that we have not yet discovered one.)


  What is possible to say with certainty is that, whatever the reason for it, Leonel’s selection and apportionment of raw material for his cantus firmus was entirely arbitrary (that is, “at will”), unrelated to the formal or semantic content of the antiphon from which it came. Similarly arbitrary is the processing of the raw material. Ex. 12-2b shows the actual tenor of Leonel’s Mass in its entirety and in the original notation. The two sections marked I and II are cast in contrasting mensurations. (The first section, in accordance with an English custom for the use of major-prolation signatures in notating tenors that a few continental composers picked up, is meant to be performed “in augmentation,” that is, in durations twice as long as those written.) The rhythms show an effort to include maximum variety. There is a profuse and unpredictable mixture of note values, including such standard options as hemiolas in the first (perfect) section and syncopations in the second (imperfect) one.


  EX. 12-2B Tenor of Leonel Power’s Mass on Alma Redemptoris Mater
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  Once established, this arbitrary color/talea combo was cast in stone. It serves as the basis for all four extant sections of the Mass, without the slightest modification. This, of course, is the isorhythmic principle (though in somewhat simplified form, since the color and talea match up one to one), extended over a multipartite span that unifies the whole worship service. “Higher” than that one could hardly aim.


  The beginnings of Leonel’s Gloria and Sanctus are given for comparison in Ex. 12-3. The only difference between them, so far as the tenor is concerned, consists of the little “introitus” that precedes the first tenor entrance in the Sanctus. This, too, is arbitrary and counter-intuitive, since the Gloria has by far the longer text, and could benefit practically from the use of an introitus to take up some of the verbiage. Clearly, the introitus to the Sanctus serves an ornamental rather than a functional purpose, possibly in keeping with the fact, often exploited by composers of Masses, that the Sanctus is supposed to be an imitation of the heavenly choirs.


  More important than the small difference is the overall uniformity. Two liturgical texts, with inherent shapes that have practically nothing in common, have been forced into a musical conformity. Owing to the uniform tenor, moreover, the two sections take the same amount of time. It means, of course, that the Sanctus text is stretched out in luxurious melismas and the Gloria text is crammed in as if with a shoehorn. But the fixed bipartite musical format prevails, and became standardized over time, both for Mass sections and for many motets.


  EX. 12-3A Leonel Power, Missa Alma Redemptoris Mater, Gloria, beginning
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  EX. 12-3B Leonel Power, Missa Alma Redemptoris Mater, Sanctus, beginning
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  “CAPUT” AND THE BEGINNINGS OF FOURPART HARMONY


  The direct adoption from the English of the cyclic Mass as the standard “high” genre, and the way the “Tinctoris generation” of continental musicians further developed all its compositional techniques, can be illustrated with a trio of Masses all based on the same cantus firmus melody: a grandiose neuma or supermelisma on caput (“head”), the concluding word of an antiphon, Venit ad Petrum (“He came to Peter”), that was sung at Salisbury Cathedral for the ceremony of “washing the feet” on Maundy Thursday during Holy Week preceding Easter. “Do not wash only my feet, but also my hands and my head,” said Peter to Jesus in the Gospel according to John, in a line that became the antiphon that begat the Masses.


  Sometime around 1440, an anonymous English composer (whose anonymity does not preclude his being a well-known personage) turned this magnificent melisma into a cantus firmus by following the procedures described above and produced a Mass similar in principle to Leonel’s Alma Redemptoris Mater Mass, but much, much grander in scale. The vastness of the conception suggests no mere chapel votive service but a cathedral Mass attended by dignitaries and magnates in force (precisely the kind of stellar occasion, in short, for which isorhythmic motets used to serve).


  As in Leonel’s Mass, the cantus firmus of one “movement” is (with minor variables like rests between phrases) the cantus firmus of all. Each “movement” has the same overall bipartite structure articulated through the same contrast of perfect and imperfect mensurations. But each mensuration governs a full statement of the enormous cantus firmus, so that each “movement” embodies a double cursus of what is already a very lengthy melody. So this Mass would be twice as long as Leonel’s even if the apparently missing (and probably heavily trooped) Kyrie from Leonel’s Mass were restored.


  In fact it is surely more than twice as long, because the “ideal” structure of this or any cyclic Mass (that is, the structure as composed) is not necessarily the same as its practical structure (the structure as performed). The two sections of the Kyrie from the Caput Mass are composed—“Kyrie” in perfect time and “Christe” in imperfect—to satisfy the requirements of its structural plan. But they do not satisfy the requirements of the liturgy. In the actual liturgical performance of any Mass the words “Kyrie eleison” must be repeated following the words “Christe eleison”; and so we may assume that in the liturgical performance of this Mass, either the missing words were shoehorned into the “Christe,” or the first section was performed da capo in order to complete the liturgical text.
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  FIG. 12-5 Salisbury Cathedral, home of the Sarum chant, the repertoire that included the Caput melisma.


  


  But however impressive, length is not the most important dimension in which the Missa Caput has been magnified over and above its predecessors. More significant by far, historically speaking, is the amplification of the texture. The complement of voices has been increased to four—and that number of voices, in precisely the configuration found in this Mass, became the norm for a century or more of intense Mass Ordinary composition. Once something becomes normal it is quickly taken for granted; so let us seize this moment, while things we have long since taken for granted are still in the process of being formed, to witness the birth of “fourpart harmony.”


  The Caput tenor is an unusually highlying chant, making repeated ascents to the G that in the old eight-mode system was the highest theoretically recognized “scale note” of all. The original melisma is given in Ex. 12-4b for comparison with the tenor of the Kyrie, a portion of which is shown in Ex. 12-4a. The tenor’s high tessitura puts it in a range far closer to, and apter to cross with, the contratenor above it than the “second tenor” below. Indeed, at its peaks it even crosses the cantus at times—sometimes quite dramatically, as when it makes its first ascent to the high G (m. 15) while the second tenor descends to its lowest note to put a maximum distance of a twelfth between the two parts that in earlier music used to cross so freely.


  EX. 12-4A Missa Caput, Kyrie (sung with prosulas), mm. 11–25
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  EX. 12-4B The Caput melisma
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  Although the sources that include the anonymous Caput Mass retain the nomenclature of voiceparts with which we are familiar, scribes in the mid-fifteenth century responded to the newly standardized, newly stratified fourpart texture by adopting a new nomenclature, as shall we from now on. The now-obligatory voice that stays consistently below the tenor, like the more accustomed “nonessential” voice above it, was now thought of as a second contratenor—a voice written against the tenor and (functionally if not literally) “after” it—rather than a second tenor. To distinguish the two contratenors, one was called “high” (altus) and the other “low” (bassus).


  No one reading this who has ever sung in a chorus will fail to appreciate the significance of this new nomenclature. The term contratenor altus metamorphosed into the Italian contralto, and contratenor bassus into contrabasso—terms that have long since been anglicized as “alto” and “bass.” Moreover, once the word “high” became standard for a voice that was not in fact the highest one singing, the highest voice (till now the cantus or the triplum) became known as the “top voice”—superius, from which the word soprano is derived. And now we have our full familiar range of voice parts—soprano, alto, tenor, bass (SATB)—and can see how the word tenor, originally the “holding part” (which, in cantus firmus Masses, it still was), acquired the meaning that has since become standard: a high male range. (For that meaning to become primary, of course, a further major change was required—one that was still some centuries away: the substitution of mixed choirs for the all-male schola of the pre-Reformation Christian church.)


  Now that both the range and the term for it have been established, let us take a close look at the bassus voice in Ex. 12-4a. It occupies a pitch space all its own and behaves in a new harmony-defining way. Like that of any contratenor, its movement tends to be disjunct—by skips—and it has a newly standardized role at cadences.


  A cadence, we may recall, is defined theoretically as stepwise movement, by the “structural pair” (cantus and tenor), in contrary motion from an imperfect to a perfect consonance. That criterion is of course met here—and the original chant melisma is given in Ex. 12-4b just to show how the cantus firmus had to be modified at the ends of both its cursus in order to secure for the tenor a stepwise, properly “cadential” fall to the final. At the final cadences, both of the Kyrie and of the Christe, an A is interpolated in the tenor before the final to correspond with the subtonium F in the superius, preparing the cadence on G. The two voices make their resolutions in contrary motion, and that is the essential cadence (Ex. 12-4c).


  EX. 12-4C Missa Caput, Kyrie (sung with prosulas), mm. 50–52
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  Anyone who has studied counterpoint knows that the only way two additional voices can be added to the “imperfect” part of this cadence that will be both consonant with the structural pair and independent of it (in the sense that they will not be forced to double the “essential motion” of either cantus or tenor at the cadence) is to have them both sing D. At the resolution of the cadence the D above the tenor remains stationary, and the D below goes the only place it can—to G, doubling the tenor either at the same pitch or an octave below, depending on the available range. Because this cadence reinforces the effect of the tenor’s descent to the final from above, it emphasizes the “authentic” modal ambitus and has a particularly forceful closing effect. It is conventionally called the “authentic cadence,” probably because of its modal associations (but as with many terms in current, unambiguous and informal parlance, its etymology has not been researched, and its pedigree is uncertain).


  At any rate, the progression in the bass, from the fifth scale degree (supporting the two “essential” pre-final tones) to the final, is congruent with what we are accustomed to calling a V–I or dominant–tonic progression. To call it that is to think of the motion of the lowest part as the essential cadential approach, and to associate the gesture toward closure with the “dominant” harmony. The question for historians is at what point such a way of conceptualizing cadences becomes justified (or to put it less prescriptively, at what point such a conceptualization matches that of contemporaneous musicians and listeners).


  However they were conceptualized, such an approach and such a harmony were perceptually a part of virtually every final cadence from the mid-fifteenth century on. They admitted considerable variation from the beginning. For an idea of the possibilities, compare the lineup, in Ex. 12-5, of all the remaining sectional cadences in the Caput Mass (two per “movement”). In Ex. 12-5a and b, from the Gloria, both the superius and the altus are decorated with “Landini sixths,” producing pungent dissonances right before the resolution. A variation of the same configuration occurs at the end of the Credo (Ex. 12-5d), where the superius again has the Landini sixth but the altus has a simple lower neighbor, producing not a sixth but a seventh (the first “dominant seventh”?) above the bass.


  Example 12-5 g, from the Agnus Dei, is especially interesting since the bassus is modified so that the final chord is a richly sonorous full triad. Both the avoidance of the fifth progression in the bass and the presence of the third in the final chord, however, are justified by the fact that the chord in question is not actually a final chord. It is a sectional cadence only, immediately followed by the continuation of the Agnus Dei. The final cadence of the Agnus, Ex. 12-5h, returns to the concord of perfect consonances. The presence of an imperfect consonance in a final chord would not normally be countenanced in strictly composed polyphonic music (whatever may have gone on behind the closed doors of the oral tradition) until nearly the end of the next century.


  EX. 12-5 Missa Caput a. middle of Gloria b. end of Gloria c. middle of Credo d. end of Credo e. middle of Sanctus f. end of Sanctus g. middle of Agnus Dei h. end of Agnus Dei
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  As long as the perfect concord was required at full cadences, the theorists, our only direct witnesses to contemporary concepts, went on calling the superius/tenor motion the essential cadential motion, with the V–I in the bassus beneath playing a no more than a contrapuntally mandated supporting role. Just as surely, however, by the middle of the seventeenth century the dominant–tonic cadence, articulated by the V–I bass, was fully conceptualized and had become for contemporary musicians the primary means of defining harmonic closure, as it remains for us today (that is, in our practiced habits of “hearing”). Over the two centuries between 1450 and 1650, in other words, a gradual conceptual change took place in the wake of a new perceptual reality. Roughly speaking, it was the change from “modal” to “tonal” thinking.


  HOW CONTROVERSIES ARISE (AND WHAT THEY REVEAL)


  The essential difference between these two concepts of pitch organization, the radicalness of the change from the one form of cadential articulation to the other and the implications of that change, remain matters of debate among historians. They can be (and have been) tendentiously exaggerated, and also tendentiously minimized. Clearly, though, whatever the eventual implications of the V–I bass, its fifteenthcentury introduction (like many other retrospectively momentous turning points in music history) was no conscious revolution. To call “tonality” a radical break with past thinking, an inspired invention, or (most telling of all) an unanticipated, world-transforming discovery is clearly to borrow without critical reflection from that all-embracing concept of the “Renaissance” that, unless vigilantly examined, can all too easily prejudice the study of fifteenthcentury music.


  Thus to look for a musical “Age of Discovery” to match the near-contemporary exploits of Columbus and Magellan is attractive but facile, just as it is facile to compare the “discovery” of “tonal” harmony based on the circle of fifths with the “discovery” of perspective by the painters of “Renaissance” Italy. In neither case was something discovered. Both discoveries were inventions. The invention of techniques for rendering a three-dimensional perspective by locating the viewer’s eye in space is easily explained, moreover, as an attempt to imitate nature—that is, our natural way of seeing. That way of seeing existed before there was a technique for representing it on canvas. But what is the comparable preexisting natural model for tonal harmony? Natural acoustical resonance, some have argued, with reasonable but limited justification.


  Yet it would be equally tendentious to minimize the difference between a harmonic syntax based on the concept of occursus—“closing in” on a unison or octave—and one based on fifth relations. On the basis of virtually all the music that we hear in daily life, we have learned to assign implied hierarchical functions to chords as well as to scale degrees. Composers have long since learned how to establish these harmonic (or, as we call them, “tonal”) hierarchies, as well as dissolve them, and to move from one such ordering (through a process called modulation) to another.


  These habits of the musical ear, and the techniques to which they gave rise, were a long time taking shape. A fully elaborated tonal system was not in place until the other end of the two-century time frame initiated by the change in cadential norms. By the late seventeenth century, the V–I close was only the most decisive member of a pervading system of fifth relations (the “circle of fifths”) that governed harmonic relations at many levels. Equally important (and equally different from earlier practice), the tonal system was no longer dependent for its effects on strict linear voice leading.


  For us, who live more than five hundred years later, what was for the fifteenth century the distant future has become the distant past. We are therefore much more fully aware than anyone could have been at the time of the range of implication the new cadential structure carried within it. And so we are justified in seeking the origins of modern harmonic practice at a period when that practice could not yet be predicted. The fact that some of the questions we now ask about fifteenthcentury harmony would not have been meaningful to fifteenthcentury musicians does not lessen their interest or their meaningfulness to us.


  It should be clear, then, that to deny the perceptual reality of functional harmonic practice simply because it originated “unintentionally,” as an incidental contrapuntal formula, is to commit the “genetic fallacy,” as it is called, a rather hackneyed logical error that equates origins with essence. (According to the genetic fallacy no contrapuntal combination can ever become a harmonic norm, no drinking song can ever become a national anthem, no Russian composer can ever write an Italian opera, no African can ever become an American.) Committed innocently, an error is something from which one can learn; committed cynically, an error is something with which one can deceive.


  This particular genetic fallacy—to reduce the “tonal system” to the chance product (or worse, the tenacious misinterpretation) of a contrapuntal accident—was a common academic strategy for undermining belief in the reality of the tonal system at a time around the middle of the twentieth century when the rights of “atonal” music—a music then practiced exclusively in the academy—were being defended against those who called it “unnatural.” Instead of arguing that a basis in nature is only one of the criteria by which musical styles acquire perceptual viability (especially in academic or otherwise “high” or elite environments), an attempt was made to deny all natural basis to habits of musical “hearing.” In this controversy, we can see especially clearly how fundamentally the writing of history can be influenced by current esthetic or political concerns.


  So we will avoid taking sides in a misconceived argument and limit ourselves to the perceptual facts insofar as they are available, and with recognition that such facts are never entirely available. “Oral” practices that we know only imperfectly if at all—for example, the use of chord-strumming instruments in unwritten musical repertories and their effect in reconditioning musical “hearing” during the two centuries in question—unquestionably had an important bearing, but one that can never be fully documented, on the “transition” from modal discant counterpoint (“their” way of composing) to functional harmony (“our” way of hearing).


  PATTERNS OF EMULATION


  Leading composers of two “Tinctoris generations” of continental musicians—both that of the theorist’s own contemporaries and the younger, up-and-coming generation—wrote Caput Masses in imitation (or rather, in emulation) of the one we have been examining, thereby casting themselves into a sort of three-generation dynasty. That these Masses were in fact responses to the older Mass and not two independently conceived Masses on the same cantus firmus tune is proved by the nature of the cantus firmus itself. It is a very little-used chant (neither from the Mass nor from the regular Office, but from a special service attended only by the clergy) that occurs only in English chant books. Ockeghem and Obrecht, the composers of the subsequent Caput Masses, would have been unlikely to encounter the tune anywhere else but in the tenor of the first Caput Mass, which circulated widely in continental manuscripts (in one of them under a spurious attribution to Du Fay that was long believed by scholars). Even more conclusively, the melody shows up in Ockeghem’s and Obrecht’s tenors in the precisely the same modified and rhythmicized form we have already observed in the first Caput Mass.


  Ockeghem’s Mass, because of its heavy dependence on a model, is presumed to be a relatively early work (possibly from the 1450 s), but Ockeghem’s works are not easy to date, since many of them are found only in manuscripts—like the magnificent Chigi Codex illustrated in Fig. 12-4—that postdate his death. That illustration, it so happens, shows the Kyrie from Ockeghem’s Caput Mass, transcribed in Ex. 12-6, with which it may be compared. Of all the sections of Ockeghem’s Mass the Kyrie is the freest in its relationship to the model, and therefore the most interesting and instructive one to describe.


  EX. 12-6 Johannes Ockeghem, Missa Caput, first Kyrie, mm. 1–8


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  The reasons for the freedom had to do with a necessary compression. The anonymous English Caput Kyrie, as English (but not continental) Kyries still tended to do in the fifteenth century, carried a full set of prosulas (included in Ex. 12-4a). To accommodate them, a very spacious musical treatment was necessary. Ockeghem, having only eighteen canonical words to set (3 × Kyrie eleison; 3 × Christe eleison; 3 × Kyrie eleison), streamlined his setting by pruning away the lengthy internal repetitions in the cantus firmus melody (bracketed in Ex. 12-4b), and then laying out the abridged cantus firmus to prop the whole Kyrie in a single cursus, divided into three parts in accordance with the liturgical form, observing both the mensuration contrast of the original Caput Mass (perfect time followed by imperfect) and the “da capo” resumption of perfect time that was implied in the older Mass but is now made explicit.


  That single cursus can be easily viewed in Fig. 12-4, which shows an “opening,” the visual unit formed by two facing pages in a choirbook—the back or verso of one leaf (folio) and the front or recto of the next—on which the four voice parts are entered for the group around the lectern to read from, as Ockeghem’s own choir is shown doing in Fig. 12-2. The lower left area of the choirbook opening is the one normally occupied by the cantusfirmus-bearing voice: the tenor, by original definition. That placement puts the superius and tenor—the “structural pair” as they were regarded by composers and theorists—on one side of the opening, and the two compositionally “nonessential” contratenors, the altus and the bassus, on the other.


  In Fig. 12-4 the positions of the bassus and the tenor seem to have been switched. In fact only their names have been transposed, in deference to the newer meaning of the term “tenor,” then just coming into use, which designated a range rather than a function. And here we come to the nub of the distinction, drawn but not defined above, between an imitation and an emulation.


  An imitation is simply a reproduction, a copy, a match—or, as often remarked, a compliment. An emulation is both an homage and an attempt to surpass. The dynasties of composers and of compositions that so distinguished the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were dynasties of emulation. Works of “high” style became models for other works that aspired to highness in a spirit at once of submission to a tradition and mastery of it, and in a spirit at once of honoring and vying with one’s elders. A composition regarded as especially masterly will come to possess auctoritas—authority. It sets a standard of excellence, but at the same time it becomes the thing to beat. A true emulation will honor the model by conforming to it, but it will also distinguish itself from the model in some conspicuously clever way.


  The original Caput Mass set such a standard and inspired such emulation, and Ockeghem’s way of distinguishing himself was to transpose the tenor down an octave so that it became the effective bass—no doubt originally sung by the composer himself, leading his choir not only with claps on the back but with his famously deep voice. That is what the little rubric says next to the “bass-playing-tenor” (in Latin, bassus tenorizans) in Fig. 12-4: Alterum caput descendendo tenorem per diapason et sic per totam missam, “Another head [appears] by lowering the tenor an octave, and thus for the entire Mass.” It will not be missed that the “head” (caput) has now become the “foot” of the texture. That sort of playful cleverness was part of the emulation game; and yet (as is emphatically the case here) that playfulness, at its best, gave rise to music of high seriousness and eloquence.


  Any practicing fifteenthcentury musician would have been impressed with Ockeghem’s sheer audacity in transposing this particular cantus firmus melody down an octave, to the foot of the texture. For it begins with the one note—B natural—that normally cannot function as a bass, since the diatonic pitch set can offer no perfect fifth above it with which it can resonate. To put it in more modern, avowedly somewhat anachronistic terms, it cannot function under normal conditions as a harmonic root. So Ockeghem creates abnormal conditions.


  He goes ahead and writes an F above the cantus firmus B anyway, which forces alteration of the F to F#causa necessitatis (“by necessity”), producing what we would call a B-minor triad. But the F# is immediately contradicted by the superius’s F-natural against the second cantus firmus note, D, producing what we would call a D-minor triad. This harmonic succession, by virtue of a root progression by thirds and a melodic cross relation, is still weird to the ear after half a millennium. Immediately reiterated and confirmed in the Gloria, it becomes a kind of signature for this Mass.


  Nor is F/F# the only “cross relation” to be found in the work’s harmonic texture. Within the first subsection of the Kyrie there is an equally teasing interplay of B-natural and B-flat (occasionally called for by specific notational sign). By harnessing the old devices of music ficta to new and especially pungent effect—an effect implicit in the cantus firmus that he has taken over from an earlier composer, but one that the earlier composer had not exploited—Ockeghem announces his emulatory designs on the Caput tradition and proclaims himself a worthy heir to his distinguished predecessor.


  Who might this distinguished predecessor have been? Why should an anonymous English Mass have attracted such determined emulation? The likelihood, of course, is that in Ockeghem’s day the Mass was not anonymous. Ockeghem probably knew for a fact something about which we now can only hazard guesses. The gargoylish manuscript illuminations in Fig. 12-4 (p. 458) give a fascinatingly oblique hint as to what he knew and we don’t, namely the earlier author’s identity.


  They show dragons—dragons galore. In the bottom panel at left there is a huge dragon fighting with a centaur. At right there are two more dragons, one of which sports a grotesquely elongated neck that draws extra attention to its strangely maned head. A fourth dragon, in the lower right margin, is reduced to just a head emerging from a hellish cauldron.


  Dragons’ heads—what do they mean? Any fifteenthcentury astrologer or navigator would have known. The Dragon’s Head (Caput Draconis, now called Alpha Draconis), the topmost star of the constellation Draco, was the ancient polestar. The actual term “Caput Draconis” mysteriously appears at the head of the first appearance of the cantus firmus of the original Caput Mass in its most recently discovered source, a Dutch manuscript now in Italy, unknown to scholars until 1968. This manuscript, or one with a similar label on the cantus firmus, must have served the scribe who copied (or more to the point, the artist who decorated) the Vatican manuscript as his exemplar or copy-text. That scribe or artist seems to have interpreted the phrase “dragon’s head” literally.


  Or maybe not: the big dragon at bottom left is fighting with a centaur, and Centaurus, containing Alpha Centauri, the closest star to earth and one of the brightest in the sky, is another major constellation. For those in the know, what better way could there be than this—a visual pun linking the cantus firmus of this magnificent Mass with a bright heavenly orb—for evoking the great figure known to his contemporaries as “an astrologian, a mathematician, a musitian, and what not”? On the basis of the astrological reference, scholarly suspicion has begun to fall on none other than John Dunstable (who, as it happens, did habitually use the term “Tenor secundus” for what later composers called “Contratenor bassus”) as the author of the original Caput Mass.2
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  FIG. 12-6 An old sidereal map of the constellation Draco. Andrea Cellarius, Harmonia Macrocosmica (Amsterdam, 1708), plate 24: Hemisphaerium stellatum boreale antiquum (The Ancient Constellations of the Northern Hemisphere).


  THE COMPOSER AS VIRTUOSO


  Ockeghem’s emulation of the original Caput Mass, whoever its author may have been, certainly shows him to have been inclined toward tours de force, for which the French, as we know, had a longstanding predilection. The most famous tours de force in all of fifteenthcentury music, in fact, are a couple of Masses by Ockeghem—works with which his historical reputation, for better or worse, is indissolubly bound up.


  One of them is called the Missa Prolationum, the “Mass of the Time Signatures.” It is sung in four parts but written in two, both to be simultaneously realized as canons in an ascending cycle of intervals: the first section of the Kyrie is a double canon at the unison; the Christe at the second; the second Kyrie at the third; the Gloria at the fourth; the Credo at the fifth, and so on. The peculiar title advertises the fact that each of the two voices as written carries a double time signature: and when the Mass is actually sung, each of the four voices realizes its notevalues according to a different mensuration scheme.


  By writing canons in which the voices are in effect singing at different speeds, Ockeghem is able to start with all the voices singing together. When sufficient distance has been achieved between the canonic voices, Ockeghem employs additional notational devices that effectively neutralize the differing time signatures, and the canons proceed as normal ones. Only one little item in the Missa Prolationum, a duo, is truly a “mensuration canon,” in which two parts derived from a single notated line move at different rates of speed throughout. In Ex. 12-7 that duo, the second Agnus Dei, is given in its original notation and in a two-voice realization. The lower voice reproduces the upper voice an octave below and at half the speed, and consequently ends halfway through the written part. This strict little duo, one of the simpler-textured items in the Mass, will give an idea both of its diabolically clever contrivance, and also of the smooth mellifluousness of the result (the truest art, to recall Horace’s famous dictum once again, being the art of concealing art).


  EX. 12-7A Missa Prolationum, Agnus II, in the original notation as a single voice
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  EX. 12-7B Missa Prolationum, Agnus II, realized as a mensuration canon in two parts
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  The other famous Ockeghem star turn is the Missa cuiusvis toni, the “Mass in any mode.” It is notated without clefs. The singers can decide on one of four different clef combinations, each of which, when supplied mentally, fixes the notated music on one of the “four finals,” (as described by the chant theorists) from D to G. When the final is D, the modal scale will be Dorian; when E, Phrygian; when F, Lydian; and when G, Mixolydian. In Ex. 12-8, the brief opening Kyrie is given all four ways. In order to make the harmony compatible with any mode, “authentic” cadences—impossible in Phrygian because “on the white keys” the “dominant” chord to E is diminished—had to be avoided throughout the Mass in favor of “plagal” ones.


  EX. 12-8A Johannes Ockeghem, Missa cuiusvis toni, Kyrie I, pitched on D (Dorian)
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  EX. 12-8B Johannes Ockeghem, Missa cuiusvis toni, Kyrie I, pitched on E (Phrygian)


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 12-8C Johannes Ockeghem, Missa cuiusvis toni, Kyrie I, pitched on F (Lydian)
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  EX. 12-8D Johannes Ockeghem, Missa cuiusvis toni, Kyrie I, pitched on G (Mixolydian)
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  As noted above, Ockeghem’s historical reputation rests disproportionately on these Masses “for better or worse,” because not everyone is equally impressed with an elaborate technical apparatus that is seemingly constructed and exercised for its own sake. Charles Burney, the great eighteenth-century historian, captured well the appeal of the high style at its most hermetically “learnèd” when he wrote of the Missa Prolationum that “the performer was to solve canonical mysteries, and discover latent beauties of ingenuity and contrivance, about which the hearers were indifferent, provided the general harmony was pleasing.”3 For Ockeghem’s clique of singers, as for all lovers of puzzles (or, more broadly, the members of any in-group), the notational complexities were not so much perceived to be a burden as their solution was experienced as a reward. To which it only need be added that like any trobar clus, the Masses of Ockeghem, chaplain to the French royal court under three successive kings of the Valois dynasty, were expected suitably to adorn, and in a sense to create, elite occasions. Intricacy of design and facture (“makery,” as the French untranslatably put it) was one means of fulfilling this expectation.


  Yet ever since the sixteenth century, when the Swiss music theorist Henricus Glareanus (Burney’s chief source of knowledge about “Okenheim”) illustrated the composer’s work exclusively with these bizarre technical tours de force, Ockeghem has had a reputation for cold calculation that has rubbed off, until quite recently, on his whole era. “These compositions,” Burney sniffed, “are given rather as specimens of a determined spirit of patient perseverance, than as models [worthy] of imitation. In music, different from all other arts, learning and labor seem to have preceded taste and invention, from both which the times under consideration are still very remote.” As long as Ockeghem and his contemporaries were judged by an impressive but unrepresentative sample of their work, the verdict stood. Implicit in that condescending (mis) appraisal is a caution for anyone who would attempt to understand, let alone judge, the past on the basis of its fragmentary remains.


  FARTHER ALONG THE EMULATION CHAIN


  Obrecht’s Missa Caput continues the emulatory line begun by Ockeghem and does so in a way that demonstrates with special clarity the composer’s high consciousness of the tradition in which he was participating. He pays tribute to the founder of the dynasty by citing, at the beginning of his Gloria (Ex. 12-9a), the phrase that begins every movement of the original English Caput Mass (compare the beginnings of Ex. 12-9a and Ex. 12-9b). Such phrases, called “headmotives” or “mottos,” were one of the most conspicuous devices through which composers spotlighted the formal unity of their music, a unity that was meant to rub off propitiously on the elite ritual occasions their music adorned.


  EX. 12-9A Jacobus Obrecht, Missa Caput, Gloria, mm. 1–5
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  EX. 12-9B Original Missa Caput, openingphrase
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  Obrecht also shows his awareness of Ockeghem’s Mass by carrying farther the special technical maneuver that had distinguished it. That maneuver had been cantusfirmus transposition; but where Ockeghem had been content to make a single transposition of the cantus firmus, bringing it down an octave so that it became the de facto bassus of his Mass, Obrecht transposes it to five different pitch levels (one for each major section of the Mass) and has it migrate through the entire fourpart texture. In the Kyrie it is located in the traditional tenor at its original pitch. In the Gloria, as can be seen in Ex. 12-9c, it is transposed up an octave to become the superius. In the Credo it is back in the tenor, but a fifth lower than before, so that it ends on C, the final of the Mass. In the Sanctus it is transposed an octave higher than the Credo pitch and is found in the altus. Finally, in the Agnus Dei, it is pitched an octave below its original pitch and placed in the bassus, so that Obrecht’s Mass ends with a direct nod at Ockeghem’s.


  EX. 12-9C Jacobus Obrecht, Missa Caput, Gloria, mm. 17–23
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  Within this highly conscious and deliberate continuity of tradition, however, there is a considerable transformation of style. Obrecht’s preference is for a very active rhythmic texture, full of melodic sequences and syncopations, which contrasts markedly with the stateliness of the cantus firmus and emphasizes its emblematic status. A spectacular example are the bristly strettos that go off like sonic sparklers under the long-held final note of the cantus firmus at the end of the gloria (Ex. 12-9d).


  EX. 12-9D Jacobus Obrecht, Missa Caput, Gloria, mm. 213–end
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  There is nothing like this in any earlier polyphonic sacred music, although Ockeghem, too, enjoyed jacking up the level of rhythmic activity as the final close loomed (often dubbed his “drive to the cadence”). Without any real justification Obrecht’s rhythmic athleticism is often cited as evidence of “secularization” and tied in with the overriding myth of the musical “Renaissance.” It is perhaps more simply, and more plausibly, viewed as another instance of virtuosity both in the making and in the performing of an exceedingly elite musical repertory, the highest of the high.


  THE MAN AT ARMS


  The noblest and most copious dynasty of all was the long line of Masses based on a cantus firmus derived not from a church chant but from a secular (folk? popular?) song called L’Homme Armé (“The Man at Arms”). More than forty such Masses survive in whole or part, by authors of practically every Western European nationality (Flemish, French, Italian, Spanish, Scottish, German). The earliest was composed some time after 1454, and the latest, a colossal affair for three choirs plus organ, is somewhat doubtfully attributed to the Roman composer Giacomo Carissimi (1605–74). Practically every composer mentioned by Tinctoris, including Tinctoris himself, wrote at least one Missa L’Homme Armé, as did their pupils and their pupils’ pupils. The principle of emulation, thus applied on such a massive scale, produced the very summit of fifteenthcentury musical art and artifice.


  The later composers in the line, Italians who were both temporally and geographically remote from the origins of the tradition, probably thought of it as a “purely musical” tradition, and a rather academic one at that, involving nothing more than a test-piece to establish professional credentials. The circumstances attending the earliest L’Homme Armé Masses—circumstances probably well known to the composers of the “Tinctoris” generations—suggest that there was originally a lot more to it. These circumstances point to the court of Burgundy, and in particular to a knightly order founded there, as the site and source of this most famous of all emulatory traditions in music.


  In 1453, Constantinople (now Istanbul in Turkey), the largest and most splendid city in all of Europe, the capital of the latterday Roman (Byzantine) Empire and the seat of Greek Christendom, fell after a two-month siege before the gigantic cannons of the Ottoman Sultan, Muhammad II (“The Conqueror”). Muhammad made it the capital of his empire, which it remained until 1918, and it has been a Turkish and a Muslim city ever since its conquest. The European response to this stunning event was one of horror and professed resolve, but little action. (Indeed, the armies of Constantine XI, the last Byzantine emperor, were defeated largely because no European power sent aid.) In immediate—if ultimately futile—reaction to the calamity of Constantinople, Duke Philip the Good of Burgundy vowed to go on a Crusade against the Turks. On 17 February 1454 he convened at Lille in northern France a great meeting of his own knightly retinue, known as the Order of the Golden Fleece. At this meeting, known as the Banquet of the Oath of the Pheasant, the Knights of the Order were sworn to the defense of Constantinople. Descriptions of the proceedings by court chroniclers recount the lavish musical performances that enlivened the banquet. At the climax, right before the oath itself was sworn, a giant led in an elephant on whose back was a miniature castle, from which a woman dressed in mourning sang a lament for the fallen city—perhaps one of four such Constantinopolitan laments that Guillaume Du Fay is known to have written, of which one survives.


  This gives us some idea of the manner in which ceremonial music was “consumed” by the court of Burgundy, and the sorts of occasions that the great musicians of the day were expected to dignify. A great deal of sacred music has been circumstantially associated with the Order of the Golden Fleece, including many of the early L’Homme Armé Masses, which date from the period when the Order had become at least nominally a crusading order and when Philip the Good’s famously belligerent son and eventual successor Charles the Bold had becomeactivein it. Charles is already known to us as the patron of Antoine Busnoys, who had entered his service shortly before Charles’s accession to the ducal throne in 1467.
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  FIG. 12-7 Charles the Bold, duke of Burgundy, presiding over his Grand Council in 1474 (oil painting at the palace of Versailles, France).


  


  The song L’Homme Armé was a special favorite of Charles, who identified himself with the titular “Man at Arms” (probably Christ himself, if the connection with Crusades was there from the beginning).4 The song may even have been written for Charles. In any case, we know the song as a song, text and all, thanks to the chance survival of a manuscript containing a cycle of six anonymous L’Homme Armé Masses that bears a dedication to Charles and carries the original song up front like a blazon or motto (Fig. 12-8; Ex. 12-10). The song playfully incorporates a horn call—presented variously in three-note and four-note versions, dropping a fifth after an initial series of repeated notes or tattoo—that was possibly drawn from Burgundian town and castle life. A payment record from 1364 survives, detailing the purchase by Philip the Bold, the first Duke of Burgundy, of “a brass trumpet for the castle turret at Grignon, to be blown when the watchman sees men-at-arms.”5 A hundred years later that trumpet was still sounding in Burgundy, if the famous song is any indication.


  The cycle of six Masses based on the tune as shown in Fig. 12-8 exactly fits the service requirements of the Sainte Chapelle at Dijon, the official chapel of the Order, where every week six polyphonic Masses and a Requiem were sung.6 The Masses (and the song as well) have a durational structure that is built on the prime number 31: the song is 31 tempora (breve-length measures) long and the subsections of the Mass are likely to be 31 or 62 (31 × 2) or 93 (31 × 3) measures long. Thirty-one was the prescribed number of men-atarms in the Order and hence symbolized it. One of the Masses sounds the cantus firmus in canon between two tenors: its rubrics make elaborate veiled references to the titular “Man at Arms” and to another armed man “fashioned out of his very entrails”—as the second voice of a canon is fashioned out of the first, or as Charles the Bold had been fashioned out of the flesh of his father, the founder of the Order. Thus the circumstantial (“external”) evidence associating the song L’Homme Armé and the Mass tradition based on it with the Order of the Golden Fleece in its late crusading (or at least blustering) phase under Charles the Bold seems to have ample “internal” corroboration.
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  FIG. 12-8 L’Homme Armé tune as it is given in its single complete and texted source (Naples, Biblioteca Nazionale, MS VI E. 40, fol. 58 v).


  


  EX. 12-10 Transcription of L’Homme Armé
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  So if Charles the Bold was the instigator of the L’Homme Armé tradition, special interest and authority attach to the L’Homme Armé Mass by Charles’s own court composer. And indeed, Busnoys’s Missa L’Homme Armé seems to have been regarded as a special “classic”—by contemporary composers (who emulated it with particular zeal and fidelity), by contemporary theorists (who cited it more often than any other then-current Mass composition), and by scribes for other potentates (including Pope Sixtus, one of whose Sistine Chapel choirbooks is its earliest surviving source). This account will follow suit, for the Mass’s historical significance is matched by its exemplary style and form.


  The word “exemplary” is used here in its strictest meaning (a meaning related to the strict meaning of the world “classic” as well): Busnoys’s Mass exemplifies the style and form of the fifteenthcentury cantus firmus Mass at its most characteristic, most regular, and most fully developed, and may be taken as a type-work for the “high” style as Tinctoris understood it. One of its most telling features is the technique—the multiple techniques, actually—by which the Mass is unified in many musical dimensions, for that musical unification, as we know, served as a metaphor for the unity of the service and the congregation and was fundamentally bound up with the concept of “highness” as devotional exaltation.


  The most obvious way in which the Mass is unified, of course, is in the use of the cantus firmus. Each of its five constituent sections sends the L’Homme Armé melody through the tenor part, in augmented note values, in a cursus that joins the various subsections in an overarching continuity. The opening Kyrie (Ex. 12-11) may fairly represent all its fellows, the more so because all five sections begin identically, with a headmotive consisting of a duo for the superius and altus, three tempora in length, in which the lower part anticipates the cantus firmus tune, adding yet another level of unity. The first three measures of the Kyrie, as shown in Ex. 12-11, could (but for the words) as easily have been the first three measures of the Gloria, the Credo, the Sanctus, or the Agnus Dei.


  It may appear odd, from the breakdown in Table 12-1, that Busnoys never divides the cantus firmus up among the Mass subsections according to its own very clearly articulated three-part (ABA) form, even though two sections of the Ordinary (the Kyrie and the Agnus Dei) are themselves tripartite in textual structure. But that is because the composer had his own musical plan in mind, one that overrode the structure of the original tune and became standard for fifteenthand early sixteenth-century Mass Ordinary settings. Table 12-1 sums up the apportionment of the cantus firmus in each section and subsection of the Mass. The treatment varies a bit according to the nature and the length of the various texts, but in all sections of the Mass, the cantus firmus is dramatically deployed in conjunction with the other voices to create a sense of climax, much in the tradition of the isorhythmic motet.


  EX. 12-11 Antoine Busnoys, Missa L’Homme Armé, first Kyrie, mm. 1–19
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  TABLE 12-1 Deployment of the Cantus Firmus in Busnoys, Missa L’Homme Armé
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  In the Kyrie and Agnus Dei, the single cursus of the cantus firmus is split right down the middle and alternates with a subsection in which “the tenor is silent” (tenor tacet) to quote the rubric in the choirbook from which such tenorless middle sections as the Christe eleison or the Agnus Dei II get their generic name. That alternation supplies the requisite “A–B–A-ness” to delineate the textual form. The sense of climax is achieved in every movement past the Kyrie by accompanying the cantus firmus, on its resumption, with voices notated in diminution. Speeding along against an unchanged tactus in the tenor, they reach a really dizzy pitch of virtuosity.


  Following a custom already observed in the Caput Masses, Busnoys provides a cap to the entire Ordinary setting in the concluding Agnus Dei by manipulating the cantus firmus with a special “canon” or transformation rule. (“Gimmick” might actually be the best translation, flippant though it may seem.) The tenor appears to carry the tune in its usual form, but a jesting puzzle-rubric—Ubi thesis assint ceptra, ibi arsis et e contra (“Where [the armed man’s] scepter is raised, there go lower and vice versa”)—directs the singers to exchange roles with the basses, who sing the cantus firmus not only down an octave but also with all the intervals inverted. Ex. 12-12 shows the end of the Mass.


  EX. 12-12 Antoine Busnoys, Missa L’Homme Armé, last Agnus Dei, mm. 14–22
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  In the lengthy Gloria and Credo, the cantus firmus gets a double cursus that in its accelerated repetition behaves more like the tenor of an isorhythmic motet than ever. The speedup here is accomplished in two stages: first the accompanying voices go into diminution against the second half of the tenor tune, and then the tenor itself goes into diminution to join them. In the “Tu solus altissimus,” the climactic subsection of the Gloria (Ex. 12-13), the whole cantus firmus is sung more or less exactly as shown in Ex. 12-10 (ut jacet, “as it stands,” to use the contemporary jargon for “at the notated tempo”). All that differs is the amount of resting between phrases.


  “PERVADING IMITATION”


  With its vivaciously lilting, hemiola-infested rhythms and its fanciful little patches of voice-exchange on the “horn call” motif, Busnoys’s “Tu solus” (Ex. 12-13) really crowns the Gloria. Not only its inherent qualities but also its placement testify to Busnoys’s “art of shapeliness” and justify the high regard in which his work was held, as well as the dynastic influence it exerted on his contemporaries and juniors. And yet if we are to take a properly “historical” view of this Mass, it is on the relatively inconspicuous tenor tacet sections that we must train our lens. They represent a new principle of composing—exceptional in Busnoys’s time, but standard practice a hundred years later and for centuries thereafter.


  EX. 12-13 Antoine Busnoys, Missa L’Homme Armé, Gloria, “Tu solus altissimus”


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  In the absence of a prefabricated tenor to guide his fashioning hand, the composer proceeds instead in short spurts of chace or caccia -like writing. The superius, at the beginning of the Christe eleison (Ex. 12-14), guides the altus strictly for the duration of the first phrase. But the imitation remains strict only as far as the cadence, when it gives way to a conventional close. Then the bassus, entering, guides the superius strictly as far as the next cadence. Finally, all three voices come together for the third phrase: the altus, rejoining the texture, imitates the “headmotive” of the preceding duo, still functioning as a (wouldbe) guide. But the other voices pile in for a “free” discant, significantly the shortest of the sections because it is the one least guided. It culminates in another conventional close, this one borrowed from the chanson style: the altus plays the part of the tenor, and the bassus that of the “octave-leaping” contratenor. The Agnus Dei II follows the same format, but less strictly. Its duos begin with brief voice exchanges, then proceed in free discant. The final section begins with a duo for the outer pair that proceeds in a sequential fashion reminiscent of Obrecht as we have come to know him (but Busnoys was the earlier composer and provided the model for Obrecht, who was possibly his pupil).


  EX. 12-14 Antoine Busnoys, Missa L’Homme Armé, Christe
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  These modest three-part compositions, to which we may add the “Pleni sunt coeli” and the “Benedictus” subsections of the Sanctus, were epoch-makers. Out of earlier techniques of canon and voice-exchange the composer has worked out a manner of writing that replaces the cantus firmus (whether held out in the tenor or paraphrased in the superius) with a series of “points of imitation,” as they have become known after centuries of standardization. Each point corresponds to a discrete portion of the text, the parsing of the words thus acquiring a far more direct role in the shaping of the music than in the sections of the Mass that are built over the cantus firmus—and each point comes to a full cadential close before proceeding to the next. Beginning with the generation of Obrecht, every composer of Masses and motets practiced the “pervading imitation” style when not using a cantus firmus. They all learned it, directly or indirectly, from Busnoys.


  In the case of some composers, notably Obrecht, the learning-and-modeling process was exceptionally direct, testifying to the force of Busnoys’s unsurpassed authority. Obrecht studied Busnoys’s Missa L’Homme Armé with the same assiduousness he applied to the study of Ockeghem’s Caput Mass and the anonymous English Mass before it. Obrecht’s Missa L’Homme Armé appropriates Busnoys’s tenor note for note; and there is another Mass, attributed by some specialists to Obrecht as well, that appropriates only the rhythms of Busnoys’s tenor, not the familiar tune. (In this way the borrowing becomes not only more hidden but also more specifically an homage to Busnoys.) In such a case the lines of dynastic composerly fealty seem even stronger and more long-lasting than the lines of dynastic political fealty that spawned the original tradition of emulation.


  There is a Missa L’Homme Armé by Faugues that quotes the headmotive of Busnoys’s Mass in its Sanctus, just the way Obrecht had quoted the headmotive of the English Caput Mass in his Gloria. (At the same time, of course, Faugues made sure to surpass his model by casting the cantus firmus as a canon for two voices throughout his Mass.) Finally, there is a striking moment in Busnoys’s Sanctus where the superius and altus suddenly drop out, leaving the tenor exposed over an energetic motive in the bassus (Ex. 12-15a). That motive was taken over by a whole slew of followers in their L’Homme Armé Masses, most impressively of all, in the true emulatory spirit, by Philippe Basiron, a pupil of Faugues, in his Agnus Dei (Ex. 12-15b).


  EX. 12-15A Antoine Busnoys, Missa L’Homme Armé, Sanctus, mm. 26–29
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  EX. 12-15B Philippe Basiron, Missa L’Homme Armé, Agnus I, mm. 8–23
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  Among the reasons why Busnoys’s Missa L’Homme Armé became the archetype of its genre was one that lay beneath the surface, in the realm of ideal, esoteric, even occult structure. Like the ordering principles governing the isorhythmic motets surveyed in chapter 8, it is unavailable to detection by the listening ear but can be easily grasped and relished by the rational mind. This aspect of the Mass, in other words, belonged to the level not of “music” as we understand the term, but of Musica, as understood in the enduring tradition of Boethius, first described in chapter 3.


  When the durations of every subsection of the Mass are measured against the initial tempus or counting unit established in the first Kyrie, a breathtaking array of “Pythagorean” proportions is revealed (Fig. 12-9). It resembles the one illustrated in Ex. 12-1a, from Busnoys’s motet In hydraulis; but it is more hidden, farther-reaching, and far more complete. To pick one example: as shown in Fig. 12-9, the four written subsections of the Sanctus contain 36, 27, 18, and 24 tempora respectively. The ratio 36:27:18:24 reduces (when divided by three) to 12:9:6:8—exactly the proportions of the anvil-weights in the old story of Pythagoras and the blacksmith’s shop, an array that yields all the Pythagorean consonances (see Ex. 1-9): the octave (12:6 = 2:1), the fifth (9:6 = 3:2), the fourth (8:6 = 4:3), and even the “tone” or major second, the difference between the fourth and the fifth (9:8).


  The concluding Agnus Dei has three subsections in the durational proportion 36:27:18, which when factored by nine reduces to 4:3:2, an array that precisely and economically sums up the perfect consonances, just like the final octave/fifth/fourth harmony of this or any fifteenthcentury Mass or motet. The subsections of the Kyrie have lengths can be represented as the ratio 18:16:18, reducing by a factor of two to 9:8:9, expressing the tone. Also striking is the fact that the opening sections of each of the five “movements” in the Mass collectively make an array that reduces to 1:3:3:2:2, expressing the most basic consonances, the octave and the fifth; while the concluding sections of each “movement” have identical durations (18 tempora), thus collectively expressing absolute unity.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 12-9 Durational proportions in Antoine Busnoys’s Missa L’Homme Armé.


  


  Right smack in the middle of things, a prime number occurs in the durational plan that seems to skew it. But that number is 31, symbolizingthe Order of the Golden Fleece. So far from skewing the plan, the existence of 31 as a durational unit provides further evidence that Bus noys attached symbolic significance to durations and planned them out in advance, just as a composer of ceremonial motets might formerly have done.


  It is worth reiterating that this impressive numerological edifice cannot be heard in performance, nor can it have been meant to be heard. It is not even possible to sing the Mass with the ideal tempo proportions that would realize the ground plan accurately, for that would put the sections in diminution beyond the likely abilities of even the most agile singers. And that is precisely the point. Musica (as opposed to music) was not for the ear but for the mind. A shape that expressed unity on the level of Musica as well as on that of music was unified at a level transcending the human, hence serving the mediating purposes of sacred music ideally, in every sense of the word.


  AN ESTHETIC PARADOX (OR, THE PARADOX OF “ESTHETICS”)


  And this raises a final cluster of fascinating, somewhat troubling questions. What is the relationship between the esthetics of modern music-listening and the esthetics of fifteenthor sixteenth-century service music that is so often transplanted now from its natural habitat to the secular concert stage or to the even more casual venues where recordings are savored? What survives the translation process? What is lost in it? What, for that matter, may be gained?


  These questions apply with particular urgency to cyclic Mass Ordinaries—large and impressively complex compositions in multiple parts. Their status as the paramount genre of their day prompts comparison with genres that enjoyed comparable standing in other historical periods. As Manfred Bukofzer, the most eminent historian of the genre, once put it, the cyclic Mass Ordinary in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries “held as dominating and prominent a place in the hierarchy of musical values as the symphony did in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.”7


  The comparison between the cyclic Mass Ordinary and the symphony seems especially compelling because both genres are composites of smaller constituent units that are conceived and presented in a certain fixed, conventional order. But a moment’s reflection will confirm that the constituent sections of the cyclic Mass Ordinary actually have very little in common with symphonic movements, and that the nature of the two genres as wholes, however unified, is really just as dissimilar and incommensurable as is the nature of their component parts.


  The manuscript choirbooks containing cyclic Mass Ordinaries can mislead us. Unlike the scores that preserve and transmit classical symphonies or more recent compositions, they are service books that store music as economically as possible for active use. Each voice part, as we know, is separately inscribed for the individual singers’ benefit, rather than space-wastingly aligned for a reader’s perusal. The “movements,” moreover, are entered in direct sequence, like those of a symphony, even though they were never performed in direct sequence. But that, of course, is how they are generally performed in concert and recordings today, as if Masses were in fact choral symphonies.


  Modern transcriptions of cyclic Masses, like those on which we have been relying for most of our examples, “score” the works in accordance with modern practice and make them look more like symphonies than ever. So it is easy to forget (or ignore, or minimize) the fact that the “movements” of a cyclic Mass Ordinary, the first pair excepted, were spread out in performance over the whole length of the service, spaced as much as fifteen or twenty minutes apart, with a great deal of liturgical activity, including other music, intervening.


  And that, over and above any urge to unify the works “esthetically,” is why the “movements” of cyclic Masses were deliberately made to resemble each other as much as possible. As we have seen, they all begin exactly alike, with a “headmotive”; they all feature the same foundation melody, often presented in identical or near-identical form in the tenor; and—how completely unlike the movements of a symphony!—follow similar or identical standardized formal schemes.


  All of this furthered the liturgical or spiritual purpose of the music in its original setting, adorning and integrating a festal rite. But take away all the intervening liturgical activity, and the uplifting symbolic recurrences of familiar music can seem merely redundant. When cyclic Masses are performed as choral symphonies, the music—“as music,” as “esthetically” experienced—often palls. The ideal structure that makes such a strong appeal to our minds (our “organs of contemplation,” as idealist philosophers have sometimes dubbed them) can actually tire the ear when presented without admixture in actual sound. Experiencing the music “as music,” though we may think of it (or been instructed to think of it) as the “highest” way of appreciating music, is not inevitably or invariably the best way to experience it. And it can have little to do with what originally made it “high.”


  OLD AND YOUNG ALIKE PAY TRIBUTE


  To return, in conclusion, to strictly historical and “dynastic” matters, it is absorbing to ponder the intricate relationships of homage that obtained among composers of cyclic Masses. Among the L’Homme Armé Masses that reproduce the moment from Busnoys’s Sanctus depicted in Ex. 12-15 a is one by Du Fay, the oldest and most distinguished composer to have joined the game. The corresponding passage in his Mass occurs near the end of the Credo (Ex. 12-16), and it is especially close to Busnoys’s allowing for the speedy diminished notevalues that one usually finds near the climaxes of large cyclic Mass sections.


  EX. 12-16 Guillaume Du Fay, Missa L’Homme Armé, Credo, “Et exspecto”
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  The question, of course, is who was emulating whom? The discussion up to now would seem to favor Busnoys, and yet it might also seem commonsensical to assume that the younger composer imitated the older rather than the other way around—especially if the older composer were a composer of such unparalleled standing as the venerable Du Fay, by the 1460 s definitely an aged man by contemporary standards. Common sense can seem especially persuasive in cases such as this, when there is little or no hard evidence against which to weigh it. (The earliest surviving source for both Masses is the same Sistine Chapel choirbook, which postdates the older composer’s death.)


  And yet in this particular case some other factors might also carry weight. One is the nature of the emulatory chain. As Ex. 12-16 already suggests with its very energetic syncopations (even including some interpolations into the cantus firmus), Du Fay’s Mass is an especially—even an ostentatiously—elaborate composition. It is a true masterpiece, a demonstration of a great master’s skills—and a great master’s license, too; for Du Fay subjects the cantusfirmus tune to a great deal of embellishment almost amounting to paraphrase. The Mass also contains the single most complicated passage in all of fifteenthcentury choral polyphony: a montage of four different mensurations, one for each voice, at the point in the Credo where the text, referring to God the Father, says “by [Him] all things are made” (per quem omnia facta sunt). The last three Latin words can also mean “all things are done,” and that is what Du Fay has his chorus do, all at the same time. Once again we see that what may seem to us like nothing more than a pun (“the lowest form of wit”) can be a serious symbol indeed, and the pretext for exalted creative play.


  In any case, it contradicts the whole idea of emulation to imagine such a work as Du Fay’s Missa L’Homme Armé at the beginning of the line; with such a starting point, where could it possibly go? Potential corroboration for the assumption that Du Fay came relatively late in the emulation chain is found in the inventory of the composer’s property, drawn up after his death in 1474.8 It lists six manuscripts of music, which the composer had willed to Charles the Bold, for transfer after his death. If the Missa L’Homme Armé were among the items contained therein (and Charles, after all, may have been the Armed Man himself), that would make it a late work indeed, as the style of the music already suggests.


  In all likelihood, then, the Missa L’Homme Armé was the second-latest of Du Fay’s cantusfirmus Masses. The cyclic Mass was a genre developed in the period of Du Fay’s maturity, and one to which he, consequently, contributed little. Only four such Masses of his survive. Two of the others are based on plainsongs; one of them incorporates the music of a motet that Du Fay wrote for his own funeral, so it is probably the last of the four. The remaining Mass, the earliest, is the most famous. It embodies an intricate structure, very similar in its layout to a gigantic isorhythmic motet, based on a cantus firmus derived from the tenor of one of Du Fay’s own chansons: Se la face ay pale (“If my face is pale, love’s to blame… “).


  It has been suggested that this elegant love-song Mass was written for an aristocratic wedding, possibly during Du Fay’s period in service at the court of Savoy in the 1450s.9 That would put the Mass on Se la face ay pale in the same general category as the L’Homme Armé Masses: sacred music in honor of secular authority. Alternatively, and more in keeping with motet practice, Du Fay’s love-song Mass may have been intended, like Leonel’s Mass on Alma redemptoris mater, for a Marian votive service, the cantus firmus now symbolizing the worshiper’s love for the worshiped.


  Either conjecture, if corroborated, would provide an explanation for the novel practice, of which Du Fay was a pioneer, of basing sacred music on secular tenors. Far from a blasphemy, it seems to have worked the other way, as a means of consecrating the secular. And thus, even if, as seems likely, Du Fay may have been a relatively late contributor to the L’Homme Armé tradition, he was among the founders of the larger tradition that made the L’Homme Armé cycles possible. Thus his dynastic authority lay behind that of Busnoys even as the authority of Busnoys’s “classic” L’Homme Armé Mass may have called forth Du Fay’s spectacular riposte in its turn. That is how artistic dynasties, as distinct from political ones, tend to work: they are elaborate cultural exchanges, not straightforward biological successions.


  For one last, particularly revealing dynastic commentary, let us have a quick look at a later stage of the L’Homme Armé tradition. The composer who headed the next generation after Obrecht, and who was as commanding a presence among the musicians of his time as Obrecht had been—or Busnoys and Ockeghem before Obrecht, or Du Fay before Busnoys and Ockeghem, or Dunstable before Du Fay—was Josquin des Prez, to whom a whole chapter will shortly be devoted. It was Josquin’s special good fortune to have been the protagonist of one of the great historical turning points for European music, when the printing revolution finally hit, and utterly transformed, its literate wing.


  The very first printed volume of music devoted to the works of a single composer was a book of Masses by Josquin, issued by the Venetian printer Ottaviano Petrucci in 1502. Of the five Masses it contained, two of them—the first and the last, the alpha and omega—were based on L’Homme Armé. There could be no greater testimony to Josquin’s stature than his laying claim in this way to the venerable tradition, and no greater testimony to the potency of that tradition than the way it was spotlighted by Petrucci in opening and closing this auspicious volume.


  The opening work in the volume was called Josquin’s Missa L’Homme Armé super voces musicales. The voces musicales, as we may remember from chapter 3, were the six solmization syllables of the Guidonian hexachord: Ut–re–mi–fa–sol–la. The special unifying tour de force of Josquin’s Mass was to begin it with the cantus firmus pitched on C (the “natural” ut) for the Kyrie, and have it ascend step-by-step throughout the Mass so that in the final Agnus Dei (scored for a climactically enlarged five-part chorus) it was pitched on A (the natural la), the highest note of the hexachord, and transferred by way of zenith to the superius voice. No question, then, that Josquin was still engaging in the process of emulation—the process that continually asked, “Can you top this?”


  Yet even as he attempted to top all his predecessors in his manipulation of the age-old cantus firmus, he paid them signal tribute in his headmotive (Ex. 12-17). If you do not immediately recognize this theme—the opening music, so to speak, in Petrucci’s volume of the greatest Masses by the greatest composer of the day—go back to the beginning of this chapter and look again at its first musical example. Josquin’s headmotive is modeled on the phrase with which Busnoys had set the name of Ockeghem in In hydraulis (Ex. 12-1b), and Ockeghem had returned the compliment in Ut heremita solus (Ex. 12-1c).


  EX. 12-17 Josquin des Prez, Missa L’Homme Armé super voces musicales, Kyrie
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  Josquin, who wrote a lament on Ockeghem’s death in which he referred to the older composer as his “bon père,” his good (musical) father, was very possibly Ockeghem’s pupil. Surely he knew Busnoys’s Missa L’Homme Armé (for no musical literatus of his generation did not), and its special place in the L’Homme Armé tradition. How better to assert his place in the dynasty of “high style” composers than by making this most conspicuous reference to their most directly relevant work? And how better inaugurate and legitimate the “future” of music as a literate tradition—the phase of printed music, which has lasted until our own time and is only lately showing any sign of waning—than by making showy obeisance to the glories of the immediate past? Josquin’s headmotive was thus a triple emblem: the emblematic unifier of his Mass, an emblem of heirship, and an emblem of the continuing vitality of the dynastic tradition.


  


  CHAPTER 13

  Middle and Low


  THE FIFTEENTHCENTURY MOTET AND CHANSON; EARLY INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC; MUSIC PRINTING


  HAILING MARY


  Over the course of the fifteenth century, the cyclic Mass Ordinary, a new genre, displaced the motet from its position at the high end of the musical style spectrum. That is one of the reasons why the motet, of all preexisting literate genres, underwent the most radical transformation during that time. From an isorhythmic, tenor-dominated, polytextual construction, it became a Latin “cantilena,” a sacred song that primarily served devotional rather than ceremonial purposes. Connection with plainchant was retained but modified. Paraphrase—the technique pioneered in fauxbourdon settings, whereby an old chant was melodically refurbished and turned into a new “cantus”—began to dominate the motet just as the cantusfirmus technique was being appropriated by the Mass. Textual and expressive factors began to weigh more heavily than before both in the structure and in the detail-work of the newly renovated motet. The aim was lowered, so to speak, from the altogether transcendent to somewhere nearer the human plane. The result was the perfect embodiment of Tinctoris’s stylus mediocris, the “middle style.”


  It became all the more fitting, then, that the middle style should continue to address the “middle being,” the nexus and mediatrix between the transcendent and the human, especially as votive appeals to the Virgin Mary continued to burgeon in the liturgy. Accordingly, the latter fifteenth century witnessed the zenith of musical “Mariolatry.” Its chief expressive outlet became the polyphonic arrangement of the Marian antiphons. For composers of the “Tinctoris generations,” that was the basic motet category.


  A wonderful introduction to the “classic” fifteenthcentury Marian motet is a Salve Regina setting by Philippe Basiron (d. 1491), mentioned in chapter 12 as the composer of one of the numerous satellite Masses that surrounded Busnoys’s enormously influential Missa L’Homme Armé. The original melody, signaled by the little crosses (“+”) in Ex. 13-1a, has been familiar to us since the third chapter of this book (see Ex. 3-12b). As pointed out then, it resembles a troubadour canso—or, in terms more contemporary with the polyphonic setting, a ballade—in its repeated opening phrase. That repeated opening phrase is in fact identically paraphrased in Basiron’s superius up to its cadence on both of its appearances in the motet, pointing up the composer’s awareness of the melody’s resemblance to a secular love song, and his wish to preserve that resonant resemblance in his cantilena setting.


  EX. 13-1A Philippe Basiron, Salve Regina, mm. 1–25
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  Basiron builds other generic resonances into his setting as well. The opening line of the chant paraphrase is accompanied by the altus only, creating the kind of duo one often finds in Mass Ordinary settings—or, more to the point, in the older isorhythmic motet—during the introitus that preceded and heralded the entrance of the all-important tenor. The repetition of the opening superius phrase takes place over that entrance—and sure enough, the tenor behaves on entering just like a cantus firmus voice, in notevalues outstanding for their slowness vis-à-vis the notevalues of the introitus. The tenor seems to identify itself as—indeed, to impersonate—the bearer of the holy relic, the preexisting chant, when all the while the chant-bearing voice is the superius. The long-note tenor “melody” has never been identified, and in all likelihood will never be. It is a decoy.


  What we have, in short, is a deliberate play on styles and genres by a supremely selfconscious composer-literatus: a paraphrase motet disguised as a cantusfirmus motet. The disguise is light and not seriously intended to deceive, of course: by the time the superius has descended its fifth between sal-and -ve in the first measure everyone in Basiron’s envisaged audience would have surely recognized the most famous melody in all the liturgy. It is just a playful disguise, meant to amuse in an edifying sort of way. The deliberate playfulness—what we might call the “thematization” of genre—has a serious point. Incorporating elements of “low” (the superius in “pseudovernacular” style) and “high” (the tenor in “pseudoplainchant” style), the motet pitches itself, or balances itself, right in the middle, showing the composer’s awareness of the rhetorical categories available to him, and his ability to exploit them meaningfully.


  The secunda pars (“part two”) of Basiron’s Salve Regina shows a budding concern for choral “scoring.” The cantus firmus migrates into the second and even the third voice from the top, and there is a great deal of interplay among various duos and trios drawn from the full fourpart texture, with full fourpart “tuttis,” as we might call them, assuming in such a context a rhetorical, emphatic role. Particularly calculated for oratorical effect is the concluding triple acclamation to the Virgin—O clemens, O pia, O dulcis (“O thou gentle, O thou holy, O thou sweet”)—in a progression from two to four voices, with the three-voice passage in the middle cast as a slightly modified fauxbourdon (note the altus and tenor in parallel motion at the fourth), the musical emblem of gentle sweetness (Ex. 13-1b).


  For a remarkable contrast within a similar general approach, and certainly with no loss of expressivity, compare Ockeghem’s grander setting of the same triple acclamation at the end of his Salve Regina (Ex. 13-2). The cantus firmus is now in the bassus (transposed down a fourth), paraphrased decoratively like Basiron’s superius but nevertheless “held out” in tenor fashion. The rhetorical progression of intensity is achieved here not by augmenting the vocal complement, the way Basiron had done, but by an expanding melismatic luxuriance. The idea of “sweetness” is conveyed in harmonic terms, by means of melting cadences (or, to be grammatically precise, “half-cadences”) to full triads with the third in the highest voice. Also noteworthy, for its bearing on the “prehistory” of tonally functional harmony, is the placement of the successive cadence chords—E minor, A-minor, D-minor—on a circle of fifths to the final. But notice that the sweet imperfect consonance over the final at the very end is treated as unstable; the piece cannot end until it has been “cleared” by the superius motion from F (third) to A (fifth).


  EX. 13-1B Philippe Basiron, Salve Regina, mm. 98–end
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  EX. 13-2 Johannes Ockeghem, Salve Regina, “Oclemens, Opia, Odulcis”
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  PERSONAL PRAYER


  These Marian antiphon settings sound a conspicuously personal note that we have not previously encountered in liturgical music. That is another aspect of “middling” tone; but it accords well with the votive aspects of Marian worship, the component of the Christian liturgy that in those days was most intensely “personal.” That, too, was something that could be thematized by a knowing composer, especially a knowing churchman-composer. The supreme case in point for a fifteenthcentury motet is the third and most splendid setting Du Fay made of the Marian antiphon Ave Regina coelorum, copied into the choirbooks of Cambrai Cathedral in 1465. It is as impressive a motet as Du Fay or anyone ever composed, but it is impressive in an altogether different way from his earlier large-scale motet settings. Where the isorhythmic Nuper rosarum flores (Ex. 8-8) had impressed by its monumentality, Ave Regina coelorum impresses with an altogether unprecedented expressive intensity—unprecedented, that is, within the motet genre.


  The personal and votive aspect of this motet are epitomized in a moving set of tropes that Du Fay interpolated into the canonical text of the antiphon, representing a prayer for his own salvation that he wanted sung at his deathbed, and that he wanted to go on being recited after his death in perpetuity, for which, a rich man, he provided an endowment in his will:
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  The beginning of the motet, containing the opening canonical acclamation and the first of the votive interpolations, is shown in Ex. 13-3a. Again there is a teasing ambiguity between the old cantusfirmus style and the newer paraphrase technique. Both of the duos that together make up the introitus contain paraphrases of the Gregorian antiphon, first in the superius and then in the altus. When the tenor finally makes its dramatic entrance, it, too carries a chant paraphrase, albeit in longer notevalues as befits a cantus firmus in the older tradition. But when the tenor intones the canonical chant, the other parts immediately switch over to the trope, so that a kind of old-fashioned polytextualism sets in.


  The most dramatic touch of all, of course, is the sudden introduction of the E-flat in the superius on “Miserere,” dramatizing in the most tangible way the shift from the impersonal diction of the liturgical chant to the personal voice of the composer. It is hard to ignore its affective significance in light of the text, which speaks of the composer’s frailty and his fears. And so we have an early instance, and in this unexpected context a shattering one, of major–minor contrast inwhat wouldbecome its traditional mood-defining role. The association of the Dorian intervalspecies with woe and Lydian/Mixolydian with joy was as old as the Marian antiphons themselves (as the contrast of Salve Regina and Regina coeli laetare in Ex. 3-12 sufficed to indicate). But forcing the Dorian interval species into Lydian pitch space, as Du Fay does here, was new and startling in a motet context (although, minus the “straightforward symbolism” of affect, we encountered it two chapters back in Ex. 11-25, Du Fay’s chanson Craindre vous veuil), and, in a newly “middling” way, expressive. Du Fay here speaks to Mary as human to human, seeking a human response (and getting it, at least, from his mortal listeners).


  EX. 13-3A Guillaume Du Fay, Ave Regina coelorum III, mm. 1–29
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  Was Du Fay aware, at such a poignant moment, of the inadvertent, irrelevant in-joke of having the added flat (which, to a fifteenthcentury singer, meant “sing fa ”) occur on the text syllable “Mi-”? No doubt he was as aware of it as any singer would be, and found the irony irresistible—so irresistible that he strove to make it relevant to the affective content of the motet. Ex. 13-3b shows the way in which Du Fay set the one other text line that contained his name: Miserere supplicanti Dufaÿ (“Have mercy on thy suppliant, Du Fay”). This time the tenor, which never partakes of the tropes, is silent. Superius and altus engage in a little canon, both entering with E-flat on “Mi-” as the superius had done before. Even the bassus gets into the act, with a flatted “Miserere” at the fifth, that is on A -flat, which takes it even farther into flat space, and even closer to an adumbration of an actual major–minor “tonal” contrast.


  EX. 13-3B Guillaume Du Fay, Ave Regina coelorum III, “Miserere supplicanti Dufaÿ”
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  The flats persist until the cadence, where the superius evades occursus with the altus by means of a temporary escape to the third. That third, to remove any doubts caused by the previous infusion of flats, is designated major by specific sign—what we would call a “sharp” or “natural,” which to a fifteenthcentury singer meant “sing mi.” And of course it comes on the “-fa-” of the name “Du Fay”! (And that is why the composer signaled his insistence on a three-syllable pronunciation of the name with the modified letter “ÿ.”) It was an inescapable pun for a composer who enjoyed signing his name, both in letters and in musical documents, with the rebus shown in Fig. 13-1. The note on the staff, a C, is “fa” in the “hard” hexachord specified by the composer’s first initial, G.
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  FIG. 13-1 Du Fay’s rebus signature.


  


  This solmization-inversion, paltry musicians’ in-joke though it may be, nevertheless sparked the creation of one of the most affecting passages in the pre-Reformation sacred repertory. Nor is this the first time we have found the lowest form of wit producing, or helping to produce, the highest level of expression. Du Fay certainly recognized the pathos of what he had created and quoted it in the Mass he wrote to accompany his Ave regina coelorum motet at memorial services after his death (Ex. 13-4). Almost needless to say, the quotation comes in the second Agnus Dei, the only tenor tacet section of the Mass that includes the word “Miserere.” There is no analogue to the second pun on “Du-fa-ÿ” here; the harmonic shift, though suggested by the pun, is no longer dependent on it for its effect.


  EX. 13-4 Guillaume Du Fay, Missa Ave Regina coelorum, Agnus II
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  The effect of anguished mortality is heightened in the Mass through additional chromaticism: a specifically signed F-sharp right before a specifically signed B-flat in each of the two voices in imitation. The resulting diminished fourth was something that might have been introduced into the motet by daring singers exercising their rights, so to speak, when it came to musica ficta—especially if those singers knew Du Fay’s very late chanson Hélas mon deuil, a ce coup sui je mort (“Alas, my woe, at this blow I die”), where the same tortured interval is demanded for the very same expressive purpose (Ex. 13-5). No contrapuntal situation could demand such a rash of accidentals. It must answer to someone’s specific expressive intent.


  EX. 13-5 Guillaume Du Fay, Hélas mon deuil, mm. 1–8
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  Du Fay’s Agnus Dei represents a new relationship between a Mass setting and its “raw material”: it is not just a plainchant or a single line extracted from its polyphonic context that lies behind the Mass setting, but a preexistent polyphonic passage that is being cannibalized in its entirety. We are at the borderline between contrafactum—the fitting out of old songs with new texts for new purposes—and the kind of intricate polyphonic remodeling that in the next century would be called “parody.”


  THE ENGLISH KEEP THINGS HIGH


  The musical cult of Mary reached its zenith in the place where the new-style motet began, in England. As usual, precious little pre-Reformation source material survived the sixteenth-century holy wars, but just as with the Old Hall manuscript at the front end of the century, a single enormous volume survives to tell us about British worship music at the back end. That book is the so-called Eton Choirbook, compiled for evensong (Vespers) services at Eton College during the reign of Henry VII (1485–1509), the first Tudor king of England, but containing a repertory that had been forming since Dunstable’s time. (A motet by Dunstable himself is listed in the index to the manuscript, but about half of the original contents, including Dunstable’s work, is lost.)


  Eton College was founded by King Henry VI in 1440 to educate future government officials. It has long been famous as the largest of the so-called British “public schools,” which are in fact private schools that charge tuition and to which entry is gained by competitive examination. Eton was founded jointly with King’s College, Cambridge, and has ever since been a sort of preparatory school for King’s, which still reserves a certain number of scholarships each year for Etonians. Both schools were (and King’s still is) famous for their men-and-boys choirs.


  Eton was officially franchised as “the College Roiall of our Ladie of Eton,” and its charter, addressed to the Virgin Mary herself, proclaims its dedication “to thy praise, thy glory, and thy worship” (ad laudem gloriam et cultum tuum). The school’s large choral endowment was specifically authorized by its statutes, as was the choir’s daily obligation to serenade the Blessed Virgin, as it were, with a polyphonic votive antiphon. Every evening, the statutes directed, the choir was to enter the chapel in formal procession, two by two, sing the Lord’s Prayer before the crucifix, and then proceed to the image of the Virgin, there to sing a Marian antiphon meliori modo quo sciverint, “as well as they know how.”


  The Salve Regina excerpted from the Eton Choirbook in Ex. 13-6 was specifically composed for this very purpose. Its author, William Cornysh (d. 1523), ended his life as the head of the Chapel Royal under Henry VIII. He was one of a brilliant generation of late fifteenthcentury English chaplain-musicians; some of the others were John Browne, Richard Davy, Walter Lambe, and Robert Wylkynson, to name only those few who are more copiously represented in the Eton Choirbook than is Cornysh himself. Their works now barely survive, and so they do not command historical reputations comparable to those of either their continental counterparts or their English predecessors. Since 1961, however, when Frank Llewelyn Harrison published a modern edition of the complete manuscript, it has been apparent that, as Harrison put it, “the Eton music, like the chapel for which it was created, is a monument to the art and craftsmanship of many minds united in the object of carrying out the founder’s vision of perpetual devotion.”1


  Shown in Ex. 13-6 a and b are the beginning and end of this exceedingly lengthy motet. That length is the product of two characteristically English factors. One, which may easily be appreciated from the music as printed, is a veritable jungle growth of melismatic proliferation. The parts shown are not even the most florid sections of the antiphon, and yet they exceed in melodic extravagance any other music illustrated in this book except for the Notre Dame organa with which the Eton music is still clearly vying, at a time when continental motets have taken another expressive tack. Perhaps that is why Tinctoris, having praised the English for providing the stimulus that transformed continental style, immediately took it all back by complaining that “the English continue to use one and the same style of composition [he means the lofty style, of course], which shows a wretched poverty of invention.”2


  EX. 13-6A William Cornysh, Salve Regina, beginning
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  A corollary to the melodic proliferation is the use of shorter notevalues than anywhere (yet) on the continent. The boys in the famous Eton choir needed to be proper vocal athletes to negotiate their passagework in music like this, so that the official choral endowment of the college and the requirement that it be well staffed, amounted, then and now, to a kind of athletic scholarship for qualified students. And yet what the use of semiminims (sixteenth notes in transcription) accomplishes, in seeming paradox, is not the speeding up of the music, but just the opposite, its effective slowing down. That is because adding a new level of motion at the high end simply represents the limit of speed with a new symbol, increasing the spread of notated durations, while more of the change in actual note-lengths takes place at the opposite end, among the slow-moving “structural” voices.


  EX. 13-6B William Cornysh, Salve Regina, end
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  The main lengthener of English votive antiphons, however, was the exceptionally rich larding of the canonical texts with tropes. Any text that embodied prayer, and hence even potentially “votive” (like Kyries, for example), gave rise to another sort of jungle growth in the form of additional words. The concluding triple acclamation of the Salve Regina, shown in Ockeghem’s already highly melismatic setting in Ex. 13-2, is an especially indicative case, since the tropes on “O clemens,” and “O pia” so dwarf the canonical ejaculations. Cornysh set the text in this version:
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  Imagine all of these words set with the same soaring melismatic abandon as the canonical ones, and it will be clear why the music of this motet could not be given here in its entirety. Even the concluding “Salve” is an interpolation, tacked on to give expressive meaning even to the final cadence, which now matches verbally the first grandly impressive “tutti” in the piece.


  And that is yet another way in which the style of the Eton antiphons has been amplified: in terms of sheer sonority. The phenomenal upward extension of range in this music testifies to the Eton choirboys’ astounding proficiency. Their ample numbers are suggested not only by the augmented complement of voices—five parts being the Eton norm, with several pieces going to six or even more—but also by the frequency with which the parts are split into “gymels” or twinsongs (in the original meaning of the terms), for final cadential chords like the one in m. 10, for even greater richness of sound.


  All that magnificence comes at a price. The Eton music is thoroughly “official,” collective, impersonal. It is institutional devotion par excellence. It makes no concession whatever to the “middling” tone that had long since begun to distinguish the continental votive motet and give it its compelling mien of personal urgency. That heightened expressivity came in part from a simplification of means. That simplification had originally come, as Tinctoris found it so ironical to recall, from England; but it was abandoned there as the English church became, under the Tudors, increasingly the partner and agent of royal authority.


  And that especially necessitated the high style—a style that, as David Josephson, a historian of English music of the early Tudor period, describes it, “does not elicit the understanding, much less the participation, of the congregant. It is music of the High Church. It awes, overwhelms, and perhaps oddly, comforts, as did the ritual to which it was attached, and the buildings in which it was sung.”3 The comfort was the comfort that comes from knowing and believing in something bigger, more powerful, more lasting, more important than ourselves—something with which our presence at worship puts us in touch, and something to which we pray, as embodied and personified in Mary. But note that the prayers addressed to her in the trope to the Salve Regina are collective, not personal: they use the first person plural, never singular; and they are generalized, never particular, rendered on behalf of the community for the salvation of all and for the common good.


  The very peak of the High Church style came early in the next century, when English and continental music contrasted even more starkly than they are doing in this chapter, owing to continued continental drift, in the name of personalization, toward simplicity of texture and clarity of declamation. By the time of the English Reformation (or rather, just before it), when we will sample them again, the English and continental styles, particularly in the Mass, will appear downright antithetical despite their common ancestry. That musical divergence reflects a larger divergence in ecclesiastical mores. The one cannot be understood historically without taking due account of the other.


  THE MILANESE GO LOWER STILL


  A further step in the continental transformation—and stylistic “lowering”—of motet style was taken in Milan in the 1470 s, when a custom was instituted within the Ambrosian rite of actually substituting votive motets addressed to Mary, more rarely to Christ or to local saints, for all of the Ordinary texts of the Mass (and in larger cycles, some of the Propers as well). Cycles of these motetti missales, or substitute motets for the Mass, were turned out in quantity. They are affectionately known by scholars as “loco Masses,” from the word meaning “in place of,” found in the rubrics that identify such pieces.


  The most accomplished and widely disseminated cycles were those composed by the Flemish musicians employed at the court of the Sforzas (the brazenly self-styled “Usurpers” or “Governors-by-force”), a family of mercenary soldiers who in the middle of the century had suddenly risen from the peasantry to become by violent insurgency and advantageous marriage-making the ruling family of Milan. Among this clan of ruthless parvenus were some astute and enthusiastic patrons of the arts, notably the despotic Duke Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the temporal ruler of the city from 1466 until his assassination ten years later, and his brother, Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza (d. 1505), the city’s ecclesiastical dictator.


  Galeazzo’s chief court-and-chapel composer was a very eminent and influential musician indeed, yet one whose current historical reputation does not adequately reflect his eminence and influence. Gaspar van Weerbeke, a Dutchman, was recruited, possibly from Busnoys’s choir at the court of Charles the Bold, to lead the Milanese ducal chapel in 1471. From 1474 to around 1480 he was the Maestro di Cappella at the Milan Cathedral, and then went on to Rome, where he rose eventually to the leadership of the papal choir. His motetti missales seem so decisively to reject the lofty tone and the architectural genres of the Franco-Burgundian tradition that his style is often described as having been influenced by Italian popular (hence oral, undocumented) styles and genres. That may be one reason for his comparative neglect by historians and revivers of early music in performance, who have understandably tended to find most of interest in the loftiest and the lowest, and to take the stylistic middle for granted.


  There is no real evidence to warrant the assumption that the music of the motetti missales is truly “popular” in style, but plenty of evidence that its style is, in the Tinctoris sense, “low.” There is also evidence that the liturgical practice of substituting votive motets for Mass sections—and indirectly, then, the musical style of the result—was dictated by Duke Galeazzo himself, the grandson of an illiterate farmer, and may have reflected his plebeian personal tastes. The leading Italian member of the choir, later to make a great name for himself as a theorist, was Franchino Gafori (known from his treatises as Gaffurius), who inherited Weerbeke’s position around 1490 and had three enormous choirbooks inscribed with the court chapel repertory for use at the cathedral (the so-called Milan libroni, the “big books”), thus insuring the survival of the motetti missales into our day. In a treatise written in the early 1480s, that is, shortly after the fact, Gafori refers to Weerbeke’s motet cycles as the motteti ducales, the “ducal motets.”4


  What kind of motets are ducal motets? For one thing, their texts are mostly not canonical liturgical texts. Rather, they tend to be informal composites or pastiches of individual verses drawn from the Bible, from various liturgical items, or from rhymed Latin versus, sometimes specially composed. For another, the music generally avoids all suggestion of the “tenor cantus firmus” style. Instead, it tends to resemble the style and some of the constructive methods of the tenor tacet sections that relieved and contrasted with the cantusfirmus bearing sections in cyclic Masses, especially those of Busnoys.
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  FIG. 13-2 Milan Cathedral (Il duomo).
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  FIG. 13-3 The second AgnusDei (starting in the middle of the third system) from Josquin des Prez’s Missa L’homme armé super voces musicales as printed in Missae Josquin (Venice: Ottaviano Petrucci, 1502). The three parts are to be realized fromthesinglenotatedlineasatriplemensurationcanon.


  


  In such pieces, the absence of a foundational tenor had been compensated by the use of pervading points of imitation, in which the voices were treated as functionally equivalent, each providing the “authority” for the next. The beginning of Gaspar’s airy-textured Mater, Patris Filia (“O Mother, daughter of the Father”), a motet loco Agnus Dei from one of his Mass substitution-cycles (Ex. 13-7), seems a clear application of this “tenorless” technique to a full fourpart complement. The text, composed of three rhyming verses of votive supplication to the Virgin, reflects the threefold prayer of the Agnus Dei text. The inconsistent rhymes, scansion patterns, and syllable-counts in the verses meanwhile betray the origin of the text in an “extraliturgical” pastiche of stock Marian epithets.
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  Nowhere else have we seen a sacred composition in which the text is set as straightforwardly, line by line, as here. Every line begins with a fresh texture and comes to a full cadence. The first line, as already noted, begins with a full, fourpart, regular, but very short-breathed point of imitation, succeeded by a cadential phrase after only ten measures (Ex. 13-7). The next couple of lines are set in what would have been fairly strict homorhythm but for the somewhat more active and decorative altus. Following that there are three short-breathed duos in a row, each of which comes to a full cadence, to bring the first verse to a close. A semblance of continuity is maintained by the retention of a common voice to link successive duos (the common presence of the superius links the first and second; the common presence of the altus links the second and third).


  EX. 13-7 Gaspar van Weerbeke, Mater, Patris Filia, mm. 1–11
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  Part of another, somewhat shorter and very lively motet loco Agnus from a different cycle of replacement motets (Ex. 13-8) shows a few more favorite textures and devices, from what might be called “paired imitation” at the beginning (the same little duo twice repeated, superius imitating altus, and tenor imitating bassus), rapid homorhythmic “pattersong” (“claustrum Mariae…”), and, finally, the sudden switch from duple to triple subdivisions of the beat, producing a high-energy, dancelike payoff (often called the “proportion” because of its strict common-pulse relationship to the previous tempo).


  EX. 13-8 Gaspar van Weerbeke, Quem terra pontus aethera, mm. 1–23
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  FUN IN CHURCH?


  Gaspar van Weerbeke presided over a stellar group of young musicians in Milan, testifying to his employer’s zeal in patronizing nothing but the best as an aspect of princely self-aggrandizement. That is to say: with great acuity, the Sforza dukes managed (in part through Gaspar’s scouting “nose”) to recruit at early phases of their careers a pleiad of future stars, including at least two whose future fame would eclipse Gaspar’s own. They included Johannes Martini (d. 1498), who served briefly in Galeazzo’s chapel choir in 1474, between stints at the rival court of Ercole (Hercules) I, Duke of Ferrara, where he eventually directed the chapel choir. In all likelihood, and in time-honored fashion, he used his invitation to sing at Milan as a stepping-stone toward the betterment of his rank at Ferrara.
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  Even more illustrious than Martini was the youngest northern star who trained under Gaspar van Weerbeke at Milan in the 1470 s, a Frenchman named Loyset Compère (d. 1518) who eventually went back home to serve in the court chapel of King Charles VIII in Paris. It was on Compère that Gaspar van Weerbeke and his specially crafted Milanese music made the strongest immediate impression. An even greater number of motetti missales survives from Compère’s pen than from Gaspar’s, and Compère continued to develop this style and to apply it to new genres. His Marian pastiche, Ave Maria, is about as low in style as a motet can go, leading one to suspect a double purpose, hailing both Maria Virgo and Galeazzo Maria, both Virgin protectress and noble patron. In its patchwork of texts and tunes it is a virtual send-up of the ancient ars combinatoria, cast in very up-to-date patter declamation—syllables placed on minims!—that renders the texts with a dispatch bordering on flippancy.


  In the motet’s prima pars (first half), a cantus firmus is sneaked into the altus, the least “essential” (and therefore, so to speak, least conspicuous) voice, and paraphrased in such a way as virtually to disappear into the contrapuntal warp and weft. It was a familiar melody, however, and no doubt meant to be noticed (at second hearing, perhaps, with a furtive smile of recognition). The plainsong original, a sequence for the Feast of the Assumption (but often sung at other Marian services and appropriated, as it is here, for votive purposes), begins with the familiar words of the daily “Hail, Mary!” prayer, entered above the polyphony in Ex. 13-9.


  Meanwhile, the tenor, the voice most likely to carry significant preexisting material, is confined to a monotone recitation of the prayer that the sequence quotes, as if mimicking the mumbling of a distracted communicant going through the rosary, the string of beads on which one counted off the “fifteen decades” (15 × 10 = 150 !) of Aves that a pious Christian was expected to recite each and every day. When the rosary recitation in Compère’s tenor reaches the name of Jesus, the prayer shifts over to a patchwork of all-purpose litanies: “Kyrie eleison,” “Hear us, O Christ,” “Holy Mary, pray for us,” and so on. The texture, meanwhile, gathers itself up from the opening fairly fragmented state through paired voices (beginning, of course, with the “structural vs. nonessential” opposition), proceeding through an opposition of high and low voices, and ending with an emphatic homorhythm.


  The secunda pars expands the litany to include a wide variety of patron saints, mirroring the crowd of new names with a pervasively imitative texture in which the order and interval of entries, and the rhythmic values, are unpredictably varied. The motet explodes at the end into a long and exceptionally virtuosic triple “proportion.” This is truly something new: funny church music—funny, but still pious. Piety of this kind, though, is “humane”—pitched to the level of its hearers, rather than (like the English High-Church polyphony sampled earlier) way, way over their heads.


  EX. 13-9 Loyset Compère, Ave Maria, mm. 1–18
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  LOVE SONGS


  These effects of whimsical, humanized religion seem to suggest the influence of the secular, vernacular genres of literate music—the official “low” style, according to Tinctoris. The vernacular genres, too, were undergoing significant change in the later fifteenth century, in stylistic terms aiming both higher and lower than before, and making many new points of contact across the generic and stylistic boundaries.


  There was a new genre on the horizon, called the bergerette. Although its name (“shepherdess”) suggests a pastoral style, it originated in French court circles, and so it is not surprising that Ockeghem was its first eminent practitioner. It was a sort of high-toned synthesis of two earlier “fixed forms,” the rondeau and virelai. Its stanzaic structure was similar to the latter: a refrain enclosing a pair of shorter verses and a turnaround sung, when the poem was set to music, to the same music as the refrain, thus: A b b a A. Unlike the virelai, however, which could go on forever, the bergerette was a self-contained single strophe, in which the refrain and turnaround (the “A” sections) were ample five-line stanzas in their own right, comparable to rondeaux cinquaines.


  An early classic of the genre was Ockeghem’s Ma bouche rit et ma pensée pleure (“My mouth laughs but my thoughts weep,” Ex. 13-10)—a classic by virtue of its wide dissemination (seventeen extant sources, a veritable record, indicating an original distribution in the hundreds) and its later emulation by younger composers, in one case as the tenor of a cantusfirmus Mass. The dates of its earliest sources suggest that Ockeghem’s chanson was composed by the beginning of the 1460s.


  EX. 13-10 Johannes Ockeghem, Ma bouche rit
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  The outstanding textural novelty here is the use of almost systematic imitation entirely confined to the superius and the tenor, the voices that make up the structural pair. The incipits of both musical sections are imitations at the octave at a time interval of two tempora. They could hardly be more conspicuous. Thereafter, the alerted ear will pick up the imitation at the fourth on the final melisma of the second line of the refrain, at the last line of the refrain (“Sans reconfort…”), and (more subtly) at the last line of the second musical section, the very end of the music as notated. This final one is less pronounced not only because it is shorter but also because it is covered up by the movement of the other voices. Elsewhere, Ockeghem is careful to lay bare the points of imitation by having the second entering voice rest while the first enunciates the motif that will be imitated.


  This kind of superius–tenor imitation, in which the nonessential voice or voices do not participate, could be called “structural” (as opposed to “pervading”) imitation. We have already observed it in Gaspar’s substitution motet, Mater, Patris filia (Ex. 13-7). It became a standard practice in motets (especially Milanese motets) as well as chansons, and typifies the convergence of them iddle and low genres—a convergence that, depending on the context, can be construed as the lowering of the middle or the raising of the low.


  In the case of the bergerette, it is clearly a case of raising the low, for raising can be observed in other ways as well. We have already noted the textual enlargement. No less significant is the casting of the music in two absolutely self-contained sections, with the second (here, the residuum, “the rest”) actually labeled as such. That amounts to mimicry of the musical structure of the motet, or even of the two-part motet’s model, the individual cyclic Mass “movement.” In later bergerettes, including those of Busnoys, the residuum is often set off from the refrain by the use of a contrasting mensuration, again mimicking the motet or Mass section.


  From the “tonal” point of view, too, Ockeghem’s Ma bouche rit is novel and exceptionally “high.” It is one of the earliest polyphonic compositions to incorporate a final “Phrygian” cadence, by way of a sighing tenor half step down to E, as an emblem of special melancholy or seriousness. At least as reflected in the surviving sources, on which alone we can base our knowledge of the past, Phrygian polyphony seems to have been a special predilection of Ockeghem, who bequeathed it as a standard resource to succeeding generations (and even Du Fay, possibly, who wrote a handful of Phrygian pieces at the very end of his career, probably after Ockeghem had already set the standard.) The earliest Phrygian Masses and motets, as well as the earliest Phrygian chansons (all bergerettes), were Ockeghem’s.


  Josquin des Prez, who was reputed to be (or, at least, who cast himself as being) Ockeghem’s star pupil, made a great production of emulating Ockeghem’s Phrygian music, among many other emblematic things, in his Missa L’Homme Armé super voces musicales, already familiar to us as an Ockeghem tribute (see Ex. 12-17). The ground plan of that Mass required pitching the final of the cantusfirmus melody on each of the six notes of the natural hexachord in turn. E’s turn came in the Credo, and Josquin announces the arrival of the Phrygian mode by positively screaming out the Phrygian half-step progression at the outset (Ex. 13-11).


  To acquire the versatility required to compose polyphony in any mode, one must study models. Josquin slyly tells us what model he studied for the Phrygian in the Agnus Dei II, a famous tour de force that, owing to the fascination it exerted on theorists in Josquin’s day and on textbook writers since, has become the most famous part of the Mass. Outwardly an emulation of the Missa Prolationum, this mind-boggling little piece exponentially outstrips Ockeghem’s example by “answering” the older master’s two-part mensuration canon (Ex. 12-7b) with one in three parts, immeasurably more difficult to devise. And the tempo relationship of the three simultaneous parts—1:2:3—has been a famous challenge to performers since the sixteenth century. Josquin’s single notated line is reproduced in Fig. 13-3 directly from Petrucci’s volume of Josquin Masses, while Ex. 13-12 gives a transcription.


  Where have we seen the beginning of Fig. 13-3 before? Look again at Ma bouche rit (Ex. 13-10), this time paying attention to the part to which no attention was paid the first time around. The contratenor, the “nonessential” voice that keeps out of the “structural imitation” that monopolized our gaze, is the source (the cantus firmus, if you will) for Josquin’s amazing melodic line that reproduces itself in counterpoint at three different speeds and at two different pitch levels. It was probably a special joke to appropriate a lowly contratenor, a joke underscored for those who got it by the “laugh” embodied in the name of the parent song, springing unexpectedly to mind in the midst of Mass.


  Josquin, trickster supreme, had a special fondness for contratenors, where one is least likely to look for anything special. The altus voice in his motet Christe, Fili Dei (“Christ, O Son of God”), a loco Agnus Dei substitute that comes at the end of a cycle of Milanese-styled motetti missales, carries a hidden message very much like the one in the Ockeghem-based Agnus Dei just considered. The motet is laid out in three well-defined sections corresponding to those of the Agnus Dei chant. The first two sections end with the Agnus Dei prayer itself (miserere nobis), and the motet is thus ostensibly addressed to Christ (the Lamb of God) himself. Section 1 is given in Ex. 13-13a.


  EX. 13-11 Josquin des Prez, Missa L’Homme Armé super voces musicales, Credo, mm. 1–13
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  FIG. 13-4 Lorenzo de’Medici, “the Magnificent” (1449–1492), depicted among the artists whom he patronized by the Florentine painter Ottavio Vannini ca. a century after Lorenzo’s death.


  


  EX. 13-12 Josquin des Prez, Missa L’Homme Armé super voces musicales, Agnus II, realized in three parts
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  The threefold invocation “Christe fili Dei” is set each time to the same music. It consists of what by now we might fairly expect, namely an imitative duo for superius and tenor, the “structural pair.” That is what arrests the immediate attention and occupies the mind’s foreground. Yet the very end of the text gives away the votive game: if Christ is to hear our prayers, they must be mediated by his sanctissima mater, his “most holy Mother, Mary,” ever our intercessor.


  And now we notice the subliminal message that the altus has been insinuating all along; for it carries, throughout, a borrowed melody, and a very famous one—the superius of the rondeau J’ay pris amours (“I’ve taken love as my motto”), probably the most popular French chanson of the late fifteenth century (Ex. 13-14). The altus, then, crooning this love song in the midst of prayer, is in effect sending a secret love letter to the Virgin while the text ostensibly addresses her Son. In a much less formal way, Josquin is doing what Du Fay had done in his Missa Se la face ay pale. Where Du Fay’s Mass had displayed the borrowed secular tune as an emblem, Josquin allows it to infiltrate his texture as an inconspicuous “nonessential” voice.


  The borrowed melody’s big moment comes at the end, where Mary is finally alluded to in the text, and the altus and bassus treat the final phrase of J’ay pris amours to a fully exposed point of imitation (Ex. 13-13b). This reference, one must assume, was meant to be heard and recognized, and to color retrospectively the whole motet. Josquin’s ostensibly secular song-paraphrase within the ostensibly sacred genre of the motet, though novel in method and effect, was not really a new idea. It was only the latest manifestation of what by the fifteenth century was already a fairly ancient practice—the fusing of the popularized sacred and the sacralized secular—whose tradition reaches back some four hundred years, all the way to the original Salve Regina chant, cast in the form of a canso, a courtly love song to the Virgin.


  EX. 13-13A Josquin des Prez, Christe, Fili Dei (loco Agnus Dei in cycle Vultum Tuum deprecabuntur), mm. 1–11
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  Thus it would be a mistake to regard this fusion of sacred and secular as an “essential” (meaning an exclusive) trait of the burgeoning “Renaissance.” Its significance is far more inclusive than that, suggesting that categories and oppositions we may be inclined to regard as hard and fast—sacred vs. secular, spiritual vs. temporal, high vs. low, literate vs. oral—were never quite as firm or constant as we might like to pretend.


  EX. 13-13B Josquin des Prez, Christe, Fili Dei (loco Agnus Dei in cycle Vultum Tuum deprecabuntur), mm. 28–end
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  Unless policed (by churchmen, by schoolmen, by snobs, and by “theorists” of all kinds) they tend to merge and fecundate one another.


  INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC BECOMES LITERATE AT LAST


  The elegantly crafted J’ay pris amours seems the perfect late fifteenthcentury chanson, and so it was evidently regarded at the time. Its popularity was something phenomenal, to judge by the usual standards of wide dissemination and emblematic or emulatory recycling in later music—so phenomenal, in fact, that its present-day status as an anonymous composition is something of a phenomenon in itself. Its nearest rival for favor was De tous biens plaine (“Full of all good things”), by the Burgundian court composer Hayne van Ghizeghem, whose surviving output consists entirely of rondeaux. Like J’ay pris amours, Hayne’s song was appropriated as a Marian emblem for cantusfirmus Masses and motets, including a famous motet by Compère that translated the opening words into Latin (omnium bonorum plena), addressed them directly to the Virgin, and called down her blessings on a whole honor roll of French and Flemish musicians.


  EX. 13-14J’ay pris amours (anonymous rondeau)
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  J’ay pris amours is conceivably another song by Hayne, or one by his Burgundian colleague Busnoys, but any of the leading Frenchspeaking composers of their generation would be a plausible candidate. Despite the song’s anonymous status, its quality leaves little doubt that its composer was a major figure. The opening phrase, in a manner that became increasingly popular (possibly as a result of this very song’s success), starts with a motto or devise, just as the text says: a five-note phrase, very strongly profiled in rhythm and contour, that is set off from what follows by a short rest.


  It is set off in another way as well, since it is held immune from the systematic “structural imitation” that unifies the rest of the song. Starting with the second phrase, the superius and tenor move in pretty strict imitation at the octave, with occasional freer imitation at the fifth (as in mm. 8–10—the kind of thing one calls a “tonal answer” in a fugue), and with one ingenious spot where the tenor recalls a prior motif from the superius (compare mm. 20–23 with mm. 3–4). Structural imitation briefly becomes pervasive in the final “point”: the phrase initiated by the superius in m. 23 is matched not only by the tenor, as expected, but also by the contratenor (end of m. 25).


  The paramount historical significance of favorite songs like J’ay pris amours and De tous biens plaine lay in the later work they inspired, which led to a new genre, born in the late fifteenth century without precedent in the literate tradition, but probably reflecting the longstanding practice of virtuoso improvisers. In his treatise called “On the invention and use of music” (De inventione et usu musicae), Tinctoris described the work of “two blind Flemings,” obviously barred by their handicap from involvement in literate repertories, who nevertheless put their learned colleagues to shame with their flamboyant improvisations on standard tunes, reminiscent in Tinctoris’s description of jazz solos: “At Bruges I heard Charles take the treble and Jean the tenor in many songs, playing the fiddle (vielle) so expertly and with such charm that the fiddle has never pleased me so well.”5


  That would have been in the writer’s youth, before he went south to serve the king of Naples. Could these blind brothers have been the same blind fiddlers that, according to Martin le Franc in Le champion des dames, astonished and abashed the court musicians of Burgundy, including Binchois and Du Fay, with their amazing virtuosity? Probably not; the one description relates to the 1430 s, the other to the 1460 s; but that only strengthens our impression that virtuoso fiddling on the trebles and tenors of familiar chansons had a long history before its earliest reflections in the written sources.


  Three such early reflections are found in a manuscript now kept at the municipal library of Perugia in northern Italy. It is a compendium of music treatises, including one, called Regule de proportionibus (“Rules of proportions”), that contains dozens of little problem pieces, mainly in two parts, of which so many are known to be by Tinctoris himself that the assumption is inescapable that so are the rest. Each one introduces some new difficulty of notation, preparing the way for a three-part monster called Difficiles alios (translatable in this context as “The hardest ones of all”) that Bonnie J. Blackburn, its discoverer, wittily describes as “the musical equivalent of a bar examination,” having passed which one could claim the title of musicus—a fully trained musician.6


  Three of the study-pieces on the way to the exam are textless duos in which one part consists of the superius of J’ay pris amours—a well-known tune whose familiarity makes it an effective “control”—and the other consists of a virtuosic counterpoint to it, after the fashion of those blind fiddlers’ teams described above. The difference, of course, is that Tinctoris’s duo is a proving ground for literate, rather than “oral” virtuosity—virtuosity not just in singing and playing per se but also in reading and using complicated notation. The easiest and most straightforward of the three duos is given in Ex. 13-15.


  From duos that test and display virtuoso reading skills it is but a step to untexted chanson arrangements that test and display virtuoso compositional skills—and a familiar step indeed, given the tradition of competitive compositional tours de force with which we have been acquainted since the thirteenth century. The one by Henricus Isaac whose beginning is given in Ex. 13-16 a is found in a late fifteenthcentury Florentine manuscript, and must therefore date from the composer’s period of service to the great Florentine Duke Lorenzo de’ Medici (“il Magnifico”). The original treble is preserved against a new and very florid tenor that may represent the type of brisk and airy counterpoint with which the itinerant Flemish fiddlers used to wow their audiences. The compositional tour de force, however, is in the contratenor, which Isaac has fashioned entirely out of repetitions and transpositions of the opening devise, the memorable five-note motto that distinguished the original tune.


  EX. 13-15 Instrumental duo on J’ay pris amours
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  An even more ambitious tour de force is the one whose beginning is shown in Ex. 13-16b, by Martini, found in the same Florentine manuscript. It consists of the original structural pair, the treble and tenor together, with their many intricate imitations and motivic interrelationships, accompanied by a new contratenor that runs against itself in strict canon at the unison, at a mere minim’s time lag. Needless to say, the original notation is in only three parts with a rubric denoting the canon, so that the piece turns into a tour de force for the reading musicians as well as the composer. There is another bizarre canonic arrangement of precisely this kind by Josquin, based on the superius and tenor of that other great hit, De tous biens plaine. Obviously, the two pieces represent a sort of informal competition (“If you can do it on De tous, I’lldoiton J’ay pris!”) between friendly rivals.


  EX. 13-16A Henricus Isaac, J’ay pris amours, mm. 1–13
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  EX. 13-16B Johannes Martini, J’ay pris amours, mm. 1–4
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  Besides these, there is a J’ay pris amours setting by a minor contemporary of Martini and Josquin named Jean Japart in which the original superius is actually performed as the bassus, transposed down a twelfth and sung back to front (the rubric simply says Vade retro, Sathanas: “Get thee back[wards], O Satan”). There is one by Busnoys, titled J’ay pris amours tout au rebours (“I have taken love the wrong way round”), in which the original tenor is inverted, so that all its intervals are turned au rebours. There is one by Obrecht, clearly meant to be the chanson arrangement to end all chanson arrangements, in which the superius and tenor are each used as the cantus firmus twice, migrating systematically throughout a fourpart texture. There is even an anonymous arrangement in which the treble of J’ay pris amours is shoehorned into counterpoint with the tenor of De tous biens plaine.


  What was the purpose of all this beguiling ingenuity? Amusement for the composer? Yes, of course, but not only for the composer. There was an audience to sustain it, a public audience that was soon to become, in the classic economic sense, a “market.” The existence of that audience is attested by a new kind of musical text-source called a partbook: a volume, or rather a set of volumes, each of which contains a single part—superius, tenor, contratenor, etc.—from a polyphonic texture. The earliest set of partbooks is the so-called Glogauer Liederbuch (“Songbook from Glogau”), a set of three books compiled and copied in the late 1470 s in or near the town of Glogau in Silesia, a border district between Germany and Poland, which has often changed hands between the two countries. (Glogau is now Glogów, Poland, and the partbooks now belong to the old Royal Library in Kraków.)


  The Glogauer Liederbuch contains a huge miscellany of Latin-texted, German-texted, and textless compositions, with which, evidently, the retired canons and brothers at the local Augustinian monastery amused themselves in convivial singing and playing. That has been the chief use of partbooks ever since. Nowadays we associate them with what we call chamber music—string quartets and the like—a genre that, while by now thoroughly professionalized, began as a convivial one. The music in the Glogauer Liederbuch, whether texted or not, can be regarded as the earliest extant chamber music—for chamber music can be vocal as well as instrumental, if it involves an ensemble and if its primary or original purpose was convivial. The genre of vocal chamber music has more or less died out, but there was an enormous literature of it, attesting to an enormous market for it, in the sixteenth century. We will take a close look at it shortly.


  For now, though, let us concentrate on the textless and (presumably) chiefly instrumental repertory. Significantly, the Glogauer Liederbuch contains no fewer than three textless arrangements of J’ay pris amours. They are not found elsewhere and are thus probably the work of local composers, which testifies all the more strongly to the widespreadness of the genre and its attendant practices. These arrangements are identified not by the original French words but by a German tag, Gross senen (“Great longing”).


  Their beginnings are lined up for comparison in Ex. 13-17. The first consists of the original superius and tenor plus a new contratenor, placed, very unusually, in the topmost position. The other two are based on the original tenor only, accompanied by two new voices. In Ex. 13-17b, the tenor is in the traditional tenor position, in the middle. Ex. 13-17c replaces the contratenor bassus of Ex. 13-17b with a contratenor altus, retaining both the tenor and the superius of the previous arrangement. There is even a fourth Gross senen piece in the Glogauer Liederbuch, as shown in Ex. 13-17d. It is based on the superius of the preceding pair of arrangements and thus contains no original J’ay pris amours material at all, but is still demonstrably a part of the famous song’s tradition. It is not the musical child of J’ay pris amours, but its grandchild. The family resemblance can be discerned only by those who are familiar with the middle generation.


  EX. 13-17Gross senen (J’ay pris amours) settings from the Glogauer Liederbuch a. Original superius and tenor beneath a new cantus part
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  EX. 13-17B Original tenor with two new voices
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  EX. 13-17C Superius and tenor of the preceding with a new contratenor
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  EX. 13-17D Superius of the preceding with two new voices
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  So the chanson arrangement (or Liedbearbeitung, as the composer(s) of the Gross senen pieces would have called it) was a very important genre historically. A few scattered predecessors aside (like the “vielle players’In seculum ” given in the Bamberg motet manuscript discussed in chapter 7), it was the earliest form of instrumental chamber music, in effect the earliest form of “functionless” or “autonomous” instrumental music.


  The word “functionless” should not be misunderstood: obviously, everything that is used has its use. If the Glogauer chanson arrangements were played for recreation and enjoyed, then recreation and enjoyment were their function. But providing the occasion for active (players’) or passive (listeners’) enjoyment of sound patterns is a very different, far less utilitarian sort of function from marching or dancing or worship. It emphasizes leisure, contemplation, pleasure in sensuous diversion and abstract design—in a word, “esthetics.”


  We are witnessing, in short, the earliest manifestation of the condition of “absolute” art or art-for-art’s-sake as defined a good three centuries later by the German thinkers who invented and named the philosophical category known formally as esthetics, or inquiry into the nature of the beautiful—particularly Immanuel Kant, who coined the phrase “purposeless purposiveness” (Zweckmässigkeit ohne Zweck) to capture its paradoxical fascination. Anybody who attends concerts and sits still, intently watching and listening while people on stage zealously hit skins with sticks, blow into brass tubes or cane reeds, and scrape horsehair over sheep gut, will know what purposeless purposiveness is all about without elaborate explanations, and the skin-hitters, tubeblowers, and gut-scrapers know best of all.


  Of course the modern concept of “absolute music” is not completely or even accurately defined if we do not emphasize the supreme value placed on it as an artexperience since the nineteenth century. By contrast, the fifteenthcentury forerunner, compared with a cyclic Mass or a motet or even with a texted courtly song, was of all genres the lowest and the lightest, mere fluff. And yet the leisured clerical senior citizens who sat around amusing themselves with the Glogauer Liederbuch in the last decades of the fifteenth century could nevertheless be described as the earliest literate “music lovers” in the modern, esthetic sense.


  MUSIC BECOMES A BUSINESS


  It was the spread of that kind of music-loving that supported the earliest music business—written music as a commodity possessing monetary exchange value. It is no accident that the very earliest printed publication containing polyphonic music was largely given over to textless chanson arrangements, including some of those on J’ay pris amours with which we are now familiar. It was brought out in 1501 by Ottaviano Petrucci, the same enterprising Venetian printer who the next year brought out the volume of Josquin Masses mentioned at the end of the chapter 12. Its highfalutin pseudo-Greeky title was Harmonice musices odhecaton A, which means, roughly, “A Hundred Pieces of Polyphonic Music, Vol. I.” Petrucci knew his market. The next year he issued his second volume of chamber music, called Canti B numero cinquanta (“Songs, vol. II, numbering fifty”), and in 1504 came Canti C numero cento cinquanta (“Songs, vol. III, numbering one hundred and fifty”), equal in size to the other two collections combined—proof positive of successful marketing.


  The production of printed music books, and the new music-economy thus ushered in, was a crucial stage in the conceptualizing of a “piece” or “work” of music as an objectively existing thing—a tangible, concrete entity that can be placed in one’s hands in exchange for money; that can be handled and transported; that can be seen as well as heard; that can be, as it were, gazed upon by the ear. This “thingifying” of music (or reification, to use the professional philosopher’s word for it), leading to its commodification and the creation of commercial middlemen for its dissemination—this was the long-range result of literacy, and the vehicle of its triumph.


  From this point on, music would be defined, at least for the urban and the educated, as something that was primarily written: a text. So fluff though it was, the instrumental chanson arrangement—the commercialized, middle-class byproduct of the high-purpose, high-class genres of the day, amounting to the bastard offspring of Mass, motet, and chanson—was indirectly of decisive importance to the future of literate music and musicmaking in the West.


  “SONGS” WITHOUT WORDS


  The word canto (“song”), as used by Petrucci in his titles, refers specifically, if paradoxically, to something that was not sung—namely, textless, instrumental items of chamber music. The usage was in fact common at the time; in the Glogauer Liederbuch and other German sources, the Latin equivalent of Petrucci’s Italian word—carmen (plural carmina)—was used in the same meaning: an instrumental piece based on, or in the style of, a song: a “song without words.”


  The actual chanson arrangement was, by Petrucci’s time, only one kind of carmen (to adopt, as less confusing, the Latin term for our descriptive purposes). Another, equally popular kind consisted of tenor tacet subsections extracted from Masses and motets, sometimes identified as such, more often not. The tenor tacet piece, we may recall, was the hotbed of pervading imitation—a “purely musical” sort of patterning if ever there was one, which could sustain a “purely musical” listener’s interest. One famous example, published in Petrucci’s Odhecaton and found in many manuscripts as well, was a Benedictus by Isaac (Ex. 13-18). It came from a Mass based on the tenor of Busnoys’s chanson Quant j’ay au cuer (“Since I hold in my heart…”) that was probably meant for Marian feasts and votive observances. The tenorless Benedictus contains no hint of the cantus firmus, however. Its emphasis on pure patterning pleasure, as well as its floridity, conspired to make it appear a very paradigm of “instrumental style” in the opinion of modern scholars—until, that is, the Mass from which it was extracted was discovered and notions of “instrumental” vs. “vocal” style had to be radically revised.


  EX. 13-18 Henricus Isaac, Benedictus from Missa Quant j’ay au cuer, as it appears (without text) in Petrucci’s Odhecaton
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  The final stage, of course, consisted of specially composed songs-without-words in a style adapted from those of chanson arrangements and tenor tacet sections, but without preexisting material. Such pieces amounted to the earliest repertoire of “abstractly” conceived chamber music, intended for an audience of playing and listening connoisseurs. The earliest important contributors to this genre were the same composers already encountered in connection with the chanson arrangement. The most prolific was Henricus Isaac (d. 1517), a Fleming who worked in Florence, later at the Austrian court of the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I. The runners-up were Martini, Josquin des Prez, and Alexander Agricola (d. 1506), who wrote his share of Masses, motets, and songs for the courts and churches of France and Italy, but whose chief claim to fame was a whole raft of carmina that eventually found their way to the commercial presses of Petrucci, including (to give an idea of his fertility) no fewer than six instrumental arrangements of De tous biens plaine. Agricola also wrote carmina in the more modern imitative style, free (as far as anyone knows) of borrowed material.


  Ex. 13-19 shows the beginnings of two late fifteenthcentury carmina of the latter type—original carmina without known prototype. Both have significant titles. La Alfonsina (13-19a), from Petrucci’s Odhecaton, was the work of Johannes Ghiselin (alias Verbonnet), a Picard or northern French composer who worked in Italy alongside Obrecht and Josquin at the court of Ferrara. The title translates as “Alfonso’s little piece,” after the composer’s patron, Alfonso I d’Este, Duke of Ferrara (and husband of the notorious Lucrezia Borgia).


  A similar piece by Josquin in Petrucci’s Canti C is called La Bernardina (“Bernardo’s little piece”). Giving carmina the names of people was a handy way of getting around the problem of what to call a piece in this “purposeless” genre, and could be applied to producers as well as consumers. One of Martini’s best-disseminated pieces of this kind (found in a dozen manuscripts, including the Glogauer Liederbuch) was called La Martinella (“Martini’s little piece”). Somewhat later, Ludwig Sennfl (ca. 1486–ca. 1543), a Swiss-German pupil of Isaac, identified a few of his carmina by naming their finals: Carmen in la (“Song in A”), Carmen in re (“Song in D”), and the like, anticipating the practice of identifying abstract or “functionless” instrumental music by naming its key (“Sonata in A major,” “Symphony in D minor”).


  La Alfonsina and other pieces of its type were in essence a kind of souped-up version of (or “answer” to) Isaac’s Benedictus. The opening point of imitation in La Alfonsina is a veritable rewrite of Isaac’s, disguised (or rather, displayed) by reversing the order of its constituent phrases. The brisk minim motion that came in the middle of Isaac’s opening “theme” now comes at the beginning, and it is carried through the entire rising octave for additional virtuoso verve. The attractive passage near the end of the Benedictus in which the tenor sings florid sequences against the sustained parallel tenths of the outer voices is mirrored in Ghiselin’s piece near the middle: two parts cast in imitative sequences against one part, the superius, cast in descending dotted longs that crosscut the prevailing meter. Ghiselin adroitly tightens things up into a pair of strettos (points of imitation at a reduced time lag and with overlapping entries) in conclusion. It is a brilliant little piece.


  Ile fantazies de Joskin (Ex. 13-19b) is found in a manuscript thought to contain the repertoire of the ducal wind band (or alta, “loud ensemble”) at Ferrara. Like most pieces of its type (or of its parent types) it fluctuates between pervasive and structural imitation, with fanfarelike strettos reflecting the probable medium of performance (sackbuts or trombones and double-reed instruments called shawms or bombards, depending on range).


  EX. 13-19A Johannes Ghiselin, La Alfonsina, mm. 1–19
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  EX. 13-19B Josquin des Prez, Ile fantazies de Joskin, mm. 1–12
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  The significance of the title is in the use of the word fantazie (fantasia). The word has had several musical meanings. The earliest one was a textless musical theme or idea, something produced out of imagination rather than on the basis of an earlier authority like a cantus firmus. Later the word came to denote an instrumental composition in a systematically imitative style. (Still later it came to denote a demonstratively “free-form” composition, ruled by imagination rather than strict formal procedure.) Josquin’s little piece, probably composed around 1480, links the first meaning with the second. The transfer of imitative texture to the instrumental medium was the real signal of its ascendancy. It was now polyphony’s basic modus operandi, and so it would remain throughout the sixteenth century, which might appropriately be called the century of imitative polyphony. In any case, as we are about to see, the perfection of imitative polyphony in the sixteenth century meant for contemporary musicians the perfection of the art of music itself.


  


  CHAPTER 14

  Josquin and the Humanists


  JOSQUIN DES PREZ IN FACT AND LEGEND; PARODY MASSES


  WHAT LEGENDS DO


  As with Machaut in chapter 9, we are going to take time out, so to speak, and devote a whole chapter to a single composer. This time the close-up will be on Josquin des Prez (d. 1521), whose work has already figured, alongside that of Busnoys, Ockeghem, Obrecht, Isaac, Martini, and others, in chapters 12 and 13. It is appropriate to single him out at this point, not only because of the intrinsic quality of his music (although that is axiomatic) but also—and mainly—because Josquin became a legend in his own time, remained a legend throughout the sixteenth century, and became one again when he was discovered by modern historians. Burney, in the late eighteenth century, called him “the type of all Musical excellence at the time in which he lived,” and so he has remained in the eye of history.1 His supreme legendary status has caused Josquin to be studied more intensively, and in greater detail, than any contemporary. Yet in seeming (but only seeming) paradox, that same legendary status has also worked to hide him from view.


  To the student of history, the Josquin legend is if anything even more important than the composer himself, because in describing it and accounting for its formation we may gain some critical insight into certain momentous changes that took place in the sixteenth century affecting attitudes toward music and its creators. These changes, in their relationship to the body of contemporary thought known as humanism, provide whatever justification there is for the use of the word “Renaissance” as applied to music.


  In his unprecedented stature and his undisputed preeminence in the eyes of his contemporaries and posterity, Josquin has never failed to remind recent historians of Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827), who was similarly regarded three centuries later, and who retains a similar quasi-legendary aura. Drawing parallels between them is easy; doing so has become traditional in music historiography. Unease with this tradition has occasionally been expressed by those who see in it a danger to an unprejudiced view of Josquin and his time. Certainly we learn little if we merely assimilate what is less familiar to what is more familiar. To think of Josquin merely as a fifteenthor sixteenth-century Beethoven would be like placing him behind the nearer figure and thereby obscuring him from view.


  Worse, drawing parallels between historically remote figures simply on the basis of their perceived greatness may lead to the perpetuation of what many regard as an insidious art-idolatry that discourages critical thinking about artists and their work. Unease is certainly justified if unwarranted parallels are drawn between the two composers as persons, or if such parallels lead to (or even result from) an ahistorical, contingent but mistakenly universalized concept of “essential” musical greatness. Yet at the same time drawing parallels between Josquin and Beethoven as cultural figures can also shed light on the ways in which “cultural figures” are constructed.
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  FIG. 14-1 Jean Perréal, The Liberal Arts: Music, a fresco from the cathedral of Le Puy in Auvergne, France. The shorter figure, possibly because of his characteristic hat, has been speculatively identified as Josquin des Prez. The one extant representation of Josquin that was possibly rendered from life—a woodcut published in 1611 copied from a panel portrait in oil that once adorned the walls of the church of Sainte Gudule in Brussels—is often reproduced; it shows a somewhat similar headdress and features that are not imcompatible with those in the Le Puy painting.


  


  The kind of legendary or symbolic status that both Josquin and Beethoven achieved in their times can tell us a lot about those times. Both composers broke through to plateaus of prestige and cultural influence beyond the reach of their predecessors. It can seem that by the sheer force of their example they caused the world to look not only upon their music but upon music itself, with new eyes, and to listen with new ears. A more accurate way of putting it, perhaps, would be to say that they each provided an apt focal point for the crystallization of new attitudes about music and about artistic creation.


  Josquin was the first composer to interest his contemporaries and (especially) his posterity as a personality. He was the subject of gossip and anecdote, and the picture that emerges again resembles the popular conception of Beethoven: a cantankerous, arrogant, distracted sort of man, difficult in social intercourse but excused by grace of his transcendent gift. Josquin, like Beethoven, was looked upon with awe as one marked off from others by divine inspiration—a status formerly reserved for prophets and saints. Among “musicians,” it had formerly been reserved for Pope Gregory alone (at least when his dove was present).


  This, indeed, is the kernel of our popular conception of artistic genius to this day. But saying “to this day” implies a false continuity. Josquin was so regarded, and Beethoven was so regarded, but between Josquin’s time and Beethoven’s there were other times (and, of course, places) in which artists were not so regarded or valued. The “humanistic” sensibility that elevated Josquin and the “romantic” one that elevated Beethoven had an important component in common, though: namely a high awareness and appreciation of individualism. In both cases, moreover, that high awareness and appreciation stemmed on the one hand from cultural and social conditions, and on the other from economic and commercial ones.


  Here the parallels must end, because the applicable conditions were not the same in Josquin’s and Beethoven’s times. For now the task will be to understand Josquin against the background of his time—a time that formed him, to be sure, but one that he helped form as well. Powerful individuals and historical conditions are never in a fixed or static relationship. Their formation is inevitably reciprocal, and for that reason all the more inexhaustibly fascinating.


  A POET BORN NOT MADE


  On the most worldly level (as forecast in chapter 12), Josquin was able to achieve an unprecedented reputation thanks to newly available means of dissemination, through which his works achieved an unprecedented circulation. He was the chief protagonist and beneficiary of the nascent “music biz,” the dawn of commercial music printing. He was, in short, the first composer who made his reputation—and especially his posthumous reputation—on the basis of publication. And as his reputation grew to legendary proportions Josquin became the first musical object of commercial exploitation. One of the chief tasks of modern Josquin scholarship has been to weed out the many spurious attributions made to him by sixteenth-century music publishers in an endeavor to capitalize on what we would now call his name-recognition. “Josquin” became a commercial brand name, music’s first. The section given over to “Doubtful and Misattributed Works” in the catalogue that follows the article on the composer in the latest edition of The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, the standard English-language music encyclopedia, lists 14 Masses (as against 18 authenticated ones), 7 separate Mass sections (as against 7), a whopping 117 motets (as against 59), and 36 secular songs or instrumental pieces (as against 72). Most of the spurious items come from posthumous prints.


  Yet that commercial exploitation was linked inextricably with the loftier aspects of the Josquin legend. The lion’s share of the sixteenth-century Josquin trade took place in the German-speaking countries, where the music business especially flourished, and where most of the doubtful attributions were made. Sixteenth-century Germany was both a hotbed of humanistic thought and the cradle of the Protestant reformation. Both were individualistic movements, and Protestantism placed a high value on the achievement and expression of subjective religious faith.


  Certain qualities of Josquin’s music—none of them qualities he invented but ones at which he particularly excelled—were interpreted as personally expressive and communicative. Turning that around, they were also interpreted as the inspired expression of a forceful personality. Martin Luther, the founder of German Protestantism, famously declared that Josquin alone was “master of the notes: they must do as he wills; as for other composers, they have to do as the notes will.”2 The qualities humanist thinkers valued so highly in Josquin were mainly qualities we have so far associated with Italy and with the “lowering” of style—lucidity of texture, text-based form, clarity of declamation. As these qualities were reinterpreted in the sixteenth century, Josquin became willy-nilly the protagonist of a new ordering of esthetic values. Through the writings of German humanist theorists like Henricus Glareanus (Heinrich Loris, 1488–1563), his most enthusiastic exponent, his works became the classics on which the new esthetic rested. Glareanus went so far as to declare Josquin the creator of an ars perfecta: a “perfected art” that could never be improved. That is exactly the definition of a classic.


  When Josquin began his long career, sometime during the third quarter of the fifteenth century, music was still traditionally ranked alongside arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy as part of the quadrivium, the arts of measurement. By the time of his death in 1521, music was already more apt to be classed with the arts of rhetoric. Glareanus, in 1547, asserted the new classification outright. He placed music among the “arts dedicated to Minerva,” the Roman goddess of handicrafts and the creative arts. These included what we now would call the fine arts, such as painting and sculpture, but also the arts of poetry and eloquence. Music was now to be regarded as a branch of poetic eloquence, an art of persuasion and disclosure. Although his works could be (and often were) cited as exemplifying it, Josquin was hardly responsible for this change; it was a byproduct of classical humanism, the rediscovery of old texts (particularly those by Roman orators like Cicero and Quintilian) that stressed the correspondence between music and heightened speech and defined its purpose as that of swaying the emotions of listeners. Josquin was, however, immediately cast by the promulgators of musical rhetoric as the chief model for emulation.


  The first unequivocal musical rhetorician, predictably enough, was a German humanist with Lutheran leanings: Nikolaus Listenius, who in 1537 published a musical primer for use in German Latin schools. The little book, straightforwardly called Musica, was very popular and influential. In less than fifty years it went through more than forty editions. Basically a method for training choirboys, it contained dozens of short musical illustrations, mostly cast in the form of little duets called bicinia, either specially composed or extracted from the works of famous masters. (Though a Latin word, the term bicinium, along with its three-voice counterpart, tricinium, wascoinedby German pedagogues like Listenius in the sixteenth century to specify a piece devised or culled for use at singing schools.)


  Listenius’s bicinia were mostly of his own composition, but the same year as his Musica appeared, another German singing master, Seybald Heyden, published a competing text called Artis canendi (“On the art of singing”), in which the illustrations were duos “sought out with especial care,” as the author put it, “from the best musicians,” with Josquin in pride of place.3 Beginning in 1545, the early German music publisher Georg Rhau issued several books of bicinia for the Lutheran Latin schools, and he was followed by many competitors, whose books kept coming out in quantity until the second decade of the seventeenth century. Thanks to all these publications, the music of Josquin remained on the lips of choristers and in the minds of composers (who trained as choristers) throughout the sixteenth century and beyond. They circulated well beyond the borders of Germany, moreover, crossing back into the countries where Josquin had actually lived and helping to assure his immortality there as well. The age of printing made such cross-fertilizations easy and normal.


  As a pedagogical aid, Listenius’s primer was one among many, albeit one of the first and perhaps the foremost. Its unique distinction, and its enduring importance in music history, lay in its humanistic revision of musical values. This was a side issue for Listenius, who was mainly concerned simply with teaching boys how to sing. He could not possibly have attached anything like as much significance to it as we are about to do. But then, authors are not always the best predictors where the import of their works is concerned.


  In his prefatory chapter, Listenius divided the realm of music not into the traditional two branches—musica theoretica (rules and generalizations) and musica practica (performance)—but into three. The third item, the humanistic novelty, he called musica poetica, a term borrowed from Aristotle, for whom poetics was the art of constructing or making things. Musica poetica could be translated simply as musical composition (or, more literally, as “making music”), but that would not capture its special import. Composition, after all, had been going on for centuries without any special name. It had been regarded as the application of musica theoretica and the arbiter of musica practica. In a sense it was the nexus between the two, at least within the literate practice of music. Within that practice it could be taken for granted.


  But once music was taken to be a form of rhetorical expression—of a text, of emotion, or of a composer’s unique spirit or “genius” (which originally meant exactly that: spirit, whence “inspiration”)—it could no longer be regarded simply as the application or the result of rules and regulations. There had to be something more in a composition that moved its hearers—something put there by a faculty that (as experience certainly attested) went beyond what could be learned by anyone. And that, of course, is our familiar definition of talent or genius—something essentially unteachable yet developable through education. It is a notion that we owe to the humanists.


  Josquin was the main protagonist of this new idea from the moment of its earliest formulation, albeit posthumously. One of the earliest musicians to put the thought in writing was Giovanni Spataro (c. 1460–1541), the choirmaster of the Cathedral of San Petronio in Bologna. Like Tinctoris, whom we met in chapter 12, he was a minor composer but an encyclopedic theorist, described by one writer as “the epitome of the experienced and informed Renaissance musician.”4 And indeed, his work does sum up the musical attitudes to which the idea of “The Renaissance” can be most fruitfully applied, if only retrospectively.


  The bulk of Spataro’s theoretical works dates from the period immediately following Josquin’s death. They constantly celebrate Josquin as the master of all masters. Spataro is best known, however, for his letters, which are voluminous (his recently published collected correspondence running more than a thousand pages), just as encyclopedic as his treatises, and very lively. In one letter, sent on 5 April 1529 to a Venetian musician named Giovanni del Lago, Spataro vividly summed up the quality or faculty to which Listenius would shortly give a name: “The written rules,” Spataro wrote,


  
    can well teach the first rudiments of counterpoint, but they will not make the good composer, inasmuch as the good composers are born just as are the poets. Therefore, one needs divine help almost more than one needs the written rule; and this is apparent every day, because the good composers (through natural instinct and a certain manner of grace which can hardly be taught) bring at times such turns and figures in counterpoint and harmony as are not demonstrated in any rule or precept of counterpoint.5

  


  


  Utterly new as a philosophical thought, if not as a musical reality, was the idea of a music that cannot be defined by rules (that is, by musica theoretica) yet is not therefore inferior (as Boethius, for example, would have assumed) but actually superior to rule-determined craft. The gap between the rules and the art, the part that requires “natural instinct,” “divine help,” even grace—that is, the free, unmerited favor or love of God—that is what the term musica poetica was invented to cover. The idea of grace, of course, is a Christian idea (and one to which Protestantism would give a whole new definition). But the idea of genius is pre-Christian; it was genuinely an idea recovered from the ancients, and thereby qualifies as a “Renaissance” idea. It is related to the Platonic notion that artists create not by virtue of rational decision but because they are gifted with “poetic frenzy.” The ancient idea most precisely embodied in Spataro’s letter is the idea that one is born to art. It is a knowing paraphrase of an aphorism attributed by tradition to the Roman poet Horace: poeta nascitur non fit, “a poet is born not made.”6 Josquin was the first “born” composer in this new sense, the first composer “by grace of God.” He did not know that he was that, of course. The terms, as well as the humanistic discourse or belief-system that undergirded them, arose in his wake and were applied to him retrospectively, which is to say anachronistically. But that is just the point. Because he was made retroactively, anachronistically, the emblem of the new discourse, Josquin was able to have the posthumous historical influence that so conditioned the development of sixteenth-century music. It was (as far as Josquin the man was concerned) a distinction entirely unasked-for and unmerited. In that sense it was indeed a state of grace.


  JOSQUIN AS THE SPIRIT OF A (LATER) AGE


  With few exceptions, the many literary encomiums that form our idea of Josquin’s personality all date, like Luther’s, from after the composer’s death and more likely reflect the ideas and values of the writers than they do Josquin’s own. One exception is a jovial sonnet, “To Josquin, his Companion, Ascanio’s musician,” by Serafino dall’Acquila, a poet who served alongside him in the entourage of Cardinal Ascanio Sforza toward the end of the fifteenth century. It consists of some friendly advice to the composer not to envy finely dressed courtiers, because he has something more valuable than they: namely his si soblime ingegno, his “talent so sublime.”7 That may give a hint of what later became more seriously known as the “aristocracy of talent”—something, again, that we are apt to associate with the Beethoven legend—but if so, it is a hint as slight as the mood is light.


  The posthumous Josquin anecdotes embody a fully formed humanist ideology, and are therefore as biographically suspect as they are culturally illuminating. One of them was retailed by a minor Flemish composer and theorist named Adrian Petit Coclico, who claimed in the preface to his Compendium musices of 1552 that he had studied composition with the master himself. The claim is generally written off as braggadocio, not only because of its self-congratulatory implications but also (and mainly) because it is a classic application of the new, three-pronged, conceptualization of music as an art that was first propounded by Listenius in 1537. According to Coclico, Josquin taught musica theoretica along with musica practica to one and all; but only the elect were worthy of instruction in musica poetica. “Josquin,” he wrote,” did not judge everyone capable of the demands of composition. He felt that it should be taught only to those who were driven by an unusual force of their nature to this most beautiful art.”


  From an even later source, a “commonplace book” (a collection for writers of miscellaneous items for quotation) issued in 1562 by a Swiss humanist who wrote under the Roman patrician name of Manlius, we get another revealing glimpse of “Josquin”—revealing, that is, of humanists rather than of Josquin. In this story he supposedly takes a singer roughly to task for having had the temerity to add ornaments to one of his compositions in performance: “Tu asine!” Manlius has him shout, “You ass! Why do you decorate my music? Had I wanted embellishments, I’d have written them myself. If you wish to improve upon well-made compositions, compose a piece yourself and leave mine alone!”8


  This, no doubt, was the kind of thing sixteenth-century choirmasters and composers did shout at their singers, under the influence of humanist ideals of eloquence as implying “divine simplicity.” Putting the thought in Josquin’s mouth lent it authority, and publishing it in a commonplace book made that authority available to all who wished to invoke it. But one may doubt whether Josquin ever said it, especially since the attitude it embodies toward the sanctity of the literal text is obviously beholden both to “print culture” and to Protestant fundamentalism—both of them cultural phenomena that rose to prominence and eventual dominance only after Josquin’s time.


  RECYCLING THE LEGEND BACK INTO MUSIC


  The greatest popularizer of the Josquin legend, however, was someone who was also concerned to popularize (or repopularize) Josquin’s music. This was Glareanus, the author of a great treatise that circulated piecemeal in manuscript for decades and was finally published in 1547 under the title Dodekachordon. Glareanus was a different sort of theorist from most of those whom we have encountered. He was neither a composer nor a practical musician but rather an all-round scholar of the purest humanistic type, a disciple of Desiderius Erasmus and a professor at the University of Freiburg im Briesgau in what is now the southwest corner of Germany, where he held chairs not in music but in poetry and theology. As a music theorist he consciously modeled himself on Boethius, the classical prototype of the encyclopedic humanist. But his actual musical views differed radically from everything Boethius had stood for.


  Glareanus’s main theoretical innovation, reflected in the pseudo-Greeky title of his book (“The Twelve-Stringed Lyre”), lay in the recognition of four additional modes beyond the eight modes established by the Frankish theorists of Gregorian chant. These modes, which Glareanus christened Ionian and Aeolian (together with their plagal or “hypo-” forms), had their respective finals on C and A, and hence corresponded to what we now know as the major and minor scales. Neither was a necessary invention. Through the use of B-flat, a fully accredited tone in the gamut since at least the eleventh century, the Lydian had long since provided the theoretical model for the major and the Dorian for the minor. But Glareanus’s terminology made it unnecessary to account for the use of C and A as finals by calling them transpositions of other finals. Very typically for a humanist, Glareanus sought to represent his innovation as a return to authentic Greek practice. It was anything but that.
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  FIG. 14-2 Heinrich Loris, who wrote as Henricus Glareanus, in a sketch by Hans Holbein found in the margin of a copy of Desiderius Erasmus’s Praise of Folly (1515) at the Kunstmuseum, Basel, Switzerland.


  


  Glareanus illustrated all twelve modes by citing the works of Josquin, and he was among the first theorists to use mode theory (as adapted by himself) to analyze polyphonic music. As Glareanus conceived of modal polyphony, the various strands of a polyphonic texture were (usually) cast alternately in the authentic and plagal variants of the modal scale represented by the composition’s final. Typically, the structural pair of superius and tenor represented the authentic and the contratenors (altus and bassus) the plagal.


  Again, it is questionable whether Glareanus’s novel terms and methods contributed materially to the understanding of contemporary music. But he certainly did succeed in grounding contemporary music in a discourse of classical authority, turning Josquin into the musical equivalent of a classical master like Horace or Cicero. That being the essential humanist task, Glareanus, musically insignificant though he may appear, was culturally very significant indeed. It was he, if anyone, who brought “the Renaissance” to music, and made Josquin des Prez the first “Renaissance” composer.


  Glareanus’s anecdotes are mainly of the “aristocracy of genius” variety, centering on Josquin’s reputed service at the court of King Louis XII of France, and on the audacity, tempered with wit, with which the composer supposedly comported himself in the presence of his royal patron. To remind the king of a forgotten promise, for example, Josquin is said to have composed a motet on the words Memor esto verbi tui servo tuo (“Remember these thy words unto thy servant”) from the very lengthy Psalm 118. And when the king, thus reminded, made his promise good, “then Josquin, having experienced the liberality of a ruler, immediately began, as an act of gratitude, another Psalm”9—a motet on the words Bonitatem fecisti servo tuo, Domine (“Thou hast dealt well with Thy servant, O Lord, according to Thy word”), which actually come from the same Psalm.


  By now, this second motet is definitely known not to be a work of Josquin’s. Bonitatem fecisti is securely attributed to a younger, minor contemporary of Josquin named Elzéar Genet, alias Carpentras, under whose name it was published in 1514 by the very authoritative Petrucci, in a volume called Motetti della corona (“Crown motets”) that supposedly contained the repertory of the French court chapel, including Memor esto. There is, however, a manuscript that attributes both motets to Josquin: a songbook compiled in the 1540s by another Swiss humanist named Aegidius Tschudi, where the two motets mentioned in Glareanus’s story are entered side by side. And who was Tschudi? A pupil and disciple of Glareanus.


  The whole story begins to look fishy. Having noticed the textual relationship between a motet of Josquin’s and a motet of Carpentras, Glareanus (or some member of his immediate circle) probably invented the tale that linked them so symmetrically around Josquin and the King, in the process fabricating the second attribution to Josquin as well. It is another case, and a very telling one, of se non èvero, è ben trovato (“not true, perhaps, but well made up”), and what it reveals, precisely, is how the Josquin legend was constructed: when, and why, and by whom.


  WHAT JOSQUIN WAS REALLY LIKE


  But is the story wholly false? Even if the attribution to Josquin of Bonitatem fecisti is obviously an embellishment, the authenticity of Memor esto (Ex. 14-1) is well attested. It is a prime example of Josquin’s characteristic “paired imitation” style, in which an opening imitative duo (here the tenor and bassus) is answered, when it reaches its cadence, by a complementary duo (here the superius and altus), and is entirely typical of his psalm motets, just as its high degree of “motivicity” (to use an ugly but handy word coined by Joshua Rifkin to denote the building up of long melodies and dense textures out of repetitions and transpositions of a tiny—here, a four-note—phrase) is generally typical of Josquin’s mature style. Can the motet’s connection with Louis XII and his forgotten promise be confirmed or, more decisively, disproved?


  Not really. There is no documentary corroboration that Josquin wrote the motet during his period of presumed service at the French court, somewhere between 1494 and April 1503. The only guide we have to dating the work is the age of its sources, always a rough and potentially treacherous criterion. The oldest manuscript containing Memor esto is a Sistine Chapel choirbook of uncertain but (for our present purpose) uselessly late date. It was copied during the reign of the Medici pope, Leo X, who ascended the papal throne in 1513 and who died in 1521, which is also the year of Josquin’s death. The manuscript contains the work of several members of a distinctly younger generation—Jean Mouton, Antoine de Févin, Adrian Willaert—whose relationship to Josquin was confessedly discipular. And it contains Josquin’s last Mass, the famous Missa Pange lingua on the venerable Phrygian hymn melody we have known since chapter 2 (see Ex. 2-7b), which was presumably written too late for inclusion in Petrucci’s third and last volume of Josquin Masses, which came out in 1514.


  That classic work is worth a parenthetical quote at this point (Ex. 14-2), since it is so securely associated with Josquin’s latest period, and therefore exemplifies his latest technique: that of subjecting a chant paraphrase to the same paired imitation technique we have just observed in Memor esto. The Missa Pange lingua takes the paraphrase technique a step further than the point where we left it: the chant paraphrase is no longer confined to the “cantus” voice alone, but through imitation suffuses the entire texture.


  EX. 14-1 Josquin des Prez, Memor esto, mm. 1–14
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  As we have already seen, the year 1514, in which the third volume of Josquin’s Masses appeared, was also the year in which Petrucci issued both Josquin’s Memor esto and Carpentras’s Bonitatem fecisti in his Motetti della corona, and there is no demonstrably earlier source for either motet. The probable earliest source for Memor esto turns out to be not a manuscript but a print. And since even that print long postdates the events recounted by Glareanus, it can neither corroborate nor refute them. Indeed, a modern biographer of Josquin has found another version of the story about Josquin and the king, only this version involved a different king, Francis I (reigned 1515–47), Louis’s successor, whom Josquin could never have served.10


  EX. 14-2 Josquin des Prez, Missa Pange lingua, Kyrie I
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  That sort of confusion is the usual situation with Josquin, alas. Determined research has produced an intermittently detailed but stubbornly gapped picture of his career. The details, moreover, have fluctuated greatly over the years, as more recent findings have not only supplemented earlier ones but at times invalidated them. The facts, then, have always, and necessarily, been complemented by an ever-changing web of speculation and inference.


  According to the most recent scholarly consensus (summarized by Richard Sherr, the editor of The Josquin Companion, published by the Oxford University Press in 2000), Josquin was born in or near the town of St-Quentin in Picardy, a northeasterly region of France, about 20 miles south of the cathedral city of Cambrai where Du Fay had worked. The first document to mention him is a bequest of land from his uncle and aunt, dated December 1466 and executed in the town where they lived, Condé-sur-l’Escaut, a fortified town in northernmost France, right across the river from Belgium. This deed, first reported by the Canadian archivists Lora Matthews and Paul Merkley in 1998, gives the future composer’s name as Jossequin Lebloitte dit Desprez.11 Only since then has even so basic a fact as his original family name, Lebloitte, been known to modern scholarship.


  The first documents to mention Josquin as a musician place him, from 1475, at the opposite end of France: in Aix-en-Provence near the Mediterranean coast, where he served in the chapel choir of René, King of Sicily and Duke of Anjou, who was then living in semiretirement and devoting himself to artistic pursuits. “Good King René” died in 1480. The last document placing Josquin in Aix is dated 4 August 1481. In February 1483 he reappears in Condé to claim the land bequeathed to him in 1466. The next year, as noted above, he entered the service of Cardinal Ascanio Sforza, a Milanese aristocrat and churchman who made many trips to Rome accompanied by his full entourage.


  For a period of about 40 years it was thought by modern scholars that Josquin had been at Milan much earlier than 1484. In 1956, the Italian musical bibliographer Claudio Sartori published an article in which he reported a document that attested to the arrival of “Iudochus de Picardia” as a biscantor, or singer of polyphony, at the Cathedral of Milan in 1459.12 This Iudochus (sometimes called Ioschinus in the documents) went from the cathedral to the personal chapel of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the duke of Milan (and Ascanio’s brother) in 1474. Inasmuch as there was an already established connection between Josquin des Prez and Ascanio, the assumption that Galeazzo’s Iudochus—who hailed, like the famous composer, from Picardy—was in fact the same man was irresistibly attractive, for it managed to fill in a decade and a half of the composer’s early biography.


  To make it possible for Josquin to have been a biscantor in 1459, Sartori postulated a birth date for him around 1440. There was no document to preclude the new birth date and it became an accepted fact, even though it introduced an unexplained anomaly into his biography: namely, that the works of the most famous composer of his time only began to appear in the extant sources when he was in his forties, normally the point at which a composer’s “late” period, in those days, began. It was not until 1998 that Mathews and Merkley were able to produce documents showing conclusively that Jossequin Lebloitte dit Desprez and Sartori’s Iudochus de Picardia (known to be active in Milan until 1479) had different fathers, and therefore had to be different men. (They also discovered documents attesting to the death of Iudochus in 1498.) Josquin’s birth date was duly re-emended to ca. 1450–55, just where the Belgian musicologist Edmund vander Straeten, the first modern scholar to attempt a reconstruction of the composer’s biography, had located it in 1882.13


  That would put Josquin in his mid-to-late thirties when, as a document dated June 1489 attests, he joined the papal chapel choir in Rome. It was here, as a member of the most prestigious musical establishment in western Christendom, that he began to make his mark as a composer and his music began to circulate, most conspicuously in the output of Ottaviano Petrucci, the pioneering Venetian music printer. Petrucci’s initial offering, the Odhecaton, was issued in May 1501 and contained six carmina attributed to Josquin. In February 1502, the first printed music book devoted to a single composer (Liber primus missarum Josquini, “The first book of masses by Josquin”) came off Petrucci’s presses, followed in May by Motetti A numero cinquanta (“First book of motets, numbering fifty”), in which a motet by Josquin was given pride of place.


  At this point Josquin seems to have left the papal service. In April, 1503, a document lists “Jusquino/Joschino cantore” as a member of the choirs attending Louis XII of France and Philip the Fair, Duke of Burgundy (and later King of Spain), at Lyons. That is the only literary evidence (besides Glareanus’s anecdotes) of Josquin’s possible service to the French royal court. Meanwhile, in September 1502, an agent from the court of Ercole (Hercules) d’Este, the Duke of Ferrara, advised his employer, in a letter that has become famous, to hire Isaac as Maistro della cappella rather than Josquin, since Isaac is “more sociable” and “composes new things more quickly,” while Josquin, though he “composes better,” does so “only when he pleases not when he is requested to, and has demanded 200 ducats in salary, while Isaac is content with 120.”14


  Court payment records from June 1503 to April 1504 show that the Duke ignored his scout’s advice and hired Josquin. Duke Ercole has received much praise from historians for showing such keen artistic judgment, but he was probably acting on less lofty impulses. For one, there was the lure of conspicuous consumption—the same impulse that motivates the purchase of expensive designer jeans or luxury cars. Indeed, a rival scout had recommended Josquin to the Duke a month earlier, advising him that “there is neither lord nor king who will now have a better chapel than yours if Your Lordship sends for Josquin,” and that “by having Josquin in our chapel I want to place a crown upon this chapel of ours.”15 Lewis Lockwood, a scholar who did extensive research on the rich musical establishment at Ferrara, comments that Josquin was being touted to the Duke as “a crowning figure, and the implication is that, by hiring him, Ercole can aspire to higher status than most dukes can claim.” Very shrewdly, Lockwood noted a further implication: “the musician of great reputation can confer upon a patron the same measure of reflected glory that had traditionally been attributed to poets and painters.”16 This represented a new level of prestige for music itself, and Josquin was its protagonist. The Josquin legend had been born, and was already doing its historical work.


  The most immediate evidence of that work was a Mass in which Josquin kept the implied promise to memorialize his patron the same way poets and painters had traditionally done it. One of his most famous and widely disseminated works, both in his own day and in ours, it bore the title Missa Hercules Dux Ferrariae (“The Mass of Hercules, Duke of Ferrara”) and was published by Petrucci in his second volume of Josquin Masses (1505), when—assuming dangerously for the moment that it was actually composed at Ferrara—the work was almost brand new. The Mass continued to circulate, in whole or in part, in manuscripts and prints until the 1590s. Since Josquin’s rediscovery by music historians, it has had several modern editions and many recordings. More than anything else, perhaps, this Mass has served to keep alive the name of Hercules, the Duke of Ferrara.


  One of the reasons for the Mass’s popularity is the clever way in which Josquin fashioned its cantus firmus out of his patron’s name and title. It is an abstract series of pitches, usually presented in the tenor in long notes of equal value, arrived at by matching voces musicales (that is, solmization syllables) to the vowels (or vocali) in the phrase Hercules, Dux Ferrari(a)e, thus:


  HER-CU-LES DUX FER-RA-RI-E = rE-Ut-rE-Ut-rE-fA-mI-rE


  or


  EX. 14-3 “Hercules, Dux Ferrari(a)e” in musical notation
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  Ex. 14-4 is the Hosanna from the Missa Hercules, in which the soggetto cavato dalle vocali (“the theme carved out of the vowels,”17 as the Italian theorist Zarlino would later call it) is put through some basic exercises like transposition (from the natural hexachord up a fifth to the hard hexachord) and diminution. Fig. 14-3 shows a page from Petrucci’s third carmina collection (Canti C, 1504), containing another piece based


  EX. 14-4 Josquin des Prez, Missa Hercules Dux Ferrariae, Hosanna on a soggetto cavato, a little fanfare, almost certainly meant for a wind band, based on the vowels of the phrase Vive le roy (“Long live the King!”), treating the V, as perLatin usage, as a U (and the y as an i), thus:
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  FIG. 14-3 Josquin, Vive le roy, from Canti C numero cento cinquanta (Venice: Petrucci, 1504), fols. 131 v–132.


  


  UIUE (L)E (R)OI = Ut-mI-Ut-rE rE sOl-mI = C E C D D G E

  (or G B G A A D B depending on the hexachord)


  This bit of fluff is actually the only evidence we have, beyond the single document and Glareanus’s gossip, to place Josquin at the court of Louis XII, the only patron he is supposed to have served whom one would have greeted with the words of this soggetto. But of course there is no reason why the king so greeted had to be the composer’s patron. The evidence is no “harder” than the stories.


  By May 1504, Josquin is listed as provost, or head canon, of the collegiate church of Notre Dame in his ancestral home town of Condé-sur-l’Escaut. There he died on August 27, 1521, probably aged about seventy. Josquin had done as many aging musicians of eminence, like Machaut and Du Fay, had done before him: he retired to a clerical sinecure, where he continued to compose on commission up to the end of his life.


  At the very end, again like Du Fay, he also composed for himself. His will, discovered by the musicologist Herbert Kellman in the French government archives at Lille and first described in 1976, contains a provision that after his death the Notre Dame choir was to stop before his house during all festival processions and sing his polyphonic setting of the Lord’s Prayer in his memory.18 The beginning of that eloquent piece, composed in six tightly woven parts and found only in sources that were copied or printed after the composer’s death, is shown in Ex. 14-5. It may be fairly taken as his swan song and dated around 1520.


  Thus Josquin’s professional career spanned some 45 busily creative years and yielded a preserved output that dwarfed that of any earlier composer (plus an attributed output, as we have seen, that dwarfed the preserved one). The hugely, exasperatingly ironical fact is that, with only a tiny number of exceptions or possible exceptions like the ones discussed above, we cannot correlate Josquin’s enormous musical legacy with the sketchy biographical framework just outlined, and so we have no reliable chronology of his work.


  Lacking the evidence on which to base a strictly documentary chronology, historians have had to construct a stylistic chronology—that is, a chronology based on our ideas about the evolution of Josquin’s style. And here we have to contend not only with the absence of facts but with the presence of myth. It is no wonder that many mistakes have been made and many agonizing reappraisals necessitated. We are still nowhere near a wholly reliable chronology and unlikely ever to reach it.


  EX. 14-5 Josquin des Prez, Pater noster, mm. 1–17


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  But the ultimately encouraging thing about mistakes is that one learns from them. The history of Josquin chronology has not yet produced a good Josquin chronology, but it has yielded a number of excellent cautionary tales. They tell us more about ourselves, and the way in which we come to know what we know, than they do about Josquin. One of them is particularly rich in implications about the relationship between perception and prejudice.


  A MODEL MASTERPIECE


  Ever since the sixteenth century, the motet Ave Maria … Virgo serena has been not only Josquin’s most famous work but also, in at least two senses, his exemplary opus. One meaning of “exemplary” is representative. On this work, above all, generations of musicians, music students, and music lovers have formed their idea of Josquin’s methods, his characteristics, and his excellence. Another meaning of “exemplary” is example-setting. The whole “perfected art” of sixteenth century sacred music, it sometimes seems, was formed on the example of this one supreme masterpiece. Its stylistic influence was enormous and acknowledged. To a degree previously unapproached by any one composition, it was regarded as a timeless standard of perfection, a classic.


  This is the motet that Petrucci chose in 1502 to open his first motet collection, the earliest such printed collection in history. In 1921 the Dutch Jesuit musicologist Albert Smijers chose Ave Maria … Virgo serena to open the inaugural volume in his pioneering edition of Josquin’s complete works. It is found in almost two dozen manuscript sources from half a dozen different countries, including the present-day Czech Republic and Poland. It was the basis for many later compositions. It was arranged for keyboard instruments and for the lute. In our time, it has been recorded more times than any other work of Josquin, to say nothing of his contemporaries. Except for Sumer is icumen in, perhaps, it is the piece of “early music” today’s music-lovers or concertgoers are most likely to know.


  The text is a pastiche of three different liturgical items: a votive antiphon to the Blessed Virgin Mary, framed by a prefacing quatrain that quotes both the words and the music of the sequence for the Feast of the Annunciation (commemorating the occasion at which the archangel Gabriel uttered the original “Hail, Mary!”), and a closing couplet that voices a very common prayer formula of the day:
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  The central antiphon is a metrical hymn that echoes Gabriel’s “Ave”—one of the prime emblems in Christian theology and art—through five stanzas that recall in turn the five major events of Mary’s life, each of them commemorated by a major feast in the church calendar: The Immaculate Conception (December 8), Nativity (September 8), Annunciation (March 25), Purification (February 2), and Assumption (August 15). There was even a latterday Marian votive office called La Recollection des Fêtes de Notre Dame, which originated in the dioceses of the Burgundian Netherlands, near Josquin’s native turf, wherein each of these feasts was recalled, and where this antiphon would have been especially appropriate.


  Entirely in keeping with the humanist rhetoricians’ ideals of clarity and force of expression, Josquin’s music is shaped closely around the words of the antiphon. The shaping process may be observed and described at three distinct levels. The most concrete is that of declamation, the fit between notes and syllables. Then there is the level of overall structure or syntax, the ways in which the various parts of the text and those of the music relate to each other and to the whole. Finally, there is the level of textual illustration, ways in which the shape of the music or the manner of its unfolding can be made to parallel or underscore the semantic content of the words.


  All three aspects of the new text-music relationship are vividly exemplified by the setting of the opening prefatory quatrain. It is based not only on the text of the Gregorian sequence for the Annunciation, but on its melody, too, as set forth over the polyphony in Ex. 14-6a. The preexisting tune is not treated as a traditional cantus firmus, borne by the tenor. Neither is it paraphrased by the superius in cantilena style. Instead, just as in Josquin’s very late Missa Pange lingua, the four phrases of the paraphrased chant melody are each made in turn the basis for a lucid, airy point of imitation, so that the texture is fully penetrated and integrated by shared melodic material, and the voices are made functionally equal. Relatively little fifteenthcentury music unfolds in this way, but in the sixteenth century it became the absolute norm.


  EX. 14-6AJosquin des Prez, Pater noster, mm. 1–17
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  The first phrase of the melody is quoted quite literally from the chant, even in terms of its rhythm. The declamation is nearly syllabic. Thereafter the chant is more or less decoratively paraphrased: but melismas tend to come at or near the ends of phrases, and accented syllables are placed on longer notevalues, both procedures being calculated to maintain the intelligibility of the text.


  The final entry, in the bassus, is in each case the least adorned and the most straightforwardly declaimed. It is the “crown” of the point. The fact that the crown comes at the bottom of the pitch range, and that the first three points proceed as identical straightforward descents from top to bottom, can be interpreted as a “semantic” illustration of Gabriel’s descent, as divine messenger, from God’s abode in heaven to Mary’s abode on earth.


  As a final point about shaping, and about Josquin’s exemplary craftsmanship, note the difference between the final point, on “virgo serena,” and the three previous ones. The order of entries is varied at last; but more importantly, so is the time interval between the entries, which is subtly tightened, stretto-fashion—the tenor following the superius after only one beat instead of two, and the four voices all gathering in to


  EX. 14-6B Josquin des Prez, Ave Maria … Virgo serena, mm. 9–14
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  sound together for the first time at the cadence. All of these effects, so carefully and subtly planned, serve to mark off the prefatory quatrain from what follows. It is an ideal instance of the way in which the shape of the text “humanistically” governs, and is reflected by, the shape and syntax of the music.


  Every succeeding textual unit is marked off cadentially in similar, but never identical, fashion. And each one is purposefully shaped around its words, often by artful “scoring” devices. The first stanza of the votive antiphon (“Ave, cujus conceptio,” Ex. 14-6b) begins with a homorhythmic superius/altus duo that is immediately imitated by the complementary tenor/bassus pair in what we have already seen to be typical Josquin fashion. After the first two notes, however, the altus slyly joins them in a mock-fauxbourdon texture, so that there is not only a “paired” repetition of the opening phrase but also an increment from two voices to three, preparing for the emphatically homorhythmic four-voice tutti on “solemni plena gaudio,” which just happens to coincide with the first “affective” or emotion-laden word in the text. All three levels of textual shaping have been cunningly made to work in harness to produce a simple, “natural” rhetorical effect. The tutti having been achieved, it is maintained through the full-textured syncopated sequences that dramatize the word “filled” and achieve cadential release at a melodic high point coinciding with the next affective word, “laetitia.” The stanza beginning “Ave, cujus nativitas” opens with another pair of duos that introduce close imitation at the fifth rather than the octave or unison, and the new, harmonically richer contrapuntal combination persists through the next tutti (“Ut lucifer”), the superius/tenor and altus/bassus pairs here operating internally at the octave and reciprocally at the fifth. The third stanza of the votive antiphon (“Ave pia humilitas,” Ex. 14-6c) is foreshortened by splitting the text between rigorously maintained high and low voice-pairs, setting off the total integration of the lilting fourth stanza, which moves in dancelike trochees and chordal homorhythm throughout.


  But not quite. Closer examination by eye reveals what the ear perceives with delicious immediacy: within the seeming rhythmic unanimity, the superius and tenor are actually engaged in a canon at the fifth, at a mere semibreve’s interval, and a “triplet” semibreve at that. Where all the other voices have trochees, the tenor has iambs (or perhaps better, considering the words, displaced trochees). This fourth stanza, poised as it is between the chordal and the canonic, is a little miracle of textural balance and a locus classicus of the artful simplicity (or “natural” artistry) humanists prized as evidence of genius—the “poet born not made.” It exemplifies to perfection another ubiquitous Latin maxim popularly ascribed by the humanists to Horace: “art lies in concealing art” (ars est celare artem).


  EX. 14-6C Josquin des Prez, Ave Maria … Virgo serena, mm. 20–28
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  The fifth, climactic stanza (“Ave praeclara,” Ex. 14-6d) is set in the most traditional texture to be found in Josquin’s motet, one that we observed first in the chansons of the previous generation: the “structural pair,” superius and tenor, are in strict imitation throughout, phrase by phrase and at a fixed time interval, while the “nonessential” voices, altus and bassus, supply fanciful nonimitative counterpoints. It is also the most heterogeneous texture to be found in the motet, and gives rise, in the nonessential voices, to the most ornate (albeit still relatively modest) melismatic tracery to be found anywhere in the motet. The suitability of the melodic ascent in the structural pair to the meaning of the word “assumptio” is self-evident, just as the floridity of the nonessential pair matches the word “glorificatio.”


  But meaning is never entirely inherent. It is also relational. The textural intricacy of the climactic stanza offsets the really stark homorhythm of the concluding prayer (Ex. 14-6e). The starkness comes about by virtue of the entrance of all four parts together on a “hollow” or “open” perfect consonance on “O.” Everywhere else, fourpart homophony implied triadic harmony. Here the four voices are absorbed into the perfect consonance so as to sound like an amplification of a single voice. And once again, the motivation is textual: for the one and only time in this composite text, the first person singular pronoun (mei, “of me”) replaces the plural (nostra, “our”). There can be no question that the composer of this motet saw himself as the “performer” of the words, a musical rhetorician par excellence.


  EX. 14-6D Josquin des Prez, Ave Maria … Virgo serena, mm. 28–35
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  EX. 14-6E Josquin des Prez, Ave Maria … Virgo serena, mm. 36–end
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  PARODIES


  And for that he was supremely valued by the humanist musicians of the sixteenth century, who were inspired by Josquin’s example and propagated it zealously. Glareanus reproduced the whole motet in his treatise, ostensibly as an illustration of the Ionian mode with its final on C, but in fact as an example to his readers of “genius” at work. Its impact on Glareanus’s contemporaries was profound. Where Glareanus verbally proclaimed the work an emblem of perfected style, his friend and colleague the Swiss composer Ludwig Sennfl proclaimed it so by musical deed.


  Sennfl (ca. 1486–1543) had been a pupil of Henricus Isaac, and succeeded his teacher as the court chapel composer to the Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I. His Ave Maria … Virgo serena was published at Nuremberg in 1537, by which time Sennfl had joined the court and chapel establishment of Duke Wilhelm of Bavaria at Munich. In his Ave Maria motet, Sennfl did on a vast scale what we have already observed in miniature on the level of carmina and chanson arrangements. It is a gigantic “parody” or reworking of Josquin’s motet, in which the younger composer did everything in his considerable power to monumentalize the work of the older composer, and with it, posthumously monumentalize its creator.


  The texture is expanded from four voices to six; the length of the work is trebled by means of overlapping imitative repetitions and transpositions of Josquin’s melodic motives; and most impressive of all, the opening six-note chant-derived motto that carries Gabriel’s words “Ave Maria” is turned into a motto that recurs like a clarion in the tenor part throughout the length of the piece. Josquin’s “Ave” had been to Mary, but Sennfl’s, clearly, was to Josquin. The younger composer’s resourcefulness in exhausting the contrapuntal potential of the motivic material bequeathed him by Josqin, and the finely wrought textures that balance imitative polyphony with rich harmony, are clearly meant to display both Josquin’s genius and his own. Sennfl not only admires Josquin’s legacy but claims it.
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  FIG. 14-4 Ludwig Sennfl, drawn by Hans Schwarz in 1519.


  


  A single excerpt, the final prayer (Ex. 14-7; compare Ex. 14-6e), will give an idea of the way sennfl replaces Josquin’s spareness with opulence: note particularly how Josquin’s ascetic open fifths at the concluding “Amen” have been enlarged into a gorgeous plagal cadence.


  Even before Sennfl paid his tribute to Josquin’s emblematic motet, it had been reworked into an entire Mass by Sennfl’s somewhat older, unhappily short-lived contemporary Antoine de Févin (ca. 1470–1512). Most unusually, Févin was of aristocratic birth but nevertheless pursued a professional career as a musician—which is to say, a career in service. He was a member of Louis XII’s musical establishment at the time when Josquin is popularly supposed to have worked there, and it was on the basis of their presumed relationship that Glareanus called Févin “Josquin’s happy follower” (felix Jodoci aemulator).


  EX. 14-7 Ludwig Sennfl, Ave Maria…Virgo serena, mm. 76–80
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  Whether or not Févin and Josquin enjoyed a personal relationship, Glareanus accurately described their musical relationship. And yet Févin, while basing his technique and his stylistic preferences squarely on Josquin’s, was nevertheless an innovator. His Mass on Ave Maria … Virgo serena, published by Petrucci in 1515, bears a novel relationship to its musical model, in a manner dictated by the very nature of the model (which is to say dictated, albeit indirectly, by Josquin).


  In the new style exemplified by Josquin’s motet the texture is so mobile and protean—now imitative, now homorhythmic, now proceeding by one sort of pairing, now by another—that no single voicepart has enough selfsufficiency to bear appropriation either as a tenor for cantusfirmus treatment, or as a melody for paraphrase. Instead, the polyphonic reworking of such a piece has to adopt the whole polyphonic texture as its model. The adaptation consists of a thorough reweaving of the texture, producing a new polyphonic fabric from the same fund of melodic motives.


  Févin and his contemporaries called this new technique imitatio, and called a Mass in such a style a Missa ad imitationem (“Mass in imitation of “) or simply a Missa super (“Mass on”) followed by the name of the model. A fairly obscure late-sixteenth century German composer in the humanist tradition, Jakob Paix, published a mass in this style in 1587 under an affected pseudo-Greeky equivalent, Missa parodia, which means exactly the same thing as Missa ad imitationem. Since “imitation” already meant something else in modern musical parlance, modern scholars have adopted Paix’s term for the polyphonic reweaving technique. We now call such Masses “parody Masses,” and try to forget that the term now ordinarily suggests some sort of caricature or lampoon.


  The Kyrie from Févin’s Missa super Ave Maria (Ex. 14-8), one of the earliest true parody Masses, gives a good idea of the new genre and its possibilities. (“True” parody Masses are distinguished here not from false ones, but from earlier works—like Du Fay’s Missa Ave Regina Coelorum, quoted in chapter 13—which are basically tenor cantusfirmus Masses but which might occasionally draw informally on additional voices from a polyphonic prototype; such Masses were also composed by Ockeghem, Martini, Faugues, Obrecht, and Josquin himself.19) It is set in three parts, following the structure of the text. The “Christe section,” like the outer “Kyries,” uses the whole four-voice complement. (There is no need for a “tenor tacet” reduction where there is no tenor cantus firmus to withhold for effect.) The first section (Ex. 14-8) opens with a superius/altus duo on the opening motto-phrase of Josquin’s motet, with a melismatic extension that takes it one scale degree higher for its climax. The tenor enters with what sounds like a repetition of the same point, but in fact the tenor sings an elision of the first two phrases from the motet, imitated by the altus and then by the superius, while the bassus enters at the lower fifth, providing a harmonization that reemphasizes the F reached by the superius in the first phrase. The closing phrase reiterates the opening, but only in the superius. The other voices sing nonimitative counterpoints, the tenor making a brief recollection of “gratia plena” just before the final cadence.


  EX. 14-8 Antoine de Févin, Missa super Ave Maria, Kyrie, first section
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  The “Christe” appears to begin with a new point woven out of the “gratia plena” motive, but it is actually the altus counterpoint, derived from “cujus assumptio” near the end of Josquin’s motet, from which most of the fabric is actually woven. The final “Kyrie” is especially ingenious. The motivic material for its first point of imitation is provided by the tenor’s version of the third phrase (“Dominus tecum”) in Josquin’s motet. What had been an accompanying melisma—part of the background, as it were—in the original motet is moved on reweaving into the foreground. Févin’s final point is woven more straightforwardly out of Josquin’s “Virgo serena” phrase. In its general effect, the Mass Kyrie is a reworking of the opening quatrain from the motet, but with subtle variants and digressions at the reworker’s discretion.


  FACTS AND MYTHS


  Févin was “Josquin’s happy follower” chiefly in matters of texture—the texture exemplified in Ave Maria, with its rhetorically supple alternation of pervading imitation and emphatic chordal declamation. The full integration of musical space—rather than the hierarchical stratification of parts found in older music, with each part carrying out its own particular functional assignment—implied not only a new technique but a whole new philosophy of composition.


  The technique as such was given an early general description in 1523, two years after Josquin’s death, when the Florentine theorist Pietro Aaron published his compendium Thoscanello de la musica. Aaron, a Jew, was the first major writer on music to use the Italian vernacular rather than Latin, for which reason he is often looked upon as the first “Renaissance” music theorist. His book went through several editions, the last of which was published in 1539, when the new style Aaron was the first to recognize theoretically was fully established in practice.


  The description in the Thoscanello was actually foreshadowed by Aaron himself in an earlier treatise published in 1516, a year after Févin’s Mass was published; it is a less detailed and distinctive formulation than the one now classic, but it mentions Josquin explicitly as one of the composers whose methods it describes. No wonder, then, that Aaron is looked upon as the literary harbinger of “high Renaissance” music, and Josquin as its master architect.


  Both aspects or poles of the “Ave Maria style” are represented in Aaron’s discussion. The functionally integrated, imitative style of the opening quatrain is reported as a recent innovation, replacing the older discant practice in which the voices were laid out one at a time. “The moderns,” Aaron somewhat gloatingly observed, “have considered better in this matter,” his complacent tone recalling Tinctoris, whose works Aaron had studied well. “Modern composers,” he continued, “consider all the parts together rather than by the method described above.” And when all the parts are considered together, each is free to play whatever role composer may wish to assign it.


  As to the homorhythmic, declamatory style, Aaron is the first theorist to consider what we would call chords as autonomous harmonic units that may be described and crafted individually. The theorist devotes much attention to matters of spacing and doubling in four parts, and to making cadences—in short, to what is still taught today in “harmony class.” The ideal of integrated musical texture or “space,” and the ideal of compositional freedom and mastery in tandem, have seemed to many influential modern scholars to be closely allied to notions we now associate with the “Renaissance” mentality, especially as contrasted with that of the “Middle Ages.” In an ingenious and seminal article of 1941, Edward Lowinsky radically opposed the “medieval view of space” (as solidly layered and bounded) to the “Renaissance concept of space” (as free, wide open, yet “organically” integrated and harmoniously proportioned) and claimed that the transition from the one to the other had taken place around the time of the Copernican revolution in astronomy, suggesting a time-frame of 1480 to 1520. At the beginning of this period, Lowinsky maintained, the medieval view of space and the world was unquestioned; by the end, it had been decisively overthrown.


  The “exact parallel” to the Copernican revolution, on this view, was the modification in compositional method that Aaron described near the end of the period of cosmological transformation. “Of all the changes in the manner of composition since the emergence of polyphony,” Lowinsky concluded, this was “the most vital and the most fateful one.”20 Josquin, in Aaron’s account as interpreted by Lowinsky, assumed truly colossal stature as a culture hero, becoming a veritable musical Copernicus. And Ave Maria … Virgo serena acquired a renewed—indeed, a magnified—emblematic status as the prime musical embodiment of its Zeitgeist, to use a word common in discussions of the “history of ideas” to denote the essential spirit of a time.


  It became customary to link up Josquin’s motet with Aaron’s description of “simultaneous conception” and to assume their chronological proximity. And that automatically made Josquin’s motet a relatively late work, one that demonstrated the composer’s “perfect technical mastery, stylistic maturity, and profundity of expression,” in Lowinsky’s eloquent words. So obviously did it exemplify Josquin’s “mature motet style,” as Lowinsky put it in another study, that the historian allowed himself a categorical assertion.21 The work had to be written, he contended, after the change Aaron had described was essentially completed, and when composers had begun relying on what the German humanist Lampadius of Lüneburg, writing (like Listenius and Heyden) in the vintage year of 1537, called the tabula compositoria—a preliminary draft in full score that preceded the copying of the individual parts in choirbooks.


  “A glance at this music,” Lowinsky wrote of the Ave Maria, “will be enough to suggest how greatly the conception of such a piece must have been facilitated by the introduction of the score.” Even more strongly, he claimed that “a polyphonic texture of this density can scarcely be manipulated without the aid of a score.” Since Lampadius implied that the use of scores had begun around 1500, and since an archival search yielded no full scores that could be dated much earlier than that, the turn of the century became by extension the presumed date of Josquin’s motet.


  A highly erudite and resourceful scholar, Lowinsky refined the date still further, and even managed to infer the exact occasion for which Ave Maria … Virgo serena had been composed. He suggested that it was written for a votive service held on 23 September 1497 at the Church of the Blessed Virgin in Loreto (a shrine near Rome much favored by pilgrims), at the behest of Cardinal Ascanio Sforza, then Josquin’s patron, who had just recovered from a prolonged and serious illness, in fulfillment of a sickbed vow (voto, whence “votive”).


  This was an admirably crafted hypothesis. The proposed date fell within the time frame stipulated by the “Copernican revolution” the motet was held to typify; it came close to the origins of the tabula compositoria as described by Lampadius; it was just early enough to account for the motet’s earliest sources, yet late enough to qualify as the work of Josquin’s full maturity. (According to his then extrapolated birth date, the composer would have been nearing sixty.) The proposal fit the facts insofar as facts were known (or at least believed), and also fit in with, and supported, an inventive and intellectually fertile assessment of the culture that produced it.
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  FIG. 14-5 The tomb of Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza, Josquin’s employer (1509; in Santa Maria del Popolo, Rome).


  


  Imagine both the excitement and the consternation, then, when a young American scholar named Thomas Noblitt asserted—in an article written in German and published in 1974, mainlyconsisting of a detailed physical description of a German manuscript that was one of the motet’s remoter sources—that Ave Maria … Virgo serena had reached Germany and was copied there no later than 1476.22 All at once the work went from being the very paradigm of Josquin’s ripest and most “humanistic” style to being his very earliest datable work. It now predated, in some cases by decades, all the developments it had formerly exemplified: musical humanism, “simultaneous conception,” the tabula compositoria, the “northern Renaissance” itself. The innocent redating of a source turned into a threat—to some, an intolerable threat—to the Josquin legend.


  One reaction to the shattering news was denial. The article on Josquin des Prez in the 1980 edition of the New Grove Dictionary, the one that followed Noblitt’s report, dismissed his claim out of hand (as resting on unspecified “questionable assumptions”) and proceeded to argue on purely stylistic grounds that the famous motet “can hardly have been composed much more than 15 years earlier” than its publication by Petrucci, who had accorded it the place of honor.23 “In fact,” the venerable dictionary declared, Josquin’s Ave Maria self-evidently typified “the motet style of Josquin’s middle years,” namely “the mid-1480s.” The conclusion, and the evident premise on which the dating relied, was that “the musical form precisely mirrors that of the text, yet without any sense of constraint.” Of course, to base conclusions on premises is the very definition of circular reasoning. And the introduction into the argument of the inescapably value-laden concept of “constraint” and its overcoming gives considerable insight into the way myths arise and how they function. It begins to suggest what may have really been at stake, and what sort of a culture hero Josquin had really become.


  Lowinsky, too, had charged his discussion of musical space and its changing conceptualization with matters of high cultural and ethical (not to say political) import. “Simultaneous conception,” as preached by Aaron and practiced by Josquin, meant “the emancipation of the composer from the cantus firmus technique.”24 Not only that, but “the principle of imitation,” as it “gradually penetrated all the voices,” was also an emancipating force, for “imitation was based on motives freely invented by the composer, who could now obey fully the impulses and inspiration he received from the text.” Josquin’s late works, of which Ave Maria … Virgo serena was one, were “great musical structures freed from all the shackles of the medieval tenor.”


  We have, it seems, come back to the view of Josquin as a surrogate Beethoven: Beethoven as the voice of the French revolution, who proclaimed liberty and equality and in so doing became “The Man Who Freed Music,” to quote the subtitle of what was for a long time the standard popular biography of the great composer (by Robert Schauffler, first published in 1929). But we return to the Josquin/Beethoven nexus from a new perspective that allows us to see that the correspondence so often drawn between the two legendary figures is not drawn so “simply on the basis of their greatness,” but reaches much farther down into the stuff of the culture that does the drawing.


  That culture—our culture—is one wedded to the ideal of personal liberation. That is a value that arose alongside modern historiography itself in the nineteenth century. It expresses above all the aspirations of a socially mobile, economically empowered, highly educated but nonpatrician segment of the population: in short, the expanding and optimistic nineteenth and twentiethcentury middle class. That is the class that has mainly supplied the world with its professional historians, and so it is not surprising that the stories professional historians have told express the values of that class, a class undreamed of in Josquin’s day.


  If, having been brought up in a middle-class culture that professes social justice and equality of opportunity, we have learned to place a high value on political and personal freedom and on emancipation from shackles and constraints of every kind, then we are liable to see manifestations of these values in all areas of life, including art, as progressive, and will try to abet them. The converse of this tendency is the tendency to see all sequent narratives, including the narrative of musical style-evolution, as metaphors for the master narrative of progress and liberation.


  If we are now becoming more acutely aware of this tendency and are taking steps (and alerting our students and readers) to spot it and possibly avoid it, it is neither because we are suddenly wiser than Lowinsky (as great a music historian as ever lived) and his contemporaries, or because our class-bred values have necessarily changed, or because we are no longer wedded to high ideals, but because the exponential increase in the amount of available (and often apparently contradictory) information, and the occasionally dramatic consequences of that growth (such as the controversy surrounding the redating of Ave Maria … Virgo serena) have forced a confrontation with basic questions of epistemology—questions of how we know what we know, and whether we really know it.


  It is because commitment to high ideals, and the tendency to universalize them, can themselves shackle empirical perception and impede rational inference that we try to bring them to full consciousness and surmount them in our professional work. It betokens not the abandonment of emancipation as a goal but rather its application at a higher conceptual level, the one that conditions our own beliefs and actions. It is much easier to see how values become prejudices on the lower levels of scholarly work than at the higher ones. If, therefore, we raise our conceptual sights higher than before, it is in hopes of being freed to engage more directly with the perceptual materials of our trade (like manuscripts), and derive concepts from them (like the dates of their contents) with more confidence.


  That is why it has been thought valuable to devote so much space in a book like this to so relatively dry and inconsequential a matter as the date of Josquin’s Ave Maria. Its ramifications are anything but inconsequential. They can alert us to the dangers of looking for “good vibes” in history. When Lowinsky’s excellent hypothesis was shown no longer “to fit the facts insofar as facts were known,” continued commitment to it is exposed as prejudice, no longer fitting facts but only a predefined notion of a Zeitgeist.


  Thus, to believe that pervading imitation “emancipated” music or its composers from the “tyranny” of the cantus firmus, however thrilling or gratifying it may be to us personally, only makes problems for us as historians. For one thing, it renders us unable to understand how it is that imitation and cantus firmus techniques can coexist so happily—and especially in Josquin’s work, as we may see in Ex. 14-9, the beginning of Benedicta es, coelorum regina (“Blessed art thou, O Queen of the Heavens”), a sequence motet that circulated mainly during Josquin’s “posthumous” period (that is the period of his widespread dissemination in German prints). Benedicta es was a particular favorite of Glareanus himself, and popular, thanks to him, with all the German humanists.


  In fact, like so many ancient musical techniques, cantus firmus writing has never died out at all. Imitation no more replaced cantus firmus than (to recall an analogous discussion in the first chapter of this book) literacy replaced oral practices. The one joined the other, affecting it, to be sure, but never altogether supplanting it. Cantus firmus technique is still an available option, and one universally studied by aspiring composers even now. So neither literacy nor pervading imitation can be simply understood as liberations. Their histories are far more complex—and far more interesting—than that. And that is one more reason why the narrative in this book is making such strenuous and self-advertising efforts to avoid concepts like “The Middle Ages” and “The Renaissance.” When turned into dueling Zeitgeists they are obstacles, not aids, to seeing things, let alone understanding them.


  EX. 14-9 Josquin des Prez, Benedicta es, coelorum regina, mm. 1–10
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  What happens now if we accept the date that Thomas Noblitt’s physical evidence (specifically, the watermark in the paper on which it was copied) assigned to Josquin’s Ave Maria … Virgo serena? Nothing very terrible. Quite the contrary: all at once it takes its place in a new and telling context, that of the Milanese motetti missales. Compare it with the works of Gaspar van Weerbeke sampled in the previous chapter (Ex. 13-7, Ex. 13-8), or especially with Compère’s Ave Maria (Ex. 13-9), and its membership in their family becomes obvious. The reader may already have noticed, in fact, that Josquin’s opening quatrain is based on the very same sequence melody that Compère appropriated in the altus of his litany motet: a local favorite, no doubt.


  Ave Maria … Virgo serena thus stands revealed as belonging to the tradition of the Milanese “ducal motets” identified in chapter 13 with Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the brother of Ascanio Sforza, Josquin’s sometime patron. Far from the revolutionary work that Lowinsky sought and found in it, it now appears to be fully representative of its fifteenthcentury parent repertory, even if, as we are all likely to agree, its artistic quality far outstrips that of its companions. Though exceptionally realized and full of idiosyncratic detail, its style nevertheless reflects its time and place. Both in its avoidance of a cantusfirmus-bearing tenor and in its close-fitting text-music relationship it resonates less with lofty humanism than with its near-opposite, the stylistic “lowering” associated in chapter 13 with the influence of local, nonliterate popular genres.


  When Noblitt’s article was published, Josquin des Prez was still erroneously identified with the Iudochus de Picardia who had sung in the Milanese cathedral choir as early as 1459. For a while, it was argued that the famous Ave Maria was actually intended for use in a “loco Mass” as described in the previous chapter. Now that Josquin’s early presence in Milan has been disproved, the relationship between his motet and the Milanese tradition is no longer quite so obvious. But Josquin certainly was in Milan during his time of service to Ascanio Sforza, most securely documented for the period 1484–85. Some scholars have tried to reconcile Noblitt’s source evidence with this later date, reasonably arguing that music copied on paper with a 1476 watermark need not have been entered immediately after the paper was procured, and that the year 1476 should not be regarded as anything more than a “terminus post quem”—the earliest possible date rather than necessarily the actual one.25


  Even 1485, however, is too early a date to support the claims that Lowinsky made for the motet, or for its composer’s intentions. To acknowledge this, however, is by no means to deny the status of Ave Maria … Virgo serena as an exemplary (or even “prophetic”) sixteenth-century composition. It survived in print, in memory, and in use, and achieved renewed currency thanks to the work of the humanists who appropriated it. It did indeed play an important part in establishing a genuine tradition of musical humanism. Works of art certainly can and often do transcend their time and place of origin (as anyone attending concerts today can attest), and works that have so survived can exert influence at the farthest, most improbable temporal and geographic remove.


  In the nineteenth century, for example, the first century to have a “modern” historical sense, the century-old vocal works of J. S. Bach were revived and had a far more direct impact on contemporary composition than they ever had during the composer’s lifetime. In the twentieth century, an even more history-obsessed age, much older repertories exhumed by musicology (including “medieval” and “Renaissance” ones) have often influenced the newest music.


  The survival and posthumous influence of Josquin des Prez, and certain of his works, was an early example of this process of “remote reception”—perhaps the earliest. But if Ave Maria … Virgo serena was an exemplary sixteenth-century composition, it was not Josquin who made it so, but the sixteenth century.


  


  CHAPTER 15

  A Perfected Art


  SIXTEENTH-CENTURY CHURCH MUSIC; NEW INSTRUMENTAL GENRES


  In this splendid, noble art

  So many have been famous in our age

  They make any other time seem poor.1


  ALL IS KNOWN


  The lines quoted as epigraph were penned in 1490 by Giovanni Santi, court painter to the Duke of Urbino, when his son Raffaello Santi, known to us as Raphael, was seven years old. That boy, of course, whose gifts were recognized early and stimulated with papal patronage, would soon make his father’s time seem poor. The art of Raphael is now a standard of perfection in painting, “the clearest expression,” according to one modern authority, “of the exquisite harmony and balance of High Renaissance composition.”2 That standard of perfection has remained in force, so to speak, whenever and wherever “perfection,” as a standard, has been valued (see Fig. 15-1)


  Something similar may be observed in the music of the sixteenth century, particularly as practiced in Italian centers of patronage. Fifteenthcentury writers—Tinctoris, for one—were often as complacently sure as Giovanni Santi was of the unprecedented richness of their age. But in the sixteenth century there was an enormous striving after an objective standard of perfection—of surpassing “harmony and balance”—that, once achieved, would remain good for all time.


  This happy status quo, many musicians of the latter half of the sixteenth century believed, had been reached in their time. Music, they argued, was now an ars perfecta, a “perfected art.” After floundering in the “lowest depths” of decay during an age of barbarism (what those who believe in the Renaissance call the Middle Ages), it had rescaled the “heights of perfection” it had known in ancient times.3 Its technique now admitted of no further development. What was needed was codification: the casting of the perfected style in permanent rules so that it might never be lost again, so that its harmony and balance might be preserved and passed along even to those who had not the genius to discover it for themselves. For no one needed to rediscover what had already been discovered. The age of discovery was past. All was known. An age of “classicism”—of conformity with established excellence—had dawned. It was a great age for theorists.
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  FIG. 15-1 Raphael (Raffaelo Santi or Sanzio, 1483–1520), Alba Madonna, ca. 1510.


  


  The outstanding codifier of the ars perfecta was Gioseffo Zarlino (1517–90), from whose great treatise Le Istitutioni harmoniche, first published in 1558 and reissued twice thereafter, the historical judgments in the preceding paragraph were taken. The title of Zarlino’s four-volume manual was itself a sign of the times. Often translated as “Elements” or “Principles of Harmony,” or something equally neutral, it really means “The Established Rules of Harmony.” And harmony, both in the narrow musical sense and in the wider esthetic sense, was what it purported to impart by methods tried and true. “If we follow the rules given up to now,” Zarlino promised at the conclusion of his third volume, on counterpoint, “our compositions will be free of reprehensible elements, purged of every error and polished, and our harmonies will be good and pleasant.”4 Harmony and balance are matters of proportion, and proportion is a matter of quantities. Therefore it will not surprise us to find Zarlino writing that “music is a science subordinate to arithmetic.”5 He even appended one final chapter to the last volume that carried the cautionary heading, “The Senses are Fallible, and Judgments Should Not Be Made Solely by Their Means, but Should Be Accompanied by Reason.”6 That begins to smack of Boethius. If we are hasty to invoke the dueling Zeitgeists, we may be tempted to slap the label “medieval” on the quintessential “Renaissance” theorist.


  But like most paradoxes, this one is only seeming. Zarlino was merely trying to lend authority to his rules and discourage whimsical experimentation on the part of his students. New ideas, to say nothing of thrill-seeking, could degrade a perfected art. Elsewhereheinvokessomethingthatwould neverhave occurred to Boethius to invoke, namely “natural philosophy.” That is what we would call science, in the modern empirical (or “Galilean”) sense that is thought to have arisen during the “Renaissance” as a byproduct of its secularism. Those who think of the sixteenth century as the cradle of modern science tend to call it the “early modern” period. Zarlino was the first “early modern” theorist.
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  FIG. 15-2 Gioseffo Zarlino, anonymous portrait at the Civico Museo Bibliografico Musicale, Bologna.


  


  The really valuable fruit of Zarlino’s rationalized empiricism was his recognition of harmony, as it actually functioned in “early modern” music, as being worthy of theoretical attention, and his ingenuity in devising a rationale for it. For a long time now—at least since the beginning of the fifteenth century, and most likely before that in unwritten repertories—the triad, first imported into continental music from England, had been the de facto normative consonance for all European polyphonic music. Before Zarlino, however, no theorist had recognized it as an entity, given it a name, or legitimized its use.


  THE TRIAD COMES OF AGE


  All theory we have studied up to now has been discant theory, in which two voices (the “structural pair”) define harmonic norms and in which only perfect consonances enjoy full freedom of use. If nowhere else, composers of written music still honored this ranking of consonances at final cadences, where as we have seen, triads had to be purged of their thirds for full cadential finality. Zarlino was the first theorist to accept the triad as a full-fledged consonance. Not only did he accept it, he dubbed it the harmonia perfetta—the “perfect harmony.” He rationalized giving the triad this suggestive name not only on the basis of the sensory pleasure that triadic harmony evoked, nor on the basis of the affective qualities that he ascribed to it, although he was in fact the first to come right out and say that “when [in a triad] the major third is below [the minor] the harmony is gay, and when it is above, the harmony is sad.”7 Along with these factors Zarlino cited mathematical theory, so that he could maintain, like a good Aristotelian, that according to his rules reason held sway over sense. The “perfect harmony,” he asserted, was the product of the “perfect number,” which was six.


  Just as Glareanus had come to terms with modern practice by adding two more finals to the Frankish four to account for contemporary melodic styles, Zarlino added two more integers to the Pythagorean four in order to generate the harmonies of contemporary music that he now wished to rationalize. The perfect Pythagorean harmonies could all be expressed as “superparticular” ratios of the integers from 1 to 4. That is, they could be expressed as fractions in which the numerator was one more than the denominator, thus: 2/1 = octave; 3/2 = fifth; 4/3 = fourth. But, said Zarlino, there is nothing special about the number four, and no reason why it should be taken as a limit.


  Ah, but six! It is the perfect number because it is the first integer that is the sum of all the numbers of which it is a multiple. That is, one plus two plus three equal six, and one times two times three also equal six. So a harmony that would embody all the superparticular ratios between 1 and 6 would be a perfect harmony, and a music that employed such harmony would be a perfect music. In effect, that meant adding a major third (harmonic ratio 5:4) above the fourth and a minor third (ratio 6:5) above the major third, producing a very sonorous spacing of tones, a kind of ideal doubling of the triad in six voices (three roots, two fifths, one third), as shown in Ex. 15-1.


  EX. 15-1 Gioseffo Zarlino’s senaria (chord of six), based on C
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  Nowadays this configuration is recognizable as the beginning of the natural harmonic series (or “overtone” series), which since the eighteenth century has been the standard method of explaining the triad and asserting its “naturalness.” Zarlino, needless to say, would have jumped for joy to see this confirmation of his rational speculation in the realm of “natural philosophy.” But nobody knew about overtones as yet in the sixteenth century.


  What people certainly did know is that when pitches were stacked up in this way they sounded good. In rich textures of five and six voices, which were increasingly common by the late sixteenth century, this ideal spacing and doubling was widely practiced, and compositions ended more and more frequently with full triads sonorously spaced. (See the end of Sennfl’s luxuriant parody of Josquin’s Ave Maria in Ex. 14-7 for an illustration of the practice in advance of the justification for it.) Now both of these harmonically enriching practices—larger vocal complements, triadic endings—had a properly “theoretical” support. They were among the finishing touches, so to speak, that defined the ars perfecta as the last word in harmony.


  “IL ECCELENTISSIMO ADRIANO” AND HIS CONTEMPORARIES


  The other main finishing or perfecting touch that distinguished the “classic” polyphony of the mid-sixteenth century higher genres (Mass and motet) was the full rationalization and codification of dissonance-treatment, a polishing or smoothingout process if ever there was one. Here again, Zarlino was the authoritative theorist, but in matters of high gloss he confessed his particular indebtedness to his revered teacher and mentor, to whom he never referred except as il eccelentissimo Adriano, “the most excellent Adriano.” We know him as Adrian Willaert. Thanks in part to Zarlino, Willaert looms in history as the great midcentury stylist.
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  FIG. 15-3 Adrian Willaert, in a woodcut that served as frontispiece to Musica nova (Venice, 1540), a collection of ricercars for organ or instrumental ensemble by Willaert and several of his Italian disciples.


  


  Born around 1490 in West Flanders (now Belgium), either at Bruges or in a smaller town to the south, Willaert was the last in the line of Flemings and Frenchmen who dominated Italian court and chapel music since the early fifteenth century. In a way he was Josquin’s creative grandchild, for his primary teacher was Jean Mouton (ca. 1459–1522), a member of the French royal chapel under Louis XII and Francis I and an important composer of motets. The poet Ronsard, writing in 1560, called Mouton Josquin’s best pupil.8 Other writers, too, called attention to their special affinity.


  It is unlikely, though, that Mouton could actually have studied with Josquin. He could have known the older man only in the period of his own relative maturity—and even at that, only if Josquin really was in residence at the French court, for which there is no clear evidence. It is certain, however, that association with Josquin, the greatest luminary of the day, was as good for Mouton’s reputation as it would be for anyone else’s, and that Mouton consciously emulated Josquin’s motets in his own. The style characteristics he educed from Josquin—paired imitation, clear declamation, a rhetorical approach to form—he passed on to Willaert in turn.


  He also passed on what Glareanus, who admired Mouton the most of all the composers of the immediate post-Josquin generation, called his facili fluentem filo cantum: his “leisurely flow of melody,”9 the result of a studied regularity of rhythmic motion and a sophisticated technique for evading or eliding cadences, an important development about which there will be more to say in connection with Willaert and Zarlino. Willaert was by no means its only inheritor, or (by that token) Josquin’s only creative grandchild. Before looking closely at his work, we can create a context for it by briefly inspecting that of his two most important contemporaries, both slightly younger than Willaert but shorter-lived. Between them, they succeeded in developing Mouton’s leisurely flow into a majestic sound-river, in which the various component voices, no longer functionally distinguished in any obvious way, constantly enter and leave, contributing their individual, elegantly shaped lines to a generous yet impervious texture that leads a seemingly inexhaustible life of its own.


  GOMBERT


  The “post-Josquin” style at its most seamless and luxuriant can be sampled in the work of the Fleming Nicolas Gombert (ca. 1495–ca. 1560). Gombert, too, was reputed to have been Josquin’s pupil, but the information comes from a late, remote observer—a German theorist named Hermann Finck, writing in 1556—and is very likely just another use of “Josquin” as a brand name.10 Finck probably drew an erroneous conclusion from Gombert’s humanistic elegy for Josquin (Musae Jovis, “O Muses of Jove!”) that had been commissioned in 1545 by the Antwerp publisher Tylman Susato to adorn a book of Josquin’s chansons.


  In fact, Gombert was a member of the élite chapel choir of Charles V, the greatest of the latterday Holy Roman Emperors, and from 1529 the master of the choirboys. In 1540 he was dismissed from his post for sexually abusing one of the boys in his charge and spent some time thereafter in penal servitude as a galley slave on the high seas. He seems to have retired afterward to the Belgian cathedral town of Tournai as a canon of the same church of Notre Dame where the famous composite Mass Ordinary now known as the “Mass of Tournai” had been sung a couple of centuries earlier (see chapter 9). During this final period of relative calm and modest material security he was something like a freelance composer specializing in motets. More than 160 survive from his pen, of which more than half evidently date from after 1540.


  One such is In illo tempore loquente Jesu ad turbas (“While Jesus was speaking to the crowd”), a six-voice gospel motet that was first published in Antwerp in 1556. Example 15-2 contains its opening point of imitation, and the beginning of the next. To speak of pervading imitation here would be an understatement. The texture is woven out of motives (fantazies) of the composer’s invention, but there is no longer any correspondence (as there had been in Busnoys or Josquin) between the number of voices and the number of imitative entries. The music proceeds deliberately, in great wavelike sections. Each is woven out of countless entries large and small, and all entries begin recognizably (though not literally) alike. Zarlino’s term for this kind of highly redundant approximate imitation with free continuation was fuga sciolta, which might be translated as “free imitation,” as opposed to what he called fuga legata (what we would call canon).


  The musical phrase associated with “in illo tempore” enters sixteen times, as shown. The next phrase, on “loquente Jesu ad turbas,” will have fourteen entries in all, more closely spaced in time. The number of statements of a given motif and their rate of entry are Gombert’s primary means of both formal articulation and rhetorical emphasis. Varying them, often quite markedly and asymmetrically, allows the composer to monitor and control the shape of the composition without resorting to stark contrasts of texture. Rhetoric remains as a shaping force, but within new limits defined by a proud emphasis on craftsmanship. Expression is sublimated into “finish.”


  EX. 15-2 Nicolas Gombert, In illo tempore, mm. 1–23
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  The texture might be compared with a finely wrought tapestry: a weave of melodic strands that are given a high profile at their beginnings, receding from there into the harmonic warp and woof. What brings the river metaphor to mind, with its suggestion of placid, time-forgetful flow, are the harmonic and rhythmic dimensions. The harmonic or tonal plan is extremely stable. Its stability is achieved by a strong emphasis on what might be called the “structural pitches,” so defined on the basis of their function within the built-in structure of the mode, in this case what Glareanus had dubbed “Ionian,” with C as final.


  Every entry of the first phrase (“in illo tempore”) is either on the final or on the tuba or reciting tone (to recall some Frankish terminology from long ago), namely G. Entries on the final proceed by a rising fifth to the tuba, describing the modal pentachord. Entries on the tuba proceed not in literal but in reciprocal fashion, by a rising fourth to the final, describing the modal tetrachord. The second phrase (beginning “loquente”) seems to vary the scheme a bit: entries are on G or its fifth, D; but the finishing or cadential notes are again in every case either G (the tuba) or C (the final).


  This modal regularity is reinforced by range-deployment (tessitura): the old structural pair, cantus and tenor (plus the “quintus” or fifth voice, which coincides with the tenor’s range) are the first to enter, moving from tuba up to final. That suggests a plagal ambitus (to recall the old chant-theorists’ term), and the suggestion is confirmed by the overall range of those parts, with the initial G functioning as a lower limit and the final located in midrange. The remaining parts—the old nonessential pair of high and low contratenors, plus the “sextus,” or sixth voice that doubles the range of the bass—are pretty strictly confined to the “authentic” octave. For them the final is the lower limit.


  The other factor suggesting an endless stream is uniformity of texture and, above all, of rhythm. Once all six voices have entered, they remain constantly in play until the end. The nearly three-tempus rest in the bass between its last “in illo tempore” and its first “loquente” is about the longest rest in the entire motet; there are no radical contrasts in texture, whether for structural delineation or for rhetorical effect. Even more tellingly, once the six voices are in play, there is steady motion on every minim (quarter notes in transcription) until the very end.


  That is to say, some voice moves on every minim pulse, so that the “resultant,” were the moving parts to be summarized on a separate staff for analytical purposes, would be a steady stream of quarter notes, occasionally decorated by eighths. As the motet proceeds, moreover, the regularity of the minim pulse is progressively emphasized by the increasingly syllabic text-setting. Harmonic smoothness is assured by the pervading use of consonance on every minim, cadential suspensions alone excepted. Otherwise, once the six voices are all in play, the only dissonances are on the “weak” eighths, and are all of them fully classifiable according to our modern harmonic terminology: mainly passing notes and incomplete neighbors (échappées).


  One can readily see the sort of stylistic perfection at which Gombert was aiming. We have little information about the way in which such music struck listeners, but we do know that it enjoyed great prestige among composers, who found Gombert’s technical control impressive enough to go on vying with it for several generations. Indeed, as late as 1610, more than fifty years after Gombert’s motet first saw the light of day, Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643), who will get lots of attention later in this book but who was not yet born at the time of Gombert’s death, published a parody Mass that rewove and recast In illo tempore on a truly heroic scale. Gombert was first and last a composer’s composer.


  CLEMENS


  Willaert’s other important contemporary was the fantastically prolific Jacobus Clemens (or Jacob Clement, ca. 1510–56), jestingly dubbed “Clemens non papa” by his Antwerp publisher, Tylman Susato, as if anyone would confuse a Dutch composer with the Roman pope. The silly nickname, however, has stuck. His sacred music falls into two very different groups. The larger portion consists of the traditional Latin Masses, of which he wrote 15, and motets, of which he wrote a staggering 233—a proportion that gives an extreme but not inaccurate idea of the relative weight of the two genres in the output of most “post-Josquin” church composers: the opposite of what it had been pre-Josquin. It is a fair measure of their “rhetorical,” which is to say humanist, orientation. In these works Clemens uses the same integrative techniques that we have observed in Gombert, if with a somewhat less determined rigor and a bit more caprice.


  One of Clemens’s best known motets is Qui consolabatur me recessit a me (“He who once consoled me has abandoned me”), first published in 1554, of which the beginning and end are given in Ex. 15-3. The text is what is known as a Biblical cento, a patchwork of Bible quotations put together for votive, possibly even nonliturgical, expressive purposes. Such centos, very common at the time, are enigmatic to us since we do not really know their purpose. They may have served for votive services in church, or they may signal the advent of a new genre, made available by music-printing, of “pious chamber music” (as Joseph Kerman has christened a somewhat later English repertory) meant for performance at home.11


  EX. 15-3A Jacobus Clemens, Qui consolabatur me recessit a me, mm. 1–24
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  Many if not most motet texts in this great age of motet writing were nonstandard and nonliturgical. Even Gombert’s In illo tempore is an example: described above as a gospel motet, it is really just a “gospel-style” motet, in which a narrative formula much used in the gospels (In illo tempore, literally “At the time when”) is appropriated to introduce a fairly torrid paean to the Virgin Mary disguised as praise of her son: “Blessed is the womb that bore Thee, and the breasts that gave Thee suck.” We might hazard a guess, therefore, that Gombert’s motet was intended for use at a typical pre-Reformation “Lady Mass.” But it is no more than a guess.


  By the same token, the Qui consolabatur me patchwork was presumably designed to beautify or symbolize a mournful occasion; the textual fragments assembled in it speak of tears, bitterness, and loss. So spectacularly affect-laden are its words that the motet was once a mainstay in an elaborate hypothesis according to which the midcentury composers of Catholic Holland and Flanders often expressed a covert leaning toward Lutheranism, with its emphasis on personal religious feeling, by engineering secret chromatic modulations to color their music through the wholesale infusion of unwritten musica ficta accidentals.12 That theory has been, if not disproved, at least shelved for lack of supporting evidence. But even without secret chromaticism Clemens’s motet is a strikingly affective work, in which expressivity is heightened and buttressed by what we may—at least in direct contrast with Gombertian rigor—fairly term poetic license.


  EX. 15-3B Jacobus Clemens, Qui consolabatur me recessit a me, mm. 78–end
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  On the face of it, Clemens’s procedures seem just as rigorous as Gombert’s, even more so. There is the same redundancy of overlapping interwoven entries in the opening point of imitation. Clemens, in fact, brings each voice in exactly twice, producing a precisely calculated, symmetrical “double point,” the second part in rhetorically effective stretto. But the rhythm does not settle when expected into Gombert’s regular minim pulse. Indeed, that second statement in stretto is a moment of unexpectedly arrested rhythmic motion: a rhetorical pause, so to speak, that serves (as pauses do) to focus attention. On what?


  On some unusual pitch relationships, to begin with. The reader may already have noticed that the piece carries an unusually flat-full key signature. That in itself is no indication of chromaticism: quite the contrary, in fact. What key signatures do is transpose diatonic modes intact. That is what they do nowadays with modern major and minor scales, and that is what they did in the sixteenth century, too, when major and minor scales, under the rubrics Ionian and Aeolian, were incipient. Looking at Clemens’s first point of imitation in terms of its cadence, it is evident that the two flats in the superius, contratenor, and bassus have simply transposed the Ionian mode down a whole step—most likely to “darken” it in keeping with the prevailing affect. That first point, just like Gombert’s in Ex. 15-2, establishes the regularity of the mode by alternating entries on the tuba and the final. (Where Gombert had paired his entries at the octave, Clemens pairs the first two at the descending fifth, making a direct, rhythmically regular and highly affirmative progression from full-tempus tuba to full-tempus final.)


  But in the second point, the one in stretto, the entries are highly irregular. The tenor, exactly repeating its first phrase with another entry on the final, is the only voice to reiterate one of the structural pitches, as we have been calling them. The contratenor does not imitate it but actually enriches it harmonically by doubling it at the third, beginning on D, so that its intervallic structure departs from precedent. The next voice to enter is the “quinta vox” or “fifth voice,” imitating not the tenor but the contratenor at the fifth below. It is forced by the curious extra flat in its signature to imitate the nonstandard intervallic configuration as well.


  And that, of course, is why that extra flat is there: the normal rules of musica ficta would not have demanded it. It has to be explicitly signed because it is a departure from modal regularity. Thus it is a true “chromaticism,” if a mild one. Finally, the outer voices both enter on E-flat, in their respective octaves. Here the normal rules of musica ficta do demand the A-flat that had to be specifically supplied by signature in the quinta (and, as we now notice, in the tenor as well). The A-flat is no part of the Ionian scale. It is a “Mixolydian” infusion. The mode of the motet has been “commixed” and rendered unstable.


  That instability is confirmed (to put things a bit paradoxically) at the other end of the motet. The final cadence is made, unexpectedly, on G, retrospectively coloring the motet Dorian, possibly because the last word of the text—amaritudine, “bitterness”—called for a dark harmonization, or possibly because the composer, for all his harmonic daring, remained a bit squeamish about ending the motet somewhere other than on one of the four traditional finals. He was not squeamish, however, about ending on a full triad. By the middle of the century, as Zarlino would report, such endings were standard; indeed, the presence of the third in the final chord was routinely dramatized, as it is here, by suspensions and lower neighbors.


  The other branch of Clemens’s sacred output is at the opposite stylistic extreme from the loftily expressive motet just sampled. His four volumes of Souterliedekens (“Little psalter songs”), published in 1556–1557, contain three-voice polyphonic settings of all 150 Psalms in what was then a recent translation (or rather, a paraphrase) into Dutch verse. The translation and publication of “metrical psalms,” as they are generally called, in vernacular languages became a virtual craze in the wake of the Reformation, even in countries that did not immediately participate in the rise of Protestantism. They were meant both for public worship in the form of congregational singing and for home use, and were a bonanza for publishers.


  The psalm translations Clemens set (on commission from his publisher, the enterprising Susato) had first been issued in 1540 by an Antwerp printer named Simon Cock. It was the first complete set of metrical psalms to appear anywhere in Europe. To make it even more useful and marketable, Cock’s book provided popular or folk tunes—love songs, ballads, drinking songs, and familiar hymns—to which each of the metrical paraphrases could be sung. One of these tunes was printed above each psalm. They were in fact the first music ever printed in the Low Countries from movable type. But the whole purpose of their inclusion was that they were widely known by heart.


  This kind of appropriation from oral tradition is known in the scholarly literature as “contrafactum” (literally, a “makeover” or counterfeit). Latin terminology makes anything sound arcane, but this is one practice everybody knows. It is what we informally call “parody,” and it is familiar to anyone who has attended a revival meeting, learned a school or camp song (which rarely have their own tunes), or participated in a convivial “roast.” The practice obliquely acknowledges the fact that verbal literacy is far more widespread than musical literacy in most societies, including our own. The idea is to get everyone singing together as quickly as possible, without wasting any time on frills. Familiar tunes, whatever their origin, can be sung by everyone immediately, without any special instructions.


  Accordingly, Clemens did not just set the texts published by Cock. Presumably on orders from Susato, he incorporated the familiar tunes as well, either in the tenor, following tradition, or in the superius where it would be all the more conspicuous. As published by Susato, then, the psalms became musically semiliterate, so to speak: still available for unison singing as contrafacta but also available in an elegant harmonization for the literate. The one selected for inclusion here (Ex. 15-4) is a setting of Psalm 71, “In Thee, O Lord, have I placed my hope” (or In te, Domine, speravi, as it was traditionally sung in church). Clemens’s superius voice incorporates an old Dutch love song, O Venus bant, which begins “O shackles of Venus, O burning fire! How that lovely gracious girl has overwhelmed my heart!” Again, there was no question of incongruity between the nature of the original text and the utilitarian purpose to which its tune was being adapted. Togetherness in prayer was the objective—indeed it was the vision that motivated the whole religious reform—and anything that facilitated togetherness in prayer was meet and righteous.


  EX. 15-4 Jacobus Clemens, Souterliedekens, Psalm 71 (In te, Domine, speravi)
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  Needless to say, this homely domestic psalm is not an example of ars perfecta but a contrast or alternative to it. It can serve here as a preliminary reminder that the ars perfecta, despite Zarlino’s claims and the undeniable quality of the music he espoused, was never truly a universal style. And more, it shows that even as the ars perfecta was being perfected, there were forces at work that would compromise and eventually supplant it. The popularization of religious art in the name of reform was only one of these forces.


  WILLAERT AND THE ART OF TRANSITION


  And yet the perfection of the ars perfecta shows up all the more clearly against its rough-hewn rival. Of course the rough-hewn metrical psalm was just as deliberately rough-hewn as the perfected style was deliberately perfected. We have just seen examples of both from a single composer, who chose his styles according to his purposes. The difference shows up particularly well at the “joints”—the line ends and cadences: pronounced and emphatic in the metrical psalm, artfully smoothed over in the Latin motet. Indeed, there is no place where Ex. 15-3a, the opening of Qui consolabatur me, could have broken off without interrupting something in progress.


  The place chosen to break it off, the spot where the setting of the line “recessit a me” ends, is a particularly vivid case in point. A cadence on B-flat is elaborately foreshadowed and contrapuntally prepared to take place between the superius and the “quinta vox” in m. 23 and thus bring the first section of the motet to a graceful conclusion. But the quinta fails to follow through with the expected B-flat, leaping instead to E-flat. The superius, as if surprised, veers off into a little melisma to mark time till the next available B-flat harmony. But the next point of imitation (its words—quaero quod volui, “I seek what I desire”—almost seeming to mock the poor superius) has already got ten underway, introduced right under the surprising tenor E-flat by the bass, and the superius finally trails off without full cadential support.


  This sort of thing was where the true art of “perfected” composition lay. As Richard Wagner would put it many years later, the art of composition was the art of transition. Here is where Willaert was the supreme technician, and that is why, for Zarlino and all who read his treatise, Willaert was the perfector of music and the preceptor supreme.


  In part, of course, Willaert owed his supremacy to the fact that in Zarlino he had what Josquin had in Glareanus, namely an ardent propagandist. Partly, too, it was a matter of favorable location and business acumen. Willaert lived and worked in Italy, at once the focal point of patronage and the center of the burgeoning music business. He was lucky enough to find an admirer in Andrea Gritti, the doge (chief magistrate) of republican Venice, who chose him, over several candidates with more seniority, for one of the most prestigious and lucrative cathedral posts a musician could aspire to—maestro di cappella at the splendid eleventh-century church of St. Mark’s, one of Europe’s architectural glories. He was installed in 1527, when he was in his middle thirties, and served until his death in 1562.


  He also struck up a profitable relationship with the local music printers, Antonio Gardane and the brothers Scotto, the undisputed captains of the sixteenth-century Italian music trade. Beginning in 1539, Gardane and the Scottos brought out about two dozen volumes devoted to Willaert’s works, comprising Masses, motets, and several genres of secular vocal and instrumental music. The man became a one-man music industry.
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  FIG. 15-4 St. Mark’s Cathedral, Venice.


  


  And yet Willaert’s preeminence did depend at least in equal part on the specific qualities of his music. His secret, the thing that made him, rather than Gombert or Clemens, the true “classic” of his time, and the arbiter supreme of established excellence, was his stylistic moderation and lack of idiosyncrasy. Moderation, and a certain impersonalism, are traits commonly correlated with classicism. Willaert possessed them, one might almost say, to an extravagant and individualizing degree.


  He achieved the extraordinary balance, clarity, and refinement identified with perfection by avoiding Gombert’s density and Clemens’s conceits. In effect, he leapfrogged backwards over the achievements of his “post-Josquin” contemporaries and deliberately restored some basic elements of Josquin’s own style, as idealized and propagated by the humanists. The result was a leaner, cleaner idiom that Zarlino could more easily codify and that could then become a true lingua franca, a medium of international commerce. Thus it was Willaert, above all, who made Josquin (or rather, “Josquin”) a truly representative sixteenth-century composer.


  The process can be most keenly illustrated by a motet of Willaert’s that parallels a motet of Josquin’s with which we are familiar. His Benedicta es, coelorum regina, published by Gardane in 1545 (Ex. 15-5), draws its melodic material from the same Gregorian sequence that had previously served as motet source both for Josquin (see Ex. 14-9) and for Mouton, Willaert’s teacher. The two settings, Josquin’s and Willaert’s, would thus seem related in a direct line of succession. And yet they are actually quite dissimilar. Josquin’s setting observes a radical functional distinction between the cantus firmus voices and the “free” ones, each group treated separately, if equally, in imitation. In Willaert’s motet the chant material is thoroughly absorbed into the imitative texture, and there are no essential functional distinctions among the voices.


  EX. 15-5A Adrian Willaert, Benedicta es, coelorum regina, mm. 1–15
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  EX. 15-5B Adrian Willaert, Benedicta es, coelorum regina, mm. 24–31
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  EX. 15-5C Adrian Willaert, Benedicta es, coelorum regina, mm. 144–50
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  But this observation, even as it puts distance between the two settings of Benedicta es, links Willaert’s with the opening of Josquin’s Ave Maria, the model of models. That is the work with which Willaert’s Benedicta es (like most of his other motets) has most in common. There is the same varied pairing of voices, the same canny deployment of the texture so that tuttis are rare and climactic. That texture, in consequence, is airier and simpler than Gombert’s or Clemens’s, and for that reason all the closer to Josquin’s.


  Texting is more often on the semibreve than on the minim, and it is more nearly syllabic (hence more intelligibly declaimed) than in the work of Willaert’s immediate predecessors. There are even suggestions, at times, of Josquin’s rhetorical use of homorhythm for emphasis. Willaert was famed for his attention to declamation. Zarlino included a famous, nearly unprecedented set of declamation rules in his treatise that is widely presumed to reflect Willaert’s explicit teaching.


  Where Willaert is nevertheless recognizably a “post-Josquin” composer is in his use of harmony. The obvious giveaway is the final chord of the piece, a full triad approached plagally—even now the most typical sort of “Amen” cadence (see Ex. 15-5c). Note that Willaert’s spacing of the final chord, with the intervals progressively smaller as the pitch ascends—octave, major third, minor third reading up—corresponds to the theory of the senaria (six-as-perfect-number) as set forth by Zarlino. Were there a fifth part, it would certainly take the D between the Gs, so that the intervals of the senaria would line up even more completely: fifth, fourth, major third, minor third. (A sixth voice, theoretically, would go an octave below the low G, but in practice it is freed by the limitations of human vocal range to double one of the existing Gs.)


  There is also the more disciplined and regular handling of dissonance—more regular not only than Gombert’s or Clemens’s, but even more regular than Josquin’s. As one example of a dissonance that might occur in any of the others but not in Willaert, see m. 21 in Gombert’s In illo tempore, near the end of Ex. 15-2. The dissonance is in the superius: before moving to B, its C is held against the Gs in the tenor and sextus, producing a 4–3 suspension, and against the D in the quintus, producing a 7–6 suspension—but also against the B in the bassus, which produces a 9–8 suspension against what we would call the leading tone. Today’s students learn to avoid that one by applying the rule that one does not sound the resolution tone (in this case B) against the suspended tone (in this case C). Zarlino’s readers were the first students to be so instructed in writing, and Zarlino must have learned the rule from Willaert.


  The most important way in which Willaert’s style differs from Josquin’s, however, is that Willaert (like Gombert and Clemens) was at all times concerned to maintain a seamless, “leisurely flow of melody,” as he had learned to do from his teacher Mouton. And so he was at all times concerned with mitigating, eliding, or actually evading cadences. Even without benefit of Zarlino, Willaert’s motet is already a veritable textbook on smooth cadence-avoidance.


  Sometimes the avoidance is achieved by what we still call the “deceptive cadence.” The first example of this comes at the very first cadence in Ex. 15-5: the end of the opening superius/altus duo (m. 8). The altus drops out instead of sounding its octave G against the one in the superius, and at the same time the bassus sounds an unexpected E a third below the final. That E, however, while unexpected harmonically, is very much expected melodically: the deceptive cadence arises right out of the bassus/tenor imitation of the opening point. Nothing could be smoother. Sometimes the avoidance is more subtle. The phrase “Et mundi” (first heard in the superius in mm. 13–14) is calculated to enter against, and draw attention away from, cadences that have been prepared in the other parts.


  An especially ingenious cover-up is the one that hides the literal repeat of the opening superius/altus duo in m. 28 (Ex. 15-5b) behind continuing, harmonically diversionary action in the lower parts. Where earlier composers, including Josquin, had often inclined toward overtly modeling the shape of their chant-derived motets on that of the chant itself (in this case the “double versicles” of the sequence), Willaert, while actually honoring the melodic repeat, tries to obscure the fact. The aim seems always to be the avoidance of anything that will sectionalize the music, except where the composer expressly wishes to sectionalize it. The abstractly conceived, “purely musical” or composerly form of the polyphonic motet, in two cadentially articulated halves expressly labeled “first part” and “second part,” takes precedence over the form of the liturgical model. The result is a music that is carefully and expertly controlled in every dimension, yet one without a hint of flashy tour de force. That is as good a description as any of a “classic” style.


  THE PROGRESS OF A METHOD


  Classicism, by definition, is teachable. We can be sure that every one of the technical observations just made about Willaert’s music corresponds to the composer’s conscious practical intentions because the techniques involved were abstracted and explicitly transmitted as methods by Zarlino. A fairly hilarious instance of this abstraction and transmission is a bicinium that Zarlino devised to demonstrate “how to avoid cadences” (Il modo di fugir le cadenze). Its object is to give as many examples as possible of Willaert’s technique of making the voices “give the impression of leading to a perfect cadence, but turn instead in a different direction”13 (Ex. 15-6).


  EX. 15-6 Gioseffe Zarlino, Il modo di fugir le cadenze (Istitutione harmoniche, Book III)
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  Because he was so obviously and enthusiastically a perfecter of method, and because like many methodical types he seems to have had both a flair and a taste for pedagogy, Willaert enjoyed an enormous celebrity as a teacher. No previous composer left behind so distinguished a list of pupils or so explicit a technical legacy. The pupils included two famous Flemings. One of them, Cipriano de Rore (ca. 1515–65), was appointed to succeed Willaert as St. Mark’s choirmaster, no doubt owing to the lingering preference given northerners, like the lingering preference for Europeans as orchestra conductors that can still be observed in America today. Partly owing to ill health, Rore was unsuccessful in the St. Mark’s post and withdrew after a couple of years. He died in 1565 and was replaced by Zarlino, a fellow pupil of Willaert but an Italian, who held it until his death in 1590. Afterward the musical leadership at St. Mark’s remained in native hands, reflecting a lessened sense that high art music was an imported product. Largely thanks to Willaert, Venice was full of outstandingly learned Italian musicians: Nicola Vicentino, Girolamo Parabosco, Costanzo Porta, and above all Andrea Gabrieli, to name only his most famous Italian pupils. It was Willaert’s very supremacy in Venetian music and his very success as a teacher that finally overcame the Franco-Flemish hegemony. Indeed, by the end of the century Italy would become the great training center for musicians in the literate tradition.


  The other important Fleming whom Willaert trained, or at least decisively affected, was the Ghent-born Jacques (or Jachet, or Jakob) Buus (ca. 1500–65), who in the 1540s worked under Willaert as second organist at St. Mark’s and published three books of music for his instrument. The fact that Buus was the first distinguished musician in the literate tradition to be chiefly concerned with instrumental music gives him considerable historical significance, and a place in this narrative a little out of proportion, perhaps, to his actual musical achievement. But he, too, played a role of some consequence in the perfecting of the ars perfecta and its further cleansing, so to speak, by dint of transference to a wordless medium.
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  FIG. 15-5 Francesco Spinacino’s Recercare de tous biens as it appears in his Intabolatura de Lauto (Venice: Ottaviano Petrucci, 1507).


  


  That medium was the ricercare. The word, etymologically related to our word “research,” connotes seeking and finding. That is an old metaphor for what we now think of as artistic “creation,” familiar to us at least since the days of the troubadours, the “finders” of courtly love songs. Terminology based on the seeking rather than the finding end of the process may go all the way back to the Vulgate, the standard (fourth century) Latin translation of the Bible, where the term “composer” is rendered in one place (Ecclesiasticus 44:5) as requirentes modos musicos, “seekers of tunes.”


  As a musical term, the word ricercare goes back to the beginning of the sixteenth century and is first encountered in early printed lute tablatures. A tablature or intabulation is a form of notation, still used to indicate guitar or ukulele chords in popular sheet music, that prescribes not the sounds to be produced but the hand placements or other actions that go into producing them. The Intabolatura de lauto by Francesco Spinacino, published in Venice by Petrucci in 1507, contains the very first known use of the term (in a variant spelling, recercare) and also illustrates the use of tablature (Fig. 15-5). What looks like a staff in this source is actually a stylized picture of the neck and fingerboard of the lute, each line representing a string. The numbers superimposed on the lines represent the frets behind which the player’s fingers are to be placed, and the headless stems above show the rhythm.


  Early lute tablatures like this one are only marginally a part of the literate tradition. What they really contain are recordings, as it were, of the kind of performances virtuoso instrumentalists gave of vocal music. Practically all the pieces in Spinacino’s collection are arrangements of currently fashionable motets and chansons. The book opens, in a manner that will hardly surprise us, with an Ave Maria by Josquin (not the famous piece discussed in the previous chapter but a short setting of the traditional prayer), and goes on to provide intabulations of the most popular songs of the day, including both J’ay pris amours and De tous biens playne.


  The only original compositions in the collection are the ricercari, and they are minimal, consisting mainly of finger-flexing scale segments and flourishes. The first one, shown in Fig. 15-5, suggests by its title, Recercare de tous biens, that it was intended as a prelude before playing the intabulation of the song itself. It, too, was probably a transcription of an unwritten virtuoso practice, and the whole book probably served as a primer—a book of notated examples for emulation as a part of one’s training in that unwritten practice—rather than a collection of finished texts.


  Some of Spinacino’s ricercari have minuscule points of imitation, to show another kind of thing that virtuoso improvisers were expected to toss off. Whether these impulsive little passages underlie the development of the kind of ricercare that Buus practiced, which was composed “strictly”—that is, in pervading imitation throughout—is hard to say. It is worth remembering, though, that a great deal of what a church organist does today is still improvised—such as grinding out music by the yard to accompany liturgical actions of indeterminate or unpredictable length: communions, for example, where the length of the ceremony depends on the number of mouths to fill. That is where church organists probably played their ricercari. The first organ ricercari were published in Venice in 1523 by Marco Antonio Cavazzoni, then the organist at St. Stephen’s Church in that city. They still resemble the fairly raw written-out improvisations of the lutenists. But eventually the Venetian organ ricercari began aspiring to the style of the ars perfecta motet. And just as the first published lute ricercari appeared in Venice, the strict church motet-ricercare seems also to have been a Venetian innovation and one perhaps attributable to Willaert and his immediate circle.


  The earliest strictly composed ricercari appeared in Venice in 1540, in a set of four partbooks called Musica Nova. Eighteen of the 21 textless pieces in the collection are called ricercari. Although the title page calls them “suitable for singing or playing on organs or other instruments,” and the partbook format made possible home performance by ensembles, there can be little doubt that they were primarily composed for the organ and for church, and that performance by ensembles was a secondary option offered by the publisher to stimulate sales. All of the composers represented in the collection were church men. Pride of place, naturally, went to Willaert. One of his ricercari is printed first, but only two of the remaining twenty were his. The lion’s share, thirteen in all, were by a composer called “Julio da Modena” in the edition, but identifiable by comparison with other sources as the organist Julio Segni, who did indeed hail from Modena, but who from 1530 to 1533 served as Willaert’s first organist at St. Mark’s and probably composed his ricercari at that time. (The remaining composers represented in Musica Nova, Girolamo Parabosco, and Girolamo Cavazzoni, Marco Antonio’s son and a future luminary of the instrument, were then teenagers receiving instruction from Willaert.)


  So Buus, Willaert’s second organist at St. Mark’s, was following in a tradition perhaps established by Segni, Willaert’s former first organist, in composing ricercari for the keyboard in the clean “perfected” style of a Willaert motet—ricercari so nicely crafted and precisely voiced that they could be published in partbooks and marketed as actual ensemble music. It was a complete about-face from all previously known keyboard practice, and its justification cannot be sought within the domain of the keyboard. There is no reason why keyboard music should ape the contrapuntal consistency of contemporary vocal music save an ideological reason: that the perfection of style achieved by the high art music of the literate tradition was held to be a universally valid achievement. The hegemony of the literate tradition had begun. Academic music had been born.


  ACADEMIC ART


  An academic style is one in which the process of making is considered to be of paramount value, and therefore one in which the maker’s technical apparatus is at all times on display. It is a species of tour de force in that its “art” is demonstratively advertised, never concealed, but it has a different character from other tours de force that we have encountered because the primary addressee of the compositional display is not the casual beholder (or ordinary “consumer”), but rather the initiated connoisseur of craft, which in practical terms means the composer’s fellow practitioners or producers. It is an art of guild secrets, of tricks of the trade, of a self-selected and exclusive professional class. It is a new, inner-directed manifestation of the aristocracy of talent. Its remuneration comes not in the form of public acclaim but in professional prestige.


  The all but interminable fourth item from the 1547 collection Ricercari di M. Jacques Buus, Organista in Santo Marco di Venetia da cantare, & sonare d’Organo & altri Stromenti …, Libro Primo, a quatro voci (Ex. 15-7) has long been a famous piece because of the way it takes things to extremes. A motetlike ricercare will generally proceed like a motet through several points of imitation, each based on a new soggetto or “subject” (to use Zarlino’s word) as if crafted to fit a new line of text. Buus’s fourth ricercare proceeds similarly and at unusual length, but with every one of its points based obsessively on the same five-to seven-note motivic “head.” Ex. 15-7a shows the beginning of the ricercare with the motivic heads set off by brackets. Ex. 15-7b tunes in again at the very end, some 83 measures (and a good ten or a dozen minutes) later, to find the same motive still chugging away. While applying a technique that had its origins in text-setting, Buus’s ricercare has thus clearly and deliberately transcended those origins and has entered the utopian realm of abstracted technique. The aim now is not to match a soggetto to a phrase of text but to show everything that can be done with a given soggetto within the technique normally applied to texts. It is, in effect, the great motet in the sky. The irony, of course, is that a technique devised to particularize the musical potential of a specific text—that is, in the humanistic sense, to enhance its content through rhetoric—has left rhetoric behind in its pursuit of an ideal, exhaustive (which means, ultimately, a generalized) consummation. From text-realization the technique has turned toward self-realization. Depending on one’s point of view, that turn can be seen as an ascent or a descent—or, perhaps, just a deviation. At any rate, the name of the genre seems eminently justified: the composer’s aim has indeed been deflected from expression or communication to pure “research.” It will not be the last time.


  In pursuit of its own exhaustion, Buus’s soggetto appears in myriad variants. Most entries are rhythmically unique, all have independent continuations, and a few have independent preparations (for example the bassus in m. 7 and m. 10). The whole piece has a rudimentary “macrostructure” or overall form, shaped around a section in the middle that features rhythmic augmentation of the soggetto and counterpoint in syncopes. Enlargement in another dimension is achieved by varying the pitch of entries far beyond what can be found in any texted piece. The vast majority of entries are made exactly where one would expect to find them in a motet: on G, the final, and at the higher fifth or tuba (D). A large number also take place at the reciprocal—that is, lower—fifth (C). Yet in the course of the piece the soggetto is transposed to every note of the scale, even B. At times the secondary pitches stake out little contrasting tonal regions. Thus the tonal contrast, too, announces a sectional division and contributes to the perception of an overall shape. Rhythmic and tonal contrasts, in short, function in this ricercare the way the words of the text do in a motet, as formal articulators.


  EX. 15-7A Jacques Buus, Ricercare no. 4, mm. 1–15
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  EX. 15-7B Jacques Buus, Ricercare no. 4, mm. 98–110
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  Yet the overall impression is one not of sections succeeding sections but rather the ultimate “leisurely flow of melody”—so leisurely as to attract a great deal of censure over the years from modern writers who have found it dull. Listened to the way modern listeners are encouraged to listen to “classical” music—that is, as object of one’s full attention, with no other purpose than to repay that attention—Buus’s ricercare can indeed seem dull. Given its technical rigor and its uneventfulness, it is easy to write it off as music that only a composer could love; and that is actually not too bad a characterization of much academic composition.


  But while academic, Buus’s ricercare is not “absolute music” in the our modern sense of the term; such a thing did not yet exist, even if a certain amount of sixteenth-century music is now listened to in that way. Rather, Buus’s ricercare, like virtually all the music of its time, had a definite role to play within a social occasion. Its primary purpose was to fill time otherwise empty of sound in church. Viewed as accompaniment to action—yes, as background music—the piece seems quite apt to its purpose. That purpose, in fact, explains the curious fermatas that appear about two-thirds of the way through the piece. They denote not a “hold till ready,” but an alternative ending—to be used, we may assume, on days when there was a light turnout for Mass and the communion ritual could be correspondingly curtailed.


  SPATIALIZED FORM


  Julio Segni has been identified as someone who held the position of “first organist” under Willaert and Buus as one who, somewhat later, served under him as “second organist.” The terms were not solely indications of rank. Since the late fifteenth century, St. Mark’s Cathedral actually had two organ lofts, each with its designated player. It was inevitable that antiphonal musicmaking would be cultivated there, with the cathedral cappella split into two groups, one standing in a hexagonal enclosure called the pergolo (when it wasn’t occupied by the Doge and his retinue), the other across the nave in the Gospel pulpit.


  It was also inevitable that such performances took place primarily at Vespers, because that is where the singing of full psalms was prevalent. Psalms were antiphonal by biblical tradition, after all, and were even characteristically structured (in “hemistichs”) according to that implied performance style. Willaert was not the first maestro di cappella to set Vespers psalms for “split choirs” (cori spezzati); he had an important predecessor, for one, in Francesco Santacroce, the choirmaster at the nearby city of Treviso. But, typically, it was Willaert who “classicalized” the practice and gave it an orderly procedure. In his settings, the two fourpart choirs alternate verse by verse, then come together in eight parts for the concluding doxology, turning a formulaic termination into an impressive musical climax. Published by Gardane in 1550 and reprinted in 1557, Willaert’s Vespers Psalms were exemplary not only from the sonorous and formal point of view but also from the standpoint of declamation, increasingly an “issue” for sixteenth-century church musicians, as we shall see. Here, too, “il eccelentissimo Adriano” established a standard of perfection.
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  FIG. 15-6 St. Mark’s Cathedral, interior view showing the pergolo (hexagonal enclosure) and the Gospel pulpit, where two choirs sang antiphonal psalms.


  ALTERNATIVES TO PERFECTION


  But let us conclude this chapter with some reminders that perfection, as a standard, is a matter of attitude and values. The ideals implicit in the ars perfecta were not universally shared at any time or in any place, as we have only to glance across the English Channel to discover. When last we looked, English church music had already diverged significantly in style from the continental variety, and the stylistic differences, it was already evident, indicated a difference in attitude. But if Josquin’s style and Cornysh’s already made for a striking contrast, just compare two excerpts from the Sanctus of a Mass by John Taverner (1490–1545), Willaert’s exact contemporary (Ex. 15-8).


  The luxuriant melismatic cantusfirmus polyphony that characterized the Eton Choirbook antiphons has continued its jungle growth. Neither textual declamation nor structural imitation play anything like the role they had long since come to play in the humanistically influenced church music of continental Europe from the Low Countries to Italy. None of the music examined up to now in this chapter sported anything so old-fashioned as a traditional plainchant cantus firmus in long notes. Taverner occasionally unifies the texture with repetitions among the voices, but such imitations are still close to their conceptual origins in such “medieval” devices as voice-exchange and hocket (see in particular the higher moving parts at “Domini” in Ex. 15-8a).


  EX. 15-8A John Taverner, Missa Gloria Tibi Trinitas, Benedictus, mm. 7–21
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  The impression is of a music—and a religious attitude—supremely untouched by “Renaissance” humanism. Such music is still a loftily decorative art rather than one expressive of its occasion. And it is still one that insists upon the difference—or rather the distance—between the human and the divine.


  That was explicitly the reaction of a Venetian diplomat who was privileged to attend High Mass at one of Henry VIII’s royal chapels, sung by choristers “whose voices,” he marveled, “were more divine than human.” His other comment is best left in his own Italian words: Non contavano ma giubilavano, “they did not so much sing as jubilate,” the last being a word that has carried a charge of religious emotion for us since the days of St. Augustine, who described jubilus-singing as “a mind pouring itself forth in a joy beyond words.”


  At the most basic level, it came down to a difference in how music and words were supposed to connect. Where continental musicians strove to make their music reflect both the shape and the meaning of the texts to which it was set, and none more successfully than Willaert, the insular musician remained true to an older attitude, according to which the music contributed something essentially other than what human language could encompass. The English melismas continued to hide the text, so to speak, from aural view, and thus preempt it. Next to the work of Taverner, the ars perfecta is revealed as a fundamentally rationalized art, an art whose tone had been lowered in the name of reason, brought down to earth.


  The English still sought the opposite. Their music, aspiring to raise the listener’s mind up above the terrestrial, provided a sensory overload: higher treble parts than anywhere else, lower bass parts, richer harmonies—including that special English tingle, the suspended sixth (given a spotlight at the very end of Taverner’s Sanctus; see Ex. 15-8b). Motivic imitation—an orderly, rational procedure if ever there was one—is only a sporadic decoration here, never a structural frame.


  EX. 15-8B John Taverner, Missa Gloria Tibi Trinitas, Benedictus, mm. 26–end
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  The heaviest overload of all came in the guise of length, a heavenly expanse in which the listener is lost by design. An early Tudor setting like Taverner’s of the Mass Ordinary—a text that can be recited in a couple of minutes—will typically last about three-quarters of an hour, and that is minus the Kyrie, which in Tudor England was always full of tropes, left in plainchant, and considered a part of the Proper. A Tudor polyphonic Mass setting begins with the Gloria. And even so, it is half again as long as a full five-section continental Ordinary from the sixteenth century, which will usually clock in at under thirty minutes if sung straight through at a comparable tempo.


  It is often said (and even echoed, somewhat ironically, here) that the English music of the early sixteenth century represented a survival of medieval attitudes that had, owing to the so-called Renaissance, become outmoded on the continent. Dueling Zeitgeists again: they simplify the story but do not clarify it. For the “Renaissance” Zeitgeist is represented in this dichotomy in a very selective and tendentious guise. As students of humanism have long agreed, humanism as a mode of thought is by no means to be equated, in its totality, with rationalism or “modern” empirical attitudes. It retained a great deal of magical thinking about nature and about human nature, and about the influence of the cosmos on the human constitution, all of it fully sanctioned by a different strain of classical thought from the one on which the ars perfecta theorists relied. The god of the perfectionists was orderly Aristotle, the great observer and classifier and logician. The god of magical thinkers was Plato, who believed in a realer reality than that which either our senses or our empirical logic can grasp.


  The transrational and transsensible powers of music that the ancients described—its ethos, to use their word for it—lay altogether outside the Aristotelian ken of those highly professionalized musicians of the ars perfecta like Zarlino or Willaert. But they attracted the keen attention of neo-Platonist humanists (mainly literary men), many of whom practiced astrology and tried to harness the occult power of music to aid them in calling upon cosmic forces. Chief among them was the Florentine physician, classical scholar, and musical amateur Marsilio Ficino, the founder of the Platonic Academy of Florence, a bastion of humanism and an emblem of “The Renaissance” if ever there was one. He thought that music was the best avenue available to humans for “capturing celestial benefits,” and even tried to codify the practice of “channelling astral influxes” in a treatise called De vita libri tres (“Three books on life”). Needless to say, Ficino’s treatise has little in common with Zarlino’s. It prescribes no actual method of composition, but instead gives three rules by which to judge the products of composition, drawing on the magical powers of correspondence or analogy—that is, of shared attributes. A three-sided relationship is set up between the active force, the stars, and the passive receiver, the human organism, with the song, which imitates the attributes of the stars in a form assimilable by the human organism, as the effective mediator of the influx. As translated by Gary Tomlinson, the leading modern investigator of the occult branches of musical humanism, Ficino’s rules are these:


  
    (1) To examine what powers in itself and effects from itself a given star, constellation, or aspect has, what these remove and what they provide; and to insert these into the meanings of our words so as to detest what they remove and approve what they provide.

  


  
    (2) To consider what star chiefly rules what place or person, and then to observe what sorts of tones and songs these regions and persons generally use, so that you may supply similar ones, together with the meanings just mentioned, to the words which you are trying to expose to the same stars.

  


  
    (3) To observe the daily positions and aspects of the stars and investigate to what speeches, songs, motions, dances, moral behavior, and actions most people are principally incited under these, so that you may imitate such things as far as possible in your songs, which aim to agree with similar parts of the heavens and to catch a similar influx from them.14

  


  Thus, to channel the benefits of Venus, one makes a song that is “voluptuous with wantonness and softness”; to channel the sun’s influence one makes a song that has “grace and smoothness” and is “reverential, simple, and earnest”; and so on. Not technical perfection but uncanny efficacy is the goal. What did these songs sound like? Who sang them? Did they work? Wouldn’t we like to know! But Ficino never wrote down any of his astrological songs, and (as Tomlinson has emphasized) they are irrevocably lost behind the oral curtain to those, like us, who depend on our literacy (and on empirical reasoning rather than analogy) for knowledge.


  Not only Ficino’s explicitly astrological songs, but a great deal of more ordinary musicmaking, too, was credited with irrational magical force during what we now call the Renaissance. There is a famous memoir by a French diplomat, published in 1555, of the playing of the Italian lutenist Francesco da Milano (1497–1543), that resonates with what Ficino called raptus or trance, what modern anthropologists call “soul loss,” and what the more recent language of spiritualism calls “out-of-body experience.” Francesco had been hired to entertain the company at a noble banquet:


  
    The tables being cleared, he chose one, and as if tuning his strings, sat on the end of the table seeking out a fantasia. He had barely disturbed the air with three strummed chords when he interrupted the conversation that had started among the guests. Having constrained them to face him, he continued with such ravishing skill that little by little, making the strings languish under his fingers in his sublime way, he transported all those who were listening into so pleasurable a melancholy that—one leaning his head on his hand supported by his elbow, and another sprawling with his limbs in careless deportment, with gaping mouth and more than half-closed eyes, glued (one would judge) to the strings of the lute, and his chin fallen on his breast, concealing his countenance with the saddest taciturnity ever seen—they remained deprived of all senses save that of hearing, as if the spirit, having abandoned all the seats of the senses, had retired to the ears in order to enjoy the more at its ease so ravishing a harmony; and I believe that we would be there still, had he not himself—I know not how—changing his style of playing with a gentle force, returned the spirit and the senses to the place from which he had stolen them, not without leaving as much astonishment in each of us as if we had been elevated by an ecstatic transport of some divine frenzy.15

  


  


  The last phrase in this description of musical shamanism or sorcery, about “ecstatic transport” and “divine frenzy,” is rife with neo-Platonist buzzwords. At the other end of the passage we get a valuable clue to the music through which the sorcerer wielded his magic. To “seek out” (chercher in French, cercar in Italian) is the root word behind ricercare, and a fantasia, as we already know, is an early way of describing “made up” (as opposed to quoted) music. We get a glimpse of a ricercare-in-action, the kind of thing that only occasionally got written down, and the kind of effects it could produce, not on the permanent page but in ephemeral performance. The passage celebrates the power of the artist-improviser, the diametrical opposite from the artist-creator of the literate ars perfecta ideal. It celebrates the power of music in performance, something lost when music becomes text, and therefore lost to the historian’s direct experience.


  Lest we think for that reason that the account must be wholly fictional, and lest we therefore despise it, we might reflect on other manifestations of musical soul-loss as experienced by the audiences of charismatic performers throughout history and into our own time. Similar uncanny mesmeric effects were achieved by Romantic virtuosi like Paganini on the violin and Liszt on the piano—effects that, in the twentieth century, have largely been ceded to what are now known as popular entertainers: Frank Sinatra, Elvis Presley, the Beatles, Michael Jackson. These are the names of Francesco da Milano’s most recent heirs.


  Like him, and like Paganini and Liszt did when performing, they work primarily in an oral medium. While there is certainly some contact between their art and preserved musical texts of various kinds, it is a secondary contact of a sort already available to Francesco da Milano. But it did not constitute his art, the way the music text of a Willaert or a Buus constituted the ars perfecta in Francesco’s time, or a symphony by Beethoven in Paganini’s time, or a string quartet by Arnold Schoenberg in Frank Sinatra’s time.


  The ars perfecta, the Beethoven symphony and the Schoenberg quartet, being primarily textual, are more adequately recorded in history than the performances of Ficino, Francesco, Paganini, or Sinatra. The historical record is partial (in more than one sense). It leaves out a lot—not necessarily because it wants to but because it has to. The danger is that we will forget that anything has been forgotten, or value only what is not left out, or think that that is all there ever was. As the fox who couldn’t reach the grapes reminds us, there is a tendency to despise what one can no longer have. What we no longer have (until the twentieth century) are recoverable performances. It is a bad mistake to think that texts can fully compensate their loss, or that they tell the whole story, or that the story that texts tell is the only story worth telling.


  PEEKING BEHIND THE CURTAIN


  In its penetration (through publications like Musica Nova or Buus’s ricercari) of the instrumental domain, long the bastion of the unwritten and the spontaneous, the ars perfecta can seem to embody a crowning triumph for literacy. All that was captured, though, was the elite protruding tip of a huge iceberg. The vast majority of instrumentalists continued as before to perform by a combination of ear, hand, and memory. Even church organists more often improvised their accompaniments to liturgical action than read them off their music rack. (And they still do; organists are perhaps the only literate musicians who still receive training in the art of improvisation.) Even those who did read their music (or rather, Buus’s or Willaert’s music) off the rack did not read it literally, the way we might imagine them doing on the basis of our own education and experience. Again a reminder is due that literacy has never totally eclipsed orality, even in those repertoires and fields of practice where it can seem most firmly ensconced. And there is no reason to expect that it ever will.


  Which is by no means to disparage the degree of ready literacy that existed among sixteenth-century church musicians. Choral sight-singing, practiced since Guido’s time, will hardly amaze us nowadays. We can do that. But the idea of an organist putting four separate partbooks on his music rack to play a ricercare at sight is somewhat stunning. Yet any sixteenth-century organist could do it, even a mediocre one. For anyone aspiring to a professional post it was considered a requisite, not an exceptional, skill.


  Nevertheless, we should not suppose that what came out of the organ under those circumstances were the notes in the partbooks and nothing but the notes. No performer treated musical texts in those days with the scrupulous reverence our contemporary practice sanctions and enforces; and this, too, is evidence that despite the burgeoning availability of music books and the academization of certain composerly techniques in the sixteenth century, oral performance practices remained alive and well.


  We have very specific evidence of what we would call freedom even in the performance of Buus’s ricercari. Less skilled organists, or lazy ones, liked to copy the music they played into keyboard tablatures rather than go through the brainy effort of mentally “scoring” a set of partbooks. Music publishers catered to this set with publications containing transcriptions of favorite organ pieces into the kind of notation that simply tells you at a glance, like a modern keyboard score, where all your fingers have to go. One of Buus’s ricercari was published both ways (Ex. 15-9, Fig. 15-7).


  EX. 15-9A Jacques Buus, Ricercare no. 1 from Il secondo libro di recercari (Venice: Gardane, 1549), opening point, scored from partbooks
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  EX. 15-9B Jacques Buus, Ricercare no. 1, opening point, as it appears in Intabolatura d’organo di recercari (Venice: Gardane, 1549)
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  FIG. 15-7 Jacques Buus, Ricercare no. 1 from Intabolatura d’organo di recercari, Libro primo (Venice: Gardane, 1549).


  


  The differences between the two versions are the differences between, on the one hand, an idealized conception or premise in writing from which all performances will derive (the piece set down for all time), and on the other, an actual performance—that is, a once-only “oralized” and ephemeral realization (the piece as we are hearing it right now). Our age tends to minimize the distinction and try to realize all pieces in performance just the way they have been set down, thinking in this way to capture their timeless essence. Such a performance is often called an “authentic” one. A better term for it might be a “literalistic” one, were that term not burdened with a negative connotation in ordinary usage; for what such a performance really represents is a fully “literacized,” text-dominated concept of music.


  That was certainly not the sixteenth-century way, and we have to keep it constantly in mind that the music we know from its written traces—the music we know by sight, so to speak—was not the music that anybody in the sixteenth century actually heard. That great submerged iceberg of sound is gone forever from today’s ear, hand and memory. All we have to go on if we wish to hear it again are a few didactic guides, some scattered practical examples like the one in Ex. 15-9b, and our imaginations.


  The didactic guides, especially, give a tantalizing glimpse of a lost world of musicmaking. The two earliest authors of printed method books for instrumentalists were Silvestro di Ganassi dal Fontego (1492-ca. 1550), who actually worked alongside Willaert in St. Mark’s, and Diego Ortiz (ca. 1510–ca. 1570), a Spaniard who worked at the court of Naples. Ganassi published two books. The first, a method for wind players called Fontegara (Venice, 1535), deals mainly with the vertical whistle-flute or recorder. The second, a double volume for string players called Regola rubertina (Venice, 1542–43), mainly deals with the “leg-viol” or viola da gamba. (Its title, “Ruberto’s rules,” is a tribute to Ruberto Strozzi, a member of a celebrated Italian family of noble musical amateurs.)


  After some rudimentary instruction on playing technique, both manuals shift over to the more creative aspects of instrumental performance, which grew directly out of the kind of musicmaking Tinctoris had described a hundred years earlier, when he wrote about the two blind brothers who converted famous songs into dazzling instrumental displays (see chapter 13, Ex. 13-15). In the sixteenth century, the virtuoso instrumentalist’s repertoire was still largely parasitic on vocal music. The art of instrumental virtuosity was the art of passaggii or passage work, in which the plain “classical” lines of sacred or secular songs in the ars perfecta style were converted into flamboyantly ornamental sonic cascades and necklaces. One learned the technique by systematically breaking down a song into its component intervallic progressions—up a third, down a fourth, and so on—and memorizing dozens of note patterns to decorate each interval, which one could later apply in actual performance to any song, and on the basis of which one could eventually evolve one’s own personal style of playing “diminutions” (or “divisions”), as this process of substituting many short notes for each long one was called.


  The Regola rubertina also contains a number of “preludizing” pieces called “recercars” like Spinacino’s (or Francesco’s) for the lute. Such pieces were evidently better suited to string technique, whether plucked or bowed, then wind. Ortiz’s Trattado de glosas or “Treatise on embellishments” (Rome, 1553), which like Ganassi’s Regola rubertina is addressed to viol players, also contains “recercadas” galore, in addition to even more systematic instruction in diminution. Ortiz’s methods are more sophisticated and detailed, and give us an even more embarrassing sense of how little we know of old music when all we know is what was written down—and, even more important, what is lost from music as well as what is gained in theprocess of its becoming literate.


  The first half of Ortiz’s text is devoted to diminution technique in the abstract. The second half consists of model recercadas for every occasion, showing how diminution technique, once internalized, was applied in practice. First come the “free” improvisations—actually strings of little cadence formulas subjected to transposition, sequential treatment and diminution. Then there are recercadas based on individual voice parts extracted from polyphonic classics. This is just a more thoroughgoing application of the embellishment practices shown in Ex. 15-9b.


  Then come the really creative exercises, the ones that really give a glimpse of a vanished musical culture. They begin with recercadas in the cantus firmus style (or as Ortiz has it in his native language, recercadas over a canto llano, a “plainsong”). Here the player had to be able at one and the same time to imagine a discant against a familiar tenor and to embellish it with diminutions. What is particularly interesting and instructive about Ortiz’s examples is the source of his cantus firmus. Although he says that the technique he is imparting may be applied to any church chant (and might well have provided music to accompany the same moments in the service as Segni’s or Buus’s organ ricercari), the actual tenor Ortiz selected on which to compose his illustrative examples was one that had been used for over a century by dance bands.


  DANCES OLD AND NEW


  We have seen written traces of instrumental dance music going back to the thirteenth century (Fig. 4-8). But of course dance music, being an eminently functional genre, was one of the slowest to “go literate” in any major or transforming way; and when it did, it did so piecemeal. The earliest extensive manuscript collections of instrumental dances come from the fifteenth century and were devoted to the noblest and courtliest ballroom dance genre or the time, a processional dance for couples known in Italian as bassadanza and in French as basse danse. The English equivalent would be “low dance,” the adjective referring to the dignified gliding steps—low and close to the floor—that the noble ballroom dancers employed. The lower the steps, one might say, the higher the social rank of the dance. Peasant dances—oftentimes mimicked by the nobility for their fun and games—were the ones for leaping and prancing.


  The appearance of the music in the early bassadanza collections was strange, and for a long time it succeeded in misleading historians. It consisted of long strings of unaccompanied square notes that looked for all the world like Gregorian chant, arranged over weird strings of letters (Fig. 15-8). Comparison with a few scattered polyphonic bassadanza settings finally cracked the code: what the collection contained were bass lines (or rather, in contemporary parlance, tenors) over which musicians trained in the specialized art of dance accompaniment improvised discant by ear. (The letters under the notes in some sources represented the dance steps.)
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  FIG. 15-8 Il re d’Espagna, from Michel de Toulouze, L’art et instruction de bien dancer (Paris, 1496); here it is titled “Casulle la novele” (“New Castile”).


  


  Although an unwritten practice, this sort of ensemble improvisation by reed and brass instruments was a high art indeed. The standard ensemble, as depicted in Fig. 15-9, was a trio consisting of a pair of shawms (early oboes) and a slide trumpet or trombone. This little band was called the alta capella, a term that (confusingly enough) means “high ensemble,” even though it was used exclusively for accompanying “low” dancing. (As usual, there is less paradox here than meets the eye: when applied to instruments, the terms “high” and “low”—alta/bassa in Italian, haut/basse in French—distinguished loud from soft; the alta capella was thus a “loud” ensemble.) “Alta” musicians formed something of a guild and treasured their techniques as guild secrets; no wonder there is no written source of instruction in their craft. It was passed along for generations by “word of mouth”—by example and emulation. As far as we are concerned, it is irrecoverably submerged in that unheard and unhearable “iceberg.” We don’t have any theoretical guide to it; all we have are a few written specimens (or imitations) of the practice, few of them actual dances.


  If not dances, then what? Carmina, bicinia, lute intabulations—even Masses! From these chance survivors we know that the most popular bassadanza tenor of all (the one shown in Fig. 15-8) was traditionally called Il re d’Espagna (“The King of Spain”) or simply La Spagna. That may even be why Ortiz, a Spaniard working abroad, selected it for his specimen improvisations. But long before Ortiz, Henricus Isaac had taken it into his head to flatter and amuse his bassadanza-loving patron, the magnificent Lorenzo de’ Medici of Florence, with a Mass built over the Spagna tenor as cantus firmus.


  For the most part Isaac hid the dance tune behind a thicket of paraphrase and polyphony. But all at once the second Agnus Dei gives away the game. Convention decreed that this middle section of the last part of the Mass Ordinary be cast as a “tenor tacet” setting, in three voices, and so it is. But very whimsically and unconventionally, Isaac transferred the tenor tune to the bassus voice, where it is laid out in a series of even breves just as it would be in a bassadanza collection. And it is accompanied by the superius and the altus in a polyphony so rough and ready—glorified antiphony, hocket-like exchanges, sequences that track the tenor down the scale—that it simply has to be a sly send-up of an actual alta capella, caught in the act of improvising, perhaps even drawn “from life” (Ex. 15-10).
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  FIG. 15-9 Loyset Liedet, Ball at the Court of King Yon of Gascony (Paris, Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, Manuscripts Français 5073, fol. 117v).


  


  Ortiz provides six different recercadas over the Spagna tenor, the idea being that after having mastered them the pupil can then go on to make up his own. Ex. 15-11 shows the beginnings of all six. This is another way in which the written can suggest to us the unwritten, although Ortiz was not training anyone in the art of dance accompaniment. Like virtuosos both before and after him, in a tradition that continues to this day, he appropriated a sublimated dance style—dance music, not for active dance use but for receptive listening—as his vehicle for a display of dexterity.


  EX. 15-10 Henricus Isaac, Missa super La Spagna, Agnus II
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  EX. 15-11 Diego Ortiz, Tratado de glosas (1553), six recercadas on La Spagna
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  The same principle operates in the final portion of Ortiz’s book, which gives another sort of peek into the world of the unwritten, and a truly momentous one. “The better to complete this work,” he writes, “I thought I’d include the following recercadas on these bass lines (cantos llanos) that are usually called tenors in Italy, but that are mainly played as written here, in four parts, with the recercada over them.”16 What follows is a series of recercadas in which the model solo improvisation is accompanied not by a single cantus firmus line playing itself out in abstract long notes from beginning to end, but rather by short, very rhythmic ostinato chord progressions: harmonic templates or frameworks that are repeated as often as necessary to fill out the time required for the improvisation (as in “real life” they were repeated as often as necessary to fill out the time required for dancing).


  Ortiz’s instruction method for viol players is the earliest written source to contain these “tenors,” for which the standard historian’s term is ground bass (or simply ground). Five grounds, all quite similar in their harmonic structures, were in especially widespread use; they are given, together with their traditional names, in Ex. 15-12. The duple-metered pair called passamezzo—old (antico) and new (moderno)—were the ones most closely associated in Ortiz’s time with actual ballroom dancing: the passamezzo (from passo e mezzo, “a step and a half”) was the somewhat livelier couples dance that replaced the bassadanza at sixteenth-century Italian courts. “Composed” passamezzos first appeared in lute tablatures in the 1530s. But the Spanish violist’s frozen improvisations were the first written compositions to suggest the traditional use of these repetitive cadential formulas, which were employed in Italy not only to accompany dancing but also to guide the extemporaneous singing of popular poetry since at least the beginning of the fifteenth century (as we may learn from any literary account of court life, such as Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier).


  EX. 15-12 Traditional groundbass tenors
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  EX. 15-12B Romanesca
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  EX. 15-12C Folia
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  EX. 15-12D Passamezzo moderno
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  EX. 15-12E Ruggiero
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  Until Ortiz published his handbook in 1553, all of this activity had gone on behind the curtain of the unwritten. Ortiz brought it comprehensively into the visible world of notation for the first time, whence it proliferated hugely in ways that would in time utterly transform literate practice. We have only to observe that the Italian word for poetry sung over a ground bass like the Romanesca (Ex. 15-12b) or the Ruggiero (Ex. 15-12e) was aria, or that the harmonic scheme itself was then called an aria per cantare (literally a “space for singing”), to realize the extent of that transformation, since from the seventeenth century onward the aria has been one of the ubiquitous genres of “art” music in the West.


  But the creation of new genres is only a part, and not even the most important part, of the revolution in Western musicmaking wrought by the use of grounds. For grounds are the first indisputably harmony-driven force in the history of Western musicmaking. They are the first musical frameworks, in other words, to be defined a priori in harmonic and cadential terms, hence the first musical structures to which the modern term “tonal” can be fairly applied. Their tonality in the mid-sixteenth century was not yet precisely congruent with modern major-minor tonality. The passamezzo moderno progression employed by Ortiz in his Recercada segunda (Ex. 15-13) is still unmistakably “Mixolydian” in its use of a triad built up over F, a note that is not even part of the modern G-major scale. And yet it makes its cadence through a modern G-major dominant chord (even preceded by the subdominant), for which purpose a leading tone (F#) had to be imported from outside the “pure” modal scale. Ex. 15-13 shows the first two of six run-throughs of the ground.


  EX. 15-13 Diego Ortiz, Recercada segunda (on the passamezzo moderno)
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  That F#, by the way, is no longer to be explained by the old rules of musica ficta, which were based on rules of discant voice leading. There are no longer any “voices” to speak of in that sense; harmonies are now functioning as independent perceptual units produced by strumming strings or striking keys, quite unconfined by counterpoint. It seems virtually certain that harmonic progressions as such were developed on—indeed, right “out of”—strumming and striking instruments for which no notation existed at the time. A leading tone strummed or struck within a chord belongs to no particular voice. It is a harmonic free agent, a necessary component in a closing formula that by recurring regularly articulates a structurally significant span of time.


  But what makes the cadence recognizable as a closing formula, hence grammatically effective, is not just its regular recurrence but the way it “telegraphs” its ending—that is, the way it signals its ending in advance. It does this not only by the use of the leading tone but also by means of an increased rate of chord change—what modern theorists call an accelerated “harmonic rhythm.” Harmonic rhythm as a structural articulator is an eminently “tonal” concept, not a modal one. We seem poised right on the cusp, as it were, between the older modal system, with a different scale species on each final, and the modern tonal (or “key”) system, with only two scales, each of which can be transposed to any pitch (the transposition itself defining the pitch as a final or “tonic”).


  Yet it should not be thought that the “tonal revolution” was a sudden thing, just because it has swung so suddenly into our historical purview. That is an illusion created by our source material, which is of necessity confined to the literate sphere. What is suddenly made literate and visible can be cooking behind the curtain for centuries, and in this case certainly was. For all that time, literate musicmaking had been proceeding on a discant basis and a modal one, while much unwritten music had surely been operating on a strophically cadential basis and a tonal one. The watershed that now looks to us like a “tonal revolution” was in fact the meeting place of two long coexisting traditions.


  The meeting could only take place because the traditions were now both at least partly literate ones. It was because his “Treatise on Embellishments” was the first overt act of “tonal insurgency” that Ortiz (otherwise hardly known as a composer) looms so large in the present discussion. It was a giant step in the direction that now seems favored by history. It was a step, however, that neither the author nor any of his contemporaries could have known he was taking. That, of course, is not because he or they were in any way obtuse. Nor is it because we see things more clearly than they could. It is merely because the “step” can only be perceived as such in hindsight. The step as such is something created by our perspective.


  


  CHAPTER 16

  The End of Perfection


  PALESTRINA, BYRD, AND THE FINAL FLOWERING OF IMITATIVE POLYPHONY


  UTOPIA


  Before turning our attention to the many other ingredients in the seething cauldron that was sixteenth-century music, it will make sense to pursue the ars perfecta to the end. For indeed, the perfected art had an end, and it was near at hand. It had to be, for anything perfect, in this world, is doomed. Perfection cannot change, yet nothing in human history stands still. The only way to preserve the perfected art was to seal it off from history. This was done, but the price was high. The ars perfecta, as we shall see, still exists, but not in a way that matters anymore. In the sixteenth century it claimed all the greatest musical minds in Catholic Christendom. Later, it harbored nonentities, and the church that maintained its artificial life-support system gradually lost its significance as a creative site for music. The sixteenth century was the last in which the music of the Catholic church made history. From then on it was history.


  The ars perfecta came about because musicians had something timeless, universal, and consummate to express: God’s perfection as embodied and represented by God’s own true church, the institution that employed them. Although nowhere stated by Zarlino, still less by Willaert (who wrote a quantity of secular music in genres we will soon be taking up), the values of musical perfection, however mediated by humanism, implied and reflected belief, as the Credo of the Mass puts it, in unam sanctam catholicam et apostolicam ecclesiam: “one holy universal church, sent by God.” The standards to which musicians serving such an institution aspired transcended the relativity of taste, just as the doctrines of religion are held by believers to represent an absolute truth, mandating in turn an absolute standard of behavior—one that does not aim to gratify the individual and that cannot be altered to suit the wishes or purposes of individuals, or the changing values and fashions of secular society.


  Therein lay both the beauty and the despair of the ars perfecta. It was the music of Utopia—a term coined by Thomas More, not at all incidentally, during the sixteenth century. The world was its enemy. Perfection had to be enforced in order to exist at all. And yet music, a human product, did inevitably change. Many deplored the changes; the word used to sum them up—“Baroque”—though now regarded as a neutral identifying tag like “Renaissance,” was originally a term of opprobrium, used by jewelers to describe a misshapen pearl or by critics to describe a bombastic utterance. It meant “distorted.”


  That is what music surely became from the perspective of the ars perfecta, as would anything that deviated from a standard of perfection. By the second half of the sixteenth century the forces of “distortion” were rife, and some of them had arisen within the church itself. Others were the result of literary movements. Still others were the outcome of a radical turn within musical humanism, which had always been an uneasy ally of religious transcendentalism. There were also pressures brought by the burgeoning music trade, pressures that reflected the overall rise of mercantilism and that militated further against the prestige of religious art. As we shall see, moreover, in every one of these responses that led away from perfection and toward the “Baroque,” it was Italy that took the lead. What is usually called the “Baroque” period might more truly be called the period of Italian dominance in music.


  By century’s end the ars perfecta was only one style among many—no longer privileged, no longer where the action was. In a way its fate mirrored the larger fate of the Roman Catholic Church, which was left at the end of the sixteenth century a transformed institution—no longer truly “catholic,” but much more truly “Roman.” It was no longer truly “catholic” because it was no longer the undisputedly universal Western church; now it had to compete for adherents with a whole variety of Reformed churches that had sprung up to the north for a variety of reasons, doctrinal (Germany, Switzerland) and political (England). It was more truly Roman because its power, having become more localized, was more and more strongly concentrated among the Italian bishops and cardinals. The last non-Italian pope before the election of John Paul II in 1978 was Adrian VI, a Netherlander who was elected in 1522 and reigned, rather ineffectually, for only twenty months. For more than 450 years, from Clement VII to John Paul I, the nationality of the Roman pope was a more or less foregone conclusion. The same sixteenth-century transfer from Netherlandish to Italian leadership took place in Roman Catholic music.


  The two composers to be chiefly treated in this chapter—Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (ca. 1525–94) and William Byrd (1543–1623)—were the outstanding members of the last generation of musicians who kept the ars perfecta faith unquestioningly. Theirs was the last generation of musicians who unanimously saw the highest calling of their art in divine service, and whose primary social relation as artists was to institutions of the Catholic religion. They brought the ars perfecta to its greatest stylistic heights even in the period of its cultural decline. Their actual relationship to religious authority differed diametrically. Palestrina was the quasi-official musical spokesman of Catholic power, Byrd its clandestine servant in adversity. The difference is reflected in their music, to be sure, and with intensity; but that difference found expression within a fundamental stylistic agreement, which after all is what the ars perfecta was all about.


  PALESTRINA AND THE ECUMENICAL TRADITION


  The first native Italian to be a major creative player in this narrative (as opposed to theorists like Aaron or Zarlino), Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina—the name means “Giovanni Pierluigi, from Palestrina”—was born either in Rome or in the nearby ancient town whose name he bore, called Praeneste by the Romans. He died in Rome, by tradition in his 69th year, on 2 February 1594. By then he had been either directly in the papal service or at the musical helm of one of the major Roman churches for more than forty years, beginning in 1550 with the election of Pope Julius III (formerly the bishop of Palestrina), and ending ten popes later, with Clement VIII. That is the central fact of Palestrina’s career. He was the pope’s composer, a veritable papal institution in his own right.


  That status made him the recipient of an amazing and paradoxical commission: in 1577, at the height of his fame, Palestrina (then choirmaster of the Cappella Giulia at the Vatican, named after Julius III, his original patron) was enjoined by Pope Gregory XIII to revise the plainchant that bore the sainted name of the pope’s predecessor and namesake, Gregory I. That chant was supposed, by long tradition going back to the Franks, to be divinely revealed (as we have known since the first chapter of this book). Yet it was now subjected to a “modern” stylistic and esthetic critique, and purged of its “Gothic” impurities completely in the spirit of the ars perfecta. Palestrina did not complete the project, which reached publication only in 1614; indeed it is not known how much of the revision he (or his appointed assistant, Annibale Zoilo) actually accomplished. The result, however, was exactly what one might expect: a simpler, less tortuous, more “directed”—in short, a more “classic”—melodic line.


  In Ex. 16-1, a matins responsory for Easter is given in two versions. The one printed below is the “perfected” version published in 1614 by the Medici Press in Rome (and therefore called the Editio Medicaea), which remained standard until the end of the nineteenth century. The one above is the “restored” text prepared in the nineteenth century by the Benedictines of Solesmes expressly to supplant the Editio Medicaea and put back the “barbarisms, obscurities, inconsistencies, and superfluities” Gregory XIII had ordered pruned away.1 By then, of course (and under the influence of Romanticism), the “Gothic impurities” had taken on the aura of authenticity.


  EX. 16-1 Responsory Angelus Domini, in Medicean and Solesmes (Roman) versions
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  Both the Medici and the Solesmes editions carried the papal imprimatur, and so each in its respective time carried the only authority that mattered so far as the church was concerned. What was different was the source of authority the editors themselves relied upon to guide their work. In the nineteenth century it was “scientific” philological method: historical evaluation and comparison of sources. In the sixteenth century the authority came from within: from the religiously informed musical sensibility of the editors, especially the one originally appointed to execute the task, who had become something like the gatekeeper of the church’s musical utopia.


  That same status as a virtual musical pope—the musical head of what Catholic reformers pointedly referred to in those days of religious unrest as the Hierarchical Church—made Palestrina the most prolific composer of Masses that ever lived. Complete settings of the Ordinary securely attributed to Palestrina number 104 (exactly the same number, by bizarre coincidence, as that of symphonies traditionally attributed to Haydn) and another dozen or so survive with disputed attributions to the composer, whose fame, like Josquin’s before him, had made him a brand name. Forty-three were published during his lifetime, in six volumes beginning in 1554. Another forty were posthumously issued, in another six volumes, the last appearing in 1601. The resurgence of the Mass as dominant genre is striking after such a long period—beginning with Josquin and Mouton and encompassing all the midcentury composers whose works we examined in the previous chapter—when motet composition had decisively overshadowed the Mass. It testifies to the quasi-official, “papal” and hierarchical character of Palestrina’s activity.


  Not that he neglected the motet by any means, with upwards of four hundred to his credit, including a celebrated book of fairly lively works based on the Song of Songs and another fifty with Italian rather than Latin texts, called “madrigali spirituali.” Palestrina also composed two ambitious books of service music that sought to outfit the whole church calendar with items of a particular type: the first of these was a book of Vespers hymns that appeared in 1589; the other, considered by many to be his masterpiece, was a complete cycle of Mass Offertories that appeared in the last full year of his life, 1593. Finally, and definitely least, come two books of secular partsongs (madrigals)—but even in this genre, which Palestrina devalued in his devout maturity and even went so far as to recant, he wrote one indisputable “classic” (Vestiva i colli, “The hills are bedecked”).


  The man couldn’t help setting an example, it seemed. His staggering output is not only in itself exemplary (of industry, the opposite of one of the deadly sins) but implies commitment to what has already been identified as the “classical” ideal, that of conformity with established excellence—or, better yet, the refinement of existing standards. To do best what everybody does is the aim of a classicist. One does not question aims, one strives to improve one’s performance. Practice makes perfect. Continual striving after the same goal is the kind of practice that results, at the very least, in facility. That is how one becomes prolific, and why certain historical periods (the “classical” ones) are so full of prolific composers. The sixteenth century was the first of them.


  Palestrina exemplified that aim and that facility, perfected his style to a legendary degree, and in so doing brought the ars perfecta to its final pitch. But no matter how you explain it, that output of Masses remains a fairly mind-boggling—and a very telling—achievement. The idea of setting the same text to music a hundred times is on one level the ultimate stylistic exercise, the supreme expression not only of the ars perfecta but of the religious and cultural attitudes that undergirded it. It bespeaks a ritualized and impersonal attitude toward composing—a “catholic” attitude. The aim is not to express or illuminate the text, as one might seek to illustrate the unique text of a votive motet, but rather to provide an ideal medium for it. A body of work produced under such ritualized conditions and with such transcendent aims will constitute a summa—an encyclopedic summation of the state of the perfected art.


  And that seems only just, because no composer ever harbored a more demanding sense of heritage than Palestrina. He practiced the branch of Western musical art that had the longest written tradition, and that had just begun to monumentalize its great figures. Hence Palestrina was easily the most historically minded composer we have as yet encountered. He was the first to do what so many have later done in his name (in counterpoint class, if no longer in church schools)—that is, deliberately master archaic styles as a basis for contemporary composition.


  BESTING THE FLEMINGS; OR, THE LAST OF THE TENORISTAS


  All but six of Palestrina’s hundred-odd Masses are based on preexisting music. That in itself is not remarkable; the polyphonic Mass Ordinary cycle was from the very beginning a cannibalistic genre. But Palestrina was the only late sixteenth-century composer who retained an active interest in the techniques of the early fifteenthcentury composers whose work he discovered in the manuscripts of the Sistine Chapel, where he worked in the years immediately preceding the publication of his first volume of Masses in 1554. (He was pensioned out of the Sistine Chapel choir in 1555 owing to Pope Paul IV’s decision to enforce the long-dormant rule of celibacy there; Palestrina was one of the three married members who had to be let go.)


  That first volume (Fig. 16-1) was dedicated to Palestrina’s protector, the recently elected Pope Julius III, and opened with a Mass based on the Gregorian antiphon Ecce sacerdos magnus—“Behold the great priest”—presumably composed in celebration of Julius’s investiture. It was an old-fashioned tenor cantusfirmus Mass, written in imitation of the oldest music preserved in the Vatican manuscripts and possibly still performed there on occasion in Palestrina’s day. The final Agnus Dei even has some old “poly-mensural” tricks such as we have not seen since Josquin’s early days.


  Palestrina demonstrated his intimate familiarity with the work of Josquin (dead before Palestrina was born) and also his lively, somewhat jealous admiration for it, in the most explicit and traditional way: by basing a Mass on Josquin’s celebrated sequence motet Benedicta es. He was the latest composer to pay this sort of direct homage to Josquin. But he often reached back further yet for his models, rooting himself as deeply as he knew how in the Franco-Flemish legacy, even taking part, enthusiastically if belatedly, in its ancient emulatory games as if staking a claim to the tradition on behalf of Italy.
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  FIG. 16-1 (a) Title page of Palestrina, Missarum liber primus (Rome: Dorico, 1554), showing the composer kneeling before Pope Julius III. (b) Title page of Cristobal de Morales, Missarum liber secundus (Rome: Dorico, 1544), showing the composer kneeling before Pope Paul III. It is obvious that the printer recycled and retouched the earlier plate to produce the second.


  


  This retrospective strain comes particularly to the fore in Palestrina’s third book of Masses, published in 1570. Of its eight Masses, two were as old-fashioned as could be. One of them, called Missa super Ut re mi fa sol la, was based on the old solmization hexachord, the voces musicales on which Josquin had playfully based a L’Homme Armé Mass almost a hundred years before. And sure enough, the other tenor Mass in the volume is a Missa super L’Homme Armé, one of the very latest contributions to the noblest emulatory line of all. (Palestrina’s most recent predecessor had been the Spanish composer Cristóbal de Morales, who had worked before him at the Sistine Chapel and published a pair of L’Homme Armé Masses in the 1540s.) In so demonstratively bringing up the rear, so expressly establishing a connection between his work and the half-forgotten wellsprings of the Franco-Flemish art, Palestrina could not have staked his claim on tradition more plainly.


  That he regarded himself not as an antiquarian—a mere caretaker of the tradition—but as an active emulant within it is clear from the nature of the compositions themselves. They are cast on a grand scale, combining feats of ancient contrapuntal craft with the sonorous, mellifluent style that had come into vogue only during the Willaert period. The Missa L’Homme Armé is scored for a five-part chorus and the Missa super Ut re mi fa sol la for one in six parts. In both cases the final Agnus Dei adds a part, as was by then customary, for an extra-grand finale. In the hexachord Mass the extra (seventh) voice is cast as a canonic part against the cantus firmus, shadowing it at the lower fifth. Ex. 16-2 gives the beginnings of both of these final Agnus settings. In them, we may see the blazing sunset of the Franco-Flemish tradition in its Italianate “perfected” phase.


  EX. 16-2 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missarum liber tertius (1570) a. Missa L’Homme Armé, final Agnus Dei
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  The most spectacular Mass in Palestrina’s third book, though, and the most telling instance of emulation, is his Missa Repleatur os meum laude (Mass on “May my mouth be filled with praise”), ostensibly based on a motet by Jacques Colebault (1483–1559), a French composer who worked in Italy and was known there as Jacquet (or Jachet) of Mantua. Jacquet’s motet was itself a contrapuntal tour-de-force, embodying throughout a chant-derived canon at the fifth between the “structural” voices. Palestrina, using the same basic material, constructed a vast canonic cycle in which both the pitch interval and the time interval progressively contract toward unison. In the Kyrie, sampled in Ex. 16-3, the opening section has a canon at the octave at a time lag of eight semibreves.


  EX. 16-2B Missa super Ut re mi fa sol la, final Agnus Dei
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  EX. 16-3A Jacquet of Mantua, Repleatur os meum laude, opening point
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  EX. 16-3B Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Repleatur os meum laude, Kyrie I
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  EX. 16-3C Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Repleatur os meum laude, Christe
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  EX. 16-3D Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Repleatur os meum laude, Kyrie II
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  (In characteristic art-conceals-art fashion, the canon is hidden behind a general point of imitation for the five voices in the texture, inwhich the twocanonic parts are the third and fifth entries, the latter further obscured by being placed in an inner voice.) In themiddle section (Christe eleison), the canon is at the seventh at a time lag of seven semibreves, and in the closing section, the canon is at the sixth, at a time lag of six semibreves.


  Palestrina is not vying here merely with Jacquet. He is after much bigger game: none other than Ockeghem, whose Missa Prolationum, another progressive canonic cycle (but with expanding pitch intervals) had set the Netherlandish benchmark for artifice, and whose preeminence had lately been decreed anew in Italy, in a specifically humanistic context. The famous Florentine polymath or “Renaissance man” Cosimo Bartoli, in a commentary to Dante called Raggionamenti accademici, wrote that “in his day Ockeghem was, as it were, the first to rediscover music, then as good as dead, just as Donatello discovered sculpture.”2 Bartoli’s observations, published in 1567 (three years before Palestrina’s Mass), echo all too clearly the famous theses of Giorgio Vasari, whose “Lives of the Painters” (1550) virtually created the popular notion of the Renaissance in the visual arts. Now there was such a notion for music, too, and Palestrina was getting in on its ground floor.


  PARODY PAIRS


  More than thirty of Palestrina’s Masses are of the paraphrase type—pioneered by Josquin in his late Missa Pange lingua and standard practice (as we have seen) for ars perfecta motets—in which a Gregorian chant is absorbed into a pervadingly imitative texture. But the lion’s share, accounting for almost exactly half of Palestrina’s output in the genre (fifty-three to be exact), are parody Masses, in which the motives of a polyphonic model are exhaustively rewoven into new textures. The sources of these Masses were most often motets by composers whose works were popular in local liturgical use during Palestrina’s youth. More than twenty times, though, Palestrina based a Mass on one of his own motets (or even madrigals, including Vestiva i colli).


  When this is the case, it suggests that both the motet and the derivative Mass may have been meant for performance in tandem on the same major feast. Palestrina provided three such motet-plus-Mass sets for Christmas. The one on O magnum mysterium (“O great mystery!”—motet published 1569, Mass in 1582) has become particularly famous, and with good reason. The motet begins with a marvelously effective rhetorical stroke: a series of colorful (i.e., chromatic) chords and a reiteration of “O!” that conspire vividly to portray a state of wonder. The chords are connected for the most part along an ordinary circle of fifths (the C being elided)—ordinary, that is, to us; in Palestrina’s time it was a striking novelty, and the speed with which the implied bass progression traverses the tritone from E to B-flat is still a little disorienting and “uncanny.” The string of successive leading tones (G#–C#–F#–B), each contradicting the last, does the very opposite of what a leading tone is supposed to do in “common practice” (known as such to us but not, of course, to Palestrina). Far from tightening the focus on any particular harmonic goal, it keeps the tonality of the music blurred until the cadential suspension, coinciding with the “uncanny” B-flat, concentrates expectations on A (Ex. 16-4).


  That is the sort of thing one fairly expects in a “humanistically” conceived motet, especially one with a text as charged as this one is with emotion. The composer “recites” the text like an orator, highlighting its meaning by modulating his harmonies as an orator modulates his tone of voice. When colorful harmonies or effects imitative of speech patterns occur in tandem with affective words, they seem to “point to” or refer to those words, ultimately to symbolize them. Such symbolism, in which signs point to something “outside” the system of sounds themselves (in this case to words and their embodied concepts) is called “extroversive” symbolism (or, more formally, semiosis—“signing”). Humanistic, rhetorical text setting encourages such effects, which became increasingly prevalent during the sixteenth century.


  EX. 16-4 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, O magnum mysterium, opening phrase
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  When the motet is transformed through parody technique into a Mass, what had been affective and rhetorical becomes syntactical and structural. The “uncanny” progression that launches the motet on a note of awe serves the Mass as a suitably ear-catching “head motive.” Each of its five constituent liturgical units opens by invoking the phrase before proceeding to other business, stirring memories of its predecessors and thus integrating the service by structuring its duration around a series of strategic returns to symbolic, hence inspiring, sounds (Ex. 16-5). Within the Mass, the symbolism or semiosis is entirely “introversive” (inward-pointing). What is emblematized or signaled is precisely the integration of the service—already an emotionally intensifying, uplifting, effect, but one that carries no external concepts with it.


  (This remains true even if, as suggested, the motet is also performed as part of the same Mass service. Places where motets might be sung, so far as we know, are the same sorts of places as those where a ricercare might be played: during the elevation of the host or during Communion, when there is an activity that takes up time that is otherwise unfilled by sounds. Thus the motet O magnum mysterium, if performed at Christmas Mass, would be performed only after three or four Ordinary items had already been sung. Once it has been performed, of course, the referents for its harmonic and declamatory effects will be both introversive and extroversive at the same time. That kind of mixture or complexity of reference is the normal state of affairs for music, which is why musical symbolism or “expression” has always been such a complicated, contentious, and even mysterious issue.)


  PALESTRINA AND THE BISHOPS


  Palestrina placed the ancient elite and ecumenical art to which he claimed the key at the service of “the one holy, catholic and apostolic church” at the very moment when the church, under pressure from the northern Reformation, was renewing its age-old mission as the “Church Militant” (ecclesia militans). As we will see in a later chapter, that rekindled militancy was ultimately subversive of the ars perfecta. But in its early stages it created the demand for a new clarity in texture that could be seen as the ultimate refinement—the ultimate perfecting—of the traditional style. Clearly that was how Palestrina saw it. By seizing the opportunity to satisfy that demand, he created a prestigious masterwork, an influential style he could call his own, and a durable personal legend.


  EX. 16-5A Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa O magnum mysterium, Kyrie, beginning
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  At least as early as the 1540s, and particularly in Roman circles, some churchmen had taken a negative attitude toward the music of the post-Josquin generation, which for all its technical excellence ran counter, they thought, to the proper role and function of church music. To put their concerns in a nutshell, they thought that the elegantly wrought imitative texture that had gained universal currency was far too artistic, and therefore not sufficiently functional. Such music, in its preoccupation with its own beauty of form, exemplified the sin of pride, and interfered with the intelligibility of the sacred texts to which it was meant to be subordinate.


  EX. 16-5B Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa O magnum mysterium, Gloria (“Et in terra… “), beginning
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  The complaint, as such, was nothing new. We have heard it before from John of Salisbury, who railed at the vainglory of the singers at Notre Dame, and even from Saint Augustine, who had nothing more than the seductive beauty of Gregorian chant to contend with. Made against the music of the incipient ars perfecta, however, it carried considerable conviction, because imitative texture was an artistic value first and last, and was hardly reconcilable with the demands of textual intelligibility no matter how much attention a composer like Willaert paid to correct declamation. As one indignant bishop, Bernardino Cirillo Franco, put it of contemporary composers (and with the text of the Mass Sanctus in mind), “in our times they have put all their industry and effort into the compositions of fugues, so that while one voice says ‘Sanctus,’ another says ‘Sabaoth,’ still another ‘Gloria tua,’ with howling, bellowing, and stammering, so that they more nearly resemble cats in January than flowers in May.”3


  EX. 16-5C Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa O magnum mysterium, Credo (“Patrem omni potentem… “), beginning
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  The part about howling, bellowing, and stammering was just all-purpose invective, but the point about imitation was a fair one, and it proceeded, moreover, from a genuine, specifically Italian humanist impulse—“specifically Italian,” because as we have seen, English musicians, for one example, could be every bit as devout and yet quite indifferent to the matter of textual intelligibility, seeing music as serving another sort of religious purpose that had little to do with humanism. In Italy, though, what had been a crotchety minority opinion in the 1540s had become a concern of powerful “mainstream” Catholics by the middle of the next decade, when Palestrina was beginning to establish himself as a papal musician.


  According to Bishop Cirillo Franco himself, writing a quarter of a century later around 1575, one of these mainstream figures was Cardinal Marcello Cervini, who in 1555 was elected pope, and who promised his friend the bishop that he would do something about the problem. Cirillo Franco claimed that in due course he received from Rome “a Mass that conformed very closely to what I was seeking.”4 Cardinal Cervini reigned, as Pope Marcellus II, for only twenty days before his sudden death; but there is nevertheless evidence that corroborates Cirillo Franco’s testimony about the pope’s concern for “intelligible” church music. The diary of Angelo Massarelli, Pope Marcellus’s private secretary, contains an entry dated Good Friday (12 April) 1555, the third day of the pontiff’s brief reign. Marcellus came down to the Sistine Chapel to hear the choir, of which Palestrina was then a member, sing the gravest liturgy of the church year. “Yet the music performed,” Massarelli noted,


  EX. 16-5D Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa O magnum mysterium, Sanctus, beginning
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  EX. 16-5E Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa O magnum mysterium, Agnus Dei, beginning
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    did not suit the solemnity of the occasion. Rather, their many-voiced singing exuded a joyful mood…. Accordingly, the pope himself, having beckoned to his singers, directed them to sing with proper restraint, and in such a way that everything was audible and intelligible, as it should be.5

  


  


  Palestrina was one of the singers who heard this fatherly lecture from the pontiff. His second book of Masses, published in 1567, is prefaced by a letter of dedication to King Philip II of Spain (best remembered in English-speaking countries as Queen Elizabeth’s rejected suitor and later her military adversary), in which Palestrina testified to his resolve, “in accordance with the views of most serious and most religious-minded men, to bend all my knowledge, effort, and industry toward that which is the holiest and most divine of all things in the Christian religion—that is, to adorn the holy sacrifice of the Mass in a new manner.”6 The seventh and last item—the valedictory, as it were—in the book that had opened thus, with the composer’s statement of pious or chastened resolve, was a Mass entitled Missa Papae Marcelli, “The Mass of Pope Marcellus,” or even “Pope Marcellus’s Mass.” And indeed, it was a Mass that conformed very closely to what Bishop Cirillo Franco had been seeking, for it set the sacred words “in such a way that everything was audible and intelligible, as it should be.”


  Was this the Mass that Bishop Cirillo Franco received from Pope Marcellus, as promised? To believe that one would have to imagine Palestrina writing the Mass, and Pope Marcellus dispatching it, within seventeen days, which was all the earthly time the pope had left. That is certainly not impossible. But by 1567 the “intelligibility movement” had gathered a powerful impetus, and the dedication to Pope Marcellus may have been commemorational, honoring the unlucky and lamented pontiff whose reign had been so abruptly terminated, but who was now looked back upon as the spur that had set an important musical reform in motion.


  That reform had reached a critical point in the year 1562, when the Nineteenth Ecumenical Council of the Western Church (popularly known as the Council of Trent, after the north Italian city where it met), finally got around to music. The Council of Trent was an emergency legislative body that had been convened in 1545 by Pope Paul III to stem the tide of the Protestant Reformation. Music, clearly, was not terribly high on the Council’s agenda, but it, too, could play a part in the general effort to revitalize the church through modesty and piety, to some extent to personalize its religious message, and by so doing to steal some of the Protestants’ thunder. Appropriate music could be of assistance in the project of adjusting the traditionally unworldly, impersonal (and indeed rather haughty) tone of Catholic worship to the point where it might meet the comprehension of the ordinary worshiper halfway.


  That, ideally, was the purpose that motivated the “intelligibility” crusade, and it was explicitly formulated by the Council in its “Canon on Music to be Used in the Mass,” promulgated in September 1562. The singing of the Mass, this document decreed, should not be an obstacle to the worshipers’ involvement but should allow the Mass and its sacred symbolism “to reach tranquilly into the ears and hearts of those who hear them.”7 Music was not provided in church for the benefit of music lovers: “The whole plan of singing in musical modes should be constituted not to give empty pleasure to the ear, but in such a way that the words be clearly understood by all, and thus the hearts of the listeners be drawn to desire of heavenly harmonies, in the contemplation of the joys of the blessed.” It was left to musicians to find the means for implementing these general guidelines, but it was up to the bishops and cardinals to make sure that those means were found. In the years immediately following the Council’s Canon, several important princes of the church took an active part in overseeing the work of composers. One of them was the redoubtable Cardinal Carlo Borromeo, the Archbishop of Milan and the chief enforcer, as papal secretary of state, of the Council’s decrees. Borromeo directly charged Vincenzo Ruffo, the maestro di cappella at Milan, “to compose a Mass that should be as clear as possible and to send it to me here,” that is to Rome, where it might be tested.8


  This commission was issued on 10 March 1565. Several weeks later, on 28 April, according to the official diary of the Papal Chapel Choir, “we assembled at the request of the Most Reverend Cardinal Vitellozzi at his residence to sing some Masses and to test whether the words could be understood, as their Eminences desire.”9 That Ruffo’s Mass was among these seems virtually certain; the effort of this composer, famed earlier for his contrapuntal skill, to conform to the dictates of the Cardinals is touchingly evident (see Ex. 16-6).


  Whether Palestrina’s Missa Papae Marcelli was among the Masses tested that day is a matter of conjecture, but the notion is made plausible by the date of the Mass’s publication two years later, and it has formed the basis of one of the most durable myths in the history of European church music. The legend exaggerated the test at Cardinal Vitellozzi’s into a public trial, thence into a virtual musical Inquisition, with music coming “very near to being banished from the Holy Church by a sovereign pontiff [Pius IV], had not Giovanni Palestrina found the remedy, showing that the error lay, not with music, but with the composers, and composing in confirmation of this the Mass entitled Missa Papae Marcelli.”10


  The words just quoted are from an aside by Agostino Agazzari, the maestro di capella of the Jesuit Seminary in Rome, in the course of a treatise on instrumental music that he published in 1607, a dozen years and more after Palestrina’s death. It is the first report of the post-Council intervention by the hierarchy of the Church Militant in the affairs of music to cast it in such radical and confrontational terms, and the first explicitly to associate the Missa Papae Marcelli with those events. It is hard to know whether Agazzari was drawing on “oral history” here, or on unsubstantiated rumor, or on his imagination.


  EX. 16-6 Vincenzo Ruffo, Missae Quatuor concinate ad ritum Concilii Mediolani
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  But if he was the first to cast Palestrina as music’s heroic savior, he was certainly not the last. The legend passed from pen to pen throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, until it reached a seemingly unsurpassable peak in 1828 in the first full-length biography of Palestrina, by the priest Giuseppe Baini, a papal musician and composer in his own right and a follower in Palestrina’s footsteps as a Sistine Chapel chorister. “Povero Pierluigi!,” Baini wrote: “Poor Pierluigi! He was placed in the hardest straits of his career. The fate of church music hung from his pen, and so did his own career, at the height of his fame….”11


  But Baini’s account was only seemingly unsurpassable. It has been surpassed many times over in popular history—“Church music was saved forever. Italian music was founded at the same time. What if Palestrina had not succeeded? The mind staggers”12—and was even worked up into an opera. The latter, a “musical legend” in three acts called Palestrina, by the German composer Hans Pfitzner (to his own libretto), was composed in 1915, and first performed in Munich two years later, while World War I was raging. Not only Palestrina (tenor) but Cardinal Borromeo (baritone), Pope Pius IV (bass), Angelo Massarelli (transmuted into the general secretary to the Council of Trent) and even Josquin des Prez are cast as characters (the last as an apparition). Women’s roles are entirely incidental: Palestrina’s daughter, his deceased first wife (another apparition), and three angels.


  In act I, Cardinal Borromeo issues the commission to a reluctant Palestrina, whom he has to cajole with actual imprisonment and threatened torture. The spirits of the dead masters (including Josquin) exhort the composer to add “the last stone” to the jeweled necklace of musical perfection, and an angel intones the first motive from the Kyrie of the Missa Papae Marcelli, followed by the whole angelic host who dictate to Palestrina the music that saved music (see Fig. 16-2). Act II shows the assembled Council of Trent engaged in luridly acrimonious debate over music, with a sizable faction calling for its outright abolition. Act III shows the outcome of the musical show trial: Palestrina, released from prison but tormented by self-doubt, receives the plaudits of the singers and compliments from the pope himself, for having emerged victorious as the savior of music.
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  FIG. 16-2 Angelic dictation scene from Pfitzner, Palestrina (Munich, Prinzregententheater, 12 June 1917).


  


  Pfitzner’s Palestrina is an important work—or rather, at the least, a work that raises important issues. They are issues, admittedly, that were probably more consciously pondered in Pfitzner’s time than in Palestrina’s, but they are issues that are still hotly contested today. They are spelled out in a quotation from the nineteenth-century German philosopher Artur Schopenhauer that the composer placed at the head of the score as an epigraph: “Alongside world history there goes, guiltless and unstained by blood, the history of philosophy, science and the arts.”13 The question thus raised—whether the history of art is an idyllic parallel history, a transcendent history that is separate from that of the (rest of the) world, or whether world history and art history are mutually implicated—has been the urgent subtext of this book from the very first page.


  The Palestrina legend was a good symbolic medium for broaching this enormous question because the bishops’ call for “intelligible” church music, backed up by the legislated decrees of the Council of Trent and the implied power of the Inquisition and of the “Holy Roman Empire” under whose auspices the Council was convened, was a clear instance of public political intervention in the affairs of art and its makers, as opposed to the accustomed pressures of private patronage. It brings to mind—to our contemporary mind, at least—many other such interventions, some of which have had serious and even tragic implications.


  FREEDOM AND CONSTRAINT


  Such parallels are only too easy to overdraw, and we may take comfort on behalf of poor Pierluigi that he never suffered the imprisonment or mortal duress that the operatic Palestrina had to endure. Not only that, but Palestrina’s third book of Masses, published in 1570, contained the extremely complicated and “artificial” works in Netherlandish style already discussed and sampled in Ex. 16-2 and 16-3. Clearly there was never any actual inquisitorial ban on any form of Catholic worship music, at least in territories subject to the strictures of the Council of Trent.


  Still and all, the style of the Missa Papae Marcelli remains arguably a coerced, official style—not a style, in other words, that Palestrina or Ruffo or any other composer would have adopted spontaneously (to judge by their prior output and the values implied therein) but one imposed by an external force to suit purposes that arguably ran counter to the interests of composers, but that were not negotiable. And yet the style was (or could be made) a very beautiful and moving one, and one that later artists found sufficiently inspiring to emulate willingly. As Pfitzner implied in his melodramatic way, it was a tribute to Palestrina’s artistic imagination to have found so successful a means of reconciling artistic and ecclesiastical criteria—a manner, moreover, that was very much in the spirit of the Church Militant.


  As the Credo and the Agnus Dei from the Missa Papae Marcelli especially confirm, Palestrina’s post–Council-of-Trent style was not a chastened, ascetic, quasi-penitent affair like Ruffo’s but a style of special opulence, grace, and expressivity. Missa Papae Marcelli is a “freely composed” Mass, one of the few by Palestrina that incorporates no preexisting material—or, at least, none that has been acknowledged by the composer or subsequently detected. The composer’s shaping hand is all the more crucial, then, and the Mass is given a musical shape more elegant than ever, in demonstrative compensation for the loss of the usual external scaffold.


  The opening idea of the Kyrie, the one intoned by the angel in Pfitzner’s opera, is both the subject of the Mass’s first point of imitation (Ex. 16-7) and the Mass’s main melodic building block; and it embodies the quintessence of Palestrina’s style, as identified by the many who have studied it with an eye toward extracting from it a compositional method. That quintessence is the “recovered leap.” This model motif (we’ll call it the “Ur-motif,” German-style) begins with an ascending leap of a fourth, which is immediately filled in, or “recovered,” by descending stepwise motion. (Fascinating never-to-be-answered questions: Was the similarity of this phrase to the opening phrase of the old L’Homme Armé tenor (Ex. 12-10) fortuitous or emblematic; and if emblematic, of what?) It is the double reciprocity—immediate reversal of contour after a leap, the exchange of leaps and steps—that creates the “balanced” design with which the name Palestrina has become synonymous. The wealth of passing tones (many of them accented), vouchsafed by the stepwise recovery of skips, is what gives Palestrina’s texture its muchesteemed patina. Otherwise the style of Palestrina’s Kyrie does not differ especially from the ars perfecta idiom with which we are familiar, because the Kyrie is a sparsely texted, traditionally melismatic item where textual clarity was not of paramount concern.


  EX. 16-7 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, opening Kyrie
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  It is in the “talky” movements of the Mass—the Gloria and Credo—that the special post-Tridentine qualities emerge. The setting of the very first phrase of polyphony in the Credo (Ex. 16-8) can serve as paradigm. The bass has the Ur-motif, its first note twice reiterated (or, to put it more in sixteenth-century terms, its first note broken into three) to accommodate two unaccented syllables. Four of the six voices sing the phrase in choral homorhythm, with melodic decorations taking place only where syllables are held long, so as not to obscure the text. The top voice uses its chance for decoration to mirror the Ur-motif, substituting a reciprocal fifth from C to G (embellished with passing tones) for the bass’s fourth from G to C. That fifth having been achieved, the contour is reversed and the melody descends to its starting point, just like the Ur-motive in the bass.


  EX. 16-8 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, Credo, mm. 1–8
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  The second phrase of text (“factore mcoeli…”) employs another sort of reciprocity: it is scored for a different four-voice sample from the six available parts, chosen for maximum contrast. The two voices that had played the most conspicuous melodic role in the first phrase are silenced and replaced by the two voices that had been silent before. The result is a kind of ersatz antiphony within the single choir, and it is a device that will in effect replace imitation as the prime structural principle for the Credo. The replacement bass, meanwhile, sounds the Ur-motive a second time, its notes broken up into a new rhythmic configuration to accommodate another set of words, and it is again doubled homorhythmically by remaining voices.


  The close on the final (C) at “terrae” is emphasized by a gorgeous, and very characteristic, double suspension (7–6 in the alto over the bass A, 4–3 in the first tenor over the bass G). This ornamental approach to functional articulation is one of the secrets of the post-Tridentine style: to create opulence out of sheer grammatical necessity is a high rhetorical skill. It reaches a peak in the Sanctus, characteristically the most luxuriant movement of all, since it is identified by its liturgical Preface as a portrayal of the heavenly choirs (the source, evidently, of Pfitzner’s sentimental representation).


  The music at the beginning of Palestrina’s Sanctus (Ex. 16-9), so magnificently evocative of infinite space, is in essence just a rockingly reiterated cadence with a decorated suspension (passed from Cantus to Bassus II to Bassus I). Again, reiteration and varied choral distribution take the place of imitation. Ever increasing spaces are then suggested by extending the span between suspension-cadences from two bars to three (mm. 7–9) and then moving the cadential target around from C to F to D to G (mm. 10–16) so that when C finally comes back (not until m. 32, not shown) it carries enormous articulative force and effectively finishes off a section.


  EX. 16-9 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, Sanctus, mm. 1–16
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  This sort of tonal planning, necessitated by the absence of a cantus firmus and the need to keep the music “in motion” without the propulsion that pervasive imitation can afford, amounted to something quite new. The harnessing of tonal tension by delaying cadences (or, more subtly, delaying points of necessary arrival) undoubtedly depended on aural memories—on the composer’s part and that of his audience as well—of the sort of improvisatory music over ground basses that we observed briefly at the end of the previous chapter.


  Returning to the Credo, we can summarize its structure as a strategically planned series of cadential “cells,” or “modules,” each expressed through a fragment of text declaimed homorhythmically by a portion of the choir in an iridescently shifting succession and rounded off by a beautifully crafted cadence. In the middle section (“Crucifixus”) Palestrina apes the tenor-tacet sections of old by scaling down the performing forces to a four-voice “semichoir,” but the nature of the writing does not differ; it still consists of a kaleidoscopic interplay of homorhythmically declaimed, cadenced phrases.


  The third and last part (“Et in spiritum”) returns to the full six-part complement, which is deployed more frequently than before at full strength, reaching a massive tutti at the final “Amen” (Ex. 16-10) that develops the arching “recovery” idea—upward leaps followed by downward scales—into a thrilling peroration. (The first tenor attempts for a while to swim against the tide with downward leaps and upward scales, but is finally caught up in the cadential undertow; the plagal cadence at the very end is an embellishment of the long-sustained final C in the second tenor—an archly deliberate whiff of the old, decisively superseded cantusfirmus texture.)


  The expressivity of this music arises out of the cadence patterns, not to say the “tonal” progressions. It is with Palestrina that we first begin to notice—and, more, to feel the effects of—strategic harmonic delays. It is an expressivity that is based almost entirely on “introversive” (inward-pointing) signification and the emotion that delayed fulfillment of expectations produces in the listener. There is little or no extroversive symbolism in this—or any other—Mass setting by this time. As one can readily imagine, relying on extroversive symbolism when setting the same text repeatedly would drastically restrict rather than enhance one’s creative choices.


  EX. 16-10 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, Credo, mm. 186–97
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  The only text-derived symbolism one can point to in the Credo are the virtually inescapable contrasting melodic contours on the phrases “descendit de coelis” and “et ascendit in coelum.” To contradict the implied “directions” in the text at these points would be bizarre. The reason why this particular pair of images has become such a compulsory trope or “figure” for translation into sound seems to be precisely that it is a pair—or rather, an antithesis. (By way of contrast, look back at Ex. 16-1, the Easter responsory chant, and note how the single word “descendit,” in the absence of its opposite, is allowed to ascend melodically.) As we shall see in the next chapter, figural symbolism in music thrives on antithetical relations, and antithetical figures in texts seem to demand musical illustration.


  EX. 16-11 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, Agnus Dei, mm. 1–15
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  The opening point in the Agnus Dei (Ex. 16-11) recapitulates the beginning of the Kyrie (compare Ex. 16-8), an effect calculated to give this “freely” composed Mass an especially rounded and finished shape. The technique of composition, not only here but in all the melismatic sections of the Mass, reverts to the freely imitative style Zarlino called fuga sciolta. Only phrase-beginnings are imitated; continuations are “freely” adapted to the harmonic design. The concluding Agnus (designated “II” but meant for the third section, with its separate textual ending “Dona nobis pacem”) expands, following custom, into seven parts. It is very unlikely that anyone listening to this triumph of art-concealing art (Ex. 16-12a) could tell without following the score that its luxuriant contrapuntal unfolding was scaffolded around a three-part canon (bassus I, altus II, cantus II) based, initially, on the Ur-motive. It is a very spaciously laid out canon in which the parts hardly overlap, again putting a kind of antiphony in place of imitation. The interval of the canon is a rising fifth that proceeds in two stages, from bassus to altus and from altus to cantus, so that the first and third voices are in fact a ninth apart. That layout, strange from the purely intervallic point of view, is harmonically a very strategic move, giving further evidence of Palestrina’s inclination to plan his works out “tonally,” in terms of fifth-related harmonic regions.


  EX. 16-12A Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, Agnus II, mm. 1–10
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  The payoff comes at the end. The last phrase of the canon begins with the Bassus’s “Dona nobis pacem” in m. 40. Its progression from the final (I) to the subsemitonium or leading tone (vii) by way of an initial descent to the subdominant or lower fifth (IV) elegantly prepares the final cadence in the second Cantus a ninth above: supertonium (ii) to the long-held final (I) by way of an initial descent to the tuba (V). These sequences of degree functions, modeled on those of the ground basses and reinforced by constant use, were eventually stereotyped into the familiar tonal cadences of what we, looking back on it, call the “common practice.” Palestrina’s I–IV–vii//ii–V–I, arising out of his strange canon-by-two-fifths, is none other than the essential frame of the common-practice circle of fifths, lacking only the middle pair (iii–vi) for completion.


  EX. 16-12B Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, Agnus II, mm. 40–53
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  CRYOGENICS


  The final stage in Palestrina’s texturally clarified, harmonically saturated, motivically economical—in a word, “classical”—ars perfecta polyphony is reached in the book of Offertories that he published in the last year of his life. Tui sunt coeli (Ex. 16-13) is the one for Christmas. Compared with the Missa Papae Marcelli this pervasively imitative composition might seem a relapse into some bad old pre-Tridentine habits. But this is pervasive imitation with a difference. The points are tightly woven out of laconic motives that are precisely modeled on the pronunciation of the words.


  Many motives (“et tua est terra,” “orbem terrarum,” etc.) are well-nigh syllabically texted in all parts. Elsewhere, Palestrina deploys the fuga sciolta technique in a way that maximizes intelligibility. The words are concentrated at the heads of the motives, the parts that all the voices have in common. In the first point, for example, the syllabically texted head exactly coincides with the verbal phrase; everything that follows is freely molded melisma. Thus every entrance stands out in note-lengths, in texting style, and by virtue of its wide skips, from the placid melismatic note-river that murmurs in what is definitely the aural background.


  EX. 16-13 Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Tui sunt coeli (Offertory), mm. 1–22
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  At the same time that this sense of perspective has been introduced into the polyphonic texture, a similarly hierarchical sense of perspective orders the harmony as well. It is virtually taken for granted by now that imitation will be “tonal” rather than literal. The setting of the text incipit (“Tui sunt coeli”), for example, contains entries on the final (D) and on the tuba (A). In every case, the downward contour is adjusted so that the two notes in question will define its limits: either A proceeds downward to D by way of G (producing the intervallic succession step+fourth) or D proceeds downward to A by way of C (producing the intervallic succession step+third).


  In a way that is almost shocking for Palestrina, the next interval, while reversing direction as expected, does so by means of a spectacular leap that emphatically requires a full “recovery.” The ensuing stepwise melismatic “tail” (cauda) supplies precisely that. And it does not come to rest until full recovery—return to the starting note—is achieved, which is how Palestrina is able to maintain melodic tension over a considerable melismatic span, and why the tunes in his late compositions, however decorative, always have a pressing sense of direction.


  To pick one example: the altus, entering first, has to recover the whole sixth from B-flat to D in its descending melisma; it proceeds immediately as far as E, but then reverses direction; it then overshoots its top and skips down from C so as to require another recovery before it can go farther; that recovery having been made, it teasingly moves down again to the E; finally it gives the ear what it craves, through a circle of fifths; the D having at last been regained, the voice now—and only now—can rest. The line is complex and tortuous, but as it keeps making and (eventually) keeping promises, it sounds at all times purposeful, never meandering.


  The high tonal definition and tonal stability established at the outset is maintained throughout the motet, and the projecting and achieving of tonal goals are among the factors contributing fundamentally to the impression of the music’s overall “shape,” the coherence of its unfolding. We are, in other words, just about at the point where it makes sense to start replacing the old “modal” terms like “final” and “tuba” (first employed some seven centuries earlier to assist in a purely melodic classification) with modern terms like “tonic” and “dominant,” which refer to harmonic functions. The age of functional tonal harmony, it can be argued, begins with pieces like this, although the full panoply of tonal functions will not come into play until complete diatonic circles of fifths become standard—in about a century’s time, and also in Italy.


  The extraordinary lucidity and rational control that Palestrina achieved in his late work corresponds quite closely with the ideals of the Society of Jesus, popularly known as the Jesuits, a religious order founded by Palestrina’s older contemporary Saint Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556, canonized 1622), devoted equally to learning and to the propagation of the faith. The use to which Palestrina’s music has been put in educational institutions both sacred and secular substantiates the affinity. The incipient tonal functionalism one finds in his music does seem to have something to do with his being an Italian composer—the first to achieve parity with the northern masters of the literate tradition, and for that reason an inspiring historical figure for Italian musical nationalists in years to come, especially after the period of Italian musical hegemony that began quite soon after his death had ended. (To Giuseppe Verdi in the nineteenth century, Palestrina was not only the pure spring of Italian melody but the best shield against the “German curse.”)


  The relevance of Palestrina’s nationality to his tonal practice, and the way the latter inflected his style, had to do above all with the nonliterate musical culture that surrounded him in his formative years, as it did every Italian—the art of improvvisatori, whether poets declaiming their stanzas (strambotti) to stock melodic-harmonic formulas (arie) or instrumentalists making their brilliant divisions and passaggii over ground basses, all defined by regularly recurring, cadential chord progressions. The earliest written “part music” to emulate these improvisations were settings of Italian poetry that began appearing near the end of the fifteenth century, and were published in great quantities in the early 1500 s by Petrucci and the other early printers. These simple part songs called frottole have long been viewed as a major hotbed of functional or “tonal” harmony, and we will see some specimens in the next chapter. Palestrina, being (after Ruffo) the first important native-born Italian composer of church music, was among the first to transfer something of their tonal regularity to the loftiest literate genres. And it was the technical regularity of his music, along with its towering prestige, that made Palestrina the basis of the most enduring academic style in the history of European music. At first this was a matter of turning the Sistine Chapel—the pope’s own parish church—into a musical time capsule, sealing it off from history by decree and freezing the perfected polyphonic art of Palestrina into a timeless dogma, as it were, to join the timeless dogmas of theology. Long after the “concerted” style that mixed separate vocal and instrumental parts (the topic of a coming chapter) had become standard for Catholic church music, especially in Italy, the Sistine Chapel maintained an a cappella rule that forbade the use of instruments and mandated the retention of ars perfecta polyphony as its standard repertory.


  Palestrina remained the papal staple: he is thus the longest-running composer in Western musical history, the earliest composer whose works have an unbroken tradition in performance from his time to ours. What is even more remarkable, composers continued to be trained to compose in the a cappella, ars perfecta style (or what was taken as the “Palestrina” style) for Roman church use long after Palestrina’s time. By the early seventeenth century, two styles were officially recognized by church composers: the stile moderno, or “modern style,” which kept up with the taste of the times, and the stile antico, or “old style,” sometimes called the stile da cappella, which meant the “chapel” style, which is to say the timelessly embalmed Palestrina style, a style that had in effect stepped out of history and into eternity.


  Ex. 16-14 is the opening of Omagnum mysterium, a setting of the same text Palestrina himself had set (Ex. 16-4) and then made the basis of a Mass (Ex. 16-5). It was composed for the Sistine Chapel by a member of the choir named Balthasar Sartori, and it is preserved in a Sistine Chapel manuscript alongside the works of Du Fay, Ockeghem, Busnoys, Josquin, and of course Palestrina. The manuscript’s date, however, is 1715—a century and a quarter after Palestrina’s mortal expiration. When it was put together, the streets and theaters of Rome were filled with the sounds of Vivaldi concertos and Scarlatti operas. Inside the Sistine Chapel, though, it was as if Palestrina had never died. In the most literal sense he had been canonized.


  Of course a connoisseur can easily tell an eighteenth-century imitation like this one from a Palestrina original; but that it is a studied attempt to write in “the Palestrina style” is nevertheless patent. Interestingly enough, it is not the style of Palestrina’s own Omagnum mysterium that Sartori’s motet imitates, but the much more rarefied, cerebral, and impersonal—one might even say “Jesuitical”—style of the late Offertories like Tui sunt coeli (Ex. 16-13). Only such a style, rather than an “expressive” one, could aspire convincingly to “timelessness.” But the stile antico lived on longer still and has assumed another role entirely in Western musical culture. In 1725, ten years after the manuscript containing Sartori’s motet was compiled, an Austrian church composer named Johann Joseph Fux (1660–1741), who as it happened was trained in Jesuit schools and colleges, published a treatise called Gradus ad Parnassum (“Stairway to Parnassus,” that is, to the abode of the Muses). Like many Catholic musicians of his time, Fux composed “bilingually,” turning out operas and oratorios in the stile moderno of the day, and Masses and motets in the immutable stile antico. His treatise was a brilliantly successful attempt to reduce the stile antico to a concise set of rules, which Fux accomplished by dividing the realm of old-style polyphony into five “species” (as he called them) of rhythmic relationships, as follows—and prescribing the “dissonance treatment” for each. Fux’s rationalization of the stile antico gave it a new lease on life, not only as an artificially preserved style of Roman Catholic church music but also as basic training for composers. As the bible of the “strict style,” Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum became the first “counterpoint text” in the modern sense and the greatest schoolbook in the history of European music. Starting with the generation of Haydn, musicians—at first in Austria, gradually everywhere—used it to gain facility in “the first principles of harmony and composition,” which were regarded by teachers as an eternal dogma in its own right, a bedrock of imperishable lore that “remains unaltered, let taste change as it will.”14 Thus the stile antico, in the form of Fux’s rules, became the gateway to the stile moderno.


  
    1. Note against note (or punctum contra punctum, whence “counterpoint”)

  


  
    2. Two notes against one in cantus firmus style

  


  
    3. Three or four notes against one in cantus firmus style

  


  
    4. Syncopation against a cantus firmus

  


  
    5. Mixed values (“florid style”)

  


  EX. 16-14 Balthasar Sartori, Omagnum mysterium, mm. 1–10
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  Its derivation from Palestrina, far from being forgotten in the course of its transformation, was emphasized for its prestige value. Indeed, Fux cast the whole treatise in the form of a dialogue between the master “Aloysius” (= Palestrina, “Petroaloysius” being the Latinized form of Pierluigi) and the pupil “Josephus”(=Fux). Either in itself or as absorbed or cribbed by later writers, Fux’s treatise remained current into the twentieth century, when several other major counterpoint texts educed from Palestrina were written, further updating the stile antico as a purely pedagogical style, no longer in active use even in church.
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  FIG. 16-3 Johann Joseph Fux, author of Gradus ad Parnassum.


  


  The most influential of these books was Kontrapunkt, by Knud Jeppesen (1892–1974), a Danish musicologist and composer, who based his method on his doctoral dissertation, a fresh description of Palestrina’s style that was published in English in 1927 as The Style of Palestrina and the Dissonance. Either in the original or in its English language edition, published in 1939, Jeppesen’s Counterpoint was standard pabulum in European and American conservatories and universities at least until the early 1960s, when the author of this book worked his somewhat lugubrious but finally profitable way through it. Many have questioned its relevance to modern composition by now, and its hold on the curriculum has loosened. But for historians traditional counterpoint training is invaluable. His territory has been shrinking, but Palestrina lives.


  BYRD


  The fate of William Byrd, Palestrina’s somewhat younger, longer-lived English contemporary, was rather different. He was a far more versatile composer, adept in every contemporary genre both sacred and secular, who made an important contribution to the early development of instrumental chamber and keyboard music, realms about as far removed from Palestrina’s sphere of interest and influence as can be imagined. In this chapter, however, we will concentrate on the side of Byrd’s output that overlapped with Palestrina’s, and on his position as a late—arguably, the very latest—great master of polyphonic service music in the Catholic tradition, of all European musical traditions the most venerable.


  With Byrd we truly reach the end of the line. His work was never canonized the way Palestrina’s was but had to await revival by musical antiquarians in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The reason was simple and cruel: the church he served had also reached the end of the line in England. Far from the official musical spokesman of established religious power, Byrd became the musical spokesman of the losing side in a religious war: that of the so-called recusants or refusers, loyal Catholics in an England that had anathematized the pope and persecuted his followers. Byrd’s latest, greatest music, on which we shall focus, was the music of a church gone underground.


  CHURCH AND STATE


  The English reformation was totally unlike the German and Swiss ones whose musical effects we have yet to consider. It was led from above by the monarch; it was as much a political as a religious commotion, and it carried a portentous tinge of nationalism. Its origin was a quarrel between King Henry VIII and Pope Clement VII, who had refused Henry’s request for annulment of his marriage to his first wife, Katharine of Aragon, for failing to produce a male heir to the throne. (Behind the pope’s ostensibly ecclesiastical judgment there lurked another political power: Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, Katharine’s nephew, whose troops had already sacked Rome once, taking Clement prisoner, and threatened to do it again.) When Henry divorced Katharine in defiance of the church, the pope excommunicated him, and the king retaliated in 1534 with the Act of Supremacy, which made the king the head of the Church of England.
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  FIG. 16-4 (a) Henry VIII, portrait by Hans Holbein the Younger (1540). (b) Elizabeth I bestriding the map of England, portrait by Marcus Gheerhaerts (1592).


  


  This act of treason against the church hierarchy polarized English opinion (to put it as mildly as possible) and had to be enforced by violence. The author of Utopia, Sir Thomas More, who had served Henry as Lord Chancellor of the realm, was the most notorious victim: he was imprisoned and beheaded in 1535 for his principled refusal to recognize Henry’s religious authority and was canonized by the Roman Catholic Church as a martyr on the four hundredth anniversary of his execution. The English monasteries, loyal to the traditional church, were forcibly dissolved beginning in 1540.


  Musical repercussions were inevitable—and decisive. They were not quite immediate, however. Henry himself was an enthusiastic music lover. He played the organ, lute, and virginals (a small harpsichord-like instrument), and even composed in a modest way; thirty-four small compositions attributed to him survive, all but one in a single manuscript. The inventory of his property at his death in 1547 listed a fabulous instrumentarium for the use of his “waits” (household musicians): 56 keyboard instruments, nineteen bowed strings, 31 plucked strings, and upwards of 240 wind instruments of all descriptions.15 He took great pride in the virtuosity of his chapel choir (as we know from the amazed reaction of an Italian diplomat, quoted in the previous chapter). We have already had occasion to admire the music that choir performed (see the works of Cornysh, Henry’s own court composer, and Taverner, quoted in Exx. 13-6 and 15-8). The activities of this choir did not cease when the Church of Rome gave way to the Church of England, nor did the performance of the Latin liturgy. Except for its repudiation of the pope’s authority, the newly established national church did not at first differ much, doctrinally or liturgically, from the “universal” one.


  It was during the reign of Henry’s son, Edward VI, who became king at the age of nine and died six years later, that the Church of England began to show real signs of doctrinal Protestantism. Henry’s loyal Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, now asserted his own half-Lutheran, half-Calvinist objections to the Catholic liturgy, chief among them being his widely shared antagonism toward the idolatrous worship of the Virgin Mary, the very aspect of Catholic worship that, as we know, had produced some of the greatest glories of fifteenthand sixteenth-century polyphony, and especially in England. It was at Cranmer’s instigation, in conjunction with Henry’s suppression of the monasteries, that the notorious search-and-destroy missions against books of “Popish ditties”—particularly Marian votive antiphons—took place, thanks to which so little early English polyphony survives. Under Edward, organs were destroyed as well; English organ-building did not resume until the seventeenth century.


  Cranmer also shared the hostility of many Catholic churchmen toward the impious overelaboration of polyphonic music at the expense of the holy word, no doubt sharing Erasmus’s sarcastic view that the attention of English monks was entirely taken up with music. He collaborated with a zealously anti-Catholic composer named John Merbecke (d. ca. 1585) on a new English liturgy, with texts translated into the vernacular and with strict limits placed on the style of the music. The Anglican ideal was an ascetic polyphonic style more radically stripped down than anything ever imagined by the Council of Trent. “Anglican chant” consists of chordal harmonizations of traditional chant, but a traditional chant that had itself been rigorously purged of all melismas.


  Cranmer and Merbecke’s first strike against the so-called Sarum (or Salisbury Cathedral) rite, the gorgeous Catholic repertoire of the English church that Henry took such delight in showing off, came in 1544, with a book of stripped-down litanies in English. This was truly drab stuff, and Henry wouldn’t buy it. Under Henry’s weak successor, the real development and stabilization of the Anglican liturgy got under way.


  The first collection of metrical psalms in English appeared in 1548, but no music attended it. The need for new music became urgent that same year, though, when Edward VI, or rather Cranmer acting in the boy-king’s name, issued an injunction finally abolishing the Sarum rite. English choirs, the statute read, “shall from henceforth sing or say no Anthems of our lady or other saints but only of our lord, and them not in Latin but choosing out the best and most sounding to Christian religion they shall turn the same into English setting thereunto a plain and distinct note, for every syllable one.”16


  In 1549, Cranmer published the first Book of Common Prayer, a comprehensive translation of the liturgy. It was accompanied by the Act of Uniformity, making its use mandatory, and consequently making the celebration of the traditional Latin Mass a criminal act, grounds for persecution. Merbecke finally followed up in 1550 with The Booke of Common Praier Noted, providing the only legal liturgical music for the Church of England. These publications, while quickly superseded, set the tone for the Anglican musical reform.
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  FIG. 16-5 Title page of Cantiones, published by Thomas Tallis and William Byrd in 1575.


  


  Not that a style founded on “plain and distinct note, for every syllable one” necessarily precluded good music, or even masterworks. Consider the hymn O nata lux de lumine as set by Thomas Tallis (1505–85), the greatest composer in England after the death of Taverner, who was organist at the chapel royal all through the period of reform (Ex. 16-15). Though fantastically adept at the most grandiose and intricate polyphonic designs—he celebrated the fortieth birthday of Queen Elizabeth I with a truly elephantine motet, Spem in alium, for forty independent voice parts deployed in eight five-part choirs!—Tallis also developed a sideline in Reformation austerity that he continued to cultivate even after the height of stringency had passed.


  O nata lux, published in 1575 but (to judge by its archaic original notation) composed a good deal earlier, fulfills every condition set forth in the Edwardian statute of 1548 save that of language (no longer insisted upon by the 1570s). Yet it remains one of Tallis’s most impressive works for the subtlety of rhythm and (particularly) harmony with which he was able to compensate the absence of contrapuntal interest. Let this hymn, rather than one by Merbecke or another equally gifted, represent the officially approved music of the Anglican reformation. It shows as clearly as the Missa Papae Marcelli that coercion can be met with creative imaginativeness, and that artists can find opportunity in constraint.


  EX. 16-15 Thomas Tallis, O nata lux de lumine, mm. 1–9
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  FIG. 16-6 “Persecutions Carried Out against Catholics by Protestant Calvinists in England,” sixteenth century.


  


  The music of the Anglican church did not develop in any more smooth or orderly a fashion than did the church itself. After Edward things took a dialectical turn, to put it a little euphemistically. The boy-king was succeeded by his half-sister, Mary I (“Bloody Mary”), Henry VIII’s daughter by Katharine of Aragon. She was a loyal Catholic and undid the whole reform except for the confiscation of monastic property. What was instituted through violence had to be suppressed through violence. Cranmer was burned at the stake. Protestantism again became an illegal heresy. Mary died in 1558 after a reign even shorter than Edward’s, but one that brought the country to the brink of a religious civil war.


  It was in this atmosphere that Mary’s half-sister Elizabeth I ascended the throne. She achieved a compromise—a synthesis, so to speak, known as the Elizabethan Settlement—between the antithetical religious factions, that by letting English politics simmer down allowed the nation’s economy to surge, its international prestige to bloom, and the arts to flourish. One of her first decisions was to reinstitute the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity, but with far less anti-Catholic doctrinal and liturgical zealotry. “Mariolatry” and “popish ditties” were no longer actively persecuted, and the Book of Common Prayer was actually translated, for the use of colleges, into Latin (as Liber Precum publicarum). While the Catholic Church remained legally abolished, recusants were not to be subject to legal reprisal, at least for a while.


  Gradually, however, tolerance of recusants was withdrawn, and penal measures against them reinstituted, following numerous rebellious plots and attempts on the childless Elizabeth’s life that would have placed Mary Stuart (Mary Queen of Scots), a loyal Catholic, on the throne. Pope Pius V and his successor Gregory XIII (both of them major patrons of Palestrina) also did their best to destabilize Elizabeth, the former by formally (and superfluously) excommunicating her in 1570; and the latter by authorizing a clandestine army of English Jesuit missionaries, who began to infiltrate the British isles from their base, the English college at Douai in the north of France, beginning in 1580. This gave rise to new reprisals, including grisly public executions. Matters reached a head (so to speak) with the decapitation of Mary Stuart herself in 1587, after which life could be easily as dangerous for Catholics in England as it had been under Edward.


  THE FIRST ENGLISH COSMOPOLITE


  The religious predicaments of the Elizabethan period and its steadily eroding religious “settlement” were epitomized in the recusant William Byrd’s long career as the country’s foremost musician, a career that spanned virtually the whole of Elizabeth’s reign. At the beginning, Elizabeth’s tolerance of ritualism within the Church of England made it possible for a high art of Latin polyphony to flourish again. Yet it was a changed art nevertheless. It had been affected—one might even say contaminated—by continental styles, and proudly so. Byrd was the great protagonist of this change, which in the face of English withdrawal from the universal church might seem a bit paradoxical. Yet it reflected in its particular domain the same heightened cultural commerce with continental Europe that distinguished the Elizabethan age generally.


  Henry VIII had begun importing continental musicians for his personal entourage as early as 1520. One of them, Philip van Wilder, a Fleming brought over as a “lewter” (lutenist), was a particularly gifted composer. His lovely Pater noster for high voices (Ex. 16-16), though published in Antwerp in 1554 (a year after the composer’s death), was probably composed for the “young mynstrells” at Henry’s court, a boys’ ensemble in Philip’s charge. It counts as one of the earliest ars perfecta compositions to be written on English soil.


  EX. 16-16 Philip van Wilder, Pater noster, beginning
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  Another famous émigré was Alfonso Ferrabosco (1543–88), a Bolognese composer whom Elizabeth hired in 1562. According to a Venetian intelligence report a dozen years later, Alfonso had become “one of the grooms of the Queen’s privy chamber, [who] enjoys extreme favour with her Majesty on account of his being an excellent musician.”17 Royal favor meant royal protection, which could be a critical matter for Catholics like Alfonso—and like Byrd, who was able to hold high official positions, at least for a while, without converting to the new faith (although he did furnish it with some excellent music, including a Great Service for “Evensong,” the Anglican Vespers-plus-Compline).


  Even later, though cited for recusancy, and perhaps fined (and although at least one recusant was actually arrested for owning one of Byrd’s late books), he was never greatly troubled by the law—although, as we shall see, he gave good cause for trouble—because Elizabeth did not think it impossible for her favorites (such as the Earl of Worcester, one of Byrd’s patrons) to be “a stiff papist and a good subject.”18 Despotisms have arbitrary beneficiaries as well as victims.


  Alfonso’s impact on the new English church music was particularly pronounced, as Byrd’s first important publication makes clear. This was a volume of motets called Cantiones quae ab argumento sacras vocantur, which Byrd published jointly with his mentor (and possible teacher) Tallis in 1575, five years after his appointment as organist to the royal chapel. (Tallis’s “O nata lux,” quoted in Ex. 16-15, comes from this book.) Amazingly enough, it was the first book of Latin-texted music ever printed in England, and Tallis and Byrd were themselves literally the publishers, having been granted a patent from the queen giving them a monopoly on English music-printing and staved manuscript paper.


  Dedicated (naturally) to Elizabeth (and, it follows, probably used in her chapel), the volume opens with a series of prefatory and dedicatory poems that positively trumpet rapprochement between the musicians of England—formerly insular and print-shy but now aggressively modern and entrepreneurial—and the great names of ecumenical Europe: Gombert, Clemens, even the relative newcomer Orlando (de Lassus; see the next chapter), and their ambassador, as it were, to the English, “Alfonso, our Phoenix.”19 What the poem proclaims the music confirms. Joseph Kerman, who took the trouble to go through the work of Alfonso Ferrabosco for the first time since the sixteenth century, was able to establish that William Byrd owed his virtuosity in the techniques of the ars perfecta—a virtuosity the older Tallis never quite achieved—directly to the example of Alfonso, his Bolognese contemporary and companion in the royal service. The works of Byrd that show Ferrabosco’s impress most faithfully, moreover, were precisely the ones he chose for his debut appearance in print.20 The Italianate motets in the 1575 Cantiones, most of which have liturgical texts (though of course not Marian ones) and were clearly meant for official service use, assert Byrd’s claim as a contender on the ecumenical stage.


  As his career went on, however, he had less and less opportunity to play the role of official church composer in the ars perfecta style. There was obviously no room for a Palestrina in England. There was no chance to make one’s reputation composing Masses, and the range of suitable texts for motets was stringently circumscribed by the narrow limits of Catholic-Anglican overlap (mainly psalms). A composer like Byrd was thus confronted with a choice. One could shift one’s career focus over to the Anglican sphere altogether, which (given Byrd’s connections) would by no means have required personal conversion, but would have entailed renunciation of the calling for which one had trained—and renunciation, too, perhaps, of a sense of personal authenticity. Or one could renounce the official arena and withdraw into the closet world of recusancy.


  As life became more difficult for Catholics in England, Byrd took the latter course. He and Palestrina were comparably devoted to the universal church, but where Palestrina’s devotion brought him worldly fame and fortune, Byrd’s meant the virtual relinquishment of his career. In contrast to Palestrina, Byrd’s pursuit of the ars perfecta, while it arguably brought the style to its climax of perfection, ran entirely counter to the composer’s worldly self-interest. There is not another case like it in the history of Western church music, which, through Byrd, reached a stylistic climax on an agonizing note of personal sacrifice and risk.


  Withdrawal took place in stages. In 1589 and 1591, Byrd published two volumes of Cantiones sacrae, the first dedicated to the Earl of Worcester. These were motets of a very different sort from the ones in the book of 1575. Their texts, no longer liturgical, were biblical pastiches, mostly of intensely plaintive or penitential character: O Domine, adjuva me (“Deliver me, O Lord”), Tristitia et anxietas (“Sorrow and distress”), Infelix ego (“Unhappy am I”). Others, with texts lamenting the destruction of Jerusalem and the Babylonian captivity, easily support allegorical readings that may covertly have expressed and solaced the sentiments of the oppressed Catholic minority. One in particular—Circumspice, Jerusalem—has been linked persuasively with the arrival from France of a party of Jesuit missionaries with whom Byrd is known to have consorted: “Look around toward the East, O Jerusalem,” the text proclaims, “and see the joy that is coming to you from God! Behold, your sons are coming, whom you sent away and dispersed!” These pastiche motets, it is now widely believed, were never meant for service use, but rather provided (under cover of the irreproachable source of their individual verses) a body of “pious chamber music,” as Kerman has called it, for the use of recusants at home.


  THE MUSIC OF DEFIANCE


  The final stage was devoted to the setting of forbidden liturgical texts, coinciding with Byrd’s effective retirement, at the age of fifty, from the royal chapel and his removal to a country home, where he joined a recusant community headed by a noble family named Petre. It was for this community and others like it, evidently, that his late work was intended. From 1593 to 1595, Byrd issued three settings of the Mass Ordinary, one a year, respectively for four, for three, and for five voice parts. This, finally, was music that could only be sung behind closed doors. The first Mass Ordinary settings ever printed in England, they were issued without title pages (but as Kerman observes, “Byrd’s name was coolly entered as author at the top of every page”).21


  In 1605 and 1607, Byrd followed up with two ambitious volumes of Propers, called Gradualia. In them, he supplied England’s clandestine Catholics with a comprehensive body of gorgeously wrought but modestly scaled polyphonic music for their whole liturgical year—a veritable Magnus Liber, to recall the first such attempt, at Notre Dame de Paris, as long before Byrd’s time as he is before ours. More immediately, Byrd was following in the footsteps of Henricus Isaac who about a hundred years earlier had received a commission from the Swiss diocese of Constance to set the whole Graduale to polyphonic music, and responded with three big books called Choralis Constantinus; they were finally published between 1550 and 1555, long after Isaac’s death in 1517, in an edition by his pupil Ludwig Sennfl, who put the finishing touches on the last items.


  Isaac’s settings, based on Gregorian chants as advertised by the title of his book, used the cantusfirmus and paraphrase techniques of his time. Byrd’s settings, employing no traditional melodies, were (like his Ordinaries) the concise and tightly woven epitome of a half-century’s striving after imitative perfection. (Between 1586 and 1591, another Proper omnibus, the Opus musicum by the flamboyant Austrian Catholic composer Jakob Handl, containing a record-breaking 445 motets in an ostentatious variety of styles, many of them avantgarde for the time, was published in Prague.)


  Byrd’s preface to the Gradualia contains one of the most eloquent humanistic descriptions of musical rhetoric ever penned. Sacred words, he wrote, have an abstrusa et recondita vix (translatable as “a cryptic and mysterious power”). Yet what Byrd affected to attribute to the words, however, was really the power of his own musical inspiration. “As I have learned by trial,” he continued, “the most suitable of all musical ideas occur as of themselves (I know not how) to one thinking upon things divine and earnestly and diligently pondering them, and suggest themselves spontaneously to the mind that is not indolent and inert.”22 One pictures the composer walking about, pen in hand, mulling and muttering the words he is to set, deriving his musical ideas from their sound as uttered in his own earnest voice, and weaving the polyphonic texture out of motives so acquired. It is the consummate balance of distinctive personal enunciation and lucid formal design that is so affecting in Byrd’s last works. His way of shaping musical motives—so closely modeled on the precious, threatened Latin words—into contrapuntal structures of such dazzling technical finish at once sums up the whole notion of the ars perfecta and raises it one final, matchless and unprecedented notch.


  In the case of the Masses, the works are literally without precedent. The tradition of Mass composition in England was decisively broken by the Reformation. Nor were the grandiose festal Masses of Taverner and his generation—implying a secure institutional backing and leisurely confidence in execution—suitable models for Masses that would be sung by undercover congregations in rural lofts and barns, using whatever vocal forces the congregation itself could muster up. Nor is there any indication that much continental Mass music—unprintable stuff in England—could have come Byrd’s way. This was a wheel that he would have to reinvent.


  He did it on the basis of his own motet-writing experience, in which he had worked out a very personal synthesis of ars perfecta imitation and rhetorical homophony. Byrd’s Masses are in effect extended, multipartite “freestyle” motets of this kind, affording a whole new way of approaching the text, a manner unprecedented on the continent where composers wrote their Masses by the dozen. Byrd was one composer—the one Catholic composer, as Kerman has remarked—who did not take that text for granted, but who set it with unexampled and unparalleled awareness of its semantic content: a very idiosyncratic awareness, in fact, as befitted his plight and that of his community.23


  The only continental Mass, as it happens, that is in any significant way comparable to Byrd’s settings is the Missa Papae Marcelli, where Palestrina had also, if for very different reasons, adopted a cell-or module-oriented technique of composing, playing imitation off against homorhythm. Since the most revealing comparisons are those that discover difference in a context defined by similarity, it will repay us to concentrate on the same two sections from Byrd as we did from Palestrina: the Credo and the Agnus Dei (Ex. 16-17). And the first difference we discover is that where Palestrina had segregated the two techniques (systematic imitation, declamatory homorhythm), Byrd integrates them with singular terseness and word-responsiveness.


  The contrast shows up particularly in the Agnus Dei, where the one by the official Catholic was contrapuntally rich and calmly imposing, the ones by the closeted Catholic (besides being leaner, not necessarily by choice) are rhetorically complex and restlessly significative. “Restlessly,” because the rhetoric and the signification of the setting changes radically, as Kerman has keenly observed, from Mass to Mass. To make the comparison finer yet, then, let us contrast Byrd with Byrd as well as Byrd with Palestrina.


  MUSICAL HERMENEUTICS


  The Mass in Four Parts, the earliest of the settings, was composed almost immediately after Byrd’s second volume of protest-motets was issued, and retains something of their tortured mood. The mode—transposed Dorian, but with a specified E-flat that “Aeolianizes” it into something more nearly resembling plain G minor—contributes to the mood, of course; but more potent by far is the astonishing degree of dissonance, which grates most where it is least expected, in the Agnus Dei, a text outwardly concerned with gentleness, deliverance from sin, and peace.


  Byrd’s setting, unlike practically any continental setting, is one continuous piece, not a triptych. The three invocations of the Lamb, all strictly if concisely imitative in texture, are nevertheless distinguished from one another by the progressive enrichment of their “scoring”: the first for a duo, the second for a trio, and the last, with its new words (dona nobis pacem, “grant us peace”) for the full complement. It is when those very words are reached, amazingly, that the voices begin rotating in a stretto based on a syncope, and the dissonance level—a suspension on every beat, emphasizing the sharpest discords (major seventh, minor second, minor ninth)—begins to approach the threshold of pain. The music (Ex. 16-17) is unprecedented both in its sheer sensuous effect and in its exceptional rhetorical complexity.


  EX. 16-17 William Byrd, Mass in Four Parts, Agnus Dei, mm. 40–56
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  There is irony in it, to be sure. One is surely meant to sense a contradiction between the meaning of the word “peace” and the extreme tension of Byrd’s discords. But move up from the level of literal meaning to that of implication, and the apparent irony is trumped by a naked truth: they only beg for peace who have no peace. Once one has thought of this, one can hardly view this Agnus Dei as anything other than a portrait of the artist as recusant—or, more appropriately perhaps, a portrait of the general mood that reigned where such a Mass as this was sung.


  The Mass in Five Parts, the last of the settings, displays a very different “reading” of the same text, yet one just as complex and profound. Again there is a rhetorical progression of harmonic density that gives shape to the threefold petition, from three parts to four to the full five. The first acclamation uses harmonic color to distinguish Christ’s metaphorical name (“Lamb of God”) from the actual prayer. By first withholding, then reintroducing the B-flat, Byrd reminds us that the flat has, ever since Guido of Arezzo, been a “softening” device. The harmonic softening on miserere can only refer to the act of mercy itself, rather than the petition. The emphasis, therefore, is not on what is lacking (as in the Mass in Four Parts) but on what is given. That emphasis is maintained to the end.


  In the second acclamation, like a magician, Byrd makes the conflict of B-durus and B-molle express the same idea by reversing roles. By transposing the cadence from F to G, where the B-flat darkens the tonic harmony and the B-natural brightens it, Byrd again makes the point that the Lamb of God will not fail its pious petitioners. The third acclamation (Ex. 16-18) is again something different. The whole choir gathers itself up for a pair of sudden homorhythmic outbursts—literal “calls” to the Lamb of a kind no other composer had thought to make. Again we are reminded of the plight of the persecuted. But this time the leisurely dona nobis pacem comes as a relief, and expression of confidence, of faith.


  EX. 16-18 William Byrd, Mass in Five Parts, Agnus Dei, mm. 33–42
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  The kind of detailed interpretive analysis these descriptions of Byrd’s Agnus Dei settings have attempted is what literary scholars call hermeneutics. Byrd’s is the earliest music—certainly the earliest Mass Ordinary music—to have called forth such interpretations from modern critics, because his Masses and his alone seem to offer true interpretive readings of their texts. These are the kinds of readings “official” settings like Palestrina’s do not encourage, precisely because they are official. That is, precisely because they are official they take meaning as something vested and given rather than as something that arises out of a human situation. Byrd’s Masses, precisely because they are written out of a very extreme human situation, open up new levels of musical meaningfulness. It goes without saying (but better, perhaps, with saying) that the only meaningfulness we can speak of meaningfully is the meaningfulness the music has for us now. But that meaning includes our impressions (impressions conditioned by specific historical awareness) of what meaningfulness the music may have had for Byrd and his co-congregants.


  The Credo from the Mass in Five Parts also invites hermeneutic reading, and such reading is of course to be recommended as an exercise in “historical imagination.” Here let it suffice to call attention to one particular phrase, since it resonates so strongly with the premises on which this chapter is based. At the beginning of the chapter, when justifying the pursuit of the ars perfecta to its end, it was pointed out that the “perfect art” would have had no reason for being were it not for the artist’s belief in the perfection of God’s church as an institution: belief in unam sanctam catholicam et apostolicam ecclesiam.


  Compare Palestrina’s setting of these words in the Credo of the Missa Papae Marcelli (Ex. 16-19a) with Byrd’s (Ex. 16-19b). Palestrina sets them gracefully but somewhat perfunctorily as a double module—a parallel period in five parts, the basses exchanging at the repeat. The line is both preceded and (especially) followed by more dramatic music. The “confiteor,” the personal acknowledgment of one’s baptism, that comes after the lines about the church is set off by longer note values and a higher high note. The et unam sanctam passage, one feels, was something on the way to something bigger. At any rate, Palestrina’s very evenly paced recitation is clearly the work of a man for whom this text is a comforting ritual formula, not a risky personal declaration.


  EX. 16-19A Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli, Credo, mm. 145–53
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  EX. 16-19B William Byrd, Mass in Five Parts, Credo, mm. 157–68
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  Byrd’s setting of the line begins with a violent chordal tutti that disrupts a pair of elegant polyphonic trios, and continues in agitated homorhythmic declamation replete with a near-bombastic repetition of the words apostolicam ecclesiam— “a church sent by God” (not instituted by a king!)—that sends the passage to its melodic peak. After this shriek of Catholic defiance, the concluding Amen, entirely set apart from the rest by a cadence and a fermata, comes across as no mere ending formula but as a genuine intensifier, the very essence of affirmation. The whole history of the English Reformation and the plight of the recusants seems to be contained in this Credo as in a musical microcosm. At the very least, for Byrd these words were just what they were not (because they did not need to be) for Palestrina: a personal, rather than an institutional, Credo; a profession of dangerous personal faith.


  THE PEAK (AND LIMIT) OF STYLISTIC REFINEMENT


  Passages from two pithy motets in Byrd’s Gradualia, one from each book, show the ultimate degree of refinement not just of Byrd’s art but of the whole art of Catholic church polyphony. Ave verum corpus, the sacramentary hymn for the feast of Corpus Christi, is probably the best known piece from these late books, possibly Byrd’s best known sacred work outside of the Masses. Partly because its text is a hymn, and partly because of the way (reminiscent of the ending of Josquin’s Ave Maria) it addresses Christ using the first person singular, it is one of Byrd’s most unwaveringly chordal settings. Not only that, the motet is virtually without conventional dissonance; even cadential suspensions are often avoided. At the same time the harmony is famously wayward and, by implication, discordant. Why the seeming contradiction between the stark simplicity of the texture and the fractious harmonic ambience? As usual, the answer is to be sought in the domain of rhetoric.


  The subject of the motet is one of the great marvels of Christian dogma: the transubstantiation of the Communion Host into the body of Christ. We have already seen Palestrina using unusual harmonies to delineate a magnum mysterium; but where Palestrina uses a chromaticism that arises out of a speeded-up sequence of ordinary fifth-relations, Byrd exploits with special expressive intensity a harmonic usage that, while not unknown in continental music, was cultivated with special gusto by English composers and is for all practical purposes an English trait.


  That special feature is called the “false (or cross) relation”; it consists in the immediate juxtaposition or brief simultaneous occurrence in two voices of a diatonic scale degree and its chromatic inflection (often pitting the major vs. the minor third in a triad). Successive cross relations pervade the motet; simultaneous cross relation occurs at the moment of prayer, miserere mei (Ex. 16-20), in which the bass’s F rubs directly against F#, the sustained chord third in the tenor, creating a dissonance to add urgency to the words addressed to God.


  For a last look at Byrd, and at the ars perfecta, we can focus on Non vos relinquam, the Vespers antiphon to the Magnificat for the feast of Pentecost, known in England as Whitsunday. The Pentecost liturgy, being the climax of the jubilant post-Easter season known as Paschal Time, resounds throughout with the word “Alleluia,” the emblem of exaltation. That was another word Byrd never took for granted, but clothed in countless specially expressive guises. Here he throws in an extra “Alleluia” of his own to rebound against the first word of the liturgical text in what was known as a “double point”: a complex of two motives that unfold in perpetual (and perpetually varied) counterpoint (Ex. 16-21). It was something he had inherited from Ferrabosco (who had inherited it from the Continent), but which Byrd took to a new level of suppleness and concision.


  EX. 16-20 Ave verum corpus, mm. 36–43
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  The remaining ejaculations on “Alleluia,” for each of which Byrd invented a new motive and wove a new point, are liturgical. In his setting they punctuate a texture that has become so interpenetrated with imitative cells and little homorhythmic blasts as to make the task of unraveling them a wholly pointless and thankless exercise. This is the ultimate—the farthest point the ars perfecta reached before it gave way to new stili moderni or froze into the mummified state known as the stile antico. Byrd, who lived until 1623, was the very last composer for whom the ars perfecta was not a stile antico but a living style to sustain the best imaginings of the greatest musical minds.


  Our comparative survey of Palestrina and Byrd at the latest extremity of the ars perfecta has shown nothing if not the extraordinary versatility that pliant medium had achieved over the century of its growth since the humanist embrace of Josquin. Why was it abandoned? It is not enough simply to invoke progress (at best) or change (at least) as the general, inevitable condition of human history. One must try to account for changes, especially changes as fundamental as this one, in specific terms, as responses to specific pressures.


  EX. 16-21 William Byrd, Non vos relinquam (Gradualia, Book II)
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  In the three chapters that follow, three such pressures will be identified and described in turn. There was the joint pressure of the new markets opened up by printing for secular music, and of the literary movements that influenced the ways in which secular poetry was set. There was the pressure, already a haunting presence in the last two chapters, of religious unrest. And there was the pressure of what might be called “radical humanism,” the true Renaissance idea, which (paradoxically in the light of conventional style-periodization and its attendant labels) actually brought about the loss of faith in “Renaissance” styles and ideas, leading to their disintegration and the birth of the “Baroque.”


  None of these pressures accomplished their evolutionary work suddenly. To account for each of them it will be necessary once again to step back in time and renarrate the story of sixteenth-century music from a new perspective. Breaking down a complex story of change into several perspectives is admittedly an artificial analytical technique, and one not normally available to those who actually live through the change in question.


  Therein lies both the advantage and the disadvantage of retrospect. We can perform our dissection, if we are lucky, to our satisfaction, and persuade ourselves that we understand the change better than those who experienced it. But they are the ones who felt (or resisted) its necessity, suffered the losses, and rejoiced in the gains. Our understanding is rationalized, articulate, and imaginary; theirs was immediate, real, but inarticulable. The reconciliation of the two, as well as the resynthesis of all the different stories our analytical perspectives entail, must take place in the reader’s mind.


  


  CHAPTER 17

  Commercial and Literary Music


  VERNACULAR SONG GENRES IN ITALY, GERMANY, AND FRANCE; LASSO’S COSMOPOLITAN CAREER


  MUSIC PRINTERS AND THEIR AUDIENCE


  Alongside the Masses, motets and instrumentalized chansons for which Ottaviano Petrucci is best remembered, the enterprising Venetian printer also issued Italian songbooks for the local trade. That trade was exceedingly brisk. The first such book, Frottole libro primo, came out in 1504, the fourth year of Petrucci’s business activity. It was his seventh publication. A scant decade later, in 1514, Petrucci issued his eleventh Italian songbook, in addition to two volumes of laude, Italian partsongs of a similar style but with sacred texts, and two volumes of previously published songs arranged for a single voice with lute accompaniment.


  The fifteen volumes described thus far, each containing about fifty or sixty songs, accounted for more than half of the printer’s total output as of 1514. Four books were issued in the year 1505 alone, and by 1508 three of the four had sold out and been reissued. When Petrucci’s first competitor, the Roman printer Andrea Antico, set up operations in 1510, his cautious maiden outing was yet another book of Italian songs. Canzoni nove, it was called: “New songs.” But most of them were not new. They were pirated from Petrucci, whose copyright was good only in Venice. Clearly we are dealing with a craze that was created by the music printing business and that in turn sustained it. It was the first great instance in the history of European music of commodification: the turning of artworks, through mass reproduction, into tangible articles of trade—items that could be bought, stockpiled, and sold for profit.


  Although books of Latin church music and Franco-Flemish court music were Petrucci’s and Antico’s prestige items, the humble vernacular songs were their moneymakers. The same held true in every other country to which music printing, and with it the music business, spread. The first music book printed in Germany, by the Augsburg printer Erhard Öglin, was a prestige item: Latin odes by Horace set by a humanist schoolmaster, Peter Treybenreif (alias Petrus Tritonius), to illustrate the classical meters. The moneymakers began appearing a little later with part books issued by Öglin (1512), Peter Schöffer in Mainz (1513), and Arnt von Aich (Arnt of Aachen) in Cologne (1519), all with flowery sales puffs in place of titles.


  Arnt von Aich’s title page, for example, says In dissem Buechlyn fynt man LXXV. hubscher Lieder myt Discant. Alt. Bas. und Tenor. lustick zu syngen (“In this little book you will find seventy-five pretty songs with superius, altus, bass and tenor [parts] to sing for fun”). The first musical incunabulum to appear in England (London, 1530) was similar. A gorgeously appointed effort in the Petrucci style, its title page read, “In this boke ar conteynd. XX. songes. ix. of iiii. partes, and xi. of thre partes” (twenty partsongs, nine for four voices, and eleven for three). It contained vernacular settings by many of the famous composers of Henry VIII’s chapel royal (Cornysh, Taverner, etc.) but it survives, alas, only in fragments.


  In France, music printing got under way when Pierre Attaingnant set up shop in Paris in the mid-1520s and secured for himself a royal patent or monopoly (a necessary protection for such a risky undertaking). His first book was a breviary, a book of Mass texts, issued in 1526. His first music publication followed two years later: Chansons nouvelles en musique, “New Songs with Music,” imprinted 1527 but actually issued in 1528. That same year he issued five more sets of part books, averaging thirty songs apiece, and one set of dance music, plus one volume of motets. That would remain Attaingnant’s effective ratio between the universal sacred and the local secular repertory for the duration of his career as printer, which lasted until 1557.


  Attaingnant was more than a printer, and had an impact on the music trade that far exceeded his activities as publisher. For he was the inventor of a new laborsaving and cost-cutting method for music typography that swept Europe in the 1530s and completely transformed the business, making real mass production and high-volume distribution possible. The method employed by Petrucci and the other early Italians had required a triple impression. A page was fed to the presses once for the staves, again for the notes, and yet again for the titles and texts. The result was stunning, and Petrucci’s early books were never surpassed as models of printerly art, but the process wasted time and was overly exacting: a great deal of spoilage took place due to “misregistration” (failure of the impressions to line up exactly with one another).
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  FIG. 17-1 Above: Specimens of Pierre Attaingnant’s movable music type (Plantin-Moretus Museum, Antwerp). Opposite: Superius and tenor parts from Claudin de Sermisy’s Tant que vivray, in Chansons musicales, esleus de plusieurs livres par ci-divant imprimés, les tous dans un seul livre … réimprimées par P. Attaignant [sic], imprimeur et libraire de musicque (Paris, 1536). The typically wordy title translates as “Songs with Music, Chosen from Several Books Printed by the Above-Named, All in One Book Reprinted by P. Attaingnant, Printer and Seller of Musical Books.”


  


  Attaingnant’s method was much more like alphabetic typography. Every possible note-and rest-shape was cast along with a short vertical fragment of the staff on a single piece of type. When these were placed in a row by the compositor like bits of letter type and printed, the staff-lines joined together, or nearly so. The result was far less elegant than Petrucci’s, but so much more practical and economical that the older typographical method could not stand a chance against the new. Attaingnant’s method remained standard as long as typography was the print medium of choice for music—until the eighteenth century, that is, when copperplate engraving came into widespread use.
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  Who bought the early printers’ wares? Petrucci’s early volumes, with their cumbersome production methods and handsome appearance, were luxury items. We know something about their prices because of the meticulous purchase records kept by Ferdinand Columbus, the explorer’s son and one of the great early bibliophiles. (His collection, more or less intact, became the basis of the famous Biblioteca Colombina in Seville, Spain.) No musician, Columbus nevertheless acquired several Petrucci items on a buying expedition to Rome in 1512; and in the words of Daniel Heartz, whose study of Attaingnant remains virtually the only investigation of early music printing from the consumption as well as the production standpoint, “for the price of any one of them he might have acquired several literary works of equivalent size.”1


  Thus the practical utility of the early Petrucci volumes was at least matched, and probably exceeded, by their value as “collectibles,” items of conspicuous consumption—and in this they did not differ appreciably from the twelfth-to fifteenthcentury presentation manuscripts of polyphonic music with which we are familiar. The very fact that Petrucci’s volumes, particularly of court and church music, survive today in greater quantities than those of his eventual competitors shows that their primary destination was not the music stand but the library shelf.


  The trend, however, was toward economy and utility, which is why Attaingnant was so successful. Even before the Paris printer revolutionized the trade, Antico experimented in Rome with smaller, less decorative formats, single woodblock impressions, and (consequently) lower prices, to meet the needs “especially of students of music,” as he stated in his application for a permit. He managed to undersell Petrucci by more than fifty percent, forced down the price level of the whole industry, and eventually squeezed Petrucci, the immortal founder, out of the music trade altogether.


  Few surviving music books testify to their household use, partly because such use itself led to deterioration: Heartz, lamenting the large number of lost Attaingnant prints, has rather pessimistically suggested that, as a rule, “an inverse ratio exists between the popularity of music prints and their chance of survival.” Nevertheless, we know from literary accounts that household entertainment—both aristocratic and bourgeois, both as provided by professional entertainers and by convivial amateurs—was the chief use to which vernacular songbooks were put, increasingly so as the sixteenth century wore on and printed music became less a bibliophile’s novelty or prestige purchase and more a normal household item.


  Diaries, prefaces, and treatises make reference to the ritual of passing out part books at social functions or around the table after meals. The ability to sing at sight and play an instrument increasingly became a vital social grace on a par with dancing. Self-tutors, like the Plaine and Easie Introduction to Practicall Musicke (London, 1597) by Thomas Morley, the musician-entrepreneur who inherited William Byrd’s monopoly on the British music trade, were a favorite sales item in and of themselves—the sixteenth century’s popular and commercial answer, so to speak, to the learned theoretical treatise of old.


  Morley’s book opens with a preface in the form of a dialogue in which one gentleman confides to another his social embarrassment when “supper being ended and the music books (according to the custom) being brought to the table, the mistress of the house presented me with a part earnestly requesting me to sing; but when, after many excuses, I protested unfeignedly that I could not, every one began to wonder; yea, some whispered to others demanding how I was brought up.”2 Conversation manuals, etiquette books in which upwardly mobile burghers were trained in the manners of genteel society, often contained model dialogues to teach their readers how to take part in such a musical party: how in polite company, each member with a part book in hand, one inquires who is taking which part, who begins the song, on what pitch, and so on (for an example from a Flemish etiquette book of around 1540, see Weiss and Taruskin, Music in the Western World, 2nd ed., pp. 126–127).


  Finally, one of the main consequences of the music trade and its commodifying practices was that music traveled faster, farther, and in greater volume than before. Particularly was this true of Attaingnant’s aggressively marketed editions and those of his competitors in Paris and Lyons, the other main French publishing center, who did a booming international business, particularly in northern Italy. As we shall see, this ease of travel led to some surprising hybrid styles and genres.


  VERNACULAR SONG GENRES: ITALY


  And what were the songs like that the early printers printed, the early collectors collected, and the early consumers consumed? They differed markedly, like their languages, from country to country, in contrast to the sacred lingua franca of the ars perfecta. At first they all reflected the earlier courtly fixed forms in their poetry, but their novel musical textures reflected the new conditions of trade.


  The Italian partsong or frottola as published by Petrucci in the early years of the century was a lightweight affair; the name was derived from the Latin frocta, meaning a motley group of trifling objects. A whiff of that slightly pejorative nuance clung to the genre. The best translation of frottola might be “a trifling song.” Formally speaking, it was very much like the last Italian vernacular genre we encountered, several chapters back, in the late years of the fourteenth century. That was the ballata, the “dance song,” which (like the French virelai) consisted of a number of strophic ballade-like stanzas (aab) and a ripresa or refrain with music corresponding to the “b” of the stanza. As noted in chapter 4, a representation of the form that truly reflected its structure would be B aab B, but since convention requires that the first letter in any representation of a formal scheme be an A, the scheme usually given is A bba A.


  With the frottola—or, to be a little more precise, the barzelletta (possibly named after the French bergerette), the most popular refrain form of several—the scheme is actually a little simpler, since the refrain now takes in all the music of the stanza. Thus the barzelletta can be straightforwardly represented as AB aab AB, which begins to look a little like the old French rondeau. If it helps, then, one could think of the barzelletta as a modified ballata or a hybrid virelai/rondeau. As that old-fashioned pedigree attests, of all sixteenth-century vernacular genres the frottola was the most aristocratic. As a sample, Ex. 17-1 contains a barzelletta from Petrucci’s seventh book of frottole (1507).


  EX. 17-1 Marco Cara, Mal un muta per effecto
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  The suave but simple music of this song was the work of Marco Cara (d. ca. 1525), one of the two leading frottolists employed at the smallish court of Mantua in the north-central Italian area known as Lombardy. The mistress of that court was the duchess Isabella d’Este, the daughter of Ercole I of Ferrara, famous in music history as the patron whose name Josquin des Prez turned into a Mass tenor (see Ex. 14-3). Isabella, who probably would have hired famous Flemings if she could have afforded them, instead became the patroness who oversaw—through Cara and his colleague Bartolomeo Tromboncino (“the little guy with the trombone”)—the rebirth of Italian song as a literate tradition.


  Everything about Cara’s song, however, bespeaks its origin in oral practice. And that is the answer to the famous question posed by the apparent gap between the late fourteenthcentury ballata, obsolete by 1430, and the early sixteenth-century frottola. What happened to the fifteenth century, the quattrocento, when Italian music seemed to disappear? The answer is that the frottola was a quattrocento genre that for want of prestige and noble patronage had not managed to establish itself as a literate one. The sudden explosion of frottola writing was just that: an explosion of writing (or writing down), stimulated by the printing trade, not a sudden or unprecedented explosion of creativity.


  Oral genres, as we have long since learned, are formulaic genres. The attractively lilting or dancelike rhythms in Cara’s frottola are all stock formulas, common to dozens of barzellette, that were originally devised for the musical recitation of poetry in the so-called ottonario, a popular eightsyllable trochaic pattern favored by Italian court poets and musicians. The original rhyme scheme of the ottonario verse (somewhat modified in Cara’s song) is abab/bcca; the music supplies three phrases—a, b, and c (plus a decorative flourish for the end of the refrain)—keyed to the specific requirements of the rhyme scheme. Each line or pair of lines takes the musical formula corresponding to its place in the rhyme scheme; and each formula ends with a cadence, made emphatic by a pitch-repetition on the last trochee. The cadences thus create a pattern of open and closed phrases that works tonally to define and project the poem’s formal scheme. Such formulas were “popular” both in the sense that they were widely used and enjoyed and in the sense that, compared with the lofty poetry of the trecento, they represented in their obvious and jingly rhythms a debased poetic tone—even an “antiliterary” one, as their leading American historian, James Haar, has put it.3


  A musical composition like the one in Ex. 17-1, then, was not so much a song as a kind of matrix for song-making; a melodic/harmonic mold into which countless poems could be poured. The song as it appears in print is a sort of transcription from life: a snapshot of an improvisation, or of a pattern abstracted from countless improvisations. The “improvisatory hypothesis” is strengthened by the inclusion in several Petrucci frottola prints of textless aere or modi—“arias” or “ways,” recitation formulas for declaiming poems in various meters (see Ex. 17-2 for the “way of singing sonnets” as given textlessly in Petrucci’s fourth book)—and by the inclusion of what the publisher called giustiniane: lavishly ornamented “Giustinian songs,” named after Leonardo Giustiniani or Giustinian (1383–1446), a Venetian courtier who was famous for extemporizing florid impromptu arias to his own accompaniment on the lira da braccio or “arm-held lyre,” a sort of bowed lute much favored by humanists for its pseudoclassical associations. Again the impression is that of a model for decorative singing, a style of improvisation that could be learned from such examples and applied to other songs—indeed, to any song.


  The appearance of Cara’s songs in Petrucci’s book as four-partpolyphonic settings in correct if rudimentary counterpoint might seem to contradict the improvisatory hypothesis. Anything is possible with practice, of course, but improvisation is generally a soloist’s domain. Closer inspection of Ex. 17-1 lessens the apparent contradiction. Only the cantus part is texted. The other parts do not always have enough notes to accommodate the words, particularly at cadences. Now there is no reason to think that singers could not easily have adapted the lower parts to the words for a fully texted vocal rendition; but that does not seem to have been the primary medium for these songs. Rather, putting them in part books was just the most versatile or adaptable or presentable (or—perhaps more to the point—saleable) way of marketing them.
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  FIG. 17-2 Poetry recitation to the accompaniment of a lira da braccio: woodcut from Luigi Pulci’s epic Morgante maggiore (Florence, ca. 1500).


  


  As to the primary medium, connect these facts. Petrucci issued three books of frottole arranged by a lutenist named Franciscus Bossinensis (“Francis from Bosnia”) con tenori et bassi tabulati et con soprani in canto figurato, “with the tenors and basses written in lute tablature and the sopranos in staff notation.” One of the primary tasks for which the Regola rubertina, Silvestro di Ganassi’s midcentury viol treatise, trained its readers was that of reducing notated partsongs to solo songs with instrumental accompaniment. Especially pertinent: in several contemporary writings, including Baldesar Castiglione’s famous Book of the Courtier, Marchetto Cara is described as a renowned “singer to the lute”4—that is, a self-accompanied vocal soloist, if not an improviser.


  The conclusion is virtually inescapable that frottole were originally and primarily solo songs for virtuoso singers to lute or other instrumental accompaniment; that Bossinensis, far from arranging Cara’s and Tromboncino’s partsongs for a secondary medium, was in fact returning them from a printer’s all-purpose adaptation to their original medium for the benefit of amateurs—parvenus who could not “intabulate” by ear or at sight like professionals (or true aristocrats); and that this soloistic mode of performance was a standard option throughout the century. (From which it will follow that the “monodic revolution” of the early seventeenth century that, as we shall soon see, ushered in the “Baroque era” was no revolution at all, and that “Baroque” singing styles—“improvised” ornaments and all—were perfectly familiar and available to “Renaissance” musicians.)


  EX. 17-2 “Modo di cantar sonetti” from Ottaviano Petrucci, Strambotti, ode, frottole, sonetti. Et modo de cant arversilatiniecapituli. Libroquarto (1505)
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  The frottola was the first literate musical genre since the fourteenth century to be produced by Italians for Italians. Its style was so different from that of the oltremontani, the northerners (from “over the mountains”) in Italy who furnished the wealthier Italian courts and churches with polyphonic music, that one senses a deliberate opposition of taste, one that was maintained all through the quattrocento when, as Haar has observed, “one expected the polyphonists to be oltremontani, the improvisatory music makers to be Italian.”5 Only in the sixteenth century did crossovers begin to occur. The Italian pupils of Willaert and others of their generation eventually took over the ars perfecta genres, as we have seen. Crossover in the opposite direction was much rarer. The very act of converting the frottola repertory into a written repertory like that of the oltremontani could of course be viewed as a crossover phenomenon; but frottole actually composed by oltremontani were veritable hen’s teeth.


  It is quite revealing of some stubborn biases of music historiography that these hen’s teeth—especially the two items out of the six hundred or so in Petrucci’s collections that bear the name of “Josquin Dascanio”—are now the most famous representatives of the genre. And very unrepresentative representatives they are! This is especially true of the one frottola that every “early music” enthusiast is likely to know: El Grillo (“The cricket”), from Petrucci’s third book (1504), of which the refrain is given in Ex. 17-3.


  Josquin Dascanio, if respelled with an apostrophe after the “D,” translates as “Ascanio’s Josquin”—in other words, Josquin des Prez during his period of service to Ascanio Sforza, the bishop of Milan. It would be too muchtosay that El Grillo would never have become famous were it not for the brand name it bore; it is a delightfully amusing composition and deserves its popularity. And yet the fact remains that it was not singled out for popularity in its own day. It is found only in the one source from which it is quoted here, whereas many other frottole and related items (including the other Josquin Dascanio number printed by Petrucci, a Latin-refrained but otherwise Italian lauda called In te Domine speravi) were copied and recopied dozens of times.


  And the fact also remains that the piece shows Josquin Dascanio to have been very much of an outsider where the frottola was concerned, perhaps even a little “unclear on the concept.” Cara’s song (Ex. 17-1), a typical frottola, is basically an elegant medium for the poem. It does not compete with the words, so to speak, in rendering their meaning. It is not, to recall Haar’s useful distinction, a “literary” song. Josquin’s setting is literary through and through. It was probably meant as a carnival song, to be sung in costume, and with appropriate (not overly decorous) gestures.


  The music corresponds in clear (and clearly intentional) ways with the semantics of the text: chi tiene longo verso (“he holds out his verses long”) is illustrated by literally holding out the verse long; the hockets and the patter on dale, beve grillo, canta (“go on, cricket, drink and sing”) is so clearly meant as a literal imitation of the cricket’s actual “chirping” (or leg-rubbing) that we get the point even though the imitation is far from literal or even in any way accurate. Such “imitations of nature” are delightfully amusing. It will be well to keep in mind, though, when we come shortly to a later Italian repertory that relied heavily on “musico-literary” imitations and illustrations, that no matter how seriously they may be intended, such things operate, as they do in Josquin’s clever nonsense song, on mechanisms of wit—the drawing of unexpected or unlikely correspondences—and are basically a form of humor.


  EX. 17-3 “Josquin Dascanio,” El Grillo, mm. 1–21
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  GERMANY: THE TENORLIED


  The German counterpart to the frottola, as purveyed in the printed songbooks that appeared in Germany from 1507 (making that country chronologically the second to take up the music trade), is now known as the Tenorlied. That is the modern scholarly term for what contemporary musicians called a Kernweise (roughly, “core tune”): a polyphonic setting of a Liedweise, a familiar song-melody, placed usually in the tenor—or else a song that resembled a Liedweise setting in texture. In other words, it was a cantusfirmus setting of a lyrical melody, either traditional or newly composed, in what by the early sixteenth century would have been considered in other countries a fairly dated style.


  That is no surprise. We know that Germany took up the monophonic courtly song a bit later than its western and southern neighbors. The earliest German composer of polyphonic courtly songs, the latterday Minnesinger Oswald von Wolkenstein (see chapter 4), had been dead for little more than half a century when the print revolution transformed German music; the earliest German printed songs merely continued the process he had fairly recently initiated of adopting courtly love lyrics to the polyphonic literate tradition. Again we may observe that there is no uniform march of styles, and that styles arise and decline in particular historical and social contexts.


  The Tenorlied makes its earliest appearance in the form of folksong settings in manuscripts from the second half of the fifteenth century, beginning around 1460. The earliest such manuscript, the source of the three earliest identifiable Tenorlieder, was called the Lochamer Liederbuch and came from Nuremberg in the south of Germany. The biggest source of early Liedweisen settings is the vast miscellany called the Glogauer Liederbuch from around 1480, familiar to us as the earliest surviving set of part books, which came from the German far east.


  By the print period Tenorlieder were more often newly composed songs than settings of traditional Liedweisen. The one printed in Ex. 17-4 comes from Peter Schöffer’s first Liederbuch (Mainz, 1513), the third set of printed part books to see the light in Germany. Its very curious history recommends it for inclusion in a history book like this, rather than one, say, on a more famous tune or by a more famous composer. The shapely, stately tune is evidently a Hofweise, a newly composed melody in a courtly, vaguely Minnesingerish style. About the composer, Jörg Schönfelder, all that is known is that he may have been a member of the court chapel choir in Stuttgart (since other songs in the same book are by known members of that choir).


  Peter Schöffer did not include any attributions in his original print. (The authorship of its contents, where known, was determined by comparison with other sources.) Therefore, when the young Johannes Brahms came upon the book in the early 1860s (when on the lookout, as a struggling choir director in Vienna, for “a cappella” material that would not require the hiring of any extra musicians) he mistook its contents for folk songs, then the object of a craze in romantic-nationalist Europe. Struck by the stately beauty of Schönfelder’s melody, he made it the first item in a collection of Deutsche Volkslieder, German folk songs for mixed chorus dedicated to his Vienna choir and published in 1864 (Ex. 17-5). Brahms placed the tune where tunes went in the nineteenth century (that is, on top), and considerably enriched the harmony and the contrapuntal texture, but the melody is Schönfelder’s exactly, precluding the possibility that the tune was in fact a folk song in oral circulation rather than an old Hofweise that Brahms found in its actual printed source.


  EX. 17-4 “Josquin Dascanio,” El Grillo, mm. 1–21
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  EX. 17-5 Johannes Brahms, Von edler Art (1864), mm. 1–10
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  Brahms was a canny arranger and a very knowing one. He was a true connoisseur of old music and a virtuoso contrapuntist, perhaps the most history-obsessed composer of the whole history-obsessed century in which he lived. The technique he employed at the beginning of his arrangement of Schönfelder’s tune—that of prefiguring the tune’s first entry with preliminary imitations (Vorimitationen in German scholarly jargon) at the octave and the fifth—was one he picked up from the actual practice of sixteenth-century composers, especially Ludwig Sennfl.


  Sennfl, whom we already know as the author of a magnificent tribute to Josquin des Prez, was the great master of the Tenorlied. He kept the German music presses rolling, publishing more than 250 such songs by the time of his death in 1543. In keeping with the side of him that we have already observed, Sennfl strove to bring this peculiarly German genre into the international mainstream of music as he knew it, which really meant reconciling it with the style and technique of Josquin, the “universal” paragon. He wrote Tenorlieder that subjected familiar tunes to bizarrely inventive manipulation, the way Flemish composers treated Mass tenors: by canon, by inversion, in quodlibets (“whatnots,” name-that-tune medleys or contrapuntal combinations), in contrasting modes, whatever. Even when not showing off, Sennfl fashioned his Tenorlieder with a “Netherlandish” finesse, and that ultimately meant integrating the texture.


  Nowhere is this more the case than in Lust hab ich ghabt zuer Musica (Ex. 17-6), Sennfl’s clever autobiography in song. It is all about his apprenticeship at the court of the Holy Roman Emperor with Henricus (by then known as Heinrich) Isaac, second only to Josquin as international Flemish star; and the music actively demonstrates the fruits of Sennfl’s learning as described in the text. The text is a tour de force in its own right. The initials of its twelve stanzas are an acrostic of the composer’s name. (It is from this acrostic that we know he spelled his name “Sennfl,” rather than “Senfl,” as given in most sources of his work and in most modern reference books.) The tune, plainly a newly invented Hofweise, is cast in the retrospective ballad or “Bar” form of the Minnesingers, with its repeated opening phrase (all that our limited space allows Ex. 17-6 to display). But the opening of the song obviously apes the ars perfecta motet with an elaborate point of “Vorimitation,” in which the actual entrance of the tune sounds at first like just one voice out of four.


  The tune itself is a little odd, a little contrived. It literally turns the Palestrina ideal of recovered motion on its head, what with its funny downward skip of a fifth after a step, outlining a major sixth that must then be laboriously recovered by stepwise ascent. A systematic stepwise ascent of a sixth, of course, is the old Guidonian hexachord. And sure enough, Sennfl pitches his entries so that they alternately count off the notes of the “soft” hexachord on F and the natural one on C. And then, when the Stollen or opening phrase is repeated, we see the reason for the odd contrivance: the poem spells out the actual voces of the hexachord—ut, re, mi, fa, sol, la—each syllable assigned to the proper note. A “literary” device if ever there was one, it nevertheless could only have occurred (or appealed) to a practical musician. But it’s just a little joke, and Sennfl apparently did not mind that on all the subsequent stanzas of his song, the rising scale is detached from its textual referent and no longer has any illustrative role to play. The fast descending scales in the accompanying parts, some of which are in the same hexachord positions as the thematic ascending scales, also stop being illustrative after the first stanza, becoming instead one of many superb craftsmanly touches in the consummately worked-out texture.


  EX. 17-6 Ludwig Sennfl, Lust hab ich ghabt zuer Musica, mm. 1–15
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  THE “PARISIAN” CHANSON


  During the fifteenth century, the word “chanson” connoted an international courtly style, an aristocratic lingua franca. A French song in a fixed form might be written anywhere in Europe, by a composer of any nationality whether at home or abroad. The French chanson was thus nearly as ecumenical or “travelable” a style within its rarefied social domain as the Latin motet. In addition to the examples given in previous chapters (Du Fay in Italy, Binchois in Burgundy, Isaac in Austria, Josquin everywhere), one could add the names of two English composers, Robert Morton and Walter Frye, both of whom wrote French rondeaux in the purest “Burgundian” style (although only Morton is known to have actually worked on the continent).


  The age of printing brought a change: a new style of French chanson that was actually and distinctively French the way the frottola was Italian and the Hofweise setting German. Its centers were the printing capitals: Paris to the north and Lyons to the south, with Paris (through Attaingnant) sufficiently out in front that the genre is generally known as the “Parisian” chanson. Its great master was Claudin de Sermisy (ca. 1490–1562), who served King Francis (François) I as music director of the Chapel Royal and furnished the voracious presses of Attaingnant with dozens of chansons for publication as household music.


  Attaingnant’s very first songbook, the Chansons nouvelles en musique of 1528, opens with a run of eight songs by Claudin (as his pieces were signed), plus another nine scattered later in the volume for a total of seventeen, more than half the total contents. The second item in the collection, Claudin’s Tant que vivray (Ex. 17-7) to a text by Francis I’s court poet Clément Marot, has always been the textbook example of the new chanson for the sake of its memorable, very strongly harmonized tune.


  EX. 17-7 Claudin de Sermisy, Tant que vivray, mm. 1–16
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  The interesting historical question is where this sudden new style could have come from. It did not rise up like the frottola from subterranean improvisatory depths; it wasn’t there all along in oral tradition, so far as we can tell. It really was a new invention. Hypotheses about its origins include the impact of Italian musicians who were welcomed at the French court following King Francis’s conquest of Milan in 1515 (this would reinstate the frottola as a stimulus on the chanson). Another guess is that court musicians, possibly spurred by the King’s taste, began to copy the style of urban popular music (this would give the chanson an oral ancestry after all). A third conjecture is that the print market and the chance to make a quick profit caused musicians to lower their sights: this could be called the sellout theory.


  These theories, while they all allude to factors that may have had a bearing on the situation and are hence all plausible in some degree, are nevertheless completely speculative and somewhat circular. That is, they are inferences drawn not from any evidence of the processes they describe, but from the nature of the perceived result, the Parisian chanson itself. And they are all subject to refutation in some degree. For one thing, the later history of sixteenth-century secular music (as we shall see) suggests that by the 1530s Italian musicians were learning as much from the French as the other way around. For another, no composer seems to have gotten rich during the sixteenth century on the basis of publication, printers generally paying authors in kind, in printed copies rather than in cash.


  The main generative influence on the new chanson style may not have been musical at all; it may well have been the newly humanistic poetic idiom of Marot and his contemporaries that spurred the musicians. Claudin’s chanson clothes the syllabification of its poem in a musical scansion that seems as strict and formulaic as those we observed in the frottola. As Howard Mayer Brown, an important historian of the genre, has noted, “some chanson melodies are virtually isorhythmic, so closely do they fit the patterned repetitive rhythms of the poetry.”6 This sharp observation tends not so much to confirm the direct influence of the frottola on the chanson as it confirms the more general notion that national musical styles arose out of vernacular poetic idioms, in this case the chanson rustique.


  The opening long–short–short rhythm seems to suggest a dactylic meter, and its ubiquitous presence at the beginnings of chansons has even misled some commentators into assuming that chanson verse was largely made up of dactyls. But it is not a dactyl, and the reason why it became so conventional is worth a small digression. For one thing, the initial “pseudodactyl” became an identifying tag, a sort of trademark that identified the Parisian chanson and (more to the point) some later derivations from it. And for another, it offers a stunning illustration of how from the very beginning of the “music business,” the business side of music affected the artistic side.


  Instead of a dactyl, the tag in question is just a three-syllable pickup that has been distended so that the piece need not begin with a rest. In a scoreless notation without bars, upbeats could not be indicated in relation to what followed; they could only be indentified as “off the beat” by preceding them with a rest. Example 17-8a shows an alternative, “undistended” version of the pickup, notated the only way it could have been at the time. The reason why such a rhythm was considered undesirable at the beginning of a piece had nothing to do with any “purely musical” consideration. It was a purely practical matter having to do with the way in which music was packaged for sale.


  People singing a chanson together sang from printed part books, each of which contained only a single line. The social consequences of that drab little fact are illustrated in the Flemish etiquette manual mentioned above, which gives a model polite conversation for domestic musicmaking:


  Rombout: Give me the bass part.


  Antoni: I’ll do the tenor.


  Dierick: Who’ll sing alto?


  Ysaias: I, I’ll sing it!


  Dierick: Who begins?


  Ysaias: No, not I. I’ve a four-beat rest.


  Antoni: And I one of six.


  Ysaias: Well then, you come in after me?


  Antoni: So it seems. It’s up to you then, Rombout!7


  If a piece began with a rest in all parts, the answer to the preliminary question, “Who begins?” would be a chorus similar to that elicited by the Little Red Hen (not I… not I… not I). To avoid confusion and wasted time, then, all the parts began at the beginning. Everyone could “be first.” Even pieces that began with points of imitation had to be similarly adjusted if published in part books. In Ex. 17-8b, the opening point from a motet by Clemens non Papa (published in part books by Susato of Antwerp in 1553) is laid out in score. The motif on which the point is based is a syncopated idea. The first voice in, however, begins at the beginning, the first note being extended back, as it were, to remove the rest (and with it, the syncopation) just so that there would be someone to answer the question, “Who begins?”


  EX. 17-8A Hypothetical beginning for Tant que vivray
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  MUSIC AS DESCRIPTION


  A new sort of “literary music”—or rather a possibly unwitting revival of an old sort—came into being when Attaingnant, still in his first year of publishing activity, brought out a slim volume devoted to the works of a single composer. The title page read Chansons de maistre Clement Janequin, and it contained only five items. Those five, however, took up as much space as fifteen had occupied in Attaingnant’s first collection. Four of them became famous and vastly influential all over Europe, and (most amazingly of all) remained in print for almost a century.


  The composer, Clément Janequin (ca. 1485–1558), was a provincial priest from Bordeaux in the south of France, who never held a major appointment either at a large cathedral or at court. Despite his clerical calling, he was almost exclusively a chanson specialist: he wrote two Masses (both of them based parody-fashion on chansons of his that had become popular) and a single book of motets, but more than 250 chansons, many of them broadly humorous or racy or downright lewd. When thinking of Janequin it is hard not to recall his near-exact contemporary, François Rabelais, the novel-writing monk whose name became synonymous with gross drollery. It was Janequin who gave the “Rabelaisian” mood its musical embodiment.


  EX. 17-8B Clemens non Papa, beginning of motet Musica dei donum
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  The four big chansons of 1528 define the Rabelaisian genre. Broad they certainly are, in more ways than one. Where the average length of a “Parisian,” semi-courtly chanson like Tant que vivray is thirty to forty measures (counting the breve or “tempus” as a measure), the longest item in the 1528 book, divided into two “partes” as if it were a motet, totals a whopping 234 measures, six times the normal length. What could be the text of such a monster chanson? Here is where things get even curiouser, because if “text” is taken to mean something meaningful written in French words, then these colossal pieces have hardly any text at all.


  In the original publication of 1528 the contents are listed the normal way, by incipits (first lines). Nine years later, the volume was reissued in a deluxe “quarto” edition with double-sized pages, and with each item most unusually given a title, so popular had they become. The first (excerpted in Ex. 17-9), called La guerre (“The war”) is the 234-measure monster. It commemorates the battle of Marignano, the Milanese conquest of 1515, and its text, once past the opening salute (“Hear ye, gentlemen of France, of our noble King François”) consists almost entirely of battle sounds: guns and cannon-fire, bugles, war whoops, laments for the fallen. (It must have been written a good deal earlier than its publication date, since by 1528 Francis had been defeated, captured, ransomed, and forced to give up all his Italian territorial claims.)


  The second item, La chasse, is a hunting piece full of horn calls and barking dogs. We know (as Janequin possibly did not) that such pieces, written in the form of canons both in France (where they were called chace) and Italy (where they were called caccia) were a popular genre close to two centuries before. The fourth item in the Janequin chanson book, called L’alouette (“The lark”), begins with the line “Or sus, vous dormez trop” (“Get up, you sleepyhead”), which we encountered in another fourteenthcentury genre, the “birdsong virelai.” But there is nothing in the fourteenth century to compare for sheer ornithological frenzy with Janequin’s third item, Le chant des oyseux (“The song of the birds”), a huge composition in which another refrain about lovers awakening alternates with five different birdsong collages.


  These orgies of onomatopoeia, sheer imaginative play on a par with Rabelais’s hilarious lists, amount at times to long stretches of what might best be described as pure texture. The beginning of the second part of La guerre (quaintly listed in 1528 by its incipit, “Fan Frere le le lan fan”), which depicts the height of battle, holds a single chord for a veritable eternity (Ex. 17-9). The singers have nothing resembling a tune to sing, and nothing resembling words to say, just a concatenation of lingual sound effects—a virtuoso turn for performer and composer alike. As befits such a stunning tour de force, it inspired emulation on a grand scale, beginning with Philippe Verdelot, a Flemish composer active in Italy, who at the request of the publisher Susato skillfully added a fifth voice to the piece to augment its already loaded textures and, no doubt, promote sales. Janequin liked Verdelot’s added voice well enough to include it in his own revised edition of the work, and that is how it is presented in Ex. 17-9.


  EX. 17-9 Clément Janequin, La guerre, a 5, with Verdelot’s extra voice (secunda pars, mm. 1–6)
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  To call a piece like Janequin’s La guerre “literary” is to interpret the word a little loosely. It would make no sense to say that such a work “expresses” its text. (How do you express “fan frere le le lan fan”?) Rather, the text and the music work together to evoke the sounds (and not only the sounds) of the world at large, and in so doing point outside the work in a way that the music of Tant que vivray had no business or interest in doing. But construing the word more strictly, in terms of the relationship between the music and the text, Janequin’s onomatopoetic chansons are not literary. The music is still basically a medium for the recitation of the text; the two components still touch mainly on the phonological (or declamational) level, not the semantic one. Onomatopoeia is presentation, not representation. It has no semantics.


  LASSO: THE COSMOPOLITE SUPREME


  Real literary music—indeed a virtual literary revolution in music—is looming up on our horizon, but before immersing ourselves in it and becoming absorbed in its consequences, there is a loose end to tie up. “Loose end” hardly does justice to a composer thought by many of his contemporaries to be the most brilliant musician alive, but Orlando di Lasso is a blessedly unclassifiable figure who sits uncomfortably in any slot. It was his unparalleled versatility, the very quality that makes him retrospectively a loose end, that made him such a paragon in his day.


  One of the last of the great peripatetic Netherlanders, Lasso was born in Mons, now an industrial town in southern (Frenchspeaking) Belgium, in 1532. His baptismal name was Roland de Lassus, but by the age of twelve he was already a professional chorister in the service of the Duke of Mantua, where he adopted the Italian name by which he was and remains best known. By the 1570s he was the most famous composer in Europe, hailed by the French poet Pierre de Ronsard as “the more than divine Orlando, who like a bee has sipped all the most beautiful flowers of the ancients and moreover seems alone to have stolen the harmony of the heavens to delight us with it on earth, surpassing the ancients and making himself the unique wonder of our time.”8 From a humanist there could scarcely be any higher praise.
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  FIG. 17-3 Orlando di Lasso in an engraving published in 1599 by a printer who did not know that the composer (described as being “in the 67th year of his age”) had been dead for five years.


  


  From 1556 until his death in 1594 (the same year as Palestrina’s), Lasso served faithfully as court and chapel musician to the Dukes of Bavaria in Munich. Thus he was born a French speaker, was educated in Italy, and reached his creative maturity in Germany, making him the very model of the cosmopolitan musician of his age. But whereas the earlier cosmopolitan ideal—the ideal of the ars perfecta, brought to its peak by Palestrina—had been ecumenical (that is, reflective of religious universalism and hence nation-transcending), Lassus was brought up in the age of music-printing and was an eager and ambitious child of the burgeoning age of worldly music-commerce. Thus his brand of cosmopolitanism was not ecumenical but polyglot. He and Palestrina were complementary figures, and in many respects incommensurable ones; between them they summed up the contradictory ideals and leanings of a musical world in transition.


  Lasso’s appointments were secular, though they did entail the writing of huge quantities of service music, and his allegiance was always a dual one: to his patrons (with whom he was on terms of unprecedented familiarity and from whom he actually received a patent of nobility in his own right), and to his many publishers. During his lifetime a staggering seventy-nine printed volumes of his music (and only his music) were issued, a total that leaves his nearest competitors in a cloud of dust; and his work was included in forty miscellaneous publications as well. Lasso volumes continued to be issued posthumously all over Europe—Graz, Munich, Paris, Antwerp—until 1619. His output covered every viable sacred and secular genre of continental Europe: Masses (almost all of them parody settings), motets (including many full calendrical cycles in various genres), and vernacular settings in all the languages he spoke. His work has never been published in its entirety; his sons tried to issue his entire backlog after his death but gave up in despair. Nobody knows exactly how much music Lasso wrote, but his published works, including those published only in modern times, number more than two thousand items.
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  FIG. 17-4 Concert at the Bavarian court chapel directed by Orlando di Lasso from the keyboard (frontispiece by the Bavarian court painter Hans Mielich to a manuscript now in the Bavarian State Library, Munich).


  


  From this vast assortment any selection at all would be invidious and unrepresentative. So without undue hand-wringing we will limit ourselves to what was most representative of the age rather than the man. We will get our most vivid quick impression of Lasso’s special character if we forgo his magnificent legacy of Catholic church music (where, after all, he had competitors and counterparts) and sample the full range of his secular work, which was unique, choosing a single piece in each of four languages. Each of them, moreover, illustrates this cagey chameleon-composer’s bent for witty mixtures and juxtapositions of styles.


  Je l’ayme bien (Ex. 17-10) is from Lasso’s very first publication, a miscellany called D’Orlando di Lassus il primo libro dovesi contengono madrigali, vilanesche, canzoni francesi e motetti a quattro voci (“The First Book by Orlando di Lasso, containing madrigals, vilanescas, French chansons, and motets for four voices”) published in Antwerp by Susato in 1555, when the composer was 23 years old. The Parisian chanson style, by then a quarter century old, has been elegantly reconciled to the ars perfecta in Lasso’s setting, in which a striking melody that might have prompted an exquisite harmonization from Claudin is given an elaborate imitative exposition, which supplies the exquisite harmonies all the same.


  Matona (i.e., “Madonna”) mia cara (Ex. 17-11), informally known as “the lansquenet’s serenade,” was printed rather late in Lasso’s career, in a 1581 volume of “low style” Italian songs (Libro de villanelle, moresche, et altre canzoni) published in Paris. It is thought, however, to date from an earlier period, perhaps Lasso’s earliest, when he accompanied his first employer, Ferrante Gonzaga of Mantua, on expeditions throughout Italy. Lansquenets were Swiss or German lance-bearing mercenaries (soldiers of fortune) who enlisted as infantrymen in foreign parts. The word itself is a jocular French corruption of Landsknecht, German for “trooper” or “foot soldier”. There was also an Italian variant, lanzichenecco, and Italian armies such as Ferrante’s were full of them.


  EX. 17-10 Orlando di Lasso, Je l’ayme bien
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  There could be no better emblem of Lasso’s inveterate cosmopolitanism than this silly Italian song, written by a Fleming in imitation of a clumsy German suitor who barely speaks his lady’s language. The genre to which it belongs, called villanella or town song (or to be excruciatingly precise, a todesca, meaning a villanella with a ridiculous German accent), was a strophic song with refrains and hence the direct (and deliberately debased) descendant of the frottola or “trifling song” of old. The refrains are usually nonsensical or onomatopoetic; here, it takes the form of the lovesick lansquenet’s feeble attempts to serenade his lady on the lute.


  EX. 17-11 Orlando di Lasso, Matona mia cara
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  Another jokey piece is the one shown in Ex. 17-12 that begins “Audite nova” (“Hear the news!”) in the solemn manner of a Latin motet, but that quickly shifts over to a preposterous tale about a dimwitted farmer (“Der Bawr von Eselskirchen,” literally “The farmer from Ass-Church”) and his honking goose, the latter rendered musically in the manner we have come by now to expect. The song comes from a volume of miscellaneous items in various languages that Lasso published in Munich in 1573. German songs suffered the most precipitous decline in tone between the heyday of the Tenorlied, about a halfor quarter-century earlier, and the rustic, mock-homespun Lieder of Lasso’s time, which were really villanelle set to German words. The nobler Tenorlied, as we will see in the next chapter, had gone out of the secular tradition into a new sacred domain.


  Finally, as if to atone for representing so imposing and varied an output as Lasso’s with fluff (albeit the kind of fluff no one else could have composed), it is time to consider a serious Latin setting. But here, too, there were genres in which Lasso stood virtually alone by virtue of his wit and intellectual elan. One of them was the setting of classical or classicistic texts, the latter being the work of humanist writers in imitation of the classics. His most notorious work in this category was the Prophetiae Sibyllarum (“The sibylline prophecies”), published posthumously in 1600 but perhaps written as early as 1560. (They were performed before King Charles IX of France, whom they astonished, in 1571.)


  EX. 17-12 Orlando di Lasso, Audite nova
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  The sibyls, according to one authority, were in antiquity “women who in a state of ecstasy proclaimed coming events, generally unpleasant, spontaneously and without being asked or being connected with any particular oracle site.”9 Over the formative years of Christian religion, the tradition of the sibyls was assimilated to that of biblical prophecy. The sybilline prophecies—originally collected in a book supposedly sold in the sixth century bce by the Cumaean sibyl, who lived in a cave near Naples, to Tarquin, the last of the legendary kings of Rome—came to be read increasingly as foretelling not natural disasters or the like but the coming of Christ and the Last Judgment. (Hence the reference to the sibyl in the Dies Irae sequence, known to us since chapter 3.)


  In the fifteenth century, the number of sibyls was stabilized at twelve, a number full of Christian resonances (the minor prophets, the apostles). The twelve sibyls are best known today from Michelangelo’s renderings on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. The twelve anonymous prophetic poems Lasso set to music appeared for the first time as a supplement to a 1481 Venetian edition of a treatise on the sibyls as prophets of Christ by Filippo Barbieri, the Inquisitor of Sicily. They were reprinted in Basel, Switzerland, in 1545, and that, presumably, is how they found their way to the composer.
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  FIG. 17-5 The Cumean sibyl, as rendered by Michelangelo on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome.


  


  These venerable quasi-pagan mystical texts as summarized by a Christian classicistic poet obviously demanded some form of unusual musical treatment to render their uncanny enigmatic contents. Drawing on a kind of humanistic musical speculation that was just then rife in Italy (and to which we will return in a couple of chapters), Lasso adopted a style of extreme, tonally disorienting chromaticism (as he proudly proclaims in a three-line poetic prologue of his own contriving), coupled with a starkly homorhythmic, vehemently declamatory manner that brought the weird words and the weirder harmonies very much to the fore. The result is hair-raising, not only as an expression of religious mysticism, but as the revelation (so to speak) of an alternative path for music that challenged the absolute validity of the ars perfecta. The two extracts included in Ex. 17-13 are the prologue, with its brash expository sweep by fifth-and third-relations from triadic harmonies on the extreme sharp side (as far as B major) as far flatward as E-flat major; and the end of the Cymmerian sibyl’s prophecy, which contains the most radical single progression in the cycle, entailing the direct motion in the altus, on the last line of text, through a diminished third (now how are you supposed to solmize that?).


  EX. 17-13A Orlando di Lasso, Prophetiae Sibyllarum, Prologue
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  THE LITERARY REVOLUTION AND THE RETURN OF THE MADRIGAL


  The extremity of style represented by Lasso’s sibyls, while eerily astonishing as befits the subject, is not unintelligible in musical terms, relying as it does on harmonies and progressions that, taken singly, were part of ordinary musical language. (The progressions are not even “chromatic” to any huge extent, as the sixteenth century defined the term, since even where accidentals are involved, the voices usually move by half step from one scale degree to another—the definition of diatonic motion—rather than by inflecting single scale degrees.) It is in the aggregate that they overwhelm. Still, although musically intelligible, such a style is not easily explained on purely musical grounds: that is, it would be hard to account for Lasso’s musical decisions or their motivation without taking the text into consideration. Are the motivations then “extramusical”? Is the result “literary”? Do such motivations or such results make the product artistically impure? And is artistic impurity an artistic vice?


  EX. 17-13B Orlando di Lasso, Prophetiae Sibyllarum, Sibylla cimmeria, mm. 35–46


  


  [image: image]


  


  These questions have been debated for centuries, and no matter what we may resolve or agree upon among ourselves, they will go on being debated for centuries, for the question behind all the other questions is a fundamental question of values. The best we can do is to try to understand the various positions that have been taken (including our own, whatever they may be) in their historical context.


  In the sixteenth century the contention was between the proponents of the ars perfecta, a wholly or autonomously musical style founded on a specific musical history and valued for its universality (which meant its relative indifference to words), and the proponents of stylistic mixture in the name of expression, which implicitly denied universal or autonomous musical values. Many composers, Lasso emphatically included, saw no need to choose between the two principles, but adapted their style according to functional and textual requirements. Partisan positions were more apt to be espoused by theorists and patrons.


  Still, even within the relativist camp distinctions and nuances can be observed. Even Lasso’s sibylline style was addressed more to the overall character of the text—its supernatural origin, its quality as mysterious utterance—than to the specifics of its semantic content. Indeed, when it came to the mechanics of the word–music relationship, Lasso came down in this case on the side of phonology and rhetorical declamation, just like the chanson composers. If “literary” music means music that embodies or is responsive to semantic meaning, Lasso’s sibylline motets do not qualify.


  But a great deal of sixteenth-century music did qualify, and it is to that style, and to the movement that supported it, that we now turn. It was a revolutionary movement, and it transformed music fundamentally and irrevocably.


  Its first fruits did not look very revolutionary, and the origins of the movement remain unclear. The trend toward literary music, which first involved settings of Italian verse, was long viewed as a slow evolutionary outgrowth of the frottola. More recently, however, it has been proposed that the trend was the product of two other currents—or rather, that it was the product of their confluence, which took place not in the main centers of frottola activity (Mantua for composition, Venice for publication), but in Florence, during the 1520s, when the frottola craze had already begun to subside.10


  These two currents were (1) the “Petrarchan movement,” a literary revival of archaic (fourteenthcentury) poetic genres, and (2) the application to settings of Italian texts of styles and techniques previously associated with “northern” polyphony, both sacred (Latin motets) and secular (“Franco-Flemish” chansons).


  The influence of the Petrarchan revival is already suggested by the revival of the word madrigal to identify the new style of Italian verse setting. There is no musical connection at all between the sixteenth-century madrigal and its trecento forebear. The latter had quite died out and been forgotten. It was initially brought back to sixteenth-century consciousness not as a musical genre but as a literary one, a species of pastoral verse discussed with examples in a fourteenthcentury manuscript treatise on poetry, the Summa artis rithimici vulgaris dictaminis (“Survey of the art of vernacular poetry”) by Antonio da Tempo, published as a printed book in 1507.


  The influence of “northern” musical idioms on the new genre is betokened by the simple fact that the first sixteenth-century “madrigalists” of note were not Italians but oltremontani who like so many of their musical contemporaries had found gainful employment in Italy. It is to the confluence of high old literary ideals with sophisticated imported musical techniques that we owe, in the words of James Haar, the madrigal’s leading “revisionist” historian, “the beginnings of a musical vocabulary adequate to meeting the intellectual and emotional demands of the verse.”11


  The protagonists of the literary revolution in its earliest phases were the humanist scholar (and later cardinal) Pietro Bembo (1470–1547), the chief instigator of the Petrarchan revival, and the composers Philippe Verdelot (ca. 1480–ca. 1530), a Frenchman, and Jacques Arcadelt (d. 1568), a Walloon or Frenchspeaking Fleming. Verdelot’s first book of madrigals was published in 1533, though he was mainly active in the 1520s and wrote five times as many madrigals as he published. Between 1539 and 1544, Arcadelt published five books of madrigals for four voices and one for three. By the mid-1540s, the madrigal had been established as the dominant musical genre for Italian poetry and retained its supremacy for over a century, albeit with many modifications along the way to accommodate changing styles and social functions. By the end of the sixteenth century, moreover, madrigals were an international craze, both in the sense that Italian madrigals were eagerly imported and performed abroad, and in the sense that they inspired emulations in other countries and other languages, particularly English.


  “MADRIGALISM” IN PRACTICE


  Bembo’s revival of Petrarch was a watershed for Italian poetry and for the reestablishment of the Florentine or Tuscan dialect as a standard literary language. Precociously erudite, the future cardinal published an edition of Petrarch’s complete works in 1501, when he was thirty. Four years later, he published a dialogue on courtly love that included a selection of illustrative verses of his own composition in the style of Petrarch, demonstrating what Bembo took to be the great poet’s essential devices and themes. The most famous part of the book was the chapter devoted to lovers in conflict, in which the device of antithesis—the immediate confrontation of words, feelings, and ideas with their opposites—was exploited in spectacular fashion. In a later work, Prose della volgar lingua, Bembo drew out of Petrarch the idea of an antithesis of styles (“heavy” vs. “light”) as well. His polar categories— gravità (gravity or dignity) and piacevolezza (pleasingness or “charm”)—were to be realized technically by the mechanics of the verse: phonology or sound-content, rhymescheme, meter.


  These theories were enormously stimulating to musicians; Bembo’s poems, and eventually those of Petrarch himself, became a locus classicus—an endlessly returned-to source—for composers of madrigals, who began to specialize in the expression of violent emotional contrasts that could be effectively linked with musical contrasts—high/low, fast/slow, up/down, consonant/dissonant, major/minor, diatonic/chromatic, homorhythmic/imitative—as bearers (or at least suggesters) of semantic meaning. Musical tones all by themselves may not possess much in the way of semantic reference; in other words, they may not denote objects or ideas with much precision. But antithetical relationships between tones and tone-constructs can connote plenty. (We have already seen this, of course, in the predictable “ascendit/descendit” contrasts in sixteenth-century Mass settings like Palestrina’s: this convention may already have been a “madrigalism,” an extension of the “Petrarchian antithesis,” first exploited in madrigals, to another textual realm.)


  An ideal starting point for observing the growth of “literary music” through the madrigal, and its growing antagonism to the impersonal universalism of the ars perfecta, would be Il bianco e dolce cigno (“The white delightful swan,” Ex. 17-14), the first item in Arcadelt’s first book of madrigals (1539), the most frequently reprinted music book of the whole sixteenth century (some 53 times, the last in 1642!). It was possibly the sixteenth century’s most famous single piece of art music, surely the one that most people knew by heart (as they did not and could not know a legendary but rarely heard work like the Missa Papae Marcelli).


  Like most madrigal poems, the text of Arcadelt’s swan song is inordinato, to use the contemporary word: it consists of a single stanza in lines of varying length, without refrain or any other obvious formal scheme, and the music does not impose one either. This is the most dramatic way in which the madrigal differs from the other vernacular genres of the sixteenth century. Most of the others were in some sort of fixed form, descended mainly from the ballata: to those already mentioned one could add the Spanish villancico, a dance-descended song that enjoyed a big burst of polyphonic creativity under Ferdinand and Isabella (whose main court composer, Juan del Encina, composed upwards of sixty). Even where the poems were devoid of refrains or strophic repetitions, like many “new style” chansons, composers were more observant of their forms, and certainly of their meters, than of their contents.


  A madrigalist, by contrast, went after content and its maximal musical representation, and, as time went on, was more and more willing to commit what offended humanists like Vincenzo Galilei called a “laceramento della poesia”—mangling or trampling on the form of the poem—in order to get at that content. Composers of Arcadelt’s generation, and especially oltremontani like Willaert and (later) Lasso, tended to recite the poem fairly straightforwardly, aiming at a general mood of gravity or charm. Their settings are mild compared to what came later. But even Arcadelt’s swan poem is built à la Petrarch around an antithesis (the swan’s sad death, the poet’s happy “death” in love), and the composer gives two vivid hints of the particularizing impulse that would later become such a fetish among madrigalists. Both of them involve (implicit) antitheses.


  The first high-powered affective word, piangendo (weeping), receives the first chromatic harmony (Ex. 17-14a). There is nothing intrinsically weepy about the chord itself: it is just another major triad. But in context it contrasts with the diatonic norm and is therefore, like the word with which it coincides, a “marked” feature (to use a modern linguists’ term). As to the second hint, there could be nothing more ordinary, or less particularly “expressive,” in music of the sixteenth century than a point of imitation (although we should note that points of imitation were not common in Italian secular music before the motet-writing oltremontani began putting them in.) Yet Arcadelt’s imitative setting of the thrice-repeated last line (Ex. 17-14b), by standing out from the homorhythmic norm, becomes “marked,” and therefore illustrative of the sense of the line, which refers to a multiple, repetitive act—and underscores the “charming” double entendre: lo piccolo morte (“the little death”) was the standard Italian euphemism for the climax of the sexual act.


  Because it so privileged the humanistic axiom that music should be the servant of the oratione, the sense of the poetry, and therefore “imitate” it, the madrigal became a hotbed of musical radicalism and experimentation. Because of its “literary” premises, it was tolerant of audacities that in any other genre would have been thought blunders or (at the very least) lapses of style. Any effect, however bizarre or however it transgressed the rules demanded by the universal standard of the ars perfecta, could be justified on a “literary” basis.


  Real crimes against perfection begin to show up in the 1560s, beginning with the madrigals of Cipriano de Rore (1516–1565), the Flemish associate (and pupil?) of Willaert. He was unusual among the oltremontani for the enthusiasm with which he followed the literary premises of the madrigal into uncharted musical terrain. Dalle belle contrade d’oriente (“From the fair regions of the East”) comes from Rore’s fifth and last book, published posthumously in 1566.


  EX. 17-14A Jacques Arcadelt, Il bianco e dolce cigno, mm. 1–10
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  The whole poem consists of one sustained, multileveled antithesis: narrated recollection of physical pleasures at the beginning and the end as against the sudden outpouring of emotional anguish in the middle, expressed in “direct discourse” or actual quoted speech. The multiple contrast is expressed with unprecedented violence in the music. The narrative portions at the two ends are full of delightful descriptive effects: the rocking rhythms where the poet speaks of enjoying bliss in his lover’s arms (“fruiva in braccio… “), the tortuous imitative polyphony where the intertwining of the lovers’ limbs is compared with the snaky growth of vines.


  EX. 17-14B Jacques Arcadelt, Il bianco e dolce cigno, mm. 34–46
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  Musical descriptions like these, as observed in the previous chapter, usually depend on the uncovering of unsuspected correspondences and are basically humorous no matter what is actually described. That is why the middle section (Ex. 17-15), with its serious content and agonized mood, adopts a wholly different approach to the task of “imitating nature.” Here the imitation is no easy matter of analogy or metaphor: what is imitated is the actual speech of the disconsolate lady, replete with sniffles and sobs, especially poignant when, after an unexpected rest representing a sigh, she blurts out her harmonically wayward, syncopated curse upon Eros (“Ahi, crudo Amor”). In keeping with the agonized mood, the soprano part (corresponding in range to the lady’s voice) makes a direct “forbidden” progression through a “minor semitone” from C-sharp (as third of an A major triad) to C-natural (as root of a C minor triad). It is a supremely calculated effect, needless to say, but it is fashioned to resemble a spontaneous ejaculation, following an old theory of Aristotle’s that, speech being the outward expression of emotion, imitation of speech is tantamount to the direct imitation of emotion.
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  FIG. 17-6 Cipriano de Rore, anonymous portrait in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.


  


  The direct imitation of tortured speech, evoking a single subject’s extreme personal feeling by the use of extreme musical relationships, is as far from the aims of the ars perfecta as can be imagined. The musical means employed, judged from the standpoint of the ars perfecta, are full of bombastic exaggeration and distortion—in a word, they are “baroque.” But Rore’s exaggerations and distortions only begin to suggest the violence that the last generations of madrigalists, working around the turn of the century, would wreak on the consummate musical idiom their fathers had perfected.


  PARADOX AND CONTRADICTION


  Just as it was in the realm of Catholic sacred music, when the generation of Willaert gave way to that of Palestrina, so it was in the realm of the madrigal: native Italian talent gradually took possession of the elite genres. The first of the great Italian-born madrigalists was Luca Marenzio (1553–99), who spent most of his career in Rome, with short forays in other Italian centers and, at the end of his rather short life, at the royal court of Poland. He published nine books of madrigals over a period of nineteen years beginning in 1580; his reputation was so far-reaching by the time of his death that all nine books were reissued together in a collected memorial edition, published in Nuremberg in 1601.


  Solo e pensoso (“Alone and distracted,” Ex. 17-16), from Marenzio’s ninth and last book (1599), has for its text a famous verse by Petrarch himself, one that was frequently set by the madrigalists. Marenzio’s setting of the opening couplet, a stroke of “nature-imitating” genius, illustrates another possibility for “painting” a text musically, one to which the late generation of madrigalists had increasing recourse. Music “moves,” and in its movements it can analogize physical movement, even physical space. The opening image of the poem is that of numbly wandering “with slow and halting steps.” The steady tread of semibreves in the accompanying voices suggests the steps pretty clearly. But what are they accompanying?


  EX. 17-15 Cipriano de Rore, Dalle belle contrade d’oriente, mm. 26–48
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  They are accompanying a soprano voice moving in semibreves (whole notes) through perhaps the first complete chromatic scale in the history of European art music. (The part ascends through fifteen semitonal progressions, covering more than an octave, and descends through eight.) What better way to indicate unpremeditated movement through deserted fields, parts unknown? The soprano’s half steps are unpredictably treated as diatonic or chromatic, as sixteenth-century terminology would have it. In modern terms, and perhaps somewhat oversimply, the diatonic semitone is the one that progresses from one scale degree to another (every diatonic scale has two), and the chromatic semitone is the one that inflects a single degree and (by definition) cannot be found in any diatonic scale.


  Using chromatic semitones is obviously incompatible with modal integrity, though it would be a gross overstatement to call madrigalistic chromaticism “atonal,” as some have done. Marenzio takes care to bring things into tonal focus at the end of the couplet (making use, in fact, of techniques of tonal focusing that were as new as his chromaticism) and by extending the last note long enough to sustain a normal authentic cadence. But the new freedom of movement did play hob with modal theory—and even more so with tuning systems: it was precisely this kind of harmony that made tempered tuning, which finally eliminated the actual difference in size between the two kinds of semitone, a necessary invention.


  The free intermixture of major and minor semitones was something the madrigalists pioneered, because they were the first musicians to have need of such a device for their pictorializing purpose. They had some predecessors in a certain crackpot brand of musical humanism that sought to recover the nondiatonic modes of Greek music (the “chromatic genus,” which used minor semitones, and even the “enharmonic genus,” which used quarter tones). A radical humanist named Nicola Vicentino built himself around 1560 a monster keyboard instrument called the arcigravicembalo, with fifty-three different pitches within the octave, on which he could experiment in search of the miracles of ethos (emotional contagion and moral influence) that the ancient Greek musicians were reputed to have achieved with their music. But it came to nothing.


  EX. 17-16 Luca Marenzio, Solo e pensoso, mm. 1–24
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  There was also a negligible tendency on the part of some sixteenth-century musicians to experiment with complete circles of fifths as another way of encompassing the totality of chromatic pitch space. This tendency, too, demanded a radical revision of tuning systems if it was to work. It produced some curious little pieces, in particular a motetlike composition by the German composer Matthias Greiter (ca. 1495–1550) that transposed the beginning of a song called Fortuna desperata (“Hopeless fortune”) twelve times by fifths in order to symbolize the rotation of Dame Fortune’s wheel. But it, too, came to nothing. The chromaticism of the madrigalists came to something because its purpose was communication (or representation) of feeling, not pure (or mere) research. It was at first something that only unaccompanied voices, able to adjust their tuning by ear, could effectively perform.
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  FIG. 17-7 Enharmonic keyboard comparable to Vicentino’s, by Vito Trasuntino (Venice, 1606), now at the Museo Civico Medievale in Bologna.


  


  Yet in its very realism, the expressivity of the madrigal contained the seeds of its own undoing. The opening couplet of Marenzio’s setting of Solo e pensoso is miraculously precise in depicting the poet’s pensive distraction, but can an ensemble of five voices represent his solitude? One makes allowances for convention, one can easily answer, but in that case why the chromatic experimentation? Its purpose, clearly, was to surmount convention in the interests of expressive exactness. It was a literary, not a musical exactness that was sought, and it exposed a contradiction between literature and music, the two media that madrigal composers were trying to fuse. The motivating “literary” idea brought literalism in its train; and once literalism was admitted, absurdity had to be confronted. There was no way out of the bind.


  Another composer who set Solo e pensoso to music was Giaches (originally Jacques) de Wert (1535–96), an Antwerp-born composer who was taken to Italy as a child, became a naturalized citizen of Mantua, and grew up to all intents and purposes an Italian composer. A very prolific madrigalist, he published eleven books by the time of his death, and a twelfth was issued posthumously in 1608. Solo e pensoso, from his seventh book, was published in 1581, when Marenzio was only beginning his career. It, too, is full of the sort of expressive distortion music historians sometimes designate as “mannerism,” borrowing a term from art history (think of El Greco’s blue-skinned elongated saints).


  Wert portrays the poet’s distraction by the use of crazy intervallic leaps that utterly mock the smooth recuperative gestures of “perfected art.” The madrigal’s opening motive (Ex. 17-17) proceeds through two successive descending fifths, a rising major sixth (an interval for which you’ll search all of Palestrina in vain), a falling fifth, a falling third, and two rising sixths. And by beginning with a point of imitation, Wert contrives to have the word solo actually sung “solo.” But when the other parts enter, the illusion of solitude is broken even more decisively than in Marenzio’s setting, because the five voices move so much more independently of one another. No way out.


  EXTERIOR “NATURE” AND INTERIOR “AFFECT”


  A particularly vivid example of antithesis, and of the audacities the use of musical metaphors could sanction, is A un giro sol (“At a single glance”), first published in 1603 in the fourth madrigal book by Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643). The long-lived Monteverdi had a multifaceted career that included pioneering work in genres that properly belong to the seventeenth century; we will review his biography and survey his output in a later chapter. Here we will consider him as a late madrigalist exclusively, who attracted particular hostile attention from proponents of the ars perfecta who saw him as a particular threat precisely because his work was so persuasive.


  The poem on which Monteverdi based his madrigal is cast in an unusual form that mirrors its rhetorical content. Its eight lines divide into two quatrains in differing rhyme schemes (abab vs. aabb)—but that is the least of their differences. The first quatrain is an “objective” nature description, and a cheerful one; the second is a subjective internal portrait, and miserable. The two quatrains are linked by a play on the word occhi (eyes). In the first, the eyes are the sun’s, a metaphor for rays of light. In the second, the eyes are those of the poet, shedding tears.


  This particular outer/inner antithesis—all the world is happy; only I am miserable—was a veritable madrigalian cliché because it was so perfectly suited to musical imagery of every kind. The “objective” description in the first part employs devices of the simpler sort. There is straightforward onomatopoeia in the “laughing” melismas. There are metaphors of motion and direction: the wavelike undulation of the sea—a spatial metaphor that would have a long musical life indeed—is portrayed at first at a leisurely pace, then more lively in response to the wind (Ex. 17-18a). And there is a slightly more complex analogy to qualities of light (the brightening day) by means of shared attributes: as the sun rises, so does the vocal tessitura.


  EX. 17-17 Giaches de Wert, Solo e pensoso, opening point
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  The big turnaround on “sol io” (I alone) is signaled by a brusque chromaticism, signaling a new tonal and emotional terrain. Really intense dissonance will follow when the bitter complaint against the lady’s cruelty is enunciated. Monteverdi well understood the paradox of “persona” in the madrigal—a group of singers impersonating a single poetic sensibility—and exploited it. The line beginning “Certo!” is set on every occurrence for two singers in unison, so that it sounds like a single voice that “breaks” into a grating minor second when cosi crudeleria (“such a heartless one”) is recalled (Ex. 17-18b). Thereafter, the two voices move in a suspension chain to a cadence, but a cadence that is trumped and frustrated every time by the next semitone clash. The dissonance is kept gnashingly high at all times and can seem excessive even now; this lover’s pain remains palpable after four centuries.


  Monteverdi’s “baroque” dissonances were notorious. His madrigal Cruda Amarilli, published in 1605 in his fifth book, had already been a cause célèbre for five years because it had been angrily attacked by Giovanni Maria Artusi (1540–1613), a pupil of Zarlino and a latterday proponent of the ars perfecta, in a treatise published in 1600 and pointedly titled L’Artusi, overo Delle imperfettioni della moderna musica (“Artusi’s book concerning the imperfections of modern music”). Like most treatises it is in dialogue form. Artusi puts his criticisms in the mouth of a wise old monk, Signor Vario, to whom the other character, Signor Luca, has brought the unnamed Monteverdi’s latest. “It pleases me, at my age,” says Signor Vario, “to see a new method of composing, though it should please me much more if I saw that these passages were founded upon some reason which could satisfy the intellect. But as castles in the air, chimeras founded upon sand, these novelties do not please me; they deserve blame, not praise. Let us see the passages, however.”12 Then follow seven little extracts from Cruda Amarilli, each containing some offense against the rules of counterpoint as laid down by Zarlino. The most famous infraction is the first, a skip in the most exposed voice, the soprano, from an A that enters as a dissonance against the bass G to an F that is also a dissonance: two sins at a single stroke. What Artusi left out of his discussion, however, is the very thing that motivated the trespasses, and that alone can explain them—namely the text. This testifies either to a devious strategy on the author’s part or, more likely, to his inability to comprehend the literary basis of the new style or admit that musical procedures could legitimately rest on textual, rather than musical grounds. In this position he has had successors in every subsequent century, right up to the present.


  EX. 17-18A Claudio Monteverdi, A un giro sol, mm. 16–27
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  The all-determining text of Cruda Amarilli (“Cruel Amaryllis”), like those of countless other madrigals, is an excerpt from Il Pastor Fido (“The faithful shepherd”), a play by the contemporary courtly poet Giovanni Battista Guarini (1538–1612). A classic of the “pastoral” mode, in which the purity and simplicity of shepherd life is implicitly contrasted with the corruption and the artificiality of court and city, Guarini’s “tragicomic” play (i.e., a play about the sufferings of “low” characters) was one of the most famous Italian poems of the sixteenth century. In a fashion that may recall the competitive or emulative practices of the early generations of Mass composers, Guarini’s play attracted more than one hundred composers great and small. That spirit of competition—to achieve the most accurate depiction of the poem’s emotional content or (to give the same idea a more ordinary human twist) simply to come up with the most far-out setting of a given text—should certainly not be discounted as a force driving radical experimentation.


  EX. 17-18B Claudio Monteverdi, A un giro sol, mm. 43–55
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  What proved so stimulating to the musical imagination was the new “affective” style in which the poet cast his “pathetic” monologues, that is, the monologues depicting the affetti or sentiments of suffering lovers, expressed not only in words but in sighs and tearful ejaculations like ohimè! (“oh me oh my”) or ahi lasso! (“ah, weary me,” whence “alas”)—the very phrase to which Monteverdi’s main “transgression” (Ex. 17-19) was set. Thus composers were encouraged to develop an “affective” style of their own, analogizing the one that was being developed (also to the consternation of classicists) in literature. The remarkable thing is the way the new musical style came into its own just as—or even because—the poetry was becoming less “articulate” in its eloquence, more given over to elemental plaintive sounds, rhetorical “music.” The two arts seemed to be converging, meeting in the middle; each giving something up (stylistic “perfection,” exalted diction), each gaining something else (heightened expressivity). Out of that nexus a momentous style transformation was bound to occur.


  EX. 17-19 Claudio Monteverdi, Cruda Amarilli, mm. 1–14, encompassing the first of Artusi’s “spots”
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  The ultimate madrigalian stage was reached by Carlo Gesualdo (1560–1613), the Prince of Venosa near Naples in southern Italy. A colorful figure, himself a nobleman in no need of patronage (and with a biography rich in lurid anecdote as only a nobleman’s could be), Gesualdo’s name derives equal notoriety from his having ordered the murder of his unfaithful first wife and from his astonishing musical compositions. It would be the wiser course, perhaps, to resist the temptation to link the two sides of his fame, but there is no gainsaying his music’s lurid aspect, reported in his day (by a diplomat slightly annoyed by Gesualdo’s “open profession” of an art better practiced by his employees) as being an art “full of attitudes.”13


  Gesualdo brought to its peak the tradition of “uncanny” chromatic artifice initiated fifty years earlier by Lasso, and applied it to the new, supercharged vein of erotic love poetry. Moro, lasso (“I shall die, O miserable me”) comes from his sixth and last book, published in 1611, about the latest date at which continental music in the “a cappella” polyphonic style could claim to represent a current idiom rather than a stile antico. Before we even touch upon the music, it would be well to take a look at the poem, just to satisfy ourselves that it is indeed a poem with meter and rhyme:
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  Gesualdo’s harmonic progressions, more fully saturated than any predecessor’s with true chromatic voice leading (often in two, sometimes even in three voices at once), is often compared with much later music (most often, perhaps, with Wagner’s). Those inclined to make such comparisons—such as Igor Stravinsky, the famous Russian composer then living in Hollywood, who became fascinated with Gesualdo in the 1950s and even orchestrated three of his madrigals—are also inclined to look upon Gesualdo as a “prophetic” composer, so far ahead of his time that it took two and a half centuries for the rest of the world to catch up with him.


  As ought to be clear, even without a peek at Wagner’s work, such ideas are based on dubious historical assumptions. The most groundless one is that all of music is moving in one direction (say, toward Wagner and beyond), and therefore some music is farther along the path of destiny than other music. But of course Wagner’s chromaticism depends for its effect (and even its sheer intelligibility) on a great deal of aural conditioning that Wagner’s contemporaries had all been subjected to (as have we), but that Gesualdo’s contemporaries had not. Gesualdo’s harmony, however radical, was in no sense ahead of its time. As in the case of Lasso, its ingredients were familiar and its progressions not unprecedented. What was unique in his music was not its sound or its syntax, but its concentrated intensity.


  Within the terms of sixteenth century style, moreover, Gesualdo’s greatest audacities are not harmonic per se, but consist rather in the frequent pauses that disrupt the continuity of his lines, often followed by harmonically disconnected resumptions that coincide (as in Moro, lasso) with the ahi’s, the affective or downright suggestive exclamations of desire or (given their proximity to words invoking death) of satiation (Ex. 17-20). This linguistic realism, betokening emotional realism and even physiological realism, can still make us uncomfortable when listening to Gesualdo in public. That discomfort has led many writers, even modern ones, to write the Prince of Venosa’s extravagances off as being inartistic, even (as befits a prince) “amateurish.”14 Poetry lovers also resist Gesualdo, for his fragmented, discombobulated music completely devours the poem in the course of realizing its affetti, turning it into what often sounds like fairly inarticulate prose.


  Gesualdo’s modern reputation (or modernist reception) poses interesting historical questions. On the one hand, as suggested above (and as the Italian scholar Lorenzo Bianconi has eloquently complained), by drawing factitious connections between Gesualdo and other daring harmonists, the modern revival of interest in him has fueled the invention of “an imaginary, heroic history of visionary prophets”15 (Lasso → Gesualdo → Wagner → Stravinsky, or something of the sort) and has obscured rather than illuminated the actual historical and cultural conditions that nourished their various activities. On the other hand, without benefit of some of these false historical notions, interest in Gesualdo would never have quickened in the twentieth century the way it did; his works would have been studied and performed far less than they have been, and probably with a far less sympathetic understanding.


  Which is not to say that modern understanding of Gesualdo (or any cultural figure from the past) is or can ever be the same as contemporary understanding. It is motivated by new interests and a different intellectual climate, and the passage of years or centuries irrevocably alters the context in which any artifact of the past is perceived. Modern understanding, then, cannot be anything other than new understanding and—if difference is automatically equated with loss (which of course it need not be)—it can only be “misunderstanding.”


  But it is an inevitable misunderstanding, even a necessary one. There is little to be gained in complaining that the disproportionate interest we now take in Gesualdo’s chromatic madrigals, at the expense of his sacred music or his instrumental dances or any other less spectacular side of his output, is “a mistaken overemphasis,” as Bianconi so challengingly puts it.16 Our modern (mis)understandings of the past are not mistakes but the products of changed historical conditions. We value in Gesualdo something his contemporaries could not have valued, because we know what they (and he) did not—namely, their future, which is now our past. That knowledge can hardly be erased from our consciousness.


  EX. 17-20 Carlo Gesualdo, Moro, lasso, mm. 1–12
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  So what interests us now bespeaks our condition and no one else’s. No amount of historical learning can replace new understanding with old understanding. All one can hope to do is add depth and detail to our misunderstanding. (That is where the sacred music and the instrumental music can usefully fit into even the most biased modern appreciation of Gesualdo.) If that seems a paradoxical thing to say, that has been precisely the intention.


  POSTSCRIPT: THE ENGLISH MADRIGAL


  Both the music printing business and the cultivation of vernacular art music had a relatively slow start in England. The beginning, splendidly signaled by the publication of XX. Songes in 1530, did not take hold. William Byrd, who with Thomas Tallis sought and received monopoly rights on music printing, turned out to be an ineffectual or indifferent businessman. He did not publish even his own settings of English poetry until he had turned his patent over to a printer-musician named Thomas East, who finally made a go of it. Apart from compositions for the Anglican liturgy, Byrd’s vernacular settings can be found in two volumes printed by East in 1588 and 1589: Psalmes, sonets and Songs of sadness and pietie, and Songs of sundrie natures, some of gravitie, and others of myrth, fit for all companies and voyces. Most of the songs are grave and semireligious; they are mainly set for solo voice with instruments and show no interest in the new directions being taken on the continent toward “literary” experiment.
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  FIG. 17-8 Detail from the huge painting The Wedding at Cana (1562) by Veronese, which now faces Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa in the Louvre, Paris. The players of the viols were secret portraits of the painter and his colleagues, the size of the instruments they play corresponding to their ages: Tintoretto (Jacopo Robusti) is at left, bowing a tenor viol held lute-style. Opposite him, the aged Titian (Tiziano Vecellio) is sawing away at a gigantic bass viol. Between them, holding a little viol on his shoulder, is Veronese himself (real name Paolo Caliari).


  


  Byrd’s songs were representative. Little of the English song literature that circulated in manuscript during the sixteenth century was set for vocal ensembles, but consisted rather of instrumentally accompanied solo “ayres,” either with “consorts” of viols or with lute as backup. Whether for viols or for lute, the accompaniments were often contrapuntally intricate, the texts melancholy, the style basically motetlike, but respectful of the structure of the poem in a way that the madrigal was not.


  The most important sixteenth-century composer of English verse settings untouched by madrigalian influence was not Byrd but the lutenist John Dowland (1563–1626), like Byrd a recusant Catholic who, upon being refused the post of lutenist to the court of Elizabeth I in 1594 (because of religious discrimination, he claimed) went abroad and spent the early years of the seventeenth century at various German and Danish courts, returning to England in 1609 and finally securing appointment as one of the King’s Lutes at the court of James I in 1612.


  Dowland was a supreme virtuoso of his instrument, who could write for it in a very strict contrapuntal style. For this reason he found it easy to arrange his lute ayres, most effectively, for publication as vocal ensembles after the madrigal had caught on in England. But his work belongs to the earlier tradition, a tradition that goes back (like most pre-madrigalian continental vernacular genres as well) to the strophic dance song. Most of Dowland’s ayres are cast in the form of one of the two main ballroom dances of Elizabeth’s time: the stately duple-metered pavan and the lively triple-metered galliard with which the pavan was often paired in the ballroom, characteristically full of lilting “hemiola” syncopations. Both pavan and galliard consisted formally of three repeated “strains” or cadenced phrases, the middle cadence (or half-cadence) being on a contrasting harmony.


  The pavan was originally an Italian dance called paduana after Padua, its putative city of origin. (There is also a theory, no longer much believed, that it was originally a Spanish dance named after the pavón or peacock because of its proud movements.) The most famous of all pavans is Dowland’s song “Flow My Tears” (see Ex. 17-21 for its first strain), which he not only arranged as a partsong but also transcribed for five-part consort of viols without voice under the title “The Lachrymae Pavan” (lachrimae being Latin for tears), in which form he published it in 1604 together with six more pavans all based on the same head motive: a falling tetrachord, traditionally emblematic of lamenting (Ex. 17-22).


  The galliard was also originally a north Italian court dance; its name derives from gagliardo, Italian for “robust.” Dowland’s galliard songs are wonderful examples of expert English text-setting. They are based on poems in iambic pentameter, the Shakespearean meter, with hemiolas—the breaking of a normal triple bar (say, 3/4) bar into two smaller ones (2 × 3/8) or grouping two of them into one larger bar (2 × 3/4 = 3/2)—allowing for interesting inversions and cross-accents that adapt the regular meter to the normal enunciation pattern of English speech. The witty lover’s complaint, Can shé excúse my wróngs with vírtue’s clóak? (i.e., can she claim virtue as her excuse for thwarting me) is a particularly complex—and therefore a particularly delightful—example (Ex. 17-23a). The title as just given is marked to show the normal iambic-pentameter scansion. Example 17-23b shows how Dowland’s hemiolas actually stress the words in performance. This is English musical prosody at its most original and authentic.


  EX. 17-21 John Dowland, “Flow My Tears,” first strain
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  The situation changed, very abruptly, in 1588, the year of the great sea battle with the Spanish Armada, hence a year usually associated in English history with victory and conquest. In music it went the other way. It was the English who were conquered by the Italians, to the point where a decade later Thomas Morley could complain, in his Plaine and Easie Introduction to Practicall Musicke, that “such be the newfangled opinions of our countrymen, who will highly esteem whatsoever cometh from beyond the seas, and specially from Italy, be it never so simple, contemning that which is done at home though it be never so excellent.”17


  Morley (1557–1602) had scant right to grumble so. As translator, as arranger, as monopolistic publisher and as literary propagandist he deserves most of the credit or the blame for the English craze for Italian music that flared up after the 1588 publication of Musica Transalpina (“Music from across the Alps”). This was a large anthology of fifty-seven Italian madrigals (grouped in sections for four voices, for five, and for six) with their texts translated into English by a London music lover named Nicholas Yonge, who had long made it a hobby to sing Italian madrigals at home and to translate their texts for his friends, knowing that so literary a genre as the madrigal will only be sung “with little delight” by those ignorant of the language.


  EX. 17-22 John Dowland, “The Lachrymae Pavan,” opening
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  EX. 17-23A John Dowland, Can shee excuse my wrongs, first strain
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  EX. 17-23B John Dowland, Can shee excuse my wrongs, voice part rebarred to show hemiola scansions
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  (One of the madrigals Yonge Englished was Palestrina’s ubiquitous Vestiva i colli.) Yonge’s bestseller was followed two years later by Italian Madrigals Englished, mainly containing Marenzio, freely paraphrased by a well-known poet, Thomas Watson. And then it was Morley’s turn to make a killing. Aiming for the widest possible appeal, he concentrated at first on the lighter submadrigalian Italian genres that had descended from dance songs, becoming ever more frivolous as the madrigal became ever more serious: canzonetti (little homorhythmic songs), balletti (little dances), and the like. These are the genres that have the falala nonsense refrains (parodying solmization) that are so firmly associated with English “madrigals” as commonly defined (and as sung by glee clubs). Their continued currency goes all the way back to Morley’s popularizing efforts.


  Morley’s first book of Italian translations, Canzonets, or Little Short Songs to Four Voices: Selected out of the best and approved Italian authors, came out in 1597. His Madrigals to Five Voices: Selected out of the best approved Italian authors appeared the next year, and also consisted, for the most part, of canzonets. But his Italianate composing activity actually preceded his editorial work. In 1593, Morley had published a book of two-voiced canzonets of his own; in 1594 he put out a book of fourpart madrigals under his own imprint as publisher; and in 1595 he issued a shady little book that bestrode the borderline between composing and arranging: The first book of ballets to five voyces, issued in both English and Italian versions, in which no name is given as author except Morley’s, but in which almost every item is so closely based on an Italian model as to amount to plagiarism, except that Morley very skillfully amplified the “falas” far beyond anything in his models.


  Morley’s dance-song “Now is the month of Maying,” for example, now a glee club evergreen, was really a balletto, So ben mi c’ha bon tempo, that Morley found in a goldmine of a book published five years earlier in Venice, called Selva di varia ricreatione (“Forest [i.e., a big bunch] of various recreations”) by Orazio Vecchi, the great Italian master of submadrigalian frivolity (including “madrigal comedies”—farces with texts made up entirely of madrigal spoofs). Ex. 17-24 shows the first strophe, complete with falas, from both pieces.


  Morley’s publications are a fitting conclusion to a chapter all about early musical entrepreneurship. Once he got the commercial ball rolling, there was no stopping it, or so it seemed. Between the mid-1590s, when Morley began, and the early 1620s, when Thomas Tomkins (1572–1656) published his last madrigal book, about fifty prints containing madrigals or “madrigals” (that is, songs the English called madrigals but which the Italians would have called something else) were issued, by almost as many composers, some of whom were remarkable musicians indeed, fully worthy of their transalpine forebears. Emblematic of the whole movement was a collection published by Morley in 1601: The Triumphes of Oriana, consisting of madrigals by 21 composers, all in praise of Queen Elizabeth and ending with a common refrain, “Long live fair Oriana.” Thus nationalism, public relations, and entrepreneurship conjoined to turn the century’s most quintessentially Italian musical genre, or at least a lightened variant of it, into a genre the English accepted as their own.


  The most eminent English madrigalists, or at least the most serious, were the three W’s: John Ward (1571–1638), John Wilbye (1574–1638), and Thomas Weelkes (1576–1623). They combined the kind of musico-literary imagination that marked the best of the Italian madrigalists with outstanding contrapuntal techniques, making them absolutely the last composers whose work exemplified the sixteenth-century polyphonic style as a living, rather than an embalmed, tradition. To illustrate their work, Ward’s Upon a Bank (Ex. 17-25), published in 1613, makes an apt counterpart to Monteverdi’s A un giro sol (Ex. 17-18). It is based on the very same kind of overall “Petrarchian” antithesis—a jolly description of nature followed by a lament—and features a wealth of delightfully subtle imagery in the opening pictorial part. Here is the text of that part, with the words most ingeniously “painted” set in italics:


  
    Upon a bank with roses set about,

    Where pretty turtles [i.e., turtle doves] joining bill to bill,

    And gentle springs steal softly murmuring out,

    Washing the foot of pleasure’s sacred hill.……

  


  


  EX. 17-24A Thomas Morley, “Now is the month of Maying”
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  EX. 17-24B Orazio Vecchi, So ben mi c’ha bon tempo
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  The most impressive thing about Ward’s descriptive technique is its strategy. In order to paint “joining” with a sudden homorhythm, he precedes it with a passage of hocketing text repetition. In order to paint “the foot” with a bass entrance, he withholds the voice from the whole preceding line. The strategy, of course, is based on a particularly fine awareness that relationships are what impart musical meaning, and that the simplest sort of relationship to contrive is an antithesis. Pictorialisms that seem more “direct” or “essential” are in fact the opposite, resting on specifically musical conventions that must be learned before their effects can be perceived. Thus Ward’s brook “murmurs” by way of a melisma whose down-and-up contour may seem self-evidently (like Monteverdi’s) to describes a wave. But that is because we have all internalized a spatial (up/down) analogy that is by no means given in the sounds themselves. Even more convention-bound is Ward’s depiction of “stealing softly”: it is ingeniously matched to a suspension, the lowest voice stealing softly to a dissonance beneath the higher ones. But to get this particular joke one needs concepts that come only with technical musical training.


  EX. 17-25 John Ward, Upon a Bank, mm. 12–27
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  The pictorialism in Ward’s first quatrain show an enormous affinity for those in Monteverdi’s. It is the second quatrain, the affective one depicting the wounded cupid, that suggests the difference between the English madrigalists as a school and their Italian counterparts. Or rather, it reinforces our sense of that difference, amounting, it could almost be said, to a deficiency or a blind spot on the part of the English. Compared to the Italian, the English madrigalists deliberately curbed emotional intensity (here, for example, by deflecting love, as suffered subjectively, to “Love” as objectified in the adorable, unthreatening form of Cupid), and avoided any but jocular references to sex. In other words, what had fueled the most powerful moments in the most serious Italian madrigals, and in particular provided the impetus for the most extreme chromatic experiments, was anxiously relegated by the English madrigalists to the lighter vein.


  A typical example is the coy double entendre in Fair Phyllis, a mock-pastoral by the minor madrigalist John Farmer (and yet another glee-club perennial), in which the shepherd “wanders up and down” in search of the shepherdess, finds her, kisses her, and then, because of a repeat sign, “wanders up and down” and “finds her” again. No need for chromaticism here, thank you; and there is generally far less interest in chromaticism among the English than among the Italians, which more than anything else hints at what all that Italian chromaticism really meant.


  Was this reticence a national characteristic? It certainly did not arise out of religious scruples alone (for all that Weelkes and Ward were churchmen by profession). The church to which the Italian composers confessed was assuredly no less officially censorious of illicit sex than the Church of England. Was it “purely musical” conservatism? Or was it (as Joseph Kerman suggests) “a fundamental dislike of stopping the composition abruptly for the purpose of momentary word-painting”?18 But if so, why? Kerman, ostensibly restating the same proposition more succinctly, may in fact suggest the reason: the English, he writes, “saw chromaticism as a disruptive force and tended to reject it accordingly.”19 But of course Gesualdo, too, saw chromaticism as a disruptive force—and embraced it enthusiastically. Was it only musical continuity that the English saw as threatened? Now that chromaticism has been established as both a musical and an expressive resource, it will be something to watch—indeed to monitor—as time goes on.


  


  CHAPTER 18

  Reformations and Counter Reformations


  MUSIC OF THE LUTHERAN CHURCH; VENETIAN CATHEDRAL MUSIC


  THE CHALLENGE


  What we now call the Protestant Reformation was in fact a series of revolts against Roman Catholic orthodoxy and the authority of the hierarchical church with roots going back to the fourteenth century (John Wyclif in England, Jan Hus in Bohemia, both successfully suppressed). They took radically different forms in different places. (The one sixteenth-century Reformation movement with which we are already familiar, the English, was the most “radically different” of all, since it was, uniquely, led by the Crown.) They did, however, reach a joint peak in the first half of the sixteenth century and achieved a lasting rupture in the history of European Christendom, for which reason they now appear in retrospect to have been a concerted movement, which they were not.


  What the continental reform movements had in common was an antifeudal, antihierarchical individualism; a zeal to return to the original revealed word of scripture (a byproduct of humanism, which encouraged the learning of Greek and Hebrew, the original scriptural languages); and confidence that every believer could find a personal path to truth based on scripture. They shared a disdain for formulaic liturgical ritual or the “caking up” of scripture with scholastic commentary; they reviled the worldliness of the professionalized Catholic clergy and its collusion with temporal authority, especially that of the supranational Holy Roman Empire, the very existence of which testified to that collusion.


  What is now thought of as the first overt act of the sixteenth-century religious revolution took place in Germany in 1517, when an Augustinian monk named Martin Luther (1483–1546) nailed 95 “theses” or points of difference with Roman Catholic authority to the door of the castle church in the town of Wittenberg, as a challenge for debate. The precipitating cause of this bold act was Luther’s horror at what he considered the venal abuse by the local church authorities of what were known as indulgences: the buying of “time off” from purgatory for one’s ancestors or oneself by making contributions to the church coffers.


  Among underlying factors that brought things to a head in the sixteenth century was the steady growth of mercantilism—that is, of economic enterprise and money-based trade. Protestantism, capitalism, and nationalism went hand in hand, it has often been observed, and renewed Europe in ways that ultimately went far beyond religion. Their mutual interactions were extremely various. One manifestation of mercantilism, as we know from the previous chapter, was the growth of the printing industry. This not only facilitated the dissemination of humanistic learning and secular music; it also allowed the rapid spread of Protestant ideas. In return, the Reformation provided a big new market for printers (and, as we shall see, for music printers).
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  FIG. 18-1 The beginning of the Reformation: Martin Luther posts his ninety-five theses on the church door at Wittenberg.


  


  It cannot be said that music ranked very high on the Reformation agenda, but the effects of the Reformation were felt very keenly in the musical sphere. For it was a revolt within the very stronghold of cultivated music, the source of much or most of its richest patronage. Just think how much of the music we have considered up to now has been bound up with the liturgy that was now coming under attack, and how much the now-suspect opulence of the Roman church hierarchy had meant to the material support of musicians, especially those whose work, committed to writing, forms the basis of music-with-a-history. Under particularly ascetic “reform” conditions, one could imagine music leaving history again. And in some of the reformed churches, it did just that.


  For nowhere do the differences among the reformed churches show up more clearly than in their attitudes toward music. What they shared was a hostility to the pope’s music: rich, professionalized, out of touch with ordinary life—just like the hierarchical clergy itself. What they hated, in other words, was the ars perfecta, whose very perfection now came under moral suspicion. But musical agreement among the reformers ended there. They had no united positive vision of music’s place in religion.


  Most negative of all was John Calvin (1504–64), the Geneva reformer, whose emphasis on austerity and complete rejection of the sacraments left very little room for music in his services, and none at all for professional music. The only musical artifact of the Calvinist or Huguenot Church was the Geneva Psalter, a book of psalms put into metrical verse (partly by the famous poet Clément Marot) for singing to the tunes (or timbres) of popular songs. It was first published in 1543 and reissued three times thereafter with various harmonizations by the onetime chanson composer (and eventual Huguenot martyr) Claude Goudimel (ca. 1514–72).


  These psalm settings were similar in concept to Jacobus Clemen’s Souterliedekens, briefly discussed and sampled in chapter 15, but far simpler. Goudimel’s preface to the last edition, published in 1565, strongly implies that even the simplest polyphonic psalm harmonizations were rejected as frills in Calvinist services, to be allowed only in home devotions. For all practical purposes, then, the Calvinist Church turned its back on music as an art. To the extent that music was cultivated as an art, it had no place in church; to the extent it had a place in church, it was to be “uncultivated” and unlettered. The same could be said for the Swiss German reformed church of Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531), which was of all the Protestant churches the most hostile to liturgy, and which sponsored public burnings of organs and liturgical music-books.


  The great exception to this pervasive music-hatred was the largest and most successful of the Reformed churches, the Lutheran; and as Luther was quick to point out, there was a lesson in that. Although he was by far the most spectacular and histrionic of the reformers, Luther was in some ways the most conservative, retaining a far more regular and organized liturgy than his counterparts, and in particular keeping the sacrament of the Mass (renamed the Lord’s Supper in its modified Lutheran form). Unlike his counterparts, moreover, Luther was personally a fervent music lover, who played several instruments, loved to sing and even composed a bit, and who did not fear the seductiveness of melody the way Calvin or Zwingli (following St. Augustine) did, but instead wished to harness and exploit it for his own purposes. His most widely quoted remark on music—“Why should the Devil have all the good tunes?”—speaks directly to this wish.1 Even more unlike the Swiss reformers, Luther urged the cultivation of polyphonic or “figural” music in churches and schools as well as homes.


  But the polyphonic church music he favored was still of a different order from anything we have seen up to now. It was not totally divorced from the music of the ars perfecta, since Luther wanted the music of his church modeled after that of Josquin des Prez, which (like many Germans) he treasured; and Josquin had been a great figure for the ars perfecta, too. But still, Luther opposed professionalization and hierarchy, seeing his church (in accord with his conception of the original Christian church) as a universal priesthood of all believers.


  The music he wanted for it was not the music of a professional choir, but a music of a Gemeinschaft—a congregational community. He described his musical ideals in the preface to a schoolbook called Symphoniae jucundae (“Pleasant polyphonic pieces”), issued in 1538. All men are naturally musical, he begins by observing, which means that the Creator wished them to make music. “But,” he continued, “what is natural should still be developed into what is artful.” With the addition of learning and artifice,


  
    which corrects, develops, and refines the natural music, then at last it is possible to taste with wonder (yet still not comprehend) God’s absolute and perfect wisdom in his wondrous work of music. Here it is most remarkable that one single voice continues to sing the tenor, while at the same time many other voices trip lustily around it, exulting and adorning it in exuberant strains and, as it were, leading it forth in a divine dance, so that those who are the least bit moved know nothing more amazing in the world. But any who remain unaffected are clodhoppers indeed and are fit to hear only the words of dung-poets and the music of pigs.2

  


  


  From the previous chapter we recognize the kind of music that Luther is praising here with characteristic delicacy. It is the Tenorlied, or as Luther would have called it, the Kernweise, the peculiarly German song genre in which traditional cantusfirmus writing, increasingly outmoded in other European centers, was given a new lease on life by the growth of the printing trade. Luther was a great devotee of the genre, and of its foremost practitioner. Next to the divine Josquin he worshiped Ludwig Sennfl, just the sort of composer the other continental reformers despised. “I could never compose a motet like Sennfl’s, even were I to tear myself to pieces in the attempt,” Luther marveled; “but on the other hand,” he could not resist adding, “Sennfl could never preach as well as I.”3


  He said this after receiving an actual musical tribute from Sennfl, with whom he corresponded, and who, while never declaring himself a “Lutheran” or breaking with the religion of the Holy Roman Empire, his employer, sympathized sufficiently with Luther the man to egg him on at a low point in his career (his confinement under arms at Coburg in 1530) with a motet based on Psalm 118, verse 17—“I shall not die, but live, and I shall declare the works of the Lord”—based on the traditional Mode 7 psalm tone as sung in Germany. Luther took the verse forever afterward as his motto, and even tried to make a setting of it himself, as if vying with Sennfl (though never seriously) in the ars perfecta.


  In Ex. 18-1a Luther’s tiny setting, in traditional tenor cantusfirmus style, is set alongside the portion of Sennfl’s motet in which the tenor gets the tune. They make a touching contrast. Luther’s is a musically amateurish but eloquent shout of faith


  EX. 18-1A Non moriar sed vivam (Ps. 118:7) as set by Martin Luther and endurance: there are no actual errors, but the outer voices move uninterestingly in parallel tenths (a technique much used in “supra librum” or improvised polyphony, and taught to composition students as a quick fix) and the altus is all too clearly a filler, with little melodic profile. Sennfl’s setting is the suave work of a professional, full of subtle stylistic felicities: “Vorimitation” in the soprano, the lilting metric displacement in the outer voices (on “sed vivam”) to bridge the gap between tenor phrases, and so on and on.
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  EX. 18-1B Non moriar sed vivam (Ps. 118:7) as set by Ludwig Sennfl
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  THE LUTHERAN CHORALE


  The Tenorlied texture was not only distinctively German—although that was important enough in its own right to emphasize at a time when a German national church was asserting itself against the supranational authority of “Holy Rome” both as ecclesiastical and as temporal power. It was also ideally adaptable to the musical needs of the emerging Lutheran Church. In keeping with the communitarian ideals of the reform, the Lutheran Church at first advocated the use of full congregational singing in place of the traditional service music—or any music, whether plainchant or “figural,” that required the use of a professional choir and thus created a musical “hierarchy.” The lay congregation could thus become its own choir even as the whole congregation of the faithful, not the minister’s ordained authority, now constituted the priesthood. A service in which the minister’s preaching was answered by congregational singing would be more than a mere sacramental ritual; it would become “evangelical”—an occasion for actively and joyously proclaiming the Gospel anew, and affirming the bonds of Christian fellowship.


  The unit of congregational singing, hence the distinctive musical genre of the Lutheran Church, was the strophic unison German hymn known as Choral (“chorale” in English), a term that originally meant “chant,” as in “gregorianischer Choral.” Chorales were meant to take the place of the Gregorian chant, especially the Gradual (in conjunction with the Gospel) and the Sanctus/Agnus Dei pair in conjunction with the Eucharist. Many of the earliest chorales were actually adapted from favorite chants, particularly (but not only) hymns. Some were direct translations. The Latin Advent hymn Veni redemptor gentium (“Come, redeemer of the Heathen”) became Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland; the Pentecost favorite, Veni creator spiritus (Ex. 2-7c) became Komm, Gott Schöpfer, Heiliger Geist.


  Others were freer adaptations. One of the most famous of all Lutheran chorales, the Easter hymn Christ lag in Todesbanden (“Christ lay in Death’s bondage”), descended from Victimae paschali laudes, the Latin Easter sequence, as mediated through an earlier German adaptation—a popular twelfthcentury Leise, sung mainly in street processions not in church—called Christ ist erstanden (“Christ is risen”). Only the first line—the incipit or “tag,” as it were—of the Latin sequence is retained; it is immediately balanced by an answering phrase in the complementary modal pentachord; and the melody thus created is immediately repeated in conformity with the popular “Hofweise” or court-song model, the traditional bar form (aab) that now survived only in Germany (Ex. 18-2).


  In keeping with the “why should the Devil…” theory, many Lutheran chorales were adapted from secular songs. One with a particular resonance, and a particular irony, was Innsbruck, ich muss dich lassen (“Innsbruck, I now must leave thee”), a song composed by Heinrich Isaac (ca. 1450–1517) during his period of service to the “Kaiser” (Caesar), Maximilian I, the Holy Roman Emperor, one of whose capitals was the Austrian city of Innsbruck. Ex. 18-3 contains Isaac’s original setting, underlaid both with the original text and with the clever Lutheran contrafactum, in which the sentiments of the very worldly original words are, with only a few adjustments, “universalized” and assimilated to a typical expression of Lutheran contempt for the (or rather “this”) world.


  Finally, there were newly composed chorales, but composed as far as possible to resemble traditional melodies. Many of the most famous tunes are attributed to Luther himself, probably as an honorific. The most famous one of all, with an attribution to Luther that dates from within his lifetime and is therefore possibly trustworthy, is Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott (famous in English as “A Mighty Fortress”), a hearty Verkündigungslied (“faith-proclaiming song”) as Luther termed it, for which he adapted a text from his own translation of Psalm 46 (“God is our refuge and strength” in the King James version). The melody, it has been plausibly suggested, was adapted from the formula-stock of the Meistersingers—the contemporaneous German guild-musicians (see chapter 4). Fig. 18-2 shows the famous hymn as it appeared in its first published source, a book of “new, improved sacred songs” (Geistliche Lieder auffs new gebessert) issued in 1533 by the printer Joseph Klug in Wittenberg, Luther’s own town. Like almost all the newly composed chorales, it follows the “bar” form of the Hofweise.


  EX. 18-2 Christ lag in Todesbanden compared with Victimae paschali and Christ ist erstanden
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  EX. 18-3 Heinrich Isaac, Innsbruck, ich muss dich lassen, underlaid both with original text and with Lutheran contrafactum, mm. 1–9
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  Nine years earlier, also in Wittenberg, the first book of polyphonically arranged chorales had already appeared, the work of Johann Walther (1496–1570), formerly a Saxon (East German) court singer, who had become Luther’s main musical consultant and assistant. Essentially a collection of Protestant Tenorlieder (though they were called motets) based on chorale melodies, Walther’s Geystliches gesangk Buchleyn (“Little sacred songbook”), which boasted a preface by Luther himself, was chiefly intended for use at religious boarding schools, so that “young people,” as Luther put it in the preface, “who should and must be trained in music and other proper arts, would free themselves from love songs and other carnal music and learn something wholesome instead.”4 The book remained standard curricular fare for many years and went through many editions.
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  FIG. 18-2 Luther’s Ein’ feste Burg (A Mighty Fortress) as printed by Joseph Klug (Geistliche Lieder, 1533).


  


  The level of musical training at such schools was high, to judge by the sophistication of Walther’s settings. His setting of Christ lag in Todesbanden (Ex. 18-4), for example, treats the tune to a point of Vorimitation before the tenor enters; and the tenor, when it does come in, comes in as twins: up to the double bar the setting is canonic, and remains pretty strictly imitative thereafter. But even at its most elaborate, the Lutheran Liedsatz (polyphonic chorale setting) was clearly organized around the cantus firmus and dominated by it. The accompanying parts, though provided with text, were often played on the organ or by ensemble instruments; this set the precedent for the important instrumental genre called “Chorale prelude” (Choralvorspiel) that kept the traditional art of cantusfirmus writing (and improvising) alive among Lutheran composers into the eighteenth century.


  EX. 18-4 Johann Walther, Christ lag in Todesbanden
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  The two settings of Ein’ feste Burg in Ex. 18-5 are at two textural extremes. The first is by Martin Agricola (1486–1556), the choirmaster at the Protestant “Lateinschule” or humanist academy for boys at Magdeburg in Eastern Germany (hence his Latinized pen name). In its homespun simplicity it is almost a discant setting. The other, which sports as much motetlike pseudo-imitation as the composer could work into it without altogether compromising the tenor’s ascendancy, is the work of Stephan Mahu, a composer in the service of the Austrian Archduke Ferdinand I (a Hapsburg and therefore a member of the ruling family of the Holy Roman Empire), who like Sennfl was probably a sympathetic or nationalistic Catholic, not a Lutheran. The settings are representative of their composers’ positions: Mahu’s is internationalist, ars-perfectified; Agricola’s is provincial, wholly indigenous, Lutheran-specific.


  That both styles were welcomed and deemed useful within the big tent of Lutheranism is clear from the fact that they appeared together in the most comprehensive musical publication of the early Lutheran church, the Newe deudsche geistliche Gesenge (“New German sacred songs”), a collection of 123 four-and five-part settings for school use, published at Wittenberg in 1544 by Georg Rhau, a church musician who became the more or less official printer to the Reformation church, and for whom the Lutheran revolt was a commercial bonanza. Rhau met Luther in 1519, while occupying the position of cantor at the St. Thomas Church in Leipzig (the same position J. S. Bach would hold a couple of centuries later). He wrote the Mass that consecrated the opening of the great theological debate between Luther and Johann von Eck, his main orthodox opponent, which led to Luther’s excommunication.


  Rhau’s close association with Luther cost him his job at Leipzig, but vouchsafed him a second career that made his fortune. Rhau’s printing and publishing activity was not confined to music; he also issued books on theology, catechisms, Luther’s sermons, even mathematics texts for use in the Lutheran schools. The voluminous music publications, though, are historically the most significant, because they give a complete picture of the early Protestant musical repertory and its surprising wide stylistic reach. Rhau’s energetic activities, at once religiously dedicated, nation-centered, “populist,” and highly profitable, epitomize the overriding reform doctrine—the so-called “Protestant work ethic”—that initiative and ambition fired by personal faith are the best road to the accomplishment of good works, and that the best insurance of the common welfare is freedom to pursue one’s enlightened self-interest.


  EX. 18-5A Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott, as set by Martin Agricola
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  EX. 18-5B Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott, as set by Stephan Mahu
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  In the later sixteenth century, Lutheran Liedsätze (chorale-settings) developed both in Agricola’s direction, so to speak, and in Mahu’s and Walter’s. Utilitarianism reached an extreme with the publication (Nuremberg, 1586) of a little book with a monster title: Funfftzig geistliche Lieder und Psalmen mit vier Stimmen auff contrapunctsweise (für die Schulen und Kirchen in löblichen Fürstenthumb Würtenberg) also gesetzt, das eine gantze Christliche Gemein durchaus mit singen kann (“Fifty sacred songs and psalms in fourpart counterpoint for the schools and churches of the honorable principality of Württemberg, set in such a way that an entire Christian congregation can sing along throughout”), arranged by Lucas Osiander, the town pastor of Stuttgart and tutor to the Prince of Württemberg in south-central Germany.


  FIG. 18-3 Front and back of the title page to Newe duedsche geistliche Gesenge (New German Spiritual Songs, Wittenberg: Rhaw, 1544). The portrait is that of the printer, Georg Rhaw.
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  Osiander was not a professional musician, and his primitive harmonizations of psalm tones and chorale melodies may seem to have little artistic value, but they were the first recognizable “fourpart chorales” (or Cantionalsätze, “hymn-settings,” as they were officially called) of the kind that remained standard for congregational singing (and not only for congregational singing but for basic harmony instruction) for centuries—indeed, into our own time. Within two or three decades there would be dozens more published Cantionalsatz collections, reaching an early culmination in the one—or rather, the three—by an indefatigable Lutheran musician named Michael Praetorius, whose work ethic is reflected in his magnum opus, called Musae Sioniae, an encyclopedic compendium of Lutheran music in nine volumes, of which the last three (published in 1609–1610) contained 742 choral harmonizations, based on 458 hymn texts. Ex. 18-6 contains Cantionalsätze of Christ lag in Todesbanden by Osiander and Praetorius for comparison.


  The basic texture of these settings seems to have been adapted from the Calvinist psalters, but the melody is placed consistently in the soprano part rather than the tenor, so that a listening congregation could the more easily sing along by ear, as the title recommends. The idea of transposing the cantus firmus to the soprano may have merely been an obvious solution to a practical problem, but it may also reflect the influence of the villanella or other Italian song styles that were making their way in Germany thanks to the book trade. In any case, Osiander’s were the first “Bach chorales.” They not only show the antecedents of the practice that J. S. Bach would bring to its stylistic peak a century and a half later, but they also give some idea of the extreme utilitarianism and stylistic conservatism of the atmosphere in which Bach would work his compositional miracles.


  That basic conservatism can also be seen in the more elaborate kind of “chorale motet” that ostensibly sought reconciliation with the international style. In these pieces, each successive line of the chorale was treated as a point of imitation, so that no one voice could be identified unequivocally as cantus firmus. A three-part school setting (tricinium) of Ein’ feste Burg (Ex. 18-7) by Sethus Calvisius, the cantor of Leipzig’s St. Thomas Church at the end of the century, is a good example of the new technique whereby the polyphonic texture more or less evenly absorbed the chorale tune (“more or less,” because the middle voice, like an old-fashioned altus, has less tune and more filler than the others). But the setting, however artful, remains essentially utilitarian, and it hews closely enough to the traditional tune so that no one could possibly miss it. The art of concealment, so dear to the Netherlanders and even to Josquin, was essentially foreign to the Lutheran ideal. And so were all “literary” pretensions, radical experiments, or efforts at rhetorical persuasion. Rarely do the Choralsätze of the first Lutheran century indulge in any semantic or illustrative play or aspire to any startling or stirring compositional effect.


  EX. 18-6A Christ lag in Todesbanden, from Lucas Osiander, Funfftzig geistliche Lieder (1586)
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  EX. 18-6B Christ lag in Todesbanden, from Michael Praetorius, Musae sioniae (1609-10)
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  EX. 18-7 Sethus Calvisius, Ein’ feste Burg (1603)
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  A Lutheran musician was an honest tradesmen. His aim was not to bowl you over or attempt sublime disclosure but to furnish an attractive, craftsmanly, not overly polished setting for a cherished article of common faith. Even at its fanciest, Lutheran church music was a town music, not a court music, enhancing and solacing the day-to-day life of students, churchgoers, and families at home. Its esthetic ignored the rare and the recondite, seeking beauty in the commonplace. It did not reject the ars perfecta but placed limits on its exercise.


  Within those limits—within any limits—masterpieces could be created. Ein Lämmlein geht und trägt die Schuld (“A little lamb goes forth and bears the world’s guilt”), a chorale tricinium composed by Benedictus Ducis (born Benedikt Herzog), a provincial pastor from the East, for use as a substitute for the Agnus Dei at the Lutheran “Lord’s Supper,” is a tiny masterpiece (Ex. 18-8). Its modest perfection can serve as a foil against which the Catholic response to the Lutheran challenge can be musically assessed.


  THE RESPONSE


  That response took a turn that could never have been predicted at midcentury, when all that the leading Catholic bishops seemed to want was an intelligible liturgy. That trend, the one associated with Palestrina, could be interpreted as an attempt to meet the Lutheran reform musically on its own ground—grounds of modesty. It did not threaten the ars perfecta; on the contrary, it sought to amend and thus preserve it.


  EX. 18-8 Benedictus Ducis Ein Lämmlein geht
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  But the Catholic reaction to the Reformation, now called the Counter Reformation, eventually took on a mystical, enthusiastic, and antirationalist character that spelled fundamental theological change—and with that, of course, came musical change. This did fundamentally threaten the ars perfecta, which was if nothing else a rational style. As the “church militant” turned toward pomp and spectacle, and as Catholic preaching turned toward emotional oratory, church music began to turn toward sensuous opulence and inspirational “sublimity,” the instilling of awe. For the late Counter Reformation, church music became a kind of aural incense, an overwhelming, mind-expanding drug.


  “To attain the truth in all things,” wrote St. Ignatius of Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises, “we ought always to be ready to believe that what seems to us white is black, if the Hierarchical Church so defines it.”5 God-given though it was, human reason had its limits. To place excessive trust in it was a hubris on which the Devil could play, if it led proud thinkers away from faith. This much of Counter Reformation teaching was in harmony with the spirit of the Reformation that spurred it. To that extent Reformation and Counter Reformation were united in reform. The huge difference was the source of the faith the two churches espoused. The one placed it in the hands of an infallible Hierarchy, the other in the spirituality of the individual believer. It became the job of the Counter Reformation to win souls back from Luther by fostering emotional dependency on the Hierarchy, which (like the feudal hierarchy it supported) viewed itself as God’s own institution among men.


  The highest spiritual premium was placed on what was called the ecstasy, or, more loosely, the “religious experience”—a direct and permanently transforming emotional apprehension of the divine presence. The most famous literary description of religious ecstasy, visually immortalized by the seventeenth-century sculptor Giovanni Bernini, is from the Vida (1565), or autobiography, of a Spanish nun, Saint Teresa of Avila, an epileptic, whose seizures were accompanied by visions. In one of them (the one portrayed by Bernini), she was visited by a beautiful angel, who, she wrote,


  
    thrust a long dart of gold, tipped with fire, through my heart several times, so that it reached my very entrails. So real was the pain that I was forced to moan aloud, yet it was so surpassingly sweet that I would not wish to be delivered from it. No delight of life can give more content. As the angel withdrew the dart, he left me all burning with a great love of God.6

  


  


  There can be little doubt that—paradoxically though it may appear—it was the extravagant sensuality of Saint Teresa’s description that made it a spiritual classic. (At first her visions, so tinged with the erotic, aroused suspicion: the Vida was originally composed as an apologia, at the behest of the Inquisition.) And it is that spiritualized sensuality or sensualized spirituality that Counter Reformation art reflects at its most potent.


  In music, that sensuality had two main avenues of expression. One was transfer to the religious domain of the techniques of quasi-pictorial illustration and affective (often highly erotic) connotation that had been developed by the madrigalists. The other was the augmentation of the sheer sound medium and its spectacular deployment, so that sound itself became virtually palpable. Both of these strains can be found at a high level of early development in the Opus musicum, the mammoth, calendrically organized collection of Latin liturgical music published in Prague between 1586 and 1591 by Jacobus Gallus (or Jakob Handl, or Jacov Petelin—in all cases the surname means “rooster”), a composer from Slovenia who worked in Bohemia, both Slavic areas within the Austrian dominion of the Holy Roman Empire.


  Mirabile mysterium (Ex. 18-9), a Christmas motet, is literally mystical. That is, it seeks to portray—give direct apprehension of—a mystery that lay at the very foundation of church dogma: the fleshly incarnation of the Holy Spirit in Jesus Christ, God become Man. In it, for the first time, we may observe the chromatic techniques of Lasso, Marenzio, and Gesualdo—techniques involving the direct “irrational” inflection of scale degrees—applied to a liturgical text (that is, a text meant, unlike Lasso’s Sibylline Prophecies, for actual performance in church) as a way of rendering uncanny secrets and imparting uncanny sensation. It is music that seeks to provide a religious experience.
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  FIG. 18-4 Gian Lorenzo Bernini, The Ecstasy of Saint Teresa of Avila (1652) at the church of Santa Maria della Vittoria in Rome. Compare Bernini’s hectic sensuality with the “perfect” art of Raphael in Fig. 15-1.


  


  The opening point of imitation, announcing the “marvelous mystery,” already includes a chromatic inflection that gives rise to marvelously mysterious harmonic progressions (Ex. 18-9a). A suggestion of commixture of opposites is already given at the words innovantur naturae, where sharped notes and flatted notes are combined “vertically” in harmonies that had no theoretical explanation—in terms of the ars perfecta theory books this was indeed an “innovation of nature.” The thesis is stated in terms of a bald opposition: the distance from God to man is dramatized by a precipitous octave descent in all voices, from which, in emphatic violation of the Palestrina ideal, a further descent is made into a region where the singers’ voices will sound weak and helpless, like man before God (Ex. 18-9b). Where the text says that what God was, God remains, the word permansit is stretched out for an “eternity.” And where the text says that what man was not a man shall assume, the word assumpsit is “painted” according to its etymological meaning, by strange rising intervals—an octave in the soprano, a minor sixth in the tenor, and a weird augmented second (normally forbidden by “nature”) in the bass.


  EX. 18-9A Jacobus Gallus, Mirabile mysterium, mm. 1–11
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  But the most esoteric musical effect is reserved for the moment of mystery: the preternatural passing of the one substance into the other “without mixture” calls forth a possibly unprecedented triple chromatic inflection, disguised by false relations (Ex. 18-9c). On passus the bass’s B is inflected to B[image: image] both by direct progression and by transfer to the soprano; The alto’s D# is inflected to D-natural by transfer to the tenor; and the soprano’s F# is inflected to F-natural by transfer to the alto. In the process both soprano and alto sing intervals (diminished fourth and diminished third respectively) that do not exist at all within the rules of the ars perfecta. More “innovations of nature.” Simply “side-slipping” from a B major to a B[image: image] major triad would not have conveyed the “marvelous mystery.” What makes it marvelous and uncanny is the way in which the voices all exchange their positions in passing between those two mutually exclusive harmonies. That exchange, to quote another mystical Christmas antiphon, is truly an admirabile commercium: a dazzling interchange. To account for the musical effect takes a musician; to discuss the mystery takes a theologian; but the uncanny experience is available to all through sheer sensory perception.


  EX. 18-9B Jacobus Gallus, Mirabile mysterium, mm. 16–28


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  The other mode of Counter Reformation sensuality is well conveyed by Gallus’s setting of the Passion narrative from the Gospel of John, a grandiose Easter motet in three long sections. Music for multiple choirs, pioneered rather tamely by Willaert and some of his Venetian contemporaries for antiphonal Vespers psalms, became a craze (in churches that could afford it) by the end of the century. Both the spatialized effect and the multiplication of voice parts contributed to the “overbowling” or awe-inspiring result, bypassing reason and boosting faith.


  The Passion, the Gospel account of Christ’s suffering and death, is recited at Mass during the Holy Week that precedes Easter: on Palm Sunday it is read from the Book of Matthew, on Wednesday from Luke, on Thursday from Mark, and finally, on Good Friday, it is read from the Book of John. The Passion reading was always specially marked by music: originally by the use of special recitation or “lesson” tones, from the fifteenth century on by the use of polyphony. The earliest polyphonic settings were responsorial. The narrative was chanted; only the lines given to the “crowd” (turba) were multiplied polyphonically for chorus, usually in a simple style like fauxbourdon. Later the words of other characters who speak directly within the narrative were set polyphonically, and finally the words of Christ were also so set, leaving only the voice of the Gospel narrator or evangelist in chant.


  EX. 18-9C Jacobus Gallus, Mirabile mysterium, mm. 43–47
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  The earliest complete polyphonic setting of the Passion text—including the evangelist narration, the exordium or sung title (“The Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ According to…”), and a conclusio or final prayer—dates from the first decade of the sixteenth century. Each of its sources names a different composer; Rhau picked it up in 1538 and issued it in print for the first time, attributing it (surely wrongly) to Obrecht. Its Italian origin (or at least its Italianate orientation; some sources attribute it to a French-born composer named Antoine de Longueval) is evident from its use of falsobordone, a way of setting psalm tones in fourpart harmony (triads in what we now call root position) that was developed “by ear” in imitation of fauxbourdon (see Ex. 18-10). This setting already shows a tendency to treat parts of the choir antiphonally for dramatic effect.


  In Gallus’s St. John Passion, two fourpart choirs, differentiated in range, are treated in antiphony. The low choir is reserved for the vox Christi, the voice of Christ, whose gravity it betokens. The high choir takes the parts of all other characters, such as the thief who speaks to Jesus from the adjoining cross, and also the Evangelist during the narration of the Seven Last Words, when the narrator and the voice of Christ are the only two “characters” in play. The combined choirs represent the turba: at these moments the setting takes on the traditional, impressively thundering, harmonically static but rhythmically active quality of the falsobordone.


  EX. 18-10 From the “Longueval” Passion, mm. 10–21
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  The full eight-part chorus takes over the Evangelist’s role for the conclusion, encompassing the announcement of Christ’s death and the general prayer (Ex. 18-11), where antiphony seems to strengthen the idea of generality (the lower choir “seconding” and joining in with the pleas of the higher). The triple Amen, mandated by the length of the piece it concludes and the need for an appropriate peroration, shows the composer’s high awareness of himself as orator and rhetorician—that is, a persuader. If such a music proclaims it, we may very well believe that what seems to us white is black.


  AUGENMUSIK


  Compared with the sheer sonic magnitude of this Passion setting, the inherent drama of the choral characterizations, and the composer’s self-dramatization at the end, the use of “madrigalisms” like those in Mirabile mysterium is secondary and sporadic. There is a spectacular one at the very beginning of the third and last part of this grandiose work, however, and it is of an especially “literary” kind. At the first mention of the word “crucify” (Ex. 18-12), a really jarring harmony (a C#-minor triad, we would call it) is introduced—simply for its shock-value, it might appear—as a way of underscoring the horror of the event.


  But there is another dimension to it as well. The harmony is produced by the abrupt and “unprepared” apparition of sharps in all parts. The word for “sharp” in German is Kreuz—“cross.” Thus the strange harmony is not only an audible effect; it is a visual effect as well—or rather, a literary pun based on the visual appearance of the notated music. (Another instance of such a visually inspired pun, and a popular one among madrigalists, was setting the word occhi—“eyes”—as two semibreves on the same pitch side by side, each representing an eye; yet another was coloring all the notes in a lament or funeral piece black.) The Germans have a word for this sort of thing: Augenmusik, “eye-music.” It may seem a particularly trivial or frivolous variety of “madrigalism,” but it carries an important cultural message. Composers who indulge in Augenmusik tacitly equate notation with music, or at least give evidence of regarding the notation as being as much a part of the music as the performance. The music, in short, has become indelibly associated with its written embodiment (not to say “text,” which for music can merely mean the words to be sung). Musicians who think this way have come to regard music as being a primarily literate, secondarily oral medium rather than the other way around. So it has been regarded, by composers in the so-called “classical” or “art music” tradition, ever since. This is, in fact, the most accurate definition possible of that notoriously hard-to-define yet definitely recognizable tradition, the tradition of which this book is a history.


  EX. 18-11 Jacobus Gallus, St. John Passion, tertia pars, end


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 18-12 Jacobus Gallus, St. John Passion, tertia pars, mm. 1–7, high voices only
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  “CONCERTED” MUSIC


  The polychoral style and the Counter Reformation attitudes associated with it reached their pinnacle in Venice, the city of its birth, at the hands of two musicians from the same family, both of whom served as organists at St. Mark’s under Zarlino. Andrea Gabrieli (ca. 1532–85) competed successfully, after several failures, for the first organist’s position in 1566 and held the post until his death. During that period there were several major quasi-secular celebrations held at the cathedral—the outstanding one being the trionfi following the naval victory over the Turks at Lepanto in 1571—and Gabrieli’s music for these occasions revealed an enormous aptitude for ceremonial splendor, a talent he continued to develop as the cathedral’s musical resources were expanded. He also furnished music for theatrical presentations, including a set of choruses for up to six voices performed in March 1585 at a gala performance of Sophocles’s tragedy Oedipus tyrannis. It is the earliest surviving music specifically composed for a humanist revival of Greek drama, which puts Gabrieli in the line that led, eventually, to opera.


  Andrea’s collected sacred works, published the year after his death, contain several spectacular Masses and motets that employ larger and more varied forces than any previous written music. Especially indicative of the trend is a Mass for sixteen voices organized into four antiphonally deployed fourpart choirs, performed in 1585 to welcome (and impress) a party of visiting Japanese princes. One of the choirs was marked a cappella, designating it and it alone as intended for performance by voices (and voices alone) on all four parts. The intended performing medium for the other choirs can be deduced from the title page of the collection: CONCERTI/continenti Musica DI CHIESA/per voci, & stromenti Musicali; à 6.7.8.10.12.&16.


  Concerti! A momentous word. From Andrea’s title page one can learn what it originally meant: works expressly combining voices and instruments—written, that is, in what is still sometimes called the “concerted” style—in which the contrast and interplay of timbres are an integral part of the musical conception. From the employment lists at St. Mark’s it is possible to infer that these works by Gabrieli mixed and alternated voices with wind instruments such as cornetti—not modern cornets but instruments held and fingered like oboes but played with a brass cup mouthpiece—on the upper parts (or choirs) and trombones on the lower, with the organ playing along with everything and providing the sonic glue that held the whole timbrally and spatially variegated surface together.


  Gabrieli’s “concerted” Masses and motets were quickly imitated—so quickly as to suggest that the practice was an established one, at least in the great churches of northern Italy, long before it was specified in print. The very next year, in 1589, the Bolognese musician Ascanio Trombetti, associated with the church of San Petronio, a great center for instrumental music, published Il primo libro de motetti accomodati per cantare e far concerti (“The first book of motets arranged for singing in conjunction with instruments”).


  The terms concerto and concertato became standard in titles. Beginning with the double-choir Concerti ecclesiastici a otto voci (“Church concertos [= concerted motets] for eight voices”) by the Bolognese organist Adriano Banchieri (Venice, 1595), publishers supplied a new standard feature: a separate part for the organist to assist the player in his new role as omnibus accompanist. Banchieri supplied a primitive score (spartitura = “parts extracted”) for this purpose that summarized the basic harmonies of his first choir.


  A few years later, in a more modest publication called Cento concerti ecclesiastici, a una, a due, a tre & a quattro voci (“One hundred church concertos for 1, 2, 3, and 4 voices,” Venice, 1602) by a peripatetic north Italian friar named Lodovico Viadana, a more streamlined organ part was devised. Since some of Viadana’s “concerti” were actually accompanied solo songs (in keeping with yet another sort of radical anti- ars-perfecta practice that we will investigate in the next chapter), there was nothing to “score.” Instead, as the title page advertised, there was a basso continuo per sonar nell’organo, nova inventione commoda per ogni sorte de cantori, & per gli organisti: “a continuous bass line to play on the organ, a new invention for the convenience of all kinds [i.e., any number] of singers and for the organists.” The basso continuo, a term that caught on and has been standard ever since, was an independent organ part written as one line, but realized in full harmonies (with radical implications: for the first time in “composed” or literate music chordal harmony functioned as a sonorous filler or background, independent of controlled part writing). In effect, the notated line was to be played by the left hand, and the unnotated chords by the right. It was called “continuous” because it played straight through the composition, no matter what went on above it.


  In view of the radical harmonic implications of the new style, it should be reemphasized that neither Banchieri nor Viadana suddenly invented any new technique of accompaniment. All they did was publish written aids to help organists do what they did anyway by longstanding “oral” tradition. Organists had been accompanying ensembles since whenever, but previously they had to do it from the same choirbook or part books as the other musicians. As we have already seen, organists had to be able to open a whole set of part books in front of them on the music rack and follow them all at once (unless they went to the trouble of writing out a spartitura for themselves, as many did). From around the turn of the century, though, no music print was complete (or competitive) without the new laborsaving device of a separate organ bass-book.


  Eventually, the most common kind of organ part for church “concerti”—for example, the pioneering Prima parte dei salmi concertati (“First installment of Psalms in concerted style,” 1609) by Girolamo Giacobbi, another musician from San Petronio in Bologna—was something in between Banchieri’s spartitura and Viadana’s basso continuo. What Giacobbi—or rather his powerful publisher, the Venetian music magnate Antonio Gardano—supplied was a composite bass line, drawn from all the other parts, that showed the lowest note sounding at any given moment. This new organist’s aid was informally called basso seguente (“bass that follows”), because it tracked the progress of the vocal parts from start to finish. By using it, the organist could accompany the whole ensemble without even seeing the other parts.
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  FIG. 18-5 Colophon of the Venetian music printer Antonio Gardano.


  


  As always, the introduction of a laborsaving device inspired a backlash from those proud of their laborious skills. Adriano Banchieri himself inveighed against his fellow townsman Giacobbi’s publication, sneering that “soon we shall have two classes of players: on the one hand Organists, that is to say, those who practice good playing from score and improvisation, and, on the other hand, Bassists who, overcome by sheer laziness, are content with simply playing the Basso Continuo.”7 Behind these petulant words lay a profound and legitimate concern that unwritten (“oral”) traditions were about to be lost to literate habits that carried literalism and lessened creativity as their undesirable corollary. And so they were.


  But there was no stopping the process. The mandate of the marketplace was more compelling than any musician’s strictures, and any music publications that remained in print past the date of Gardano’s innovation had to be fitted out with a basso seguente to remain viable. Thus the popular Viadana’s first publication, a collection of Vespers Psalms in five parts (1588) was reissued in 1609 with a note on the title page, in proper church Latin, that additus est bassus continuus pro organo, in reality a basso seguente; his first book of fourpart Masses, published in 1596, was reissued in 1612 cum basso generali pro organo, and so on.


  Even older music was renovated in this way. Palestrina’s Missa Papae Marcelli, the prime embodiment of the earlier, less musically radical phase of the Counter Reformation, and almost from the moment of its creation a revered “classic,” was arranged in the early seventeenth century both as a polychoral composition (for two fourpart choirs) and as a continuo-accompanied one. Re-outfitting was the price of currency; “authentic” performance practice for music in obsolete styles had to await the advent of Romanticism, which had a strong nostalgic component and which despised the marketplace (at least officially).


  THE ART OF ORCHESTRATION IS BORN


  Beyond the provision of an organ bass, none of the publications mentioned so far actually specified the instrumentation for concerted compositions—or as perhaps we ought therefore to say, for concerted performances. All the parts were furnished with text, none was “vocal” or “instrumental” to the exclusion of the other possibility, so the assignment of voices and instruments to specific parts had to be made by the director of the performance ad hoc (“for the nonce”). The first composer to furnish definite specifications for his concerted works—in other words, the first composer to practice the art of orchestration as we know it—was Andrea Gabrieli’s nephew and pupil Giovanni Gabrieli (ca. 1553–1612), who took the post of second organist at St. Mark’s during the last year of his uncle’s life, and stayed there for the rest of his own. It was Giovanni who edited Andrea’s sacred works for publication in 1587 and included a few concerti of his own. It was a genre in which he would surpass his uncle and, through his own pupils, transform church music thoroughly, in the process dealing a body blow to the ars perfecta, no less effective for its being unintended.


  Besides the eleven concerted motets of his own that he published along with his uncle’s concerti, the only volume of music Giovanni Gabrieli saw fit to publish during his lifetime was a book of what he called Sacrae Symphoniae (Venice: Gardano, 1597)—“Sacred Symphonies,” here adapting the new concerto idea of many-different-things-simultaneously-coordinated to an old word (first used, we may recall from chapter 5, in the ninthcentury Scolica Enchiriadis) with classy Greek roots that meant “things sounding together in harmony,” or (to be equally classy in English) “sacred concinnities.” This was a collection of double-choir motets plus a few for three or four choirs (and some instrumental pieces to be described later), issued in twelve vocal part books (without even a special organ part; at least none survives), but with a title page that calls for the concertato mixture of voices and instruments in performance. So far he was perfecting his uncle’s style.


  The second book of Sacrae Symphoniae, issued posthumously in 1615, was the epoch-maker. Its contents cannot be precisely dated, but all the motets in it were presumably written after the date of the first collection, fixing their termini at 1597–1612. The great departure (actually nothing more than making explicit what was formerly implicit, but to spectacular effect) was the exact specification of the performance medium, and the extremely contrastive exploitation of the diverse resources at the composer’s disposal.


  In ecclesiis benedicite Domino (“Bless the Lord in the congregations,” Ex. 18-13), probably composed sometime after 1605, shows the younger Gabrieli at the height of his powers. There are fifteen parts in all, deployed in three choirs plus an organ part that combines the roles of basso continuo and basso seguente in what was customarily called the basso generale, the “general bass.” The three choirs are of distinctive, mutually exclusive, composition. There are four parts (SATB) labeled cappella, standing for the chorus; there are four parts (SATB) labeled voce, standing for vocal soloists; and there are six parts assigned to specific instruments—three cornetti on top, two trombones at the bottom, and a violino (then a new instrument, making an early appearance in notated music) in the middle, its range suggesting that it was of a size more like that of a modern viola than what has subsequently been standardized as the violin we now know. The vocal and instrumental parts are distinguished both in style and in function; but so are the choral and solo parts within the vocal contingent. The soloists’ parts have a great deal of written out embellishment that again probably reflects what was previously the unwritten (“oral” or “improvisatory”) norm. Even in bald verbal description the piece makes a vivid impression; but comparing what follows to a recording or a complete score will help.


  In ecclesiis begins more or less like a Viadana solo “concerto,” with a single soprano voice supported by an independent organ (continuo) line. In the score as given in Ex. 18-13, the right hand of the organ part is “realized” by an editor for the benefit of modern musicians who are even more the victims of their literacy—i.e., wholly dependent on what is fixed in writing—than those in Gabrieli’s time, when printed music books had been available for only a century. The chorus enters as if in response at Alleluia, its music contrasting in every conceivable way with that of the soloist: in texture, in its homorhythmic relationship with the bass, and (most strikingly of all) in its dancelike triple meter. The soprano soloist, meanwhile, sings in alternation with the chorus, emphasizing the ancient responsorial effect and showing its relationship to the novel concertato style.


  But even more basic to the concertato idea, and its truly subversive aspect from the standpoint of the ars perfecta, is its emphasis on short-range contrast rather than long-range continuity (recall old Jacques Buus from chapter 15 and his ten-mile ricercari!). And also indicative of the new style’s incompatibility with old ideals is the “general pause”—the rest in all parts—that comes before the choral metric shift and cadence in m. 10. It is not only a rhetorical pause but a pragmatic concession to the reverberent enclosed space that is receiving and reflecting Gabrieli’s sonic overload. The grand pauses are there to let the echo clear—an echo that at St. Mark’s lasts a good six seconds (as one can learn from “on location” recordings) when the music is on the elephantine scale of a “sacred symphony.” Next the bass soloist sings another little “concerto” to the bare organ’s support—and now the chorus is back with another Alleluia in response. But whereas the bass’s music differed from the soprano’s, the chorus’s responses are both the same. The Alleluias, in other words, are acting as refrains, or, to use the newer word Gabrieli would have used, as ritornelli. The use of a ritornello, a recurrent musical strain, is as endemic to the concertato style as the use of a basso continuo. Where the one unifies—or, perhaps better, anchors—the unprecedentedly heterogeneous texture, the other anchors the unprecedentedly heterogeneous sequence of events.


  EX. 18-13 Giovanni Gabrieli, In ecclesiis (Sacrae Symphoniae, Book II) mm. 1–12
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  At this point, after two solo verses and two choral refrains, the instruments interrupt the proceedings for a ceremonial proclamation of their own, marked Sinfonia to show that they have the stage, so to speak, to themselves. After they have shown off their lips and tongues a bit with dotted rhythms and quick upbeat figures in tiny note values that Gabrieli would have called semicrome (and that we call sixteenth-notes—the first we’ve encountered!), the two remaining vocal soloists, alto and tenor, join them for the next verse. Another aspect of concertato writing—the one that has become primary over the years—emerges when the singers begin vying in virtuosity with the cornetti, semicrome and all. The verse is capped, by now predictably, with the choral Alleluia ritornello, but now the chorus trades off not with one singer but with two, backed up by the full instrumental choir.


  The fourth verse ventures yet another combination, pitting soprano against bass over the continuo in a duel of semicrome and smart dotted rhythms. The chorus enters on schedule with its ritornello. And now, with only one verse to go, Gabrieli pulls out all the stops: the full three-choir tutti is heard for the first time, and to magnify the sublime effect the composer adds some chromatic “madrigalian” harmony, thus combining both techniques of Counter Reformation church-militant bravura in a single irresistible onslaught, to defeat the reasoning mind by overwhelming the senses. The peak is reached when the vocal soloists pour on the virtuosity atop the massed sonority. The final ritornello, needless to say, maintains the tutti to the end, reinforcing the sense of arrival by twice repeating the final cadence, capped by the cornetti at the brilliant high end of their range.


  What remains to be said after that? Only this: Like any church composer of his time, Gabrieli, who not only studied with his uncle Andrea but also worked for a time in his twenties alongside Lasso in Munich, would have traced his musical ancestry back to the Netherlands—to Willaert, to Mouton, and ultimately, somewhere in the distance, to Josquin des Prez. And yet what is left of their style in his? To see how far behind he has left the ars perfecta we need only take note of one amazing fact: from the beginning of this monster motet to the end, there has been not a single point of imitation. There are motives that pass from voice to voice, all right, especially in the vocal soloists’ parts. But never are these motives combined into a continuous interwoven fabric; instead, they are forever being tossed back and forth like sonic projectiles, heightening a sense of agitated contrast rather than one of calm commingling.


  Further, and to the same general point, the aspect of virtuosity, of executive skill on display, places a new emphasis on the act of performance and its public, hortatory aspect. In a word, the act of making music has been dramatized. And it has been more thoroughly professionalized than ever before. From now on, musical performers—whether in church, in aristocratic chambers, or in theaters (a new venue!)—would be public figures on spectacular display. Anywhere that music was made by virtuosi became, in effect, a theater.


  That new dramatic element—music making a spectacle of itself—subsuming all the newfangled expressive resources discovered by the madrigalists, the new mixtures of media contrived by the “concertists,” and the new craving for mimesis (realistic representation) inspired by the “radical humanists” whose acquaintance we are about to make, was the great conceptual innovation—the “paradigm shift,” as historians of science would call it—lurking behind all the shocking stylistic novelties that doomed the ars perfecta and gave rise to that aggressively exteriorized sensibility we now call “baroque.”


  “SONGS” FOR INSTRUMENTS


  Even instrumental music was “dramatized” under the new dispensation, and here too the Gabrielis played a decisive role. Ever since the publications of Attaingnant began circulating abroad, and even before, Venetian organists had been fond of arranging racy “Parisian” chansons for their instrument and performing them during services alongside the staider, motetlike ricercari with which we are already familiar. (The first publication to include such pieces was a 1523 volume by Marco Antonio Cavazzoni, an organist active both as player and as singer in several Venetian churches, including St. Mark’s.) Andrea Gabrieli issued a whole book of Canzoni alla francese per sonar sopra stromenti da tasti (“French-type songs for playing on keyboard instruments”) in 1571: it contains arrangements of chansons by Janequin, Lasso, and others (see Ex. 18-14a). By the end of the century, however, the “canzona” (for some reason turned into a feminine noun; the normal Italian word for “song” is canzone) had become an independent instrumental genre more or less modeled on the style and structure of the chanson, even taking over its typical “pseudodactylic” opening rhythm as a trademark. The earliest books of independent organ canzonas were published by Claudio Merulo, a now retired organist who had once beaten the elder Gabrieli out for the plum St. Mark’s post (see Ex. 18-14b).


  EX. 18-14A Canzona incipit by Andrea Gabrieli
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  EX. 18-14B Canzona incipit by Claudio Merulo
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  Just as in the case of the learned ricercare at midcentury, the entertaining canzona was soon adapted for instrumental ensembles. The earliest examples are found as fillers or bonuses in madrigal books, suggesting that they were meant for home use, to spell the singers or provide some variety at convivial music parties. The earliest book devoted entirely to canzoni da sonare was by Florentio Maschera, a pupil of Merulo, who worked as cathedral organist at Brescia, one of the more westerly cities in the republic of Venice. Short, simple fourpart works for home use, they were published in Venice in 1584 and went through many editions.


  By then, however, the Venice organists had begun adapting the canzona to their wonted theatrical purposes. Andrea Gabrieli and his older colleague Annibale Padovano (1527–75), possibly in friendly competition, had each written a canzona-to-end-allcanzonas for eight-part wind ensemble deployed antiphonally in double choirs, based on the old chanson-to-end-all-chansons, Janequin’s La guerre (alias “La battaille de Marignan”). Like some other big concerted works of Andrea’s, they were probably composed for the Lepanto victory celebrations in 1571. The second half of Andrea’s Aria della battaglia (Ex. 18-15), corresponding to Janequin’s “Fan frere le le lan fan” (see Ex. 17-9), and as idiomatic to the wind instruments as Janequin’s mouth-music was to tongues and teeth, is one of the earliest examples of real instrumental concert music in something like the modern sense.


  The big band battle-piece became a standard instrumental subgenre in the heyday of the canzona. It even exerted a curious back-influence on vocal liturgical music. The flamboyant nine-part Missa pro Victoria by Tomás Luis de Victoria (1548–1611), a Spanish organist and composer who worked for many years in Rome, was published in Madrid in 1600. Often described as a parody Mass on Janequin’s La guerre, it is really more like a big canzona for voices, very much in the highly sectionalized fanfarelike style of Gabrieli’s Aria della battaglia. The Benedictus section from the Sanctus (Ex. 18-16) is yet another big blowout on Janequin’s immortal “Fan frere le le lan fan.”


  EX. 18-15 Andrea Gabrieli, Aria della battaglia, secunda pars, mm. 1–4
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  This was precisely the kind of piece the Council of Trent had tried to ban at an earlier phase of the Counter Reformation: “Let nothing profane be intermingled,” so the decree read in 1562, “when Masses are celebrated with singing and with organ.”8 That was then. By the turn of the century the “church militant” had decided it had better pack them in by hook or crook. A church service that included battle-pieces along with “concerted” motets or psalms or Masses was to all intents and purposes a “concert.” And indeed, Venetian cathedral services at the height of the Counter Reformation could well be looked upon as the earliest public concerts (for a “mass” audience, so to speak). Huge congregations flocked to them, and their fame was spread abroad so that travelers made special journeys to Venice, already a major tourist spot, to hear the music. Thomas Coryat, an English court jester and travel writer, visited Venice in 1608 and left an unforgettable account of Vespers at St. Mark’s.


  EX. 18-16 Tomás Luis de Victoria, Missa pro Victoria, Benedictus, mm. 7–13


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  The most spectacular impression was made not by the singers but by the massed instrumentalists:


  
    Sometimes sixteen played together upon their instruments, ten sackbuts, four cornetts, and two violdegambas of an extraordinary greatness; sometimes ten, six sackbuts and four cornetts; sometimes two, a cornett and a treble viol. Of these treble viols [actually violins, most likely] I heard three several there, whereof each was so good, especially one that I observed above the rest, that I never heard the like before.9

  


  


  For an idea of what these instrumentalists were playing, we can turn either to Giovanni Gabrieli’s first book of Sacrae Symphoniae (1597), which contains sixteen canzonas, or to his last (posthumous) publication, Canzoni et sonate a 3.5.6.7.8.10.12.14.15.&22. voci, per sonar con ogni sorte de instrumenti, con il basso per l’organo (“Canzonas and other instrumental pieces for 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, 12, 14, 15, or 22 parts, to be played on all kinds of instruments, with a basso seguente for the organ”), printed by Gardano in 1615. As the title already suggests, the contents of the later book cover a wide range of styles, all reflected in Coryat’s descriptions.
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  The ones for larger numbers are of course polychoral, deploying massed instruments—the first orchestras, in a sense (though with only one player per part)—in antiphonal groups that answered one another in the resonant interior space of the basilica. The ones for smaller ensembles are florid studies for cornetto and violin virtuosos. As the title of the 1615 publication also shows, the word sonata was gaining currency alongside canzona to designate the newly theatricalized instrumental genre. It did not mean anything special as yet; like canzona, it was an abbreviation of the full name of the genre, canzona per sonare. From canzona per sonare (“a song for playing”) came canzona sonata (“a played song”), and then plain sonata—something “played.” The word sonata still means “something played,” of course, but the thing in question has changed many times since Gabrieli’s time.


  One of the items in the 1597 collection is called Sonata pian’e forte—“the piece played loud and soft”—and has a big, not quite deserved, historical reputation going back to Carl von Winterfeld’s Johannes Gabrieli und sein Zeitalter (“Gabrieli and his time”), one of the earliest scholarly biographies of any composer. The book was published in Berlin in 1834, when (despite its title) great composers tended to be viewed in relative isolation from their times, and when their greatness was apt to be viewed in somewhat anachronistic terms emphasizing innovation and originality—in other words, the traits by which a nineteenth-century composer’s greatness was measured.
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  FIG. 18-6 Venetian musicians in the service of the doge playing “six silver trumpets” in procession.


  


  Gabrieli’s piece (see Ex. 18-17 for its ending) was touted by Winterfeld as the first sonata, the first work to specify its instrumentation, the first work to use the violin, and the first work to specify dynamics. It was actually none of those things. Contrasting loud and soft passages had been implied for a long time in “echo” pieces, both vocal and instrumental, for which there was such a craze that as early as 1581 Lasso published a famous madrigal for two fourpart choirs (“O là o che bon eccho,” roughly “O gee, what a nice echo”) making fun of it. In 1596, a year before Gabrieli’s publication, Adriano Banchieri had published a book of fourpart canzoni alla francese that included one (no. 11, “La Organistina bella: in echo,” roughly “The pretty little lassie at the organ: with echo effects”) in which the echoes were obtained not by contrasting choirs but by explicit forte and piano markings. Gabrieli’s piece was thus not innovative but symptomatic. It was a symptom of the sensuous delight listeners had begun to take in sonic effects and displays of all kinds in this early period of musicas-spectacle.


  EX. 18-17 Giovanni Gabrieli, Sonata pian’e forte, end
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  Another highly symptomatic piece, and perhaps a more significant one, is the Sonata per tre violini from the collection of 1615 (see Ex. 18-18 for its concluding fireworks). It may very well have been on the program that Thomas Coryat described, where he mentions “these treble viols” of which “I heard three several there,” playing so impressively. Since all three solo parts in this sonata are treble parts, the basso per l’organo in this case is a true basso continuo, an actual fourth part, not a basso seguente. Such a composition, for treble or trebles above an independent bass with a vague harmonic filler to be added in performance, is by standard modern definition a “baroque” sonata. Its inclusion in a book of canzonas testifies conclusively to the genealogy of what has been ever since the seventeenth century the principal genre of soloistic chamber music—instrumental music for “pure” listening enjoyment. After four hundred years, we take such a thing for granted. As we shall see, though, when it was new (and especially when it began to travel beyond the borders of Italy) it raised some knotty esthetic problems. Putting this piece at the end of our chapter on the effects of religious unrest underscores the irony: what would remain for centuries the elite genre of “absolute” secular instrumental music was born in church.


  EX. 18-18 Giovanni Gabrieli, Sonata per tre violini, end
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  CHAPTER 19

  Pressure of Radical Humanism


  THE “REPRESENTATIONAL” STYLE AND THE BASSO CONTINUO; INTERMEDII; FAVOLE IN MUSICA


  THE TECHNICAL, THE ESTHETIC, AND THE IDEOLOGICAL


  As hinted in previous chapters, the central irony of the “Renaissance,” as the term is applied to music, is the way in which the Greek revivalism that motivated the “rebirth” of philosophy and the other arts actually undermined the dominant “Renaissance” musical style, if we take that style to be the ars perfecta. It would be even sillier to say that the neoclassical revival produced the musical “Baroque,” since that term was never used about art until the middle of the seventeenth century, when it was used to describe Roman architecture, and was only first applied to a musical composition (Jean-Philippe Rameau’s opera Hippolyte et Aricie, as it happened) nearly a century later, in 1733, as an insult. “Baroque” is a term that musicians do not need. Trying to justify it in any terms that actually relate to the music of the period has never led to anything but quibbling, sophistry, and tergiversation. All it is now is a commercial logo for a kind of “classical music” that record companies and radio stations market as sonic wallpaper. Let’s try to forget it.


  So what shall we call the music that we used to call “baroque”—the repertory that arose in Italy at the end of the sixteenth century and died out in Germany some time past the middle of the eighteenth, and what shall we call the period of its ascendancy? We could simply call it the Italian age, since almost every musical innovation during that century and a half took place in Italy and radiated out from there to other parts of Europe. (There were pockets of resistance, to be sure, but conscious resistance is an acknowledgement of dominion.)


  If we want to emphasize its philosophy we could call it the Galilean period, after Galileo Galilei, the great astronomer (1564–1642), who was the world’s first “modern” (that is, empirical or experimental) scientist, and therefore emblematic of what we now call the “Early Modern” period, when for the first time secular thought and secular art reached decisive ascendancy in the West. (That is why the story of Galileo’s persecution by the Inquisition has achieved such mythic resonance.)


  We might do even better to call it the Cartesian period, after René Descartes (1596–1650), the philosophical founder of empirical science, whose extreme mind–matter dualism made possible the idea of objective knowledge and representation. A great deal of music between 1600 and 1750 seeks to represent objects (including objectified emotions) rationally and systematically and accurately, and to formulate rules for doing so. The principle of “objective” musical representation that could be formulated as “doctrine” was a very important idea at this time. (Still, the idea of musical representation was neither born with this repertory, nor did it die out afterward.)


  If we want to emphasize media, we could call it the theatrical age. Music theater as we know it today was born at the turn of the seventeenth century (a great age for drama generally), precisely under the influence of the neoclassical revival, and it was much abetted by the new emphasis on representation, for that is what theater is: represented action. But we could just as well call it the orchestral age. Orchestral music and large “abstract” instrumental forms were also an innovation of the seventeenth century, and it was also a great age of instrumental virtuosity—which is to say instrumental music made theatrical. (Again, though, both music theater and orchestral music—not to mention virtuosity—are with us still).


  If we want to keep the emphasis on musical technique, then the obvious name for the period—and perhaps the best one—would be the continuo age: the basso continuo as a virtually obligatory aspect of any musical performance that was not a keyboard solo originated around the turn of the seventeenth century, as we learned in the previous chapter, and it died out before the end of the eighteenth. Clearly the presence of the basso continuo (a bass line “realized” in chordal harmony) as a constant factor throughout this period, and its failure to survive the period, in some sense define the period. And that sense has to do with harmony itself, reconceived and newly emphasized as a driving or shaping force in music. It was the development of harmony as an independent shaping factor, and its deployment over larger and larger temporal spans, that made possible the development of “abstract” musical forms.


  But were there no connections between the technical and the esthetic and the ideological? Were there no affinities binding the neoclassical impulse, the theatrical impulse, and the rise of the continuo? There certainly were; and to locate them we must turn our attention to the Florentine academies of the late sixteenth century, and to the writings of a remarkable scholar, Girolamo Mei.


  ACADEMIES


  The original Academy, a school located in the gardens of Academus (a legendary hero) near Athens, was founded by Plato early in the fourth century bce and lasted until 529 CE, when, having long since moved to the grounds of Cicero’s villa at Tusculum near Rome, it was closed down by the Emperor Justinian as part of an antipagan campaign, an act often associated with the coming of the “Dark Ages.” The revival of the term by associations of artists and thinkers—beginning with the Accademia Platonica, an informal circle led by Marsilio Ficino that met at the palace of Lorenzo dei Medici in Florence between 1470 and 1492—was thus one of the most selfconscious, programmatic acts of the humanist rebirth of learning.


  During the sixteenth century Accademie—literary and artistic coteries supported by noble patronage—flourished in many Italian cities, but Florence would always be the center. The most prestigious one of all was the Accademia degli Umidi, later the Accademia Fiorentina, founded in 1540, which commissioned translations of works by Greek and Latin authors and also treatises on Italian (that is, Tuscan) literary style. Mei (1519–94) was at twenty-one the youngest charter member of this academy. His initial academy-sponsored treatises, though devoted to Italian literature, already reveal some knowledge of Greek music theory. Beginning in 1551, he made Greek music his main subject and completed a four-volume treatise on the modes (De modis musicis antiquorum, “On the musical modes of the ancients”) in 1573, by which time he was living in Rome.


  This enormously erudite dissertation, which draws on classical writers from Aristoxenus and Ptolemy to Boethius, and also summarizes “modern” mode theory up to and including Glareanus, deals both with the tuning and structure of the modes and with their expressive and “ethical” effects. The concluding book is a discussion, based mainly on Aristotle, on the uses of the modes in education, in therapy, and, finally, in poetry and drama. In ancient times, Mei asserted, poems and plays were always sung—and always monophonically, whether by soloists or by the chorus, whether unaccompanied or doubled by instruments. Despite the wealth of information it contains, Mei’s treatise contains no actual examples of Greek music beyond the late Delphic hymns mentioned and illustrated near the end of the first chapter of this book.


  So despite all his expertise and diligence, Mei’s treatise contained everything anyone might have wanted to know about Greek music except an idea of what it sounded like. And that, paradoxically enough, is exactly why it became an important influence on the course of contemporary music. There was no musical evidence to contradict his impressive assertions about what Greek music could do and how it did it, and why contemporary music could no longer equal its effects.


  Mei did not know what Greek music sounded like, but he knew (or thought he knew) what it did not sound like. It was not full of counterpoint, the invention of conceited sensualists preoccupied with their own technique and with mere aural titillation. Their music was just a lot of sound and fury signifying nothing, because its many simultaneous melodies “convey to the soul of the listener at the same time diverse and contrary affections.”1 It was precisely because their music was monophonic, Mei believed, and because their modes did not all use the same set of pitches, that the Greeks were able to achieve their miracles of ethos, or moral influence through music.


  Mei’s researches became known to a group of Florentine humanists who in the 1570s and 1580s were meeting at the home of Count Giovanni de’ Bardi, a hero of the defense of Malta against the Turks and a favorite courtier of Grand Duke Francesco I of Tuscany, for whom he had the job of organizing court entertainments, including musical spectacles. It was in this latter capacity that Bardi became interested in theatrical or dramatic music. He corresponded with Mei about the music of the Greek tragedies and comedies, and also put Vincenzo Galilei (ca. 1530–91), a lutenist-singer in his employ, in touch with the great scholar.


  Galilei, who had studied with Zarlino (and whose son Galileo, as we know, made something of a name for himself in another field), was the best-trained musician in Bardi’s inner circle. He had already published a treatise on arranging polyphonic music for solo voice accompanied by lute, and had begun a gloss on Zarlino’s Istitutioni harmoniche, supplemented with information on ancient music theory as it was being disseminated among humanists. It was in connection with this project that Galilei began corresponding with Mei, whose research had revealed the differences between the ancient system of modes and tunings and the modern, contradicting Zarlino’s assertion that the new had grown directly out of the old. This challenge to the historical legitimacy of the ars perfecta estranged Galilei from Zarlino. It became Galilei’s mission to effect a true reconciliation of ancient theory and modern practice.
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  FIG. 19-1 Title page of Vincenzo Galilei’s Dialogo della musica antica et della moderna.


  


  This he never achieved; indeed such a thing was scarcely achievable. But his correspondence with Mei won him over to the view that the ars perfecta, far from the ultimate perfection of music, was a frivolous deviation from the true meaning and purpose of music as practiced by the ancients, and that the only way of restoring to music the expressive powers of which the ancients wrote would be to strip away the purely sensuous adornments of counterpoint and return to an art truly founded on the imitation of nature.


  Galilei cast this inflammatory thesis into the suitably Platonic form of a dialogue: the Dialogo della musica antica e della moderna (“Dialogue on music ancient and modern”), in which the two fictitious interlocutors were named after Count Bardi (to whom the book was dedicated on publication in 1581) and Piero Strozzi, a noble dilettante in Bardi’s circle, called the Camerata. Coming from a practicing musician, and couched in bluntly argumentative language, this formulation of principles derived from Mei’s purely “academic” research caused controversy (Zarlino himself retorting acidly a few years later in an addendum to his treatise called Sopplimenti musicali).


  Galilei’s strongest invective was reserved for the madrigalists (this despite the fact that he himself had published a book of madrigals seven years earlier and would publish another six years later), because the madrigalists already thought of themselves as the humanist reformers of music. They already claimed to be imitating nature in their work, and they were having an enormous influence even on composers of church music during the Counter Reformation. Galilei, presuming to speak for the Greeks, ridiculed the madrigalists for committing a travesty. “Our practicing contrapuntists,” he sneered, will say


  
    that they have imitated the words, each time they set to music a sonnet, a madrigal, or other poem in which one finds verses that say, for example, “Bitter heart and fierce, cruel desire,” which happens to be the first line of one of Petrarch’s sonnets, and they see to it that between the parts that sing it are many sevenths, fourths, seconds, and major sixths, and that by means of these they have made a rough, bitter, grating sound in their listeners’ ears. Another time they will say they have imitated the words when among the ideas in the text are some that have the meaning “to flee,” or “to fly.” These will be declaimed with such speed and so little grace as can hardly be imagined. As for words like “to vanish,” “to swoon,” “to die,” they will make the parts fall silent so abruptly that far from inducing any such effect, they will move their listeners to laughter, or else to indignation, should they feel they are being mocked …. Finding words denoting contrasts of color, like “dark” versus “light hair,” and the like, they will set them to black and white notes respectively, to express their meaning most astutely and cleverly, they say, never mind that they have altogether subordinated the sense of hearing to accidents of form and color which are properly the domain of vision and touch. Another time, they will have a verse like this: “He descended into Hell, into the lap of Pluto,” and they will make one of the parts descend so that the singer sounds to the listener more like someone moaning to frighten and terrify little girls than like someone singing something sensible. And where they find the opposite—“He doth aspire to the stars”—they will have it declaimed in such a high register that no one screaming in pain has ever equaled it.

  


  


  
    Unhappy men, they do not realize that if any of the famous orators of old had ever once declaimed two words in such a fashion they would have moved their hearers to laughter and contempt at once, and would have been ridiculed and despised by them as stupid, abject, and worthless men.2

  


  We have seen all of these techniques and many more of the same sort practiced with utmost seriousness and effectiveness. Even “Augenmusik”—music for the eye, as in Galileo’s example of white and black notes—had a perfectly serious motivation and could produce hair-raising aural effects in the hands a musician like Jacobus Gallus (see his St. John Passion in the previous chapter, Ex. 18-12). But Galilei had a certain point in ridiculing “madrigalisms”: they are indirect and artificial imitations, based on analogies—i.e., shared features—rather than homologies, real structural congruities. As such they are like plays on words, or witticisms. Depending on mechanisms of wit, they can be taken as humor—and indeed, we often do react to a madrigalism, even a serious one, the way we do to a joke: we laugh with delight when we “get it.”


  THE REPRESENTATIONAL STYLE


  The question is, are there any homologies at all between music and nature? There is one, Galilei contended, if by nature we mean human nature: and that is speech, or what linguists still call “natural language.” Plato himself had accounted for the “ethos” of the modes—their ability to influence the soul—on the basis of this homology. In the Republic, Socrates asks that just two modes be allowed for music in his ideal state: the one “that would fittingly imitate the utterances and the accents of a brave man who is engaged in warfare or in any enforced business, and who, when he has failed, either meeting wounds or death or having fallen into some other mishap, in all these conditions confronts fortune with steadfast endurance and repels her strokes”; and the one that imitates the speech of “a man engaged in works of peace, not enforced but voluntary, either trying to persuade somebody of something and imploring him—whether it be a god, through prayer, or a man, by teaching and admonition—or contrariwise yielding himself to another who is petitioning him or teaching him or trying to change his opinions, and in consequence faring according to his wish, and not bearing himself arrogantly, but in all this acting modestly and moderately and acquiescing in the outcome.”3 Glaucon, his interlocutor, informs Socrates that he has described the Dorian and the Phrygian modes, respectively.


  So human speech—not just words, but intonation, pitch, tone of voice, and every other “paralexical” aspect of speech that communicates over and above the literal meaning of the words (aspects that, in case of contradiction or irony, are to be trusted over words)—is the true object of musical imitation within Galilei’s radical humanism. And notice especially that Plato’s Phrygian mode is the persuasive mode. That is the purpose of music: it is the great persuader. So Galilei’s radical humanism is another, particularly literal manifestation of musical rhetoric: music as an art of persuasion. “Therefore,” Galilei concluded,


  
    when musicians go henceforth for their amusements to the tragedies and comedies played by the actors and clowns in the theaters, let them for a while leave off their immoderate laughing and instead kindly observe in what manner the actors speak, in what range, high or low, how loudly or softly, how rapidly or slowly they enunciate their words, when one gentleman converses quietly with another. Let them pay a little attention to the differences and contrasts that obtain when a gentleman speaks with one of his servants, or one of these with another. Let them consider how the prince converses with one of his subjects or vassals; again, how he speaks to a petitioner seeking a favor; how one speaks when infuriated or excited; how a married woman speaks, how a girl, a simple child, a witty wanton; how a lover speaks to his beloved seeking to persuade her to grant him his wish; how one speaks when lamenting, when crying out, when afraid, and when exulting with joy. From these diverse observations, if they are carried out attentively and considered with care, one can deduce the way that best suits the expression of whatever meanings or emotion may come to hand.4

  


  


  What musicians will gain, in short, will be a true stile rappresentativo: a true “representational style.” Such a thing was not unknown to the madrigalists: we have already observed some pretty effective and accurate imitation of speech in Cipriano de Rore’s Dalle belle contrade (Ex. 17-15). But even in the most effective and rigorously representational polyphonic setting, there is a fundamental contradiction between the singleness of the expressive poetic or textual voice and the multiplicity of actual singing voices. The solution Galilei proposed was not a return to literal monophony but to what he called monodia, “monody”—namely, a single voice accompanied by the lute (likened in this context to Apollo’s lyre). In this way not even expressive harmony need be sacrificed to representation.


  He was proposing, in short, a kind of music that he had already long since advocated and exemplified: solo singing to the lute, a variety of continuo practice, one might say. But what had long been one performance option among many (and one rarely committed to writing) now became a high cause. And the vocal style now advocated was new in that, even more than the polyphonic madrigal’s, it took its bearings from actual, enacted, enunciated speech rather than from the formal arrangements of verse. Galilei made a setting of some verses from Dante’s Inferno the next year and performed them for Bardi’s Camerata as a demonstration of the monodic style. Neither these nor any other monodic compositions by Galilei have survived, however; the kind of music Galilei imagined on the basis of Mei’s research can only be inferred from the work of others.


  INTERMEDII


  One of the first practical demonstrations, or tests, of the new radical–humanist esthetic came in 1589, when Count Bardi was asked to organize the entertainment for the wedding of the Grand Duke Ferdinando de’ Medici of Tuscany, the brother and successor (some said the murderer) of Bardi’s original patron Francesco, to the Princess Christine of Lorraine. Seizing the opportunity, he put his friends to work on a colossally extravagant set of intermedii, allegorical pageants with music to be performed between the acts of a spoken comedy (La pellegrina, “The pilgrim girl,” by the court poet Girolamo Bargagli).


  Such entr’actes were a North Italian theatrical specialty. Their original purpose was utilitarian and the music correspondingly modest: since the curtain was not lowered between the acts, the musical interludes (often instrumental, played from the wings) merely signaled the divisions of the play. Particularly in Florence, and especially at court celebrations, the intermedii became increasingly lavish and costly—a form of conspicuous consumption meant to impress invited guests with their noble host’s wealth and liberality. Their height was reached at Medici family weddings, each successive one striving hard to outdo the last.


  The first Florentine ruler to glorify himself in this way was Lorenzo de’ Medici (not “the Magnificent” but his grandson, the Duke of Urbino), in 1518. The first Medici wedding for which the music survives was that of Cosimo I in 1539. It was composed by the madrigalist Francesco Corteccia, and consists of motets and madrigals for up to 24 voices, doubled by full family choirs of instruments. This was “concerted” music before its time, so to speak; but the instruments did not yet have independent parts. Between the concerted numbers, a singer representing Apollo sang to the “lyre,” probably a lute or harp. His music is not notated; presumably it consisted of “arias” improvised over a ground, according to a method that (as we know) went back to the fifteenth century.
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  FIG. 19-2 Ventura Salimbeni, Wedding of Ferdinand de’ Medici and Christine of Lorraine (1589). This was the occasion for which members of the Florentine Camerata devised their intermedii.


  


  From then until 1589 no intermedio music has survived, but souvenir books contain copious illustrations of the sets, descriptions of the action, and lists of participants, from which one can get an idea of the scale on which the musical entertainments were cast. The souvenir book from the 1565 wedding of Francesco I, Bardi’s friend and patron, for example, lists thirty-five instruments, including four double manual harpsichords (suggesting that continuo-style accompaniments were already in practical use decades before such a thing was ever written down) and two lyre da braccio, chord-playing bowed string instruments that were used to accompany Apollo’s solos.


  The 1589 nuptial festivities for Ferdinand were the most lavish of the Medici extravaganzas. Texts for the six intermedii—composed by, among others, Ottavio Rinuccini, a famous poet and, like Bardi, a noble “academician”—were a sort of mythological history of music. They represented, respectively: the harmony of the spheres; the song contests of the Muses; Apollo slaying the Dragon; the coming of the Golden Age (this one unrelated to the theme but required by noble-nuptials protocol); the story of Arion, a semilegendary poet who, according to a myth, was saved from drowning by a dolphin responding to his song; and a concluding allegory, “The Descent of Rhythm and Harmony from Heaven to Earth.” The staging was by Emilio de’ Cavalieri, who had been director of music for Ferdinand during the latter’s years as a cardinal in Rome before his accession to the Tuscan ducal throne.


  The big concerted numbers—for up to thirty voices in seven choirs, often fitted out with instrumental ritornellos or sinfonie—were mainly the work of the great madrigalist Luca Marenzio and of Cristofano Malvezzi, the organist of the Medici chapel and a friend of Bardi, to whom he had dedicated a book of ricercari. Cavalieri, as Ferdinand’s personal musician, was given pride of place. He composed the opening madrigal (Dalle piùalte sfere, “I, Harmony, come down to you from highest spheres,” words by Bardi), with a fiercely embellished part for the virtuoso singer Vittoria Archilei, his protégée (Ex. 19-1a); and, to close the show, a grand panegyric finale directly addressed to the grand duke and his bride (O che nuovo miracolo, “O what newest miracle is this!”), a ballo or concerted dance-song for the whole company (Ex. 19-1b is the main ritornello) over a ground bass that would live on for a while in other compositions as the “Aria di Fiorenza” (Air of Florence) or the “Ballo del Gran Duca” (the Grand Duke’s Ball) or the “Ballo di Palazzo” (the Palace Ball).


  And yet Bardi nevertheless managed to work in a few numbers by his younger friends, the musicians who frequented the meetings of his Camerata and were involved with Galilei’s neoclassical experiments. Giulio Caccini (d. 1618), a well established singer at the Medici court, later claimed that he learned more from the “savant speeches” of the poets and philosophers who met at Bardi’s “than I had in over thirty years’ study of counterpoint.”5 He contributed a solo aria for a sorceress (sung by his wife) to open the fourth intermedio, one of the first original “continuo” compositions ever to be written down (Ex. 19-1c). Jacopo Peri (1561–1633), technically an aristocratic dilettante but a highly accomplished musician, was a pupil of Malvezzi and a self-styled “Orphic singer” who accompanied himself on a specially constructed giant lute (or archlute) that he called the chitarrone, after the Greek kithara or lyre (Fig. 19-3; more casually, it was known as the theorbo, literally “hurdy-gurdy”). He both composed and sang to the chitarrone the showstopper from the fifth intermedio: an aria for Arion, lying at the bottom of the sea, with echo effects to suggest his waterlogged condition (Ex. 19-1d).


  EX. 19-1A From the intermedii of 1589, opening aria, mm. 5–9
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  THE “MONODIC REVOLUTION”


  The arias by Caccini and Peri were the only moves toward “monodic insurgency” (in the words of music historian Piero Weiss) in the 1589 intermedii.6 The expression is a witty one, because historians have fallen into the habit of calling what happened scarcely a dozen years later the great “monodic revolution,” and because many of the same names as took part in the 1589 festivities—Rinuccini, Peri, Caccini, Cavalieri—are to be found among the turn-of the-century monodic “revolutionaries.” Yet what actually happened around 1600 was no sudden musical revolution, but only the emergence into print of musical practices that had been in the process of formation over the whole preceding century. These practices had been given an additional impetus by the recent humanist revival with all its attendant neoclassical theorizing, and by the backing of prestigious patrons. They emerged into print in four famous books, as follows.


  EX. 19-1B From the intermedii of 1589, main ritornello of closing ballo (Aria di Fiorenza)


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 19-1C From the intermedii of 1589, Giulio Caccini, Io che dal ciel cader, beginning
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  In 1600, the last year of the sixteenth century, Emilio de’ Cavalieri published in Rome his Rappresentatione di Anima, et di Corpo (“The [dramatic] representation of soul and body”), a sacred play designed, according to the title page, per recitar cantando, “for recitation in singing” (literally, “to recite singingly”). It was meant for performance by a society of Roman lay preachers called the Oratorio del Crocifisso (the Preaching Society of the Crucifix), which met in the assembly rooms of the church of San Marcello where members of the Cavalieri family had overseen the Lenten music for many years, Emilio himself from 1578–1584. (It was actually performed, however, during carnival in the assembly hall of the Church of Santa Maria, the so-called Chiesa Nova or “new church”.) In terms of its actual contents, the rappresentatione was not all that different from the Florentine intermedii, though of course it was more modest by many orders of magnitude. But it was one continuous dramatic whole rather than half a dozen loosely connected episodes.


  The solo music consisted of a string of little songs (some strophic, some in florid single stanzas like madrigals, some in dance meters) connected by musicalized prose recitations of the sort that would later be called “recitativo.” It is notated in score over what was in point of fact (but only fortuitously) the earliest printed “figured bass”—that is to say, a continuo bass line in which the harmonies to be filled in are indicated by little numbers (figures) representing intervals (Fig. 19-4).
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  FIG. 19-3 Jacopo Peri as Arion, singing his own compositions in the fifth intermedio of 1589 (costume design by Bernardo Buontalenti at the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale in Florence).


  


  EX. 19-1D From the intermedii of 1589, Jacopo Peri, Dunque fra torbid’ onde, beginning
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  FIG. 19-4 Dialogue of the body (Corpo) and soul (Anima) over a figured bass (the first to be printed), in Emilio de’ Cavalieri’s Rappresentatione di Anima, et di Corpo (Rome, 1600).


  


  In the late months of 1600 (or, by the calendar now in use, the early months of 1601, the first year of the seventeenth century), two different musical settings of the same mythological play were printed. The authors were Peri and Caccini, who had become jealous rivals. The play was an eclogue or pastoral drama by Rinuccini called Euridice, after the story of Orpheus and Eurydice as told by the ancient Roman poet Ovid in his Metamorphoses. Peri’s was the earlier setting: it was performed (with some interpolations by Caccini, at the latter’s insistence) on 6 October 1600 as part of the nuptial festivities honoring the marriage of Maria de’ Medici to the King of France, Henri IV. (Caccini’s hastily composed setting would not be performed complete for two years following publication: doubtless he was trying to “scoop” his competitor.) The music of both plays was similar in design to that of Cavalieri’s Rappresentatione, except that it had far more recitativo. Dramatic continuity was given greater emphasis than spectacle.


  Late in 1601 (or early in 1602 by the new-style calendar), Caccini issued a book of solo songs with figured bass, called Nuove musiche. That title has been one of the most oversold in all of music history. All it means is “new songs” or “new musical pieces,” but it has been invested with a much deeper significance by those who, misunderstanding Italian usage, have seen in it the proclamation of a “new music” or the dawn of a new musical epoch. The din of neoclassical propaganda must partly account for the inflation of the volume’s reputation, but surely even more critical was its appearance at the turn of a century. (The influence of the calendar—or just the decimal system, really—on our sense of history should never be underestimated, as anyone who lived through the millennial frenzies of the year 2000 will hardly need reminding.)


  Cavalieri’s, Peri’s, and Caccini’s cluster of turn-of century publications—plus Viadana’s Cento concerti ecclesiastichi of 1602, familiar from the previous chapter, which amounted to “nuove musiche” set to sacred Latin texts—brought the monodic style into the authoritative medium of print. Print spread it far and wide: that was what made the difference. And there was also the prestige of high aristocratic patronage behind the publication of the Euridice plays, which now have the reputation of being the first operas. Owing to that prestige and that authoritative dissemination, performance practices that had been cooking in Italy for many decades could now become standard compositional practices in all the countries of Europe.


  And that was a revolution after all. It was not, however, a revolution brought about singlehandedly by a determined composer or band of composers. That is how traditional historiography—bourgeois historiography, lest we forget—represents and celebrates change. Whether in the arts or elsewhere, change is brought about in such narratives by the heroic efforts of superior, visionary (“revolutionary”) individuals. In fact, the monodic revolution was the slowly evolving work of performers, arrangers, patrons, churchmen, scholars, teachers, composers, and printers, to put the overlapping personnel in rough (and again overlapping) chronological order. The only sudden role was that of the printers.


  MADRIGALS AND ARIAS REDUX


  For a closer look at the early printed artifacts of the “revolution,” the most expedient way to proceed will be in reverse chronological order, which in this case produces an order of increasing size and complexity of genre. Caccini’s Nuove musiche, which may contain songs composed (or, possibly, first improvised) decades earlier at meetings of the Camerata, amounts to a sort of showcase displaying the basic elements or raw materials out of which the early continuously musical plays and “representations” were fashioned. Indeed, it contains bits of Caccini’s own larger spectacles, including four arias and two choruses from a musical play called Il rapimento di Cefalo (“The jealousy of Cephalus,” after Ovid), which had furnished the main entertainment for the same Medici wedding pomp as witnessed the unveiling of Peri’s Euridice.


  The larger part of Nuove musiche is given over to individual songs and to a treatise that instructs the singer on the properly aristocratic way of tossing them off—with great artfulness, but carelessly. The songs are of two basic types, both familiar to us from previous incarnations. The strophic ones, based on repetition, are the “airs” (arie). The others—in single stanzas, or “through-composed,” as we now rather gracelessly say in musicologese (a dialect of German)—are the “madrigals.” Thus we are reminded (and we should remember!) that a madrigal is not necessarily a partsong. Any setting of a single stanza in a word-sensitive style that employs no formulaic repetitions or refrains could be called a madrigal. And when we do keep this fact in mind, then we have a new way of understanding the importance Caccini attached to his madrigals, the songs in which, egged on by the Camerata, he experimented along neoclassical lines and discovered the stile recitativo, the style that, better than any other, could muovere l’affetto dell’animo: “move the soul’s affection,”7 or as we might put it now, move the listener emotionally.


  So Caccini claimed or boasted in the preface, where he says the great discovery had taken place some fifteen years earlier, in the mid-1580s (as indeed it would have had to in order to be associated with the Camerata). His claim of priority was hotly disputed by Cavalieri, and need not detain us, since Galilei was probably there first anyway. But Caccini’s madrigals are indeed the place to look first to see “monody” in action.


  Amarilli mia bella (Fig. 19-5 [facsimile]; Ex. 19-2 [transcription of the first couplet]) has for a text a typical love lyric from Guarini’s Pastor Fido, long a major quarry for madrigal verses. Setting it was a programmatic or polemical act—proof that only monody could really do a madrigal’s job. And yet it is a madrigal without “madrigalism.” Not a single word is “painted.” There is no rapid scale to show the arrow’s flight. There is no thumping throb to show the beating heart. There is only speech, delivered at something close to normal speech tempo and restricted to something like normal speech range: the whole vocal part is confined to an ambitus of a ninth but really an octave since the high note is reached only once, near the end—an obvious correlation of range with rhetorical emphasis.


  And that rhetorical emphasis is the whole purpose of the song. Everything is correlated with it, including the harmonies specified by the early figured bass. The figures show only what cannot be taken for granted; as time went on, and as habits were established, fewer and fewer figures became necessary, and those that remained became more conventionalized. The first figure, 6 over the bass F#, denotes what we now call the [image: image] position, a term that actually reflects and recalls the old figured bass notation. (We also call such a harmony a triad in “first inversion,” but the concept of chord roots and inversions would not enter musicians’ vocabulary for another hundred years or more.) Note, however, that by the fourth measure an F# is allowed to imply the same harmony without a figure, since by then (or so the composer assumed), the reader will have caught on that leading tones (or indeed any sharped note) in the bass normally required a sixth rather than a fifth (in addition to the always implicit third) to complete their harmony.
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  FIG. 19-5 Giulio Caccini, Amarilli mia bella (Le nuove musiche, 1601).


  


  The expressive harmonies occur at cadences, under long drawn-out notes whose delayed resolutions not only represent but actually evoke in the listener the desire that is the main subject matter of any love poem. Thus the ancient Greek ideal of ethos—affective “contagion”—is realized (not that Plato would have approved of spreading this particular affect around!). At this early stage of continuo practice, the figures represent specific pitches fixed in register, rather than generic intervals. The main cadential formula—11–#10–14 (occurring six times, beginning with the second system)—would later be represented as 4–3–7, subtracting an octave (= 7 steps) from every figure; it is now recognizable as the familiar “four–three” suspension, another term that we have retained from early “thoroughbass” notation. (Later still, the sharp would by itself come to imply a raised third, and the figures would read 4–#–7. The line cannot come to rest until two dissonances—the suspension fourth and the appoggiatura seventh (not allowed in ars perfecta writing)—have been resolved. Such a harmonic intensifier will reinforce any emotion with rhetorical emphasis.


  EX. 19-2 Giuliu Caccini, Amarilli mia bella, first couplet in transcription, mm. 1–10
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  The most obvious rhetorical effect—borrowed from the polyphonic madrigal but vastly augmented—is the textual repetition. Where polyphonic madrigalists liked to repeat the last line or couplet to make the final cadence stick, Caccini repeats the last four lines, amounting to more than half the poem. But what is so rhetorical about literal repetition? Such a thing might sooner pall than enhance expression.
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  FIG. 19-6 Examples of gorgia (trillo and gruppo) from the preface to Caccini’s Le nuove musiche (1601).


  


  And so it certainly would if it really were literal, but it is not. It just looks literal, and again we have to be on our guard that music cannot be judged by its looks. There is still an oral practice to consider, one to which Caccini devoted a lengthy illustrated discussion in the preface to Le Nuove musiche—a preface that is for us a precious document, more famous by far than the actual songs it served to introduce. What it introduces, as far as we are concerned, is nota book of songs but the whole practice of musico-rhetorical embellishment, a constant “oral” factor in almost every musical performance that took place during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but one that left scant visible trace in the musical sources.


  In this wonderful preface, Caccini, a virtuoso singer long before he became a “composer” (that is, a writer-down of songs), generously divulges to his readers his whole bag of singerly tricks, called gorgia (“throat-music,” already a clue to its production), learned in the first instance, he tells us, from his own teacher Scipione del Palla, who guarded them closely as guild secrets. While sternly counseling against their overuse by enthusiastic bumblers, Caccini provides the first systematic survey of the methods by which solo performers (the only kind in monody) were expected to enlarge and dilate rhetorically on written texts. It is a revealing lesson in charisma and a chastening reminder of how much is lost from any performing repertoire that survives only in textual form.


  Caccini’s rhetorical embellishments included some that multiplied (or, as the analogy then went, divided) the written notes in pasaggii,—fast runs and the like. Others were calculated to imitate (or rather, to stylize) various tones of voice or “manners of speaking” that give evidence of strong emotion, and that therefore should be used only when singing “passionate songs,” never in “canzonets for dancing.” The very word Caccini chose for one of them—esclamazione (exclamation), described as “the foundation of passion”—shows the directness with which the emotions were to be physically portrayed.8 It consists of a gradual loudening of the voice on long notes into an outcry, made more artful by first diminishing the volume before beginning the increase—“reversed hair pins,” musicians familiar with modern crescendo/descrescendo marks would say. (Where the harmony permits, an esclamazione can also be executed by starting a third lower than the actual pitch and gradually sliding up; this, Caccini warns, is not for beginners.) Clearly, the esclamazione is the likeness of a sigh.


  Caccini then proceeds to the likenesses of unsteady speech—tremblings and catchings of the throat. The artfully simulated vocal tremble or shake, involving the rapid alternation of contiguous notes of the scale, he calls the gruppo or “note-group.” We of course would call it a trill. Caccini’s trillo is something else: it is the rapid, controlled repetition of a single pitch. (For Caccini’s examples of trillo and gruppo, see Fig. 19-6.) What it sounded like, whether (for example) the repetitions were entirely detached or whether the trillo was more a kind of amplitude vibrato, his words do not convey. He recognizes this lack, inviting the reader to listen to his wife’s singing for a perfect illustration. Modern wouldbe performers of monodies have had to content themselves with the author’s words and their own experiments.


  Finally, Caccini lists some “graces,” ways of modifying a melodic line to heighten the effect of “speaking in harmony” and “neglecting the music.” They mainly involve little rhythmic liberties that put the singer “out of sync” with the bass. In this respect, monody singing seems to have a lot in common with “crooning”—a manner of soft, subtle, highly inflected and embellished singing with intimately expressive intent that was adopted during the 1920s by male nightclub singers in response to the invention of the electric microphone. The word is said to be of Old Scandinavian derivation (krauna means “murmur” in modern Icelandic), but the singing style was pioneered and maintained in large part by singers of Italian extraction—Russ Columbo, Frank Sinatra, Perry Como, Tony Bennett (Anthony Benedetto). Imagining how one of these singers would have sung the repeated strain in Caccini’s Amarilli might give a better idea of how such a song was actually put over than any verbal description of gorgia, even Caccini’s own.


  Beginning in 1602, then, madrigals existed—and were available for purchase—in two forms. Traditional polyphonic madrigals remained popular; they continued to be published and reprinted until the 1630s. Continuo madrigals like Caccini’s, and eventually “concerted” madrigals with instrumental parts, gradually gained on the older type, outstripping it in numbers of new publications in the 1620s. (The word musiche, incidentally, became standard for continuo songs, further belying the programmatic significance that is often read into the title of Caccini’s publication.) The genre produced a line of specialists in Caccini’s footsteps. Marco da Gagliano (1582–1643) was perhaps the consummate Florentine musician of the early seventeenth century: a churchman of distinction, he was by 1615 (his thirty-third year) a high official of the church of San Lorenzo, the chief court musician to the Medicis, the maestro di cappella of the Florence cathedral, Santa Maria del Fiore (celebrated by Du Fay—see chapter 8), and the founder and focal point of a musical Academy, the Accademia degli Elevati, which comprised “the city’s finest composers, instrumentalists and singers,” as well as the poets whose verses the musicians set and performed.9


  Gagliano’s most famous monody, Valli profonde (“Deep valleys,” Ex. 19-3), was published in 1615, the year of his ecclesiastical elevation, in a volume of modern-style Musiche that appeared after Gagliano had already published five books of conventional polyphonic madrigals. The poem, a sonnet by the famous sixteenth-century Petrarchist Luigi Tansillo, belongs to the recognized subgenre of “hermit songs” (compare Petrarch’s own Solo e pensoso as set by Marenzio in Ex. 17-16). Such a song was a natural for monody, because crazed loneliness in the wild was monody’s most “natural” subject.


  Gagliano’s setting shows some reconciliation between the ascetically neoclassical musica recitativa proclaimed by the Camerata (and by Caccini) and older madrigalian techniques. A residual interest in counterpoint peeps through almost immediately, when the singer’s opening phrase, full of “hard” intervals and harmonies as befits the bleak general mood of the poem, is taken up by the bass in imitation (Ex. 19-3a). Galilei probably would not have approved of Gagliano’s “serpentine” melisma on the word serpenti (“snakes”): this is old-fashioned madrigalism (Ex. 19-3b). But the unprepared dissonances on pianto eterno (“eternal weeping”) a few lines later was the kind of thing monody was made for—harmonic effects (apparently) liberated from contrapuntal voice-leading (Ex. 19-3c).


  Sigismondo d’India (1582–1629) and Claudio Saracini (1586–ca. 1649) were both noble amateurs. That puts them in Gesualdo’s line, and indeed, when writing “passionate” madrigals rather than strophic songs they show the same gift for harmonic affectation as their polyphonic forebear. The beginning of d’India’s Piange, madonna (“Weep, O My Lady,” to a poem by Giovanni Battista Marino), from d’India’s Primo libro di musiche of 1609, is a study in what Shakespeare (a contemporary) called “sweet sorrow,” and a real slap in the face of “rules.” It goes Gesualdo one better in containing a triadic progression in which all three pitches are inflected chromatically—except that one of the chromatic passes is merely implied by the bass (as part of its unnotated but conventional harmonic realization) rather than expressed in counterpoint. The two notated voices, meanwhile, make their chromatic pass in the first measure through the baldest parallel fifths imaginable, the octave displacement in the bass notwithstanding (Ex. 19-4a). The first four lines of the poem are repeated (as Caccini had repeated the last four in Amarilli) and d’India writes out the gorgia (or at least some of it), putting in writing what Caccini had left to the performer’s tasteful discretion (Ex. 19-4b). It is likely that d’India transgressed the boundaries of what Caccini would have deemed tasteful (or, in his vocabulary, properly “negligent”).


  EX. 19-3A Marco da Gagliano, Valli profonde, mm. 1–8
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  EX. 19-3B Marco da Gagliano, Valli profonde, mm. 38–45
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  EX. 19-3C Marco da Gagliano, Valli profonde, mm. 51–54
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  EX. 19-4A Sigismondo d’India, Piange, madonna, mm. 1–4
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  EX. 19-4B Sigismondo d’India, Piange, madonna, mm. 8–17
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  Saracini’s Da te parto (“I part withthee,” Fig. 19-7; Ex. 19-5), from his Seconde Musiche (second songbook) of 1620, is another hermit song, spectacular both for its chromaticism and for its gorgia—two “noble” expressive avenues that by 1620 were becoming rather welltrod paths. The opening progressions actually pit major and minor thirds against one another: the bass makes its minor–major inflection in advance of the voice, which, prodded by the changed harmony, is probably meant to slide slowly from natural to sharp on the crest of an esclamazione (Ex. 19-5a). The notated effect and the one unnotated are equally necessary to an artful performance of what on the page is crude. The explosion of expressive virtuosity on the final word, ardente (ardent, burning), meanwhile, is an ideal illustration of what gorgia was all about (Ex. 19-5b). By iconically representing—and of course exaggerating—what happens to the speaking voice when the soul is aflame, the soul’s flame is itself by extension “imitated.”
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  FIG. 19-7 Claudio Saracini, Da te parto (Seconde musiche de madrigali & arie … auna voce sola, 1620).


  


  The strophic aria Caccini used in the Nuove musiche to demonstrate the application of gorgia is based on the old Romanesca “tenor” (as they had called it in the sixteenth century), now of course a “basso.” Going over an old “ground” like this further demonstrates the continuity that links the monodic “revolution” with earlier unwritten traditions, and provides a link with later written compositions as well, for the Romanesca remained remarkably popular and durable, especially in Florence. In Ex. 19-6 the old tenor is given alongside two composed variants: first Caccini’s (compare Fig. 19-8), in which—again, evidently in accord with long-established extemporizing habits—each successive note of the original controls a measure in the fully realized composition; and second, the variant employed by Girolamo Frescobaldi (1583–1643), the greatest organist of the seventeenth century, in one of his Arie musicale, published in Florence in 1630. Ex. 19-7 shows the beginnings of its four strophes.


  EX. 19-5A Claudio Saracini, Da te parto, mm. 1–4
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  EX. 19-5B Claudio Saracini, Da te parto, end
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  FAVOLE IN MUSICA


  The style developed by Caccini and the others in camera (or in Camerata) did not stay long in private chambers but was immediately returned to the theater whence, in a sense, it came. The monodist’s objective was to recapture the emotional and ethical contagion of the Greek poet-musicians—in effect, the idea was to resurrect or reinvent the Greek (sung) drama as reimagined by Girolamo Mei. Galilei had exhorted his musician contemporaries to copy the inflections of actors, which implied from the beginning that the ideal destination of the monody would be the mouths of actors—singing actors, who would add the powers of music to their already highly developed histrionic skills.


  EX. 19-6 Romanesca tenor, with Caccini’s and Frescobaldi’s variants
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  FIG. 19-8 Caccini’s Aria di romanesca from Le nuove musiche (1601).


  


  The birth of new music out of the spirit of old drama was (like everything else that seems sudden in history) a gradual thing, with phases unrepresented in written sources. The first extant continuo songs that were performed in the course of a stage spectacle were the ones in the 1589 intermedii. But they undoubtedly had precedents. As early as the late fifteenth century we hear tell of musicalized dramatic presentations at the northern Italian courts. A Fabula di Orfeo, a dramatic representation of the same tale from Ovid that would form the basis of the earliest published musical plays, was composed by the Medici court poet Angelo Poliziano and performed, at least partly sung, during the 1480 carnival season in Mantua. Poliziano (or Politian, as humanistically Latinized) also collaborated with Lorenzo de’ Medici on a sacred play (SS. Giovanni e Paolo) that was performed with music by Henricus Isaac, Lorenzo’s Flemish-born music master, in Florence itself, the eventual hotbed of the “monodic revolution.” Between the 1589 intermedii that he masterminded and his own Rappresentatione di Anima, et di Corpo of 1600, Emilio de’ Cavalieri produced in Florence a number of sung pastorals of his own composition, with texts by the same poet, Laura Guidiccioni (née Lucchesini), to whose words he had composed the great concluding ballo in 1589. According to Jacopo Peri’s own generous remark (in the Preface to Euridice), these pastorals were the first stage works to put the stile recitativo into practice.


  EX. 19-7A Girolamo Frescobaldi, Dunque dovro (Aria di romanesca), mm. 1–6
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  EX. 19-7B Girolamo Frescobaldi, Dunque dovro (Aria di romanesca), mm. 19–24
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  But we do not know these works, just as apart from a few fragments we do not know what is often called the first “true” opera. That distinction belongs to La Dafne, after another mythological tale adapted from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, which recounts—or rather, represents—the story of the nymph Daphne who, pursued by Apollo, is changed by the earth-mother Gaea into a laurel tree. The music is by the same team later responsible for the 1600 Euridice. The poem, by Rinuccini, was an adaptation and enlargement of the third intermedio of 1589. The music was by Peri, with some assistance (probably unasked for) from Jacopo Corsi, a noble dilettante who after 1592 (when Count Bardi was summoned to Rome to serve as chief of staff to Pope Clement VIII) cast himself as primary supporter and promoter of neoclassical musicodramatic experimentation. Corsi maintained at his palace what Claude Palisca, the leading historian of the early musical plays, calls “a kind of semi-professional musical and dramatic workshop.”10


  EX. 19-7C Girolamo Frescobaldi, Dunque dovro (Aria di romanesca), mm. 37–42
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  EX. 19-7D Girolamo Frescobaldi, Dunque dovro (Aria di romanesca), mm. 55–60
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  Peri’s musical plays were hatched in Corsi’s incubator, La Dafne possibly as early as 1594. Its first performance took place, possibly at Corsi’s residence and with Peri himself in the role of Apollo, during the Florence carnival of 1597 (1598 by the modern calendar), in the presence of the leading nobles of the city including the resident Medici overlord. It was revived several times thereafter, the latest revival taking place in 1604 at the brand new Pitti Palace. The libretto was set again in 1608 by Marco da Gagliano, and Gagliano’s preface to the published score of his setting, which survives, is our chief witness to the original Dafne. It is Gagliano’s insistence on the novelty of Rinuccini’s and Peri’s spectacle that has led to its being accorded the exalted position it now occupies in history as the first opera, in preference to Cavalieri’s pastorals or any previous “musical tale” (favola in musica), to use Gagliano’s expression.


  Calling the work the first opera, of course, puts it in a line that connects it with us; for opera is the first genre encountered since the beginning of this narrative that has persisted in an apparently unbroken tradition all the way to the present. As we shall see, however, the apparent continuity may be somewhat misleading; and so we shall resist the word “opera” for a while and instead go on calling the early spectacles of Peri, Caccini, Gagliano, and (in the next chapter) Monteverdi “musical tales.”


  “The pleasure and amazement produced in the audience by this novel spectacle cannot be described,” Gagliano reports. “Suffice it to say that each of the many times it was performed it generated the same admiration and the same delight.” Then comes a significant remark: “This experiment having taught Signor Rinuccini how well singing was suited to the expression of every sort of affection, and that it not only afforded no tediousness (as many might perchance have presumed) but indeed incredible delight, he composed his Euridice, dilating somewhat more in the dialogues.”11 So the difference between Rinuccini and Peri’s Euridice, the first musical tale that does survive, and their previous Dafne was the same as the difference between Dafne and earlier musico-scenic spectacles. That difference lies in the greater emphasis on the dialogue-music as opposed to the song-and-dance music, and the greater concomitant emphasis on music that imitated speech as opposed to the music that “imitated” (or simply functioned as) musical entertainment. Accepting the speech-music—the stile recitativo or stile rappresentativo—as dramatically viable, and accepting as credible the act of speaking from the stage in song (what Cavalieri called recitar cantando) required an imaginative leap that not all were prepared (or are even now prepared) to take. Peri himself put the esthetic problem in a nutshell when he wrote in the preface to Euridice of his paradoxical aim “to imitate with singing whoever speaks (and without doubt no one ever spoke singing).”12


  So what made the Florentine (and later Mantuan) musical tales the “first operas” was not the mere fact that they were sung continuously. So were Cavalieri’s pastorals, and maybe even Isaac’s SS. Giovanni e Paolo. And there have since been many types of opera, especially but not only comic opera, that do not use continuous singing but instead alternate singing with spoken dialogue, the very thing that Rinuccini courageously eschewed in his tales. The novelty of the tales was that they maintained and even accentuated the dialogue aspect of the drama (which is to say they did not make formal concessions for the sake of the music) and nevertheless represented all that dialogue through singing. The essential “operatic” move, then, was the insistence that music function on two levels—as representing music and also as representing speech—which meant that some of the music was coded one way for the characters on stage and another way for the audience. There was a music that both the audience and the stage characters “heard” as music (the songs and dances) and another music that the audience heard as music but that was “inaudible” to the characters on stage who were represented (albeit through music, and sometimes very elaborately!) as speaking. (The further complication presented by the instrumental music can wait for now.) It is a dichotomy that every form of opera, and every opera audience, has had to come to terms with, and different types of opera can (and in this book often will) be distinguished on the basis of how they have negotiated this representational crux.


  The critic Carolyn Abbate has adopted a useful (and suitably neoclassical) terminology for the “two musics” that have always coexisted in opera. The kind that is “heard” (i.e., interpreted) both on stage and in the house as music she calls “phenomenal music,” from the Greek phenomenon, meaning not an extraordinary thing or occurrence (as in common colloquial usage) but something whose reality exists on the level of sensory perception. The kind that the audience hears as music but that the stage characters do not “hear” that way she calls “noumenal music” from the Greek noumenon, the idealized (“Platonic”) essence of a thing—a higher reality that is hidden from the senses and can only be contemplated by the mind.13


  Of the six scattered fragments that survive from Rinuccini and Peri’s Dafne in monody collections, only one counts as “noumenal music” of the kind that distinguishes opera esthetically from other kinds of sung spectacle. (The rest are dance-songs and a strophic “aria” over a ground bass sung by Ovid directly to the spectators by way of prologue.) That singular survivor is the recitative “Qual nova meraviglia!”—“What new marvel is this!”—in which a messenger who witnessed it describes the nymph’s arboreal transformation (Ex. 19-8).


  This is the stile rappresentativo at full strength—the earliest surviving example of it that was meant expressly for the stage. The text is madrigalian: a single strophe in irregular meter. The bass line is remarkably static; often whole lines are declaimed over a stationary harmony, and there is no thematic interplay between voice and accompaniment. Since the versification is irregular, the harmonic changes are unpredictable. There is, in short, nothing that can be identified as a “purely musical” pattern or gesture, nothing that aspires to musical wholeness or memorability. Music, far from exulting in its own stylistic perfection, has been ruthlessly subordinated, a music lover might object, to the text. To which a strict neoclassicist might respond, that’s just where it belongs.


  EX. 19-8 Jacopo Peri, La Dafne: “Qual’ nova meraviglia!”
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  If the music has to be so minimal why have it at all, both the music lover and the theatergoer might wonder, to which the dramatist might respond that the musicalization accomplishes definitively what the actor accomplishes only haphazardly, depending on his gifts—namely the surefire transmission of the affective content of the words to the listener. The composer, then, functions like a supreme actor or stage director, able by the use of harmony (especially chromatic harmony, as in the fifth measure) and dissonance to magnify the rhetorical effects of vocal inflection and delivery.


  The Dafne recitative is a tame one; there is no expressive dissonance to speak of. The ones in Euridice show a marked advance not only in sheer prevalence over the phenomenal music, but also in expressive confidence. Whole scenes are played recitar cantando, and dissonance of a harshness that can still sound impressive abounds in proportion to the intensity of the dramatic situation.


  Gravest of all is the moment when Orpheus (sung by Peri) gets the news of Eurydice’s death from Daphne, sung by a boy at the first performance while Corsi, on the harpsichord, and three gentlemen on chitarrone, on lute, and on the bowed lira grande, a sort of bowed lute, churned out the continuo from behind—yes, behind—the scene. Note that all four instruments were “lyres,”—that is, chord-producers, not melody-makers; as a “line,” the continuo was a figment of notation, not sound). Some excerpts from the scene are given in Ex. 19-9.


  The first thing to notice is the rigor with which the composer has spurned every temptation of the text’s imagery, jam-packed though it is with opportunities for word painting—flowing water, murmuring water, light, dark, singing, dancing, to say nothing of the serpent’s bite. Not one of these images is painted in tones. There is nothing left of wit, nothing to bring a smile of recognition. Instead, the brutal affective contrast is transmitted through the musical analogues of rhetorical delivery and gesticulation. When, for example, Daphne describes the cold sweat that bespattered Eurydice’s face and matted her hair during the death throes (Ex. 19-9a), the music is concerned not with the object described but rather with the emotion of the describer, conveyed in a shocking false relation between the voice and the bass. The moment of Eurydice’s death, at the end of Ex. 19-9a, is described with even greater, colder horror: the words i bei sembianti (“her beautiful features”) are set with hideous irony, using the ugliest harmonies the composer could devise—an augmented triad followed by a blatant harmonic contradiction between voice (on B-flat) and accompaniment (an E-major triad), “resolved” through a descent by a “forbidden” diminished fifth.


  Orpheus’s lament (Ex. 19-9b) is set with great subtlety, all conveyed by musical “modulations” to match the modulations of his mood. He goes from numb shock (“I neither weep nor sigh…”) through a sudden outpouring of grief (“O my heart! O my hope…”) to firm resolve. The first section has a particularly static bass to match Orpheus’s initial torpor. The second section, where lethargy gives way to active distress, is introduced by a brusque harmonic disruption: the cadential “Phrygian” E major replaced out of nowhere by “Dorian” G minor. This most anguished section of the lament has the highest dissonance quotient. Orpheus’s lines seem altogether uncoordinated with the bass harmonies. He leaves off after “Ohimè!” (Ah, me!) with a gasp, his line dangling on an A over the bass G. The bass having changed to D as if to accommodate the A, Orpheus reenters (“Dove si gita?”/“Where have you gone?”) with a new contradiction, on E.


  EX. 19-9A Jacopo Peri, Euridice, scene 2, mm. 39–51
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  EX. 19-9B Jacopo Peri, Euridice, Orfeo’s closing monologue
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  The bass once again moves to accommodate the E, which becomes the cadence harmony. The third section begins with the same disruption as the second: a G-minor chord impinging on the cadential E major. This time, however, the G minor moves through the circle of fifths to a cadence on F, the “Lydian,” still the symbol—after eight hundred years!—of mollitude (the primary association by now is not to Plato’s resurrected theorizing but to everyone’s daily experience in church). At the same time the bass begins to bestir itself iconically, moving rhythmically as one does when animated by determination.


  This is no tentative first step like the Dafne recitative. By 1600, at least in Peri’s hands, the stile rappresentativo was artistically mature, a fully viable seconda prattica—a “second practice,” as Monteverdi would shortly call it in response to its critics—that would eventually consign the “first practice,” namely the ars perfecta, to the status of a stile antico.14


  Did it immediately cause a revolution? By all accounts it did not even cause an immediate sensation, at least with its audience. At the 1600 royal nuptial celebration very few actually heard it. The main entertainment, as we know, was Caccini’s Rapimento, more of a song-and-dance affair on the spectacular scale of the traditional Florentine intermedii. It was performed before an audience—a real public—of 3,800 in the enormous hall atop the Uffizi gallery. Euridice was performed three days later, in a small room in Don Antonio de’ Medici’s apartment on one of the upper stories of the Pitti Palace, for no more than two hundred specially invited guests selected by Corsi. Many of those who were privileged to hear it were unimpressed: a joke that made the rounds afterward likened the music to the monotonous chanting of the Passion on Good Friday (not such a bad analogy, actually, in view of the original purpose of the chant as a sacralized public oration; but of course that was far from the minds of the jokers).


  And yet, clearly, a work performed before those specially invited two hundred (nobles all) inevitably commanded greater prestige than one open to all comers as a token of the celebrants’ liberality. And the protocols that applied to intermedii and other festive spectacles remained in force in Euridice, making a mockery of any claim that the work was a revival of the ancient Greek tragedy. (It is clear from this alone that no such claim could have seriously been made; the idea is a historians’ conceit hatched long after the fact.) The tale is furnished with a prologue that has exactly the same function as the prologues to the old intermedii: to cajole the audience and laud the nuptial pair. La Tragedia herself appears before the assembled nobles to say that, while her usual role is to draw sighs, shed tears, and “make the faces and expressions of a crowd in an amphitheater pale with pity,” just this once she is going to relent in honor of the wedding pair and their friends in attendance: “I thus adorn myself in the realm of Hymen [the marriage god] and tune the strings [of my lyre] to a gayer mode to give delight to the noble heart.”


  And indeed, the play is made to end happily: Orpheus gets Eurydice back with no strings attached; there is no second death, no second loss. The play remains, as it had to, within the boundaries of the dramatized favola pastorale, the pastoral play, a light genre that did not exist in classical times. Not only would a truly tragic representation have been unfit for a festivity of state, but Ovid’s mythological romance could never have supported one. In a tragedy a hero falls in consequence of a flaw; an accidental death like Eurydice’s is by no classical definition a tragic one (even if Orfeo does lack the ultimate in self-control). The early musical plays did not—could not—aspire to the tragic style. Tragic opera came later, and elsewhere.


  ORATORIO


  Just a brief word now, in closing, about the genre represented by Cavalieri’s Rappresentatione di Anima, et di Corpo, the sacred play that happened to scoop all the other early figured-bass publications into print. This work, too, has been claimed for consideration as “the first surviving opera” (to quote the New Grove Dictionary of Opera). It was produced in Rome in February 1600, about eight months before Peri’s Euridice saw the stage. It was set to continuous music, though without much recitative, and fully staged.


  The Soul, a soprano, and the Body, a tenor, each with teams of allegorical supporters, advisers, and tempters, struggle against the blandishments of worldly delights, and are finally successful. The work ends with spectacular visions of hell and heaven. This too was a favola in musica: the Counter Reformation’s answer, perhaps, to the Florentine neoclassical entertainments; and if Peri’s pastoral counts as an opera, so does Cavalieri’s. They were both musicalizations of existing dramatic genres, neither of them ancient. But the same reservations proposed above—against calling the Florentine musical plays operas—apply to Cavalieri’s Roman one.


  EX. 19-10A Anima mia che pensi, the original lauda (pub. 1577)
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  EX. 19-10B Anima mia che pensi, beginning of Emilio de’ Cavalieri’s dialogue setting
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  The sacra rappresentazione or sacred play with music had a long history, even if we do not attempt to trace it all the way back to the medieval liturgical dramas described in chapter 3. In the fifteenth century it had developed out of the singing of laude that embodied dialogues. Most of the fifteenthand sixteenth-century rappresentazioni were declaimed, aria-style, to melodic formulas or over ground basses, with frottolas, madrigals, and instrumental pieces interspersed. Some surviving instrumental works by Henricus Isaac, including a wild Moorish dance and a battaglia, are thought to be remnants from such plays, possibly from Lorenzo de’ Medici’s own SS. Giovanni e Paolo.


  Cavalieri’s Rappresentatione was very much in the existing tradition, since it was basically an expansion of an old lauda, Anima mia che pensi, that took the form of a dialogue between body and soul. It was, however, the first such play to sport continuous music, some of it in the new dramatic style that the composer had pioneered in his pastorals. The first dialogue between the title characters (some of it shown in Fig. 19-4) is actually a setting of the old lauda, of which a polyphonic version had been published in 1577 (Ex. 19-10a). What had merely been two successive strophes in the lauda now becomes a highly contrasted colloquy (Ex. 19-10b): the question, posed by the body in recitative style, is answered by the soul in a dancelike aria.


  At its first performance it was a play in the full sense of the word, but since it was performed immediately before Lent in the assembly hall of an Oratory, it prefigures the specifically Lenten genre of Biblical favole in musica, scriptural musical tales in dramatic “recitar cantando” form but nonstaged. That genre, which came to be called oratorio after its performance venue, arose a few decades later in response to the institution of public musical theaters, which had to close during Lent. It had a distinguished history in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and is not wholly extinct even today.
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    Ockeghem Mass and, 477–78, 480, 641

  


  
    Palestrina Mass and, 637–41, 662

  


  
    Pycard Gloria and, 410

  


  
    Sumer, 388, 389–91, 397, 399, 409, 457

  


  
    canon (notational rule), 262, 265, 280

  


  
    canon law, 170, 277

  


  
    “Canon on Music to be Used in the Mass” (Council of Trent)., 650

  


  
    Can shee excuse my wrongs (Dowland), 745

  


  
    canso, 117, 124, 125

  


  
    ballade as descendant of, 349

  


  
    to Blessed Virgin, 98, 99, 128, 501, 533

  


  
    cantiga as equivalent of, 128

  


  
    description of, 107–8

  


  
    French chanson courtoise as, 117

  


  
    Raimon and, 98–99

  


  
    regularized, 113

  


  
    strophic, 325

  


  
    Canterbury, 461

  


  
    Canterbury Cathdral, 408, 408

  


  
    Canterbury Tales (Chaucer), 365

  


  
    canticle, 12

  


  
    “Canticle of Mary.” See Magnificat

  


  
    Canti C numero cento cinquanta (Petrucci publication), 563

  


  
    cantiga, 128–33, 134

  


  
    manuscript miniatures, 129–30, 130, 131, 133

  


  
    Cantigas de Santa Maria (collection), 128

  


  
    cantilena, 298–301, 312–13, 317, 318, 325, 397, 413, 417–18, 435

  


  
    motet as, 429–33, 501–46

  


  
    Cantionals¨atze, 765–68

  


  
    Cantiones ab fual argumento sacras vocantur (Byrd and Tallis), 673, 677–78

  


  
    Cantiones sacrae (Byrd), 678–79

  


  
    canto, 542–46

  


  
    cantus coronatus, 208

  


  
    cantus firmus, 291, 311, 316, 326

  


  
    in Busnoys’s Missa L’Homme Armé, 488

  


  
    Caput Mass transposition of, 475, 476, 482

  


  
    characteristic fifteenthcentury Mass form of, 486–90

  


  
    conductus and, 397

  


  
    contratenor vs., 271

  


  
    counterpoint and, 156–57, 159, 161, 297–98, 307, 399

  


  
    countersinging, 438–39

  


  
    Cunctipotens genitor and, 306, 322

  


  
    cyclic Mass Ordinaries and, 461–71, 473–76, 482, 483–97, 501

  


  
    in Du Fay’s Masses, 498

  


  
    in English church music, 439–40, 612, 613

  


  
    English descant and, 406, 407

  


  
    French motet and, 221

  


  
    imitative polyphony vs., 580–82

  


  
    Josquin’s innovations and, 499, 529–30, 579, 580–81, 584, 602

  


  
    in Josquin’s Missa Hercules Dux Ferrariae, 560–61

  


  
    in Josquin’s Missa L’Homme Armé, 529

  


  
    Lutheran chorales and, 761–62, 768

  


  
    Machaut Gloria paraphrase of, 325, 326

  


  
    Machaut Kyrie and, 322, 324

  


  
    Mass secular song basis of, 483–97

  


  
    paraphrase motet and, 503, 506, 507–8

  


  
    recercadas and, 620–21 stile antico and, 667

  


  
    Tenorlied and, 756

  


  
    tenor part and, 468

  


  
    Can vei la lauzeta mover (Bernart), 108

  


  
    canzona, 786–96

  


  
    big band battle-pieces and, 786–87

  


  
    canzona per sonare. See sonata,

  


  
    canzonets, 746

  


  
    Canzonets, or Little Short Songs to Four Voices: Selected out of the best and approved Italian authors (Morley), 746

  


  
    canzonetti, 746

  


  
    Canzoni alla francese per sonar sopra stromenti da tasti (A. Gabrieli), 786

  


  
    canzoni da sonare. See canzona, Canzoni et sonate a 3.5.6.7.8.10.12.14.15 .& 22

  


  
    voci, per sonar con ogni sorte de instrumenti, con il basso per l’organo (G. Gabrieli), 790–91

  


  
    Canzoni nove (songbook), 691

  


  
    Cappella Giulia (Vatican), 631

  


  
    Caput Draconia, 476, 476

  


  
    Caput Mass (anon.), 465–71, 472, 474, 481, 489, 493

  


  
    author’s identity and, 475–77, 476

  


  
    emulations of, 472–83, 493

  


  
    Mal un muta per effecto, 695–96, 697, 699

  


  
    Carissimi, Giacomo, 484

  


  
    carmen (textless instrumental piece), 543, 544–46

  


  
    Carmen, Johannes (pseud.), 422, 423

  


  
    Pontifici decora speculi, 378–80

  


  
    carmina, 543, 544–46, 559, 560–61

  


  
    Carmina burana (1847), 138, 139, 201, 203

  


  
    Carmina Burana (Orff), 138–39

  


  
    carnival season, 823, 826

  


  
    carol, English, 418–20

  


  
    carole (dance-song), 114, 120, 123–24, 131, 349

  


  
    canon and, 332, 349

  


  
    English version of, 418–20

  


  
    instrumental accompaniment for, 133

  


  
    Machaut and, 294

  


  
    Carolingian Empire, 2–7, 106, 141

  


  
    See also Franks

  


  
    Carolingian Renaissance, 4–7, 7

  


  
    liberal arts curriculum, 69, 71

  


  
    Carpentras (Elzéar Genet), 555, 557

  


  
    Cartesian period, 797–98

  


  
    Castel, Etienne, 447

  


  
    Castiglione, Baldassare, 626, 698

  


  
    Castile. See Spain,

  


  
    Catalonia, 128

  


  
    Cathari, 116

  


  
    cathedral architecture, 169

  


  
    Cathedral of Notre Dame. See Notre Dame de Paris

  


  
    cathedral organization, 169, 170

  


  
    Italian arts patronage and, 277–81

  


  
    urban clerical class and, 207–8, 219

  


  
    cathedral polyphony, 162–63

  


  
    cathedral schools, 148, 149, 169, 170

  


  
    Beauvais, 94

  


  
    Catherine of Valois, 421, 461

  


  
    Catholic Church. See Roman Catholic Church,

  


  
    cauda, 124, 200, 201, 202, 203, 204, 403

  


  
    Cavalieri, Emilio de’, 804, 809, 812, 823, 826, 827

  


  
    Anima mia che pensi, 833

  


  
    Dalle più alte sfere, 804, 805

  


  
    O che nuovo miracolo, 804

  


  
    Rappresentatione di Anima, et di Corpo, 809, 811, 812, 823, 831, 832–34

  


  
    Cavazzoni, Girolamo, 607

  


  
    Cavazzoni, Marco Antonio, 607, 786

  


  
    C clef, 99–100

  


  
    Ce fut en mai (Moniot), 120–21, 131

  


  
    Celestine I, Pope, 13

  


  
    Cellarius and, 476

  


  
    Celle m’as s’amour douné Qui mon cuer et m’ amour a (refrain), 227

  


  
    Celts, 119

  


  
    Cento concerti ecclesiastici, a una, a due, a tre & a quattro voci (Viadana), 780, 812

  


  
    centonization, 28

  


  
    Ceremony of Carols, A (Britten), 391

  


  
    Cervini, Marcello. See Marcellus II, Pope

  


  
    Césaris, Johannes, 422, 423

  


  
    chace (canon), 331–36, 349, 491, 711

  


  
    caccia vs., 364

  


  
    Lorenzo Masini and, 366

  


  
    Chaillou, Raoul, 255, 258

  


  
    chamber music,

  


  
    earliest instrumental, 541, 542–46

  


  
    sonata and, 796

  


  
    vocal partbooks for, 539–40, 542

  


  
    Champion des dames, Le (Le Franc), 422, 439, 536

  


  
    chanson, 435, 544, 706–9

  


  
    accompanied, 131–33, 296

  


  
    bergerette and, 526–29

  


  
    Binchois and, 446–52, 706

  


  
    as canzona model, 786–87

  


  
    Du Fay and, 498, 706

  


  
    faux-naïve, 349–50

  


  
    fifteenth-vs. sixteenth-century, 706

  


  
    Janequin and, 710–13

  


  
    J’ ay pris amours popularity as, 532–33, 534–41

  


  
    lament genre of, 448, 452, 454

  


  
    Lasso and, 714–18

  


  
    lewd genre of, 138, 710–11

  


  
    Machaut and, 292–97, 298, 299–310

  


  
    motet and, 218–19, 218, 219, 220, 221, 224–26, 233, 236, 238, 262, 292–98, 301, 378, 429, 532, 706

  


  
    onomatopoetic, 711, 712

  


  
    organ arrangements of, 786–87

  


  
    Parisian, 706–9, 710, 714, 786

  


  
    social theory and, 208

  


  
    tablatures of, 606

  


  
    unaccompanied, 452

  


  
    urbanization of, 206, 219

  


  
    See also troubadours; trouvères

  


  
    chanson avec des refrains, 120, 123

  


  
    chanson ballade. See virelai,

  


  
    chanson courtoise, 117

  


  
    chansonniers, 109–10, 122, 353

  


  
    chanson royal, 290

  


  
    chansons couronées, 121

  


  
    chansons courtoises, 122

  


  
    chansons de geste, 120, 208

  


  
    Chansons de maistre Clement Janequin (Janequin), 710–13

  


  
    chansons de toile, 119–20

  


  
    Chansons nouvelles en musique (songbook), 692

  


  
    chant, 1–35

  


  
    Ambrosian, 63

  


  
    Anglican, 672

  


  
    antiphons and responds, 12–13

  


  
    Beneventan, 64

  


  
    Byzantine, 33–35, 64, 84

  


  
    concert performance of, 66

  


  
    contrapuntal amplification of, 435–39

  


  
    Dorian, 89

  


  
    Du Fay vs. Binchois paraphrase of, 441

  


  
    English sight-harmonizing of, 436

  


  
    evolution of, 12

  


  
    fauxbourdon and, 435–39, 501

  


  
    Frankish, 298

  


  
    Frankish additions, 37–67, 234

  


  
    French-Cypriot, 345

  


  
    Grocheio’s social theory and, 208

  


  
    lesson and, 13

  


  
    Mozarabic, 63–64

  


  
    notation and, 1–2, 214

  


  
    Notre Dame settings of, 171–72

  


  
    Old Roman, 62, 63

  


  
    Ordinary, 58, 60–63, 310, 322, 324

  


  
    paraphrased, 325

  


  
    Passion narrative, 776

  


  
    polyphonic settings, 147, 149–50, 156, 162–68, 171, 185

  


  
    responsoraries, 11

  


  
    Roman, 1–7

  


  
    tropes, 50–53

  


  
    unison, 47

  


  
    Chantar m’er de so gu’en no volria (Beatriz), 113

  


  
    chant books, 15, 15, 23, 78, 184, 462, 473

  


  
    “Credo I,” 34

  


  
    Kyriale, 58, 322

  


  
    Machaut Mass discovery in, 325

  


  
    on rhythmic interpretation, 115

  


  
    See also antiphoner; graduale

  


  
    Chant des oyseux, Le (Janequin), 711

  


  
    Chantilly Codex, 342–43

  


  
    Chapel Royal (England), 513, 671–72, 673, 679, 692

  


  
    Charlemagne (Charles the Great), King of the Franks, 3–4, 5, 13, 37, 41, 49, 53, 106, 111, 286

  


  
    Charles I, King of the Franks. See Charlemagne

  


  
    Charles V, King of France, 317

  


  
    Charles VI, King of France, 421, 461

  


  
    Charles VII, King of France, 421, 454–55, 458

  


  
    Charles VIII, King of France, 457, 523

  


  
    Charles IX, King of France, 719

  


  
    Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor, 590, 670

  


  
    Charles d’Anjou, 120, 122

  


  
    Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, 455, 484–85, 485, 486, 498, 518

  


  
    Charles the Great. See Charlemagne,

  


  
    Charlotte de Bourbon, 345

  


  
    Chartres Cathedral, 453

  


  
    Chartres counterpoint fragment, 155, 158

  


  
    Chasse, La (Janequin), 711

  


  
    Chaucer, Geoffrey, 290, 365

  


  
    chauvinism. See ethnocentrism

  


  
    cheironomy, 14

  


  
    Chigi, Agostino, 457–58

  


  
    Chigi Codex, 457–58, 458, 473

  


  
    children’s songs, 18, 331, 389, 391, 392

  


  
    chitarrone, 804–5, 809, 829

  


  
    choirbooks, 457–58, 474, 496, 498, 507, 555

  


  
    English, 513

  


  
    Milanese, 519

  


  
    “choirbook style,”, 214

  


  
    choirs,

  


  
    antiphonal psalmody and, 8

  


  
    congregational singing vs., 758

  


  
    English, 513, 515, 517, 613, 671–72

  


  
    faburden and, 438

  


  
    intermedii, 804

  


  
    Mass Ordinary and, 310

  


  
    split, 611, 776, 780, 782–83, 787, 792

  


  
    stichic “arias,” 24

  


  
    See also choral music

  


  
    “Chopsticks” (piano piece), 392

  


  
    chorale, 758–69

  


  
    fourpart, 765–66

  


  
    harmonizations, 765–66

  


  
    Lutheranism and, 758–69

  


  
    chorale prelude (Choralvorspiel), 762

  


  
    Choralis Constantinus (Isaac), 679

  


  
    choral music,

  


  
    Counter Reformation and, 772–79, 783–84

  


  
    earliest polyphonic, 314

  


  
    foundations for English training, 94

  


  
    for multiple choirs, 776, 780, 782–83, 791

  


  
    orchestration and, 782–84

  


  
    sight-singing and, 617

  


  
    voice parts for, 468

  


  
    See also choirs; oratorio

  


  
    Chorals¨atze. See chorale,

  


  
    Choralvorspiel (chorale prelude), 762

  


  
    chord roots, 813

  


  
    chordal harmony,

  


  
    Aaron on, 577

  


  
    basso continuo and, 781, 798

  


  
    Byrd and, 686

  


  
    English, 392, 407, 672

  


  
    Chrétien de Troyes, 119

  


  
    Christ Church (Canterbury), 461

  


  
    Christe,

  


  
    Busnoy Missa L’Homme Armé, 492–93

  


  
    Machaut Mass, 325, 530–34

  


  
    Palestrina Missa Repleatur os meum laude, 639–40, 641

  


  
    Christe eleison, 58, 103

  


  
    Christe fili Dei (Josquin), 531–34

  


  
    Christianity,

  


  
    “Credo I,” 34–35

  


  
    earliest surviving service music artifact, 32, 33, 34

  


  
    early worship eclecticism, 12

  


  
    map of early monastic centers, 9

  


  
    music/musica differentiation and, 71

  


  
    psalmody of, 8–10

  


  
    sybilline prophecy and, 719

  


  
    Western-Eastern schism in, 141

  


  
    Western musical unification and, 61–64

  


  
    See also Eastern Orthodox Church; liturgical music; Protestantism; Roman Catholic Church

  


  
    Christine de Pisane, 446–47, 448, 452

  


  
    Christine of Lorraine, 803, 803

  


  
    Christ ist erstanden (Leise), 758, 759

  


  
    Christ lag in Todesbanden (hymn), 758, 759, 760

  


  
    Christ lag in Todesbanden (Osiander), 766–67

  


  
    Christ lag in Todesbanden (Praetorius), 767–68

  


  
    Christ lag in Todesbanden (Walther), 761–62

  


  
    Christmas, 94

  


  
    Alleluia, 267, 269–71

  


  
    conductus, 199–201

  


  
    English carol, 420

  


  
    Gloria in excelsis, 54

  


  
    Gradual, 27, 173, 177, 177–78, 177, 178

  


  
    liturgical cycle, 12

  


  
    motet, 772–75

  


  
    neumes triplex, 37

  


  
    Palestrina motet-plus-Mass sets for, 642, 643–44

  


  
    Palestrina Offertory, 663–66

  


  
    trope, 52

  


  
    verse plays, 93

  


  
    Christmas carol, 420

  


  
    Christus resurgens (processional), 155

  


  
    chromatic descent/chromatic genus, 32–33

  


  
    chromaticism, 273–76

  


  
    adjustments of, 273–75

  


  
    aural conditioning and, 739

  


  
    as both expressive and musical force, 751

  


  
    Clemens and, 596, 597

  


  
    Du Fay and, 512

  


  
    early Greek origin of, 32–33

  


  
    Lasso and, 720, 721, 773

  


  
    liturgical text and, 773

  


  
    Machaut motet and, 273

  


  
    madrigalistic, 724–25, 729–30, 732, 734, 738, 739, 751, 773, 785

  


  
    monodic madrigal and, 819, 821

  


  
    Palestrina and, 686

  


  
    semitones and, 729–30

  


  
    singer adjustment to, 274

  


  
    Solage ars subtilior and, 343–44

  


  
    Wagner and, 738, 739

  


  
    chronaca, theory of, 253

  


  
    Chrysostom, John, Saint, 10

  


  
    church and state, 517, 670–75

  


  
    church calendar, 12, 37–39, 177, 314

  


  
    Marian antiphons and, 96

  


  
    Parisan-style music books and, 171, 172

  


  
    Church Fathers, 24, 69, 106

  


  
    church music. See liturgical music,

  


  
    Church of England. See Anglican Church,

  


  
    Church of the Blessed Virgin (Lorento), 578

  


  
    church plays. See liturgical drama,

  


  
    Cicero, Marcus Tullius, 70, 459, 462, 550, 554

  


  
    Academy and, 798

  


  
    Ciconia, Johannes, 277–81, 282, 284–85, 348, 424

  


  
    circles of fifths, 30, 505, 666, 732

  


  
    circumflex, 14

  


  
    Circumspice, Jerusalem (Byrd), 679

  


  
    Cirillo Franco, Bernardino, 646–47, 649

  


  
    Civil War, English. See English Civil War,

  


  
    Clarence, Duke of, 409, 461

  


  
    class. See social class; specific classes,

  


  
    classical literature, 356, 717, 719–22. See also standard repertory

  


  
    classical music,

  


  
    Baroque label and, 797

  


  
    modern listening to, 610

  


  
    as primarily literate, 779

  


  
    classical repertory. See standard repertory,

  


  
    classicism,

  


  
    aim of, 632

  


  
    Florentine academies and, 799

  


  
    genius concept and, 552

  


  
    Glareanus’s modal theory and, 554

  


  
    Greek drama and, 780, 799, 822–23

  


  
    high art definition and, 459, 462

  


  
    humanism and, 615, 717, 730, 753, 780

  


  
    Lasso text settings and, 717, 719–22

  


  
    musical historiography and, 383–84

  


  
    musical rhetoric and, 550

  


  
    neoclassical revival and, 797–834

  


  
    Plato’s Academy and, 798

  


  
    Renaissance and, 382–83, 384, 586, 797

  


  
    Willaert and, 604–7

  


  
    See also ancient world; ars perfecta; Greek (Hellenistic) music theory; Greek drama; Greek mythology

  


  
    Claudin de Sermisy, 692, 706–7, 714

  


  
    Tant que vivray, 706–7, 708, 709, 711, 712

  


  
    clausula, 180, 181–84, 296

  


  
    Ex semine, 210, 211, 220, 196, 209–11, 212, 217

  


  
    motet in relationship with, 210, 214, 217, 219, 221, 228, 236, 259

  


  
    prosulated, 209

  


  
    “substitute”/”ersatz,” 183–84

  


  
    claves, 99–100, 101

  


  
    clefs, 99–100, 312–13

  


  
    Ockeghem Mass notation without, 479–80

  


  
    Clemens, Jacobus (Jacob Clement), 593–99, 601, 602, 678, 754–55

  


  
    In te, Domine, speravi, 598–99

  


  
    Qui consolabatur me recessit a me, 594–97, 599

  


  
    Souterliedekens, 597–99, 754

  


  
    Clemens non Papa, 709

  


  
    Musica dei donum, 710

  


  
    Clement V, Pope, 310

  


  
    Clement VII, Pope, 630

  


  
    Clement VIII, Pope, 631, 670, 826

  


  
    clergy,

  


  
    cathedral, 169, 207–8

  


  
    papal schism and, 277

  


  
    Protestant Reformation and, 753

  


  
    closeness, rule of, 276–77

  


  
    Cluniac reform, 50

  


  
    Cluny monastery, 50

  


  
    Cmajor,

  


  
    Ars Nova and, 261, 262

  


  
    chord of six based on, 588

  


  
    Cock, Simon, 597, 598

  


  
    Coclico, Adrian Petit, 552–53

  


  
    coda, 200

  


  
    code-name, 353

  


  
    Codex Calixtinus, 162–68, 165

  


  
    Codex Rupertsberg (Hildegard), 91

  


  
    Colebault, Jacques. See Jacquet of Mantua,

  


  
    Collect, in Mass ordo, 61

  


  
    collection. See Offertory

  


  
    College of St. Edmund (Old Hall), 409

  


  
    collegiate church, 170

  


  
    color, coloration, 232, 262, 265–66, 269, 337, 340

  


  
    contratenor and, 270–71

  


  
    Dunstable motet and 424–25, 427

  


  
    Machaut DAVID melisma and, 291–92

  


  
    Power Mass and, 463

  


  
    Columba aspexit (Hildegard), 91–92

  


  
    Columbo, Russ, 817

  


  
    Columbus, Ferdinand, 693

  


  
    combinatoria, 148

  


  
    comic opera,

  


  
    Adam de la Halle and, 127

  


  
    spoken dialogue and, 827

  


  
    commercialism. See mercantile economy,

  


  
    commercial music. See concerts; music publishing

  


  
    commixed mode (commixtus), definition of, 83

  


  
    commonplace book, 553

  


  
    Communion, 686

  


  
    antiphon, 433–35

  


  
    in Mass ordo, 61

  


  
    See also Eucharist

  


  
    Como, Perry, 817

  


  
    Compendium musices (Coclico), 552–53

  


  
    Compère, Loyset, 459, 523–26, 535

  


  
    Ave Maria, 523–26, 583

  


  
    competitions. See song competitions,

  


  
    Compline, 12, 94, 407, 677

  


  
    composers, 64–67

  


  
    academic style and, 608–11

  


  
    ars subtilior and, 342–49

  


  
    career periodization of, 381

  


  
    centonized chants and, 28

  


  
    cyclic Masses and, 472–500
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    emulation by, 474–75, 484, 486, 493, 497–98, 499
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    first orchestration by, 782

  


  
    fourteenthcentury technical competition for, 337–42

  


  
    imitation vs. emulation and, 474–75

  


  
    mode as guide to, 80–86

  


  
    performance separated from, 65, 299

  


  
    polyphony and, 148–68, 301

  


  
    stylistic changes and, 245, 247–48

  


  
    subtilitas (subtlety) and, 327–42

  


  
    of troubadour songs, 110

  


  
    written music and, 104, 456

  


  
    See also artistic creation; specific names

  


  
    composite, 151

  


  
    Compostela manuscript, 162, 171

  


  
    concert. See concerts

  


  
    concertato. See concerto,

  


  
    concerted music, 780–96

  


  
    intermedii, 803, 804

  


  
    liturgical, 788–90, 794–95

  


  
    madrigal, 817

  


  
    Concerti ecclesiastici a otto voci (Banchieri), 780

  


  
    concerto,

  


  
    Gabrielis and, 780–86

  


  
    original meaning of, 780–81

  


  
    Concerto (Monteverdi),

  


  
    concerts,

  


  
    cyclic Mass Ordinary performances in, 496

  


  
    Gregorian chant revivals at, 66

  


  
    Venetian cathedral services as earliest, 789

  


  
    Conductor, oral transmission by, 18

  


  
    conductus, 131, 162, 165, 166–67, 233, 296

  


  
    British, 387, 397–99, 403, 404–5, 406

  


  
    characteristics of, 198–99, 311, 314

  


  
    end of, 214

  


  
    motet and, 209–11, 219

  


  
    Notre Dame school and, 173–74, 198–205

  


  
    versus and, 94, 95, 111

  


  
    Condulmer, Gabriele Cardinal. See Eugene IV, Pope,

  


  
    Confessions (Augustine), 66

  


  
    Confrérie des Jongleurs et des Bourgeois d’Arras, 120, 139, 142

  


  
    Congaudeant catholici (Albertus), 165–67, 166, 172

  


  
    Congregational Church, 27, 28

  


  
    congregational singing, 27–28, 47, 58, 758, 765

  


  
    conjunct tetrachords, 151–52

  


  
    Conon de Béthune, 120

  


  
    Conrad II, Holy Roman Emperor, 86

  


  
    consonance, 153, 297–98, 397, 587

  


  
    cadence and, 468–69, 470, 587

  


  
    culturebound criteria of, 153

  


  
    English harmony and, 407, 417, 423

  


  
    Garlandia’s tripartite division of, 196, 394

  


  
    harmonic balancing of, 153, 407

  


  
    normative polyphonic, 187–89

  


  
    parallel-imperfect, 406–9

  


  
    Pythagorean classification of, 29–31, 70, 456, 495, 587

  


  
    triads and, 168, 587

  


  
    consort of viols, 741, 742

  


  
    Constantine XI, Byzantine Emperor, 484

  


  
    Constantinople, 484

  


  
    contenance angloise, 422–52

  


  
    continental assimilation of, 441–52

  


  
    features and impact of, 423, 433, 452

  


  
    harmonizing and, 34–35

  


  
    significance of, 429, 461

  


  
    Tinctoris on, 514

  


  
    translation of term, 422

  


  
    contests. See song competitions

  


  
    continental music. See international style

  


  
    continuo, 780–82, 783, 784, 795, 798

  


  
    earliest printed, 809, 811

  


  
    monodic madrigal and, 813–18, 821

  


  
    original composition pf, 804, 808–9

  


  
    Peri’s Euridice and, 829–31

  


  
    continuo songs (musiche), 813–18, 823–26

  


  
    contrafactum, 48, 90

  


  
    definition of, 598

  


  
    Easter dialogue trope and, 52

  


  
    English round and, 392

  


  
    laude and, 133

  


  
    Lutheran chorales and, 759, 760

  


  
    Minnelieder and, 134, 143

  


  
    motet and, 217–21, 227–28

  


  
    vernacular psalm settings and, 598

  


  
    contralto, 468

  


  
    contrapuntal style. See counterpoint

  


  
    contratenor (fourth voice), 270–73, 298–99, 301, 349, 374

  


  
    Binchois use of, 448

  


  
    caccia with, 378, 380

  


  
    Caput Mass and, 466, 468, 477

  


  
    defining characteristic of, 301

  


  
    Du Fay use of, 441–43, 446–47

  


  
    Josquin and, 529–31

  


  
    Machaut composition and, 325, 328, 328

  


  
    Ockeghem’s Ma bouche rit and, 529–30

  


  
    contratenor bassus. See alto; bass,

  


  
    contretenor altus. See contralto,

  


  
    conventions, 359, 363–64

  


  
    Copernican revolution, 577, 578

  


  
    Copland, Aaron, 236

  


  
    copperplate engraving, 693

  


  
    copula, 179

  


  
    copyright, 691

  


  
    cornetto, 780, 783, 786, 791

  


  
    Cornysh, William, 612, 672, 692

  


  
    Salve Regina, 513–18

  


  
    Corsi, Jacopo, 826, 829, 833

  


  
    Corteccia, Francesco, 803

  


  
    Coryat, Thomas, 789–90, 791, 795

  


  
    cosmic harmony, 70, 71, 148

  


  
    discordia concors belief and, 148, 226, 229, 236, 255, 261, 286

  


  
    Du Fay motet and, 284

  


  
    Machaut motet and, 271–73

  


  
    motet as Dante’s metaphor for, 286

  


  
    music as metaphor for, 255

  


  
    cosmological theory, 577

  


  
    Council of Constance, 278, 281, 310

  


  
    English musical influence and, 423–24, 433

  


  
    Council of Trent,

  


  
    anti-Semitic excises from liturgy by, 88

  


  
    liturgical music reform by, 649–50, 653, 655, 656, 672, 789

  


  
    Pfitzner operatic portrayal of, 652

  


  
    counter note, 436, 437

  


  
    counterpoint, 147–68

  


  
    chant amplification and, 435–39

  


  
    Chartres fragment style of, 155

  


  
    compositional virtuosity and, 339

  


  
    definition of, 153

  


  
    distinguishing stylistic characteristics of, 153

  


  
    Dunstable techniques and, 427, 429, 430

  


  
    by ear, 392, 406

  


  
    English madrigal, 747

  


  
    example variants, 154

  


  
    Frankish vox organalis and, 44

  


  
    Fux analysis of, 669

  


  
    Guido of Arezzo and, 153–54, 156

  


  
    holding part in, 156, 157, 159–60

  


  
    Jeppesen treatise on, 670

  


  
    “laws of,” 168

  


  
    melismatic voice, 156, 156

  


  
    Monteverdi madrigal and, 736

  


  
    note-against-note, 155, 159, 168, 171, 199, 667. See also discant

  


  
    organum, 156–57, 167, 171

  


  
    parsimony principle and, 154

  


  
    perfect parallel, 151–52, 153

  


  
    stile antico and, 667, 669

  


  
    successive composition and, 301

  


  
    syncopation and, 368

  


  
    texts on, 669, 670

  


  
    top/bottom reversal in, 156–62, 161

  


  
    top-down composition and, 297–98

  


  
    two-part discant with occursus and, 356

  


  
    unwritten harmonization and, 434, 436

  


  
    vernacular songs and, 697

  


  
    virtuosos improvisation of, 536, 538

  


  
    See also polyphony; tonality

  


  
    Counterpoint (Jeppersen), 670

  


  
    Counter Reformation, 771–96

  


  
    favola in musica and, 832

  


  
    Kyrie changes, 59

  


  
    musical sensuality and, 772–77, 785, 800

  


  
    Passion settings and, 775–79

  


  
    polychoral style and, 776–81

  


  
    Reformation outlook vs., 771–72

  


  
    countersinging, 438–39

  


  
    Couperin, Louis,

  


  
    couples dance, 626

  


  
    couplet, 39, 43, 44

  


  
    canso repeated, 113, 325

  


  
    chace (canon) and, 332, 333

  


  
    courtly love poetry and song, 98, 106–45, 172, 351, 439

  


  
    Bembo publication and, 723

  


  
    canon and, 331, 333

  


  
    conventions of, 108–9, 111

  


  
    Germany and, 701

  


  
    Machaut redefinement of, 291–307, 333–34

  


  
    Song of Songs antiphons and, 429–33, 632

  


  
    See also ballade; canso; chanson; love songs

  


  
    court music,

  


  
    ars subtilior and, 342–45

  


  
    in Burgundy, 439–40, 484–85, 535, 536

  


  
    in Cinchois, 448–49

  


  
    in England, 671, 677

  


  
    fifteenthcentury, 424, 439, 447, 455, 458

  


  
    in Italian city-states, 277–81

  


  
    women performers and, 5

  


  
    Coussemaker, Charles-Edmond-Henri de, 127, 173

  


  
    crafts guilds. See guilds

  


  
    Craindre vous vueil (Du Fay), 444–46, 510

  


  
    Cranmer, Thomas, Archbishop of Canterbury, 672, 675

  


  
    creation myth, 175

  


  
    creativity. See artistic creation

  


  
    Credo, 54, 310, 311

  


  
    Byrd setting, 680, 684, 685–86

  


  
    Caput Mass and, 470, 482

  


  
    French-Cypriot setting, 345–49

  


  
    Gloria pairing with, 311, 312, 313, 345–49, 461

  


  
    Machaut Mass and, 325

  


  
    in Mass ordo, 61

  


  
    Missa L’Homme Armé and, 490, 495, 497–98, 529, 530

  


  
    Nicolaus de Radom and, 348

  


  
    Palestrina Missa O magnum mysterium and, 646

  


  
    Palestrina Missa Papae Marcelli and, 653, 655, 655–56, 658–60, 680, 684–85

  


  
    votive Mass and, 316, 317, 318

  


  
    “Credo I,”, 34–35

  


  
    Crétin, Guillaume, 455, 455

  


  
    Crocker, Richard, 219

  


  
    crooning (singing style), 817

  


  
    “crossover projects,” 515

  


  
    cross relation (harmonic), 686

  


  
    Cruda Amarilli (Monteverdi), 735–38

  


  
    Crusades, 96, 107, 108, 117, 135, 141

  


  
    Constantinople and, 484

  


  
    Cyprus and, 345

  


  
    Homme Armé Masses and, 484–85

  


  
    cultural elites. See elite culture Cumaean sibyl, 719, 719

  


  
    Cum jubilo (Kyrie IX), 84–86, 89, 234

  


  
    Cumming, Julie, 286

  


  
    Cunctipotens genitor (Ad Organum faciendum), 163

  


  
    Cunctipotens genitor (Codex Calixtinus), 164, 165, 306–7

  


  
    Machaut Kyrie and, 322, 324–25

  


  
    Cunctipotens genitor (Faenza Codex), 306, 322, 371

  


  
    Cunctipotens genitor Deus (Kyrie IV), 59, 111, 306, 325

  


  
    cursive principle, 12

  


  
    cyclic Mass Ordinaries, 459–500, 501

  


  
    composers of, 472–500

  


  
    constituent sections of, 496

  


  
    emulation and, 474–75, 484, 633

  


  
    English composers and, 460–71

  


  
    fifteenthcentury inception of, 450–60

  


  
    fourpart harmony and, 466–71

  


  
    high style of, 461–62, 465, 480–81, 486

  


  
    Missa L’Homme Armé and, 484–500, 529

  


  
    modern concert audiences and, 496–97

  


  
    Palestrina and, 633–63

  


  
    Petrucci printed publication of, 499–500

  


  
    Phrygian polyphony and, 529

  


  
    votive motet substitutes in, 518–26, 529

  


  
    See also Mass Ordinary

  


  
    Cypriot Codex, 345–46

  


  
    Cyprus, ars subtilior composition and, 345–46

  


  
    Czech lands, 772

  


  


  
    D

  


  
    da capo aria, 32

  


  
    dactylic meter, 83, 111, 191–92, 197, 215, 218, 325

  


  
    Parisan chanson and, 708

  


  
    Dafne, La (Peri), 824, 826, 827–29, 831

  


  
    as first opera, 826

  


  
    Da gaudiorum premia (Dunstable, attrib.), 461

  


  
    Dalle belle contrade d’oriente (Rore), 726–27, 728–29, 802

  


  
    Dalle piùalte sfere (Cavalieri), 804, 805

  


  
    dance music, 621–28

  


  
    fiddler repertory of, 131

  


  
    Grocheio’s social theory and, 208

  


  
    dance-song,

  


  
    English vernacular, 742–46, 746

  


  
    opera vs., 827

  


  
    See also balada; ballata; carole; galliard; pavan; virelai

  


  
    Daniel (biblical), 94

  


  
    Dante Alighieri, 116, 139, 286–87, 290, 367, 384, 641

  


  
    Galilei musical setting and, 803

  


  
    motet description by, 286

  


  
    as proto-Renaissance figure, 382, 383

  


  
    vernacular literature and, 351, 352, 383, 459

  


  
    Daphne (mythology), 824, 829

  


  
    Darius, King of Persia, 94

  


  
    Dark Ages, 798

  


  
    Dascanio, Josquin. See Josquin des Prez

  


  
    Daseian signs, 41, 47

  


  
    Da te parto (Saracini), 821, 821, 822

  


  
    David (biblical), 10, 51

  


  
    DAVID (Machaut melisma), 291–92

  


  
    Davis, Natalie Zemon, 447

  


  
    Davy, Richard, 513

  


  
    dawn-song, 110–11

  


  
    day offices, 11

  


  
    “Day of Wrath.” See Dies irae

  


  
    dean (cathedral), 169, 170

  


  
    debate-song (tenso), 115–16, 121, 226

  


  
    De bone amour vient seance et bonté (Thibaut), 118–19

  


  
    Debussy, Claude, 152, 349

  


  
    decadent style. See mannered style

  


  
    Decameron (Boccaccio), 365–66

  


  
    deceptive cadence, 603–4

  


  
    decimal system, 252, 253

  


  
    declamation, 612, 646, 680, 712, 720, 722

  


  
    declamation motet, 429, 430, 432, 433, 566, 567, 577, 603

  


  
    decoration. See ornamentation

  


  
    De harmonica institutione (Hucbald), 77

  


  
    De institutione musica (Boethius), 38–39, 37, 39

  


  
    De inventione et usu musicae (Tinctoris), 453–54, 536

  


  
    Delphic Hymns, 32, 33, 799

  


  
    De mensurabili musica (Garlandia), 196–98

  


  
    De mensuris et discantu. See Anonymus IV,

  


  
    De modis musicis antiquorum (Mei), 799

  


  
    De musica (Augustine), 37–38, 175, 337

  


  
    De musica (Grocheio), 207

  


  
    De musica (John of Afflighem), 155

  


  
    De numeris harmonicis (Gersonides), 249

  


  
    Deo Gratias, 310, 316

  


  
    Deo gratias Anglia (“Agincourt Carol”) (“Roy Henry”), 418–21

  


  
    De plan musica (Garlandia), 196

  


  
    descant, English, 155, 406–9, 417

  


  
    Beata viscera example of, 406–7, 433

  


  
    distinguishing features of, 423, 425, 429

  


  
    See also discant

  


  
    Descartes, René, 797–98

  


  
    descending fifths, 733

  


  
    descending seconds, 356

  


  
    Deschamps, Eustache, 336–37, 343

  


  
    deschaunte, 436

  


  
    descort, 113, 119

  


  
    Desiderius, King of the Lombards, 3

  


  
    despotism. See absolutism

  


  
    determinism, 144

  


  
    De tous biens plaine (Hayne), 535, 536, 539

  


  
    instrumental arrangements of, 544

  


  
    Josquin canon on, 538

  


  
    De toutes flours (Machaut), 303–7, 308–9, 371, 373

  


  
    Deuil angoisseux (Christine de Pisane), 446–47

  


  
    Binchois setting of, 447–52

  


  
    Deutsche Volkslieder (Brahms, ed.), 703–4

  


  
    De vita libri tres (Ficino), 615–16

  


  
    devotional songs, 133–34

  


  
    De vulgari eloquentia (Dante), 351

  


  
    Dialogo della musica antica e della moderna (Galilei), 800

  


  
    dialogue tropes, 51–53

  


  
    Dialogus de musica (medieval treatise), 77

  


  
    diapente, 150, 151

  


  
    diatessaron, 150, 152

  


  
    diatonic circle of fifths. See circles of fifths,

  


  
    diatonic melody, parallel doubling and, 149–50

  


  
    diatonic motion, 721, 729

  


  
    diatonic pitch set, 29–31, 32, 33, 35, 41, 74

  


  
    deduction from Pythagorean consonances, 31

  


  
    internalization of, 30

  


  
    diatonic scale, 686, 729

  


  
    diatonic system, 274

  


  
    “Dicant nunc judei” (Chartres fragment), 155, 158

  


  
    Dic, Christi veritas (Philip the Chancellor), 201–5

  


  
    Dies irae, 88–90, 719

  


  
    Dies sanctificatus (Christmas Alleluia), 267, 269–71

  


  
    Dieus soit en cheste maison (Adam), 123–24

  


  
    Difficiles alios (notation problem), 536

  


  
    difficult art. See high art

  


  
    digital audiotapes, 65

  


  
    diminished fifth, 35, 151

  


  
    diminished fourth, 512

  


  
    diminished volume, 817

  


  
    discant, 155, 159, 163, 165, 169, 171, 311, 577, 628

  


  
    cadence and 276, 297–98, 356

  


  
    definition of 587

  


  
    dissonance and 168

  


  
    Garlandia’s division of 196

  


  
    Jacopo treatise on 354

  


  
    modal rhythm and 179, 187, 245

  


  
    motet as texted 209, 210, 221, 229–32, 229, 259

  


  
    Notre Dame settings and 171, 179, 180

  


  
    Song of Songs antiphons and 429–33

  


  
    three-part 165–67, 168

  


  
    trecento style 356–59

  


  
    two-part 256

  


  
    discanter, 436

  


  
    discantus. See discant

  


  
    disciplinati. See flagellants

  


  
    discordia concors, 148

  


  
    definition of, 261

  


  
    motet and, 226, 229, 236, 255, 286, 424

  


  
    disjunct tetrachords, 151

  


  
    dismissal, 54, 311, 318, 321, 323–24, 326

  


  
    dissonance,

  


  
    cadence and, 276, 305, 470

  


  
    culturebound criteria of, 153

  


  
    discant harmony and, 168

  


  
    Dunstable refinements of, 427, 429–32, 433

  


  
    as English descant feature, 406–9, 417, 423

  


  
    in final chord, 470

  


  
    Garlandia’s tripartite division of, 196

  


  
    harmonic balancing of, 153

  


  
    monody and, 818

  


  
    Monteverdi and, 734–35

  


  
    Peri and, 829, 830

  


  
    polyphonic closure and, 168

  


  
    sixteenth-century rationalization/codification of, 588–89

  


  
    stile antico and, 669

  


  
    Tapissier motet and, 429

  


  
    Willaert and, 603

  


  
    dits (lengthy allegorical poems), 290

  


  
    Divine Comedy (Dante), 286–87, 383, 803

  


  
    divine harmony. See cosmic harmony

  


  
    divine inspiration,

  


  
    Josquin’s status and, 548, 552, 553

  


  
    Musica and, 69, 70

  


  
    representations of, 6, 6

  


  
    divine presence, 772

  


  
    divine service. See liturgical music

  


  
    divine tuning, 255

  


  
    divisiones via naturae, 355

  


  
    division points. See measure,

  


  
    do (scale-singing syllable), 101

  


  
    “Do-” clausulae, 180–83, 186, 198, 228

  


  
    Dobson, Austin, 122

  


  
    Docta sanctorum (papal bull;, 1323), 311

  


  
    Doctorum principem super ethera/Melodia suavissima cantemus (Ciconia), 278–80, 284–85, 424

  


  
    Doctrinale (Villedieu), 197

  


  
    Dodekachordon (Glareanus), 553–54

  


  
    domestic entertainment,

  


  
    canzona and, 787

  


  
    music book use for, 694–96, 698, 699, 709, 787

  


  
    dominant seventh, 470

  


  
    dominant-tonic progression, 409, 447, 469, 470–71

  


  
    “Dona nobis pacem,”, 661, 662–63

  


  
    Donna l’altrui mirar (Gherardello), 371, 372–73

  


  
    Dorian chant, 89

  


  
    Dorian melody, 99, 136, 137

  


  
    Ave maris stella, 83

  


  
    Salve, Regina, 270–71

  


  
    Dorian mode, 79, 86, 312, 479, 509, 597, 681, 802

  


  
    chromaticism and, 274, 275

  


  
    minor and, 554

  


  
    Dorian pentachord, 276–77

  


  
    Dorian scale, 75–76, 274

  


  
    D’Orlando di Lassus il primo libro dovesi contengono madrigali, vilanesche, canzoni francesi e motetti a quattro voci (collection), 714

  


  
    double cursus, 44, 325, 424, 427

  


  
    “Double Diaspason,”, 150

  


  
    double entendre, 750–51

  


  
    double leading-tone cadence, 276–77, 368, 408–9

  


  
    double motet, 210–13, 212, 214, 215, 222–24, 222, 229, 317

  


  
    double notation, 60, 210

  


  
    double point, 687

  


  
    doubling-voice (vox organalis), 150, 577

  


  
    fauxbordon and, 435–39

  


  
    Douce dame jolie (Machaut), 295, 298

  


  
    dove of the Holy Spirit, 175

  


  
    Dover priory, 408

  


  
    Dowland, John, 742–45

  


  
    Can shee excuse my wrongs, 745

  


  
    Flow My Tears, 742, 743

  


  
    “Lachrymae Pavan, The,” 742, 744–45

  


  
    doxology, 11, 12, 21, 22, 23, 50, 54

  


  
    Draco (constellation), 476, 476

  


  
    dragmas, 341, 355

  


  
    Dragon’s Head, 476, 476

  


  
    drama,

  


  
    liturgical, 52, 93–94, 131, 138, 495–96, 834

  


  
    “dramatick opera,” dramma giocoso. See opera buffa

  


  
    drinking songs, 138

  


  
    ducal motets, 519–26

  


  
    Ducis, Benedictus, 769

  


  
    Läammlein geht und träagt die Schuld, 769, 770–71

  


  
    Duèse, Jacques. See John XXII, Pope

  


  
    Du Fay, Guillaume, 148, 281–85, 423, 439, 439, 441–46, 453, 473, 529, 536, 563, 667

  


  
    antiphon motet and, 507–12

  


  
    career of, 281–82, 445, 458, 558

  


  
    chanson and, 498, 706

  


  
    Constantinopolitan laments of, 484

  


  
    fauxbourdon and, 436, 437, 441, 442–43, 446

  


  
    musical significance of, 281, 429, 441–43, 495, 498–99

  


  
    works of

  


  
    Ave maris stella, 441, 442–43, 446

  


  
    Ave Regina coelorum, 507–12, 574

  


  
    Craindre vous vueil, 444–46, 510

  


  
    Hélas mon deuil, a ce coup sui je mort, 512

  


  
    Missa Ave Regina Coelorum, 574

  


  
    Missa L’Homme Armé, 497–99

  


  
    Missa Sancti Jacobi, 434–35, 436, 437

  


  
    Missa Se la face ay pale, 532

  


  
    Nuper rosarum flores, 282–85, 429, 441

  


  
    Se la face ay pale, 498

  


  
    Supremum est mortalibus bonum, 282

  


  
    Vos qui secuti estis me, 434–35

  


  
    Duke’s Theatre (Lincoln’s Inn) Dunque dovro (Frescobaldi), 824, 825

  


  
    Dunque fra torbid’ onde (Peri), 810

  


  
    Dunstable, John, 421–22, 424–25, 427–33, 461, 499, 513

  


  
    Caput Mass linked with, 476–77

  


  
    musical significance of, 422, 424, 427, 429, 433, 454

  


  
    Quam pulchra es, 429–33, 462

  


  
    Salve scema/Salve salus, 424–25, 427–29

  


  
    duodecimal system, 252–53

  


  
    duodenaria, 356, 363

  


  
    duple meter, 248–52, 251

  


  
    Elizabethan dance-songs and, 742–46

  


  
    ground bass passamezzo and, 626

  


  
    Machaut and, 295

  


  
    Duplum. See organum duplum,

  


  
    durational ratios. See rhythm,

  


  
    durchkomponiert. durus (ut mode), 102

  


  
    Dutch language, 597

  


  
    dynamics,

  


  
    first indications of, 792

  


  
    E

  


  
    Early Modern period, 797

  


  
    early music revival,

  


  
    Adam’s Jeu de Robin et Marion and, 127

  


  
    authentic performance movement and, 782

  


  
    cantigas and, 130

  


  
    Gesualdo and, 739–40

  


  
    Gregorian chants and, 66

  


  
    Josquin’s Ave Maria ... Virgo serena and, 565

  


  
    Josquin’s El Grillo and, 699

  


  
    Machaut’s works and, 290, 295

  


  
    modern esthetic response to, 495–96

  


  
    Play of Daniel, 93, 94

  


  
    speculative performance practice, 158–59, 452

  


  
    ear training, 76, 99–104

  


  
    harmony and, 46, 168, 392, 394, 406, 434

  


  
    East Franks. See Germany,

  


  
    East, Thomas, 741

  


  
    Easter,

  


  
    dating of, 12

  


  
    dialogue trope, 51–52, 53

  


  
    Frankish sequence, 86–88

  


  
    Gloria, 54

  


  
    Gradual, 26, 27, 221

  


  
    Introit, 15, 24, 51–52, 82–83

  


  
    liturgical cycle, 12

  


  
    Lutheran chorale, 758

  


  
    Marian antiphon, 389

  


  
    Mass counterpoint, 155

  


  
    matins responsory, 631–32

  


  
    Passion settings, 775–77

  


  
    Eastern Orthodox Church, 484

  


  
    Byzantine chant of, 33–35, 64, 84

  


  
    “Credo I” and, 34–35

  


  
    earliest surving music text of, 33

  


  
    eight-mode system of, 28, 73

  


  
    Frankish mode theory and, 73, 76

  


  
    hymnody of, 33–34, 47, 48

  


  
    instrument ban by, 8

  


  
    Kyrie and, 58

  


  
    music theory imports from, 72–73, 84

  


  
    Western Roman schism with, 141–1

  


  
    Eastern Roman Empire. See Byzantine Empire,

  


  
    Ebbo, Book of, 6

  


  
    Ecce sacerdos magnus (Gregorian antiphon), 633

  


  
    Ecclesie militantis Roma sedes (Du Fay), 282

  


  
    echo pieces, 792

  


  
    Eck, Johann von, 763

  


  
    eclogue, 356, 811–12

  


  
    ecphonetic neumes, 16

  


  
    ecstasy, 772

  


  
    Ecstasy of Saint Teresa of Avila, 772, 772

  


  
    Edi beo thu, hevene Quene (English twinsong), 394–95

  


  
    Editio Medicaea, 631

  


  
    education. See academies; cathedral schools; liberal arts curriculum; music education; university

  


  
    Edward II, King of England, 122

  


  
    Edward III, King of England, 410

  


  
    Edward IV, King of England, 455

  


  
    Edward VI, King of England, 672, 673, 675

  


  
    Egbert, Bishop of York, 7

  


  
    Egeria (Spanish nun), 8

  


  
    eighth century, 1–35

  


  
    Gregorian chant, 5–35

  


  
    map of Europe, 3

  


  
    eighth mode, 83–84, 466

  


  
    eight-mode system, 22, 28, 553

  


  
    Aurelian and, 76

  


  
    medieval, 73–76

  


  
    Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott. See Feste Burg ..., Ein’,

  


  
    Eleanor of Aquitaine, 106, 109, 110, 117, 117, 118

  


  
    Elements (Euclid), 253

  


  
    eleventh century, Winchester Tropers, 93, 155, 402

  


  
    elite culture,

  


  
    artistic cleverness/subtlety and, 327–37

  


  
    fifteenthcentury, 453

  


  
    high art and, 116, 226, 326–27

  


  
    motet and, 226–28, 236, 237–38, 239

  


  
    Tinctoris generation of, 454–59

  


  
    See also high art

  


  
    Elizabeth I, Queen of England, 649, 671, 673, 675, 676, 677, 678, 742

  


  
    Triumphs of Oriana madrigal collection to, 746

  


  
    Elizabethan Settlement, 675

  


  
    El mois de mai/De se debent bigami (motet), 234–515, 236, 239

  


  
    emancipation, nineteenth-century, 143

  


  
    Emancipation Act (1861; Russia), 143

  


  
    embellishment. See ornamentation

  


  
    emotional expression. See musical expression,

  


  
    empiricism, 196, 798

  


  
    emulation,

  


  
    fifteenthcentury, 474–75, 484, 486, 493, 497–98, 499

  


  
    by Palestrina, 633–41

  


  
    England. See Great Britain; London

  


  
    English Channel, 421

  


  
    English language,

  


  
    Anglican chant setting in, 672

  


  
    Sumer is icumen in/Lhude sing cuccu!, 387–88

  


  
    English style. See contenance angloise

  


  
    Enguerrand de Marigny, 258

  


  
    enharmonic genus, 32–33

  


  
    En mon cuer (Machaut), 296–97, 298, 299

  


  
    En remirant (Philippus), 338–39, 341, 341

  


  
    enueg (troubadour genre), 107

  


  
    epic romances, 119, 422

  


  
    epic songs, 120, 208

  


  
    Epiphanium Domino (Balaam motet), 399, 401

  


  
    Epiphany, 12, 399

  


  
    Epistle reading, in Mass ordo, 61

  


  
    Erasmus, Desiderius, 438, 553, 672

  


  
    Ercole (Hercules) d’Este, Duke of Ferrara, 459, 523, 559–63, 696

  


  
    Ernoul Caupain, 120

  


  
    eroticism,

  


  
    alba (dawn-song) and, 110–11

  


  
    Arabic sung poetry and, 108

  


  
    Gesualdo madrigal and, 738

  


  
    spiritual ecstasy and, 772

  


  
    “escape tone” (counterpoint), 368, 439

  


  
    Eschenbach. See Wolfram von Eschenbach,

  


  
    esclamazione (vocal technique), 817, 821

  


  
    Es fuegt sich (Oswald), 142

  


  
    essences, Platonic, 37, 827

  


  
    essentialism, 381, 382, 385

  


  
    “Established Rules of Harmony, The” (Zarlino), 586–87

  


  
    estampie, 294

  


  
    Este, Ercole d’. See Ercole (Hercules) d’Este, Duke of Ferrara

  


  
    Este, Isabella d’, 696

  


  
    esthetics, 541

  


  
    ancient and medieval service music and, 65, 66

  


  
    earliest art-for-art’s sake example and, 541

  


  
    of fourteenthcentury, 359, 363–64

  


  
    of Lutheran church music, 769

  


  
    music historiography and, 472

  


  
    paradox of, 496–97

  


  
    radical humanism and, 803–5

  


  
    Romantic, 142, 144, 359

  


  
    Ethelwold, 93

  


  
    ethnocentrism, 143–44, 185

  


  
    ethos, 38, 131, 732, 815

  


  
    etiquette books, 694, 709

  


  
    Eton Choirbook, 513–18, 612

  


  
    Eton College choir, 513, 515, 517

  


  
    Etymologiae (Isidore), 6

  


  
    Eucharist, 8, 13, 24, 34, 53, 54, 313

  


  
    Lutheran chorale and, 758

  


  
    in Mass ordo, 61

  


  
    tropes and, 50

  


  
    See also Mass

  


  
    Euclid, 253

  


  
    Eudes (or Odo) de Sully, Bishop of Paris, 174, 187

  


  
    Eugene IV, Pope, 282

  


  
    Euridice (Caccini), 811, 812

  


  
    Euridice (Peri), 811, 812, 813, 823, 824, 826

  


  
    musical significance of, 829–32 Euridice (Rinuccini), 811–12, 826

  


  
    Eurydice (mythology), 811–12, 829, 832

  


  
    Evangelist, 776, 777

  


  
    Evensong,

  


  
    Anglican, 677

  


  
    See also Vespers

  


  
    Evesham abbey, 402

  


  
    Excita Domine (Alleluia), 42

  


  
    exponential powers, theory of, 248

  


  
    expression. See musical expression

  


  
    Ex semine clausula, 196, 209–11, 210, 211, 217, 218, 222

  


  
    different texts for, 217–21, 218, 222

  


  
    double motet on, 212, 215, 217

  


  
    extemporization. See improvisation

  


  
    extroversive semiotics, 652–54, 658

  


  
    Eya dulcis/Vale placens (Tapissier), 423–24, 425–26, 429

  


  
    “eye-music” (Augenmusik), 778–79, 801

  


  
    F

  


  
    Fabula di Orfeo (musical drama), 823

  


  
    faburden, 436, 437

  


  
    Factue tue, 40

  


  
    Faenza Codex, 306–7, 322, 324, 371

  


  
    Faeroe Islands, 393

  


  
    Fair Phyllis (Farmer), 750–51

  


  
    faith, 765

  


  
    Reformation vs. Counter Reformation source of, 771–72

  


  
    fake-book, 130–31, 132

  


  
    falala (nonsense refrain), 746

  


  
    fallacies, 221

  


  
    essentialism as, 381

  


  
    genetic, 42, 221, 472

  


  
    false relation. See cross relation

  


  
    falsobordone, 776

  


  
    fanfares, 424, 563

  


  
    fantasia (fantasy) Josquin and, 546

  


  
    musical meanings of, 546, 616

  


  
    farce, 746

  


  
    Farmer, John, 750

  


  
    Fair Phyllis, 750–51

  


  
    Fathers of the Church, 24, 69, 106

  


  
    Faugues, Guillaume, 458, 574

  


  
    Missa L’Homme Armé, 493

  


  
    fauxbourdon, 435–39, 441, 442–43, 446, 501, 776

  


  
    meaning of, 435–36

  


  
    faux-na¨ıveté, 349–50

  


  
    Jeu de Robin et de Marion, Le (Adam), 127, 128, 233, 349

  


  
    favole in musica (musical tales), 826–27, 832–34

  


  
    favole pastorale. See pastorals

  


  
    F-based hexachord, 273

  


  
    F clef, 99–100

  


  
    Feast of Corpus Christi, 48, 89, 686

  


  
    Feast of St. Mary’s Nativity, 191–92, 291

  


  
    Feast of St. Maximinus, 91

  


  
    Feast of St. Stephen the Martyr, 173, 174

  


  
    Feast of the Annunciation, 565, 566

  


  
    Feast of the Assumption, 523, 566

  


  
    Feast of the Circumcision, 94, 173, 177

  


  
    Feast of the Holy Innocents, 37

  


  
    Feast of the Immaculate Conception, 566

  


  
    Feast of the Nativity, 566

  


  
    Feast of the Pentecost, 686

  


  
    feasts, Roman Catholic cycle of, 12, 171, 173, 314, 632, 642

  


  
    Marian, 566

  


  
    Fébus, Gaston. See Gaston III of Languedoc

  


  
    Felicianus of Musti, 70

  


  
    Felix virgo/Inviolata/AD TE SUSPIRAMUS (Machaut), 270–73, 291, 301, 302

  


  
    Ferdinand I, Archduke of Austria, 762

  


  
    Ferdinand I, King of Naples, 453

  


  
    Ferdinand II, King of Aragon (Spain), 724

  


  
    fermata, 433, 611

  


  
    Ferrabosco, Alfonso, 677–78

  


  
    Ferrante Gonzaga of Mantua, 715

  


  
    Ferrara, 523, 544, 545, 559–63

  


  
    Feste Burg ist unser Gott, Ein’ (Agricola), 762, 763

  


  
    Feste Burg ist unser Gott, Ein’ (Calvisius), 768–69

  


  
    Feste Burg ist unser Gott, Ein’, (Luther), 760, 761,

  


  
    Feste Burg ist unser Gott, Ein’ (Mahu), 762, 764

  


  
    festival song, English, 420

  


  
    feudalism, 107–43, 406

  


  
    basis of, 107, 141

  


  
    cathedral clerical hierarchy and, 169, 207–8

  


  
    eastward progression of, 143

  


  
    hierarchy in, 107

  


  
    Protestant Reformation as anti-, 753

  


  
    Roman Catholic hierarchy and, 772

  


  
    urbanization’s inroads on, 120, 143

  


  
    Févin, Antoine de, 555, 573–76

  


  
    Missa super Ave Maria, 574–76

  


  
    Ficino, Marsilio, 615–16, 798

  


  
    fiddlers “In seculum,” 232, 233

  


  
    madrigal accompaniment, 352

  


  
    medieval, 131, 132, 141

  


  
    virtuosos improvisation by, 536, 538

  


  
    fiefs, 107

  


  
    fifteenth century,

  


  
    cyclic Mass Ordinaries, 459–500

  


  
    emulative composition and, 474–75, 484, 486, 493, 497–98

  


  
    English style and, 422–52, 461

  


  
    V-I bass introduction and, 471

  


  
    gymel, 395

  


  
    harmonic changes and, 471–72

  


  
    instrumental music and, 536–46

  


  
    international style of, 378, 380, 384, 422, 453–59

  


  
    Italian arts patronage and, 277–81

  


  
    motet and, 280–87, 399–433, 461, 501–26

  


  
    musical coloration and, 266

  


  
    musical Mariolatry and, 501

  


  
    syncopated counterpoint and, 368

  


  
    vernacular genres and, 526–34

  


  
    virtuoso improvisation and, 536–41

  


  
    See also Renaissance

  


  
    fifth equivalence, 151, 495

  


  
    fifth mode. See spondaic meter,

  


  
    fifths. See circle of fifths; pentachord; V-I cadence,

  


  
    fifth voice, 597

  


  
    figural music. See polyphony,

  


  
    figured (figuralis) song, 439

  


  
    figured bass. See continuo,

  


  
    finals, 73–76, 77–79

  


  
    C and A as, 553–54, 572, 587, 592

  


  
    four, 73–74, 76, 77–78, 99, 587

  


  
    parallel doubling and, 152

  


  
    three, 99

  


  
    fin’ amors,

  


  
    conventions of, 108–9, 111

  


  
    French variant, 118

  


  
    Machaut refinement of, 291–98

  


  
    Finck, Hermann, 589

  


  
    fine amours. See fin’ amors,

  


  
    Fines amouretes ai (Adam), 124–25

  


  
    fioritura (florid singing), 356

  


  
    First book of ballets to five voyces, The (Morley), 746

  


  
    First Crusade, 96

  


  
    First Delphic Hymn, 33

  


  
    first-inversion triads, 406

  


  
    first mode. See trochaic meter

  


  
    first practice. See stile antico

  


  
    Fischer, Kurt von, 352

  


  
    five-note scale. See pentatonic scale,

  


  
    V-I cadence, 409, 447, 469, 470–71

  


  
    fixed tune. See cantus firmus

  


  
    flagellants (flagellanti), 133–34

  


  
    Flanders. See Belgium,

  


  
    Flemish composers. See Belgium

  


  
    Fleury Playbook, 93

  


  
    Flight into Egypt, 177

  


  
    Flo. See Florence Codex,

  


  
    Florence,

  


  
    academies, 798–801, 818

  


  
    Boccaccio and, 365–66

  


  
    cathedral dedication, 282, 285

  


  
    Dante and, 351, 367

  


  
    Euridice performance, 832–33

  


  
    intermedii and, 803–5, 831, 832

  


  
    literary music and, 722

  


  
    madrigalists, 353, 723, 818

  


  
    monodic revolution and, 823, 826

  


  
    musical tales and, 826–27

  


  
    Renaissance art, 382

  


  
    trecento, 351–74, 382

  


  
    urban elite of, 367, 368, 383

  


  
    See also Medici family

  


  
    Florence Codex (Flo), 177, 179, 180, 181–83, 186, 187, 198, 199, 202, 203, 402

  


  
    earliest surviving Latin-texted motets in, 219

  


  
    measurement dimensions of, 184

  


  
    Veris ad imperia conductus, 397–99

  


  
    florid style, 356, 363, 373, 667

  


  
    Flos regalis (conductus), 403, 404–5, 406

  


  
    Flow My Tears (Dowland), 742, 743

  


  
    F-major mode, 274, 394, 425, 447, 448

  


  
    Foix, county of, 342–45

  


  
    folia (ground bass), 626

  


  
    folklore, German Romanticism and, 138

  


  
    folk music, 65

  


  
    ballata inception as, 364

  


  
    British round and, 387–92

  


  
    as metrical psalm settings, 597

  


  
    Minnesingers and, 136–37

  


  
    Romanticism and, 703

  


  
    Tenorlied and, 701

  


  
    troubadour genres and, 113, 397

  


  
    Fons bonitatis (Kyrie verse), 111

  


  
    Fontegara (Ganassi dal Fontego), 620

  


  
    foot, musical. See metric foot; pes,

  


  
    formes fixes (lyric poetry), 125–26, 143

  


  
    forms (Platonic), 69, 71

  


  
    Fortuna desperata (Greiter), 732

  


  
    Fortunatus, Venantius, Bishop of Poitiers, 47, 48

  


  
    Foster, Stephen, 18

  


  
    Fountain of Youth, 257, 258

  


  
    Fouquet, Jean, 455

  


  
    four elements, 71

  


  
    four finals, 73–74, 76, 77–78, 99, 587

  


  
    fourpart polyphony, 174, 187, 198, 298–305, 318

  


  
    canzona books and, 787

  


  
    conductus, 199–201, 199

  


  
    contratenor, 270–73, 298–99, 301, 302

  


  
    Du Fay Credo and, 498

  


  
    Lutheran chorale and, 765–66

  


  
    Masses and, 782

  


  
    Miss Caput and, 466–71, 482

  


  
    Morley madrigal and, 746

  


  
    as Passion text setting, 776–77

  


  
    vernacular songs and, 697

  


  
    fourpart texture, 301–5, 318

  


  
    four species of fifths, 73–74

  


  
    fourteenth century,

  


  
    Ars Nova, 248–87

  


  
    Avignon Ordinary styles, 310–21

  


  
    English musical nationalism and, 409

  


  
    esthetics, 359, 363–64

  


  
    Italian vernacular song and, 350, 351–85

  


  
    madrigalists and, 352–85

  


  
    mathematics and, 248–55

  


  
    motet and, 232, 236, 248–87, 311, 461

  


  
    musical coloration and, 266

  


  
    musical technical competition and, 337–42

  


  
    standard cadence in, 276

  


  
    fourth (Hypophyrgian), 82

  


  
    fourth equivalence, 495. See also tetrachord

  


  
    Foweles in the frith (English twinsong), 395

  


  
    fractio modi, 181

  


  
    France,

  


  
    Albigensian Crusade and, 116

  


  
    Ars Nova and, 248–87

  


  
    ars subtilior composition and, 342–46

  


  
    Avignon papacy amd, 249, 307–14, 310

  


  
    as Cypriot cultural influence, 345

  


  
    English cultural interchange with, 397–407, 409, 410–11, 413, 421–22

  


  
    English invasion of, 421, 422, 433, 461

  


  
    English musical influence on, 422, 423, 433–52

  


  
    feudalism in, 107, 143

  


  
    German nationalism and, 142

  


  
    Hundred Years War and, 408, 421, 422, 447

  


  
    as Italian trecento influence, 366–67, 368, 371, 374–78

  


  
    Machaut and, 270–73, 289–307, 289, 317–36

  


  
    Machaut’s artistic heirs and, 336–42

  


  
    motet and, 219–21, 229–36, 229, 233, 255–77, 286, 378

  


  
    music publishing in, 692, 694, 706, 708, 710

  


  
    polyphonic style and, 429

  


  
    Revolution of 1789 of, 253, 579

  


  
    trouvères in, 116–27, 142, 219

  


  
    urbanization in, 120, 207

  


  
    vernacular song in, 106–7, 351, 706–13

  


  
    Vitry and, 248, 249, 256–58, 259, 261, 267, 281, 286

  


  
    Francesco I, Grand Duke of Tuscany, 799, 803, 804

  


  
    Francesco da Milano, 616, 617, 620

  


  
    Francis (François) I, King of France, 558, 581, 706, 708, 711

  


  
    Franciscans, 133

  


  
    Francis from Bosnia, 698–99

  


  
    Franconian notation, 212–17, 234–35, 238, 248, 249, 250

  


  
    Ars Nova notation and, 355

  


  
    examples of principles of, 216

  


  
    Franco of Cologne, 250, 254

  


  
    on conductus, 198–99, 403

  


  
    mensural notation treatise by, 215, 248

  


  
    See also Franconian notation

  


  
    Franco-Roman chant. See Gregorian chant,

  


  
    Frankish mode theory, 28–29, 48, 72–104, 553, 587

  


  
    classification and, 74–75, 378–80

  


  
    composition and, 80–86

  


  
    Hermann Contractus and, 99–100

  


  
    versus and, 86–95

  


  
    Franks, 2–5

  


  
    Carolingian Empire, 2–7, 106, 141

  


  
    chant and, 5–7, 13, 21, 40, 234

  


  
    chant and liturgical reform of, 37–67, 111, 298

  


  
    “Credo I” and, 34

  


  
    harmony and, 147

  


  
    high art doctrine and, 459

  


  
    hymns and, 41–43, 47–49

  


  
    Mass ordinary standardization by, 53–62

  


  
    monastic music theory and, 71–76

  


  
    music treatise of, 17, 44, 45

  


  
    neumes and, 14–18, 62

  


  
    notation and, 28, 47

  


  
    polyphony and, 44–47, 45

  


  
    tonaries and, 72–76

  


  
    tropes and, 50–53

  


  
    See also Frankish modal theory

  


  
    Frauenlob (Heinrich von Meissen), 140, 141

  


  
    Frederick I (Barbarossa), Holy Roman Emperor, 134

  


  
    Frederick II, Holy Roman Emperor, 135

  


  
    freestanding note (nota simplex), 187, 192, 197, 209, 217

  


  
    French language, 102

  


  
    accent signs, 14

  


  
    Italian mercantile elite and, 367

  


  
    motet text in, 219, 220

  


  
    French Revolution, 579

  


  
    decimal system and, 253

  


  
    “Frère Jacques” (round), 331, 399

  


  
    Frescobaldi, Girolamo, 821, 823

  


  
    works of

  


  
    Aria di romanesca, 823, 824, 825

  


  
    Arie musicale, 824–25

  


  
    Dunque dovro, 824, 825

  


  
    Friedrich. See Frederick,

  


  
    Froissart, Jehan, 342

  


  
    frottola, 666, 694–701, 706, 708, 722, 834

  


  
    villanella and, 716

  


  
    fumeux (literary group), 343

  


  
    Fumeux fume (Solage), 342–45

  


  
    Funfftzig geistliche Lieder und Psalmen mit vier Stimmen auff contrapunctsweise . . . (Osiander), 765, 766

  


  
    Fux, Johann Joseph, 667, 669

  


  
    Gradus ad Parnassum, 667, 669

  


  
    G

  


  
    Gabriel (archangel), 420, 566, 572

  


  
    Gabrieli, Andrea (uncle), 605, 779–80, 782, 783, 786, 787–89

  


  
    Aria della battaglia, 787–89

  


  
    Canzona incipit, 787

  


  
    Canzoni alla francese per sonar sopra stromenti da tasti, 786

  


  
    Gabrieli, Giovanni (nephew), 782–86, 790–96

  


  
    orchestration by, 782–83

  


  
    scholarly biography of, 792

  


  
    works of

  


  
    Canzoni et sonate..., 790–91

  


  
    In ecclesiis benedicite Domino, 783–86

  


  
    Sonata per tre violini, 795–96

  


  
    Sonata pian’e forte, 791–94

  


  
    Symphoniae sacrae, 782–86, 790–92

  


  
    Gaea (mythology), 824

  


  
    Gafori, Franchino (Gaffurius), 519

  


  
    Gagliano, Marco da, 817–18, 826

  


  
    Dafne, La, 826

  


  
    Valli profonde, 818–19

  


  
    Galician-Portuguese vernacular, 128

  


  
    Galilei, Vincenzo (father), 724, 799–803, 800, 804, 822

  


  
    Galileo Galilei (son), 797, 799

  


  
    galliard, Dowland’s ayres and, 742

  


  
    Gallican rite, 5, 47

  


  
    Gallus, Jacobus (Jakob Handl), 772, 801

  


  
    Mirabile mysterium, 772–75

  


  
    Opus musicum, 772

  


  
    St. John Passion, 775, 776, 777–79, 801

  


  
    Gamma ut, 101–2

  


  
    gamut, origin of word, 102

  


  
    Ganassi dal Fontego, Sylvestro di, 620, 698

  


  
    gap (troubadour genre), 107

  


  
    Gardane, Antonio, 600–601, 611–12, 781, 782, 790–91

  


  
    Garlandia, Johannes de, 196–98, 215, 249, 250, 325, 394

  


  
    Gaspar van Weerbeke, 518–23, 583

  


  
    Mater, Patris Filia, 520–21, 528, 583

  


  
    Quem terra pontus aethera, 521–22, 583

  


  
    Gaston III (Fébus) of Languedoc, 342

  


  
    Gaudeamus Introit (West Frankish/East Frankish versions), 62

  


  
    Gaul, 2

  


  
    Geisslerlieder, 134

  


  
    Geistliche Lieder auffs new gebessert (sacred-song book), 760

  


  
    Gemeinschaft, 755

  


  
    gender,

  


  
    chanson de toile and, 119–20

  


  
    fin’ amors and, 108–9

  


  
    General History of Music (Burney), 388–89

  


  
    General History of the Science and Practice of Music, A (Hawkins), 388

  


  
    Genesis, Book of, 175

  


  
    Genet, Elzéar. See Carpentras

  


  
    genetic fallacy, 42, 221, 472

  


  
    Geneva Psalter, 754

  


  
    genius,

  


  
    as ancient concept, 552

  


  
    Josquin’s reputation as, 554, 570, 572

  


  
    original meaning vs. familiar definition of, 551, 552

  


  
    geometry, 253
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    Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, 107, 345

  


  
    Latin language,

  


  
    Anglican Church and, 672–73, 675, 676

  


  
    bawdy song collection in, 138

  


  
    British liturgical manuscript destruction and, 402

  


  
    British manuscript in, 387

  


  
    British printed music in, 678

  


  
    classical authors and, 356

  


  
    Guido of Arezzo rhyme in, 185

  


  
    liturgical decanonization of, 278

  


  
    macaronic texts and, 113, 233–34, 420

  


  
    motet text in, 219, 311

  


  
    poetic meter and, 191

  


  
    psalmody and, 20–22

  


  
    sung verse play and, 93

  


  
    vernacular vs., 351, 459

  


  
    Lauda Sion Salvatorem/Lauda crucis attolamus (Adam sequence), 89–90

  


  
    lauda spirituale, 133–34

  


  
    laude, 133–34, 691, 834

  


  
    Lauds, 11, 12

  


  
    lay fraternities (laudesi), 133–34, 691, 834

  


  
    lection tones, 21

  


  
    Lefferts, Peter, 277

  


  
    Le Franc, Martin, 422, 423, 424, 429, 435

  


  
    Champion des dames, Le, 422, 439, 536

  


  
    Leipzig, 763, 768

  


  
    Leipzig Thomasschule. See St. Thomas Church and School

  


  
    Leise, 758

  


  
    Lenten season,

  


  
    favole in musica and, 834

  


  
    liturgical music, 12, 28

  


  
    oratorio and, 834

  


  
    Leo III, Pope, 3, 4

  


  
    Leo IX, Pope, 141

  


  
    Leo X, Pope, 555

  


  
    Leo Hebraeus. See Gersonides

  


  
    Leonel Power. See Power, Leonel

  


  
    Leonin (Leoninus magister), 173, 174, 175, 177, 179, 183, 184, 185, 186, 187, 249

  


  
    Leonius (poet), 175, 184, 185, 191

  


  
    Leopold V, King of Austria, 117

  


  
    Lepanto, battle of (1571), 779, 787

  


  
    lesson chants, 13, 25, 171, 775

  


  
    “Letter Concerning the Prison of Human Life” (Christine de Pisane), 447

  


  
    Levi ben Gershom. See Gersonides

  


  
    lewd songs. See bawdy songs

  


  
    Liberal Arts, The: Music (Perréal), 548

  


  
    liberal arts curriculum, 4, 69, 71, 248, 550

  


  
    madrigals and, 354

  


  
    Libera me (responsory verse), 88–89

  


  
    Liber de civitatis Florentiae famosis civibus (Villani), 353

  


  
    Liber hymnorum (Notker), 41, 42

  


  
    Liber primus missarum Josquini (Petrucci music book), 559

  


  
    Liber responsorialis (Benedictine), 22

  


  
    Liber sancti Jacobi. See Codex Calixtinus,

  


  
    Liber usualis (chant book), 23, 87, 177, 177, 178, 462

  


  
    librettists,

  


  
    Gagliano, 818–19, 826

  


  
    Wagner as own, 337

  


  
    Libro de villanelle, moresche, et altre canzoni (song collection), 715

  


  
    Lichfield, Bishop of, 423

  


  
    lied,

  


  
    Meisterlied (master-song) and, 139–40

  


  
    Minnelied and, 134–39, 143

  


  
    Liedbearbeitung, 541

  


  
    Liederbuch (Schöffer), 701

  


  
    Liedet, Lyset, 622

  


  
    Liedsäatz, 761–62, 765

  


  
    Liedweise, 701

  


  
    ligatures, 176, 177, 179, 180, 199

  


  
    Franconian, 215–17

  


  
    isosyllabic scheme, 159

  


  
    melisma and, 199, 200

  


  
    pitch and, 176

  


  
    light verse, 122

  


  
    Limoges, 111, 112, 157

  


  
    Linhaure (Raimbaut d’Aurenga), 115–16, 226

  


  
    liquescent neumes, 24

  


  
    lira da braccio, 697, 697

  


  
    lira grande, 829

  


  
    Listenius, Nikolaus, 550–51, 553, 577–78

  


  
    Liszt, Franz, 617

  


  
    litanies, 58

  


  
    literary music, 710–51

  


  
    Counter Reformation liturgical style and, 773, 777–79

  


  
    definitions of, 721–22

  


  
    madrigalism and, 723–41

  


  
    sixteenth-century movement in, 722–51

  


  
    Tuscan dialect and, 723

  


  
    See also poetry; vernacular

  


  
    literate tradition. See written music

  


  
    literati. See elite culture

  


  
    literature,

  


  
    Renaissance, 382

  


  
    trecento, 365–66

  


  
    vernacular, 351, 383

  


  
    See also poetry

  


  
    Lithuania, 347

  


  
    liturgical day, 11–12

  


  
    liturgical drama, 52, 93–95, 131, 138

  


  
    Musica and, 495–96

  


  
    sacred play with music and, 834

  


  
    liturgical music, 10–29

  


  
    Anglican Reformation and, 402, 672–73, 675, 677–78

  


  
    antimusical screeds and, 311, 645–47

  


  
    antiphoner and, 6, 7

  


  
    Avignon papacy and, 310–14

  


  
    Byrd and, 678–89

  


  
    Byzantine chant and, 33–35

  


  
    Calvinist rejection of, 754–55

  


  
    choral, 314

  


  
    Christian origins of, 7–8

  


  
    church calendar and, 12, 37–39

  


  
    church plays and, 93–94

  


  
    Clemens and, 593–99

  


  
    concerted style and, 666

  


  
    congregational singing and, 27–28, 47, 58, 758, 765

  


  
    Council of Trent and, 649–50, 653, 655, 656, 672, 789

  


  
    Counter Reformation and, 771–96

  


  
    “Credo I” and, 34–35

  


  
    Dies irae and, 88–90

  


  
    divine service and, 65

  


  
    earliest surviving artifact of, 33

  


  
    in England, 1–5, 7, 27, 513–18

  


  
    English fifteenthcentury influence on, 423

  


  
    English sixteenth-century, 612–13

  


  
    Frankish hymns, 41–43, 47–49

  


  
    Frankish modal theory and, 72–104

  


  
    Frankish reorganization of, 5, 37–67

  


  
    Gabrielis and, 780, 782–83

  


  
    “intelligibility” movement and, 647, 649–53, 672, 769, 771

  


  
    Josquin’s exemplary, 565–72

  


  
    Lutheranism and, 758–69

  


  
    Machaut and, 307–10

  


  
    Mass ordo standardization, 60, 62

  


  
    medieval vernacular song similarities with, 111–12, 131

  


  
    modern esthetics and, 496–97

  


  
    monastic day and, 10–12

  


  
    motet and, 217, 219, 277–85, 311, 501–46

  


  
    motet-ricercare and, 607

  


  
    Neoplatonist Musica ideas and, 37–40

  


  
    Notre Dame composers and, 171–72

  


  
    oral tradition and, 1–35

  


  
    organist improvisation and, 437, 607, 617

  


  
    Palestrina and, 630–67

  


  
    Passion settings and, 775–77

  


  
    polyphony and, 155–68, 310–14

  


  
    Protestant Reformation effects on, 753, 754

  


  
    Roman Catholic reform and, 645–53, 672

  


  
    Second Vatican Council and, 278

  


  
    secular music’s blurred line with, 105–6, 128, 131, 136, 311, 532–34

  


  
    stile antico and, 667, 669

  


  
    Lives of the Artists (Vasari), 641

  


  
    Lochamer Liederbuch, 701

  


  
    Lockwood, Lewis, 559

  


  
    “loco” Masses. See motetti missales

  


  
    Lohengrin (Wagner), 138

  


  
    Lombards, 2, 3, 696

  


  
    Long, Michael P., 352, 356, 368, 383,

  


  
    longa triplex. See three-tempura length,

  


  
    longa ultra mensuram. See threetempora length,

  


  
    longissima melodia, 157

  


  
    Longueval, Antoine de, 776–77

  


  
    Lord’s Prayer (Josquin polyphonic setting), 563, 564

  


  
    Lord’s Supper (Lutheran Mass), 755, 769. See also Eucharist

  


  
    Lorenzo Masini, 366

  


  
    A poste messe, 366

  


  
    Non so qual i’ mi voglia, 366, 367

  


  
    Loris, Heinrich. See Glareanus, Henricus,

  


  
    Louis I (Louis the Pious), King of the Franks, 37

  


  
    Louis IX, King of France, 120

  


  
    Louis X, King of France, 258

  


  
    Louis XI, King of France, 455, 458

  


  
    Louis XII, King of France, 554, 555, 558, 559, 563, 574, 589

  


  
    Louvre (Paris), 117

  


  
    love songs, 526–34

  


  
    ballata and, 367

  


  
    bergerette and, 526–34

  


  
    cantigas and, 128–29

  


  
    Gesualdo madrigal and, 738

  


  
    monodic madrigal and, 813, 815

  


  
    sacred devotional, 270–73, 275–76, 316, 429–33, 501, 532–33

  


  
    troubadour genres, 107–9, 110–13, 115

  


  
    trouvère examples, 118–19

  


  
    See also courtly love poetry and song; eroticism

  


  
    “low dance,”, 621–22

  


  
    Lowinsky, Edward, 577–78, 579, 580, 584

  


  
    low style, 459–60, 549, 715

  


  
    middle-style convergence with, 528–29

  


  
    motetti missales and, 519–26, 584

  


  
    Lucchesini, Laura (Laura Guidiccioni), 823

  


  
    Ludus Danielis. See Play of Daniel, Ludwig, Friedrich, 266

  


  
    Luke, Gospel according to, 775

  


  
    Luscinius, Othmar, 383–84

  


  
    Lust hab ich ghabt zuer Musica (Sennfl), 704–6

  


  
    lute, 373, 671, 691, 698, 829

  


  
    chitarrone, 804–5, 809

  


  
    Dowland and, 742

  


  
    Galilei and, 799

  


  
    medieval, 108, 108

  


  
    monody and, 802

  


  
    ricercari for, 606, 607, 620

  


  
    as song accompaniment, 741–42

  


  
    tablatures, 606, 626

  


  
    Luther, Martin, 552, 772

  


  
    compositions by, 756, 758, 759–60

  


  
    Feste Burg, Ein’, 760, 761,

  


  
    musical interests of, 754–56, 758, 760–61, 762, 763

  


  
    ninety-five theses of, 753, 754

  


  
    Lutheran chorale. See chorale

  


  
    Lutheran Church, 550, 596

  


  
    congregational singing and, 758, 765

  


  
    liturgical music and, 755–69

  


  
    luxuriant style, 301–5, 318, 325, 612

  


  
    Lydian mode, 479, 509, 554

  


  
    symbolism of, 831

  


  
    Lydian scale, 99

  


  
    Lyons, 706

  


  
    lyre, 29, 31, 32, 32, 697, 697, 802, 803, 804, 809

  


  
    continuo and, 829, 830

  


  
    lyre de braccio, 804

  


  
    lyric poetry, 125–26
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    Ma bouche rit et ma pensée pleure (Ockeghem), 526–28, 529–30

  


  
    Ma (codex), 183

  


  
    macaronic texts, 113

  


  
    Machaut, Guillaume de, 270–73, 289–307, 289, 317–36, 368, 563,

  


  
    artistic cleverness and, 327–36

  


  
    autobiographical poems of, 290, 297

  


  
    ballade and, 302–5, 371

  


  
    beliefs of, 272–73

  


  
    career of, 289–90

  


  
    cathedral epitaph and will of, 317

  


  
    chace (canon) and, 332–36

  


  
    legacy of, 289–98, 336–42, 343, 495

  


  
    luxuriant style and, 301–5, 318

  


  
    “Machaut manuscripts,” 289

  


  
    Mass setting by, 307, 316, 317–26, 460

  


  
    top-down composition by, 296–98, 311

  


  
    unaccompanied melody and, 298

  


  
    virelai and, 292–97, 298, 299–301, 349, 366

  


  
    works of

  


  
    DAVID melisma, 291–92

  


  
    De toutes flours, 303–7, 308–9, 371, 373

  


  
    Douce dame jolie, 295, 298

  


  
    En mon cuer, 296–97, 298, 299

  


  
    Felix virgo/Inviolata/AD TE

  


  
    SUSPIRAMUS, 270–73, 291, 301, 302

  


  
    Lai de confort, 332

  


  
    Lai de la fonteinne, 332–36

  


  
    Lasse/se j’aime/POURQUOY, 292, 293–94, 298

  


  
    Ma fin est mon commencement, 327–30, 328

  


  
    Messe de Nostre Dame, La, 307, 317–26

  


  
    Remède de Fortune, Le, 290, 297, 299

  


  
    Rose, liz, printemps, 302, 303

  


  
    Très bonne et belle, 301–1 Voir Dit, Le, 297, 299

  


  
    Machiavelli, Niccolò, 208

  


  
    madrigal, 352–64, 352, 367, 374, 722–41

  


  
    ballata culture vs., 368

  


  
    characteristics of, 813

  


  
    chromaticism in, 724–25, 729–30, 732, 734, 738, 739, 751, 785

  


  
    as Counter-Reformation musical influence, 773, 777, 800

  


  
    culture of, 354–56, 368

  


  
    distinctive poetic style of, 724

  


  
    echo pieces, 792

  


  
    emotional expression of, 723–24

  


  
    England and, 742, 744, 746–51

  


  
    experimentation and, 725–26

  


  
    French-Italian genre fusion and, 374

  


  
    Galilei’s critique of, 800–801

  


  
    Gesualdo and, 738–41 intermedii and, 804

  


  
    as international craze, 723

  


  
    Italian-born composers of, 728–41, 740

  


  
    Italian-English differences in, 750, 751

  


  
    mimesis and, 802

  


  
    monody and, 813–22, 823

  


  
    Monteverdi and, 733–38, 749, 750

  


  
    motet-style, 374–77, 380

  


  
    “northern,” 723, 724–33

  


  
    notational visual puns and, 778

  


  
    Palestrina and, 632, 642, 746

  


  
    poetic style of, 724

  


  
    polyphony and, 354, 356, 364, 800–801, 816, 817, 818

  


  
    sensuality of, 738, 772

  


  
    sixteenth-century revival of, 722–51

  


  
    structure of, 352, 374, 724, 813

  


  
    trecento-style example of, 356–59

  


  
    two types of, 817

  


  
    ultimate stage of, 738–41

  


  
    “wild bird” songs and, 359–64

  


  
    madrigali spirituali, 632

  


  
    Madrigals to Five Voices: Selected out of the best approved Italian authors (Morley), 746

  


  
    Ma fin est mon commencement (Machaut), 327–30, 328

  


  
    Magnificat, 11, 686

  


  
    magnus (Tinctoris genre ranking), 459, 460

  


  
    Magnus, Saint, 393

  


  
    Magnus Liber (Leonin attrib.), 183, 184

  


  
    revision of (Perotin attrib.), 186

  


  
    Mahu, Stephan, 762, 765

  


  
    Ein’ feste Burg ist unser Gott, 762, 764

  


  
    Ma joie premeraine (Guyot), 135

  


  
    Majorana, Cristoforo, 454

  


  
    major-minor tonal system, 99, 101, 394, 596

  


  
    Glareanus and, 553–54

  


  
    ground bass and, 627

  


  
    signs for, 253

  


  
    See also minor mode

  


  
    major scale, 101

  


  
    major second, 495

  


  
    Malatesta family, 281

  


  
    Mal un muta per effecto (Cara), 695–96, 697, 699

  


  
    Malvezzi, Cristofano, 804

  


  
    “Man at Arms.” See Homme Armé, L’

  


  
    Manetti, Giannozzo, 285, 286

  


  
    manger plays, 52

  


  
    Manicheism, 116

  


  
    mannered style (later ars subtilior), 338, 342, 356

  


  
    mannerism, 733

  


  
    Mantua, 696, 722, 733, 823

  


  
    musical tales, 827

  


  
    Mantua, Duke of, 713

  


  
    manuscripts. See written music

  


  
    Manuscrit du Roi, 120, 131, 133, 219, 220–21, 294

  


  
    Marcabru (troubadour), 113

  


  
    Marcellus II, Pope, 647, 649

  


  
    Marchetto of Padua, 354, 355, 356

  


  
    Marenzio, Luca, 728–33, 746, 773, 804

  


  
    Solo e pensoso, 728–33

  


  
    Marian Alleluia, 209

  


  
    Marian antiphons, 11–12, 94–99, 109, 389, 407, 441, 501, 513, 535

  


  
    Alma Redemptoris Mater, 99, 461, 462

  


  
    Anglican rejection of, 672, 675

  


  
    Dunstable and, 429–33

  


  
    English High Church style and, 517–18

  


  
    Josquin’s Ave Maria ... Virgo motet and, 565–72

  


  
    motet and, 270–73, 275–76, 501–26, 565–72

  


  
    Sancta Maria virgo, intercede, 407

  


  
    seasonal round of, 96

  


  
    stock epithets of, 520

  


  
    Marian chant sequence, 134

  


  
    Marian conductus, 403, 406

  


  
    Marian trope, 410

  


  
    Marian worship. See Virgin Mary Marie Antoinette, Queen of France, 349

  


  
    Marie of Champagne, 118, 119

  


  
    Marignano, battle of (1515), 711, 787

  


  
    Marino, Giovanni Battista, 819

  


  
    Mariolatry. See Marian antiphons; Virgin Mary

  


  
    Mark, Gospel According to, 775

  


  
    Marot, Clément, 706, 708, 754

  


  
    Martinella, La (Martini), 544–45

  


  
    Martini, Johannes, 523, 539, 544, 547, 574 J’ay pris amours, 538, 539

  


  
    Mary, mother of Jesus. See Virgin Mary,

  


  
    Mary I (“Bloody Mary”), Queen of England, 675

  


  
    Mary of Burgundy, 455, 457

  


  
    Mary Stuart (Mary Queen of Scots), 675

  


  
    Maschera, Florentio, 787

  


  
    Mass, 8, 10, 12–16, 53–60, 171

  


  
    Anglican, 672–73

  


  
    Avignon-style, 310–14, 316

  


  
    Bach (J. S.) setting of, 54

  


  
    Beethoven setting of, 54

  


  
    Byrd settings of, 679–89

  


  
    concerted, 780, 788–90

  


  
    Council of Trent mandates for, 789

  


  
    Du Fay setting of, 434–35, 511–12

  


  
    English vs. continental styles in, 518

  


  
    fifteenthcentury characteristic cantus firmus for, 486–90

  


  
    fifteenthcentury lofty setting of, 460–500

  


  
    Frankish mode theory and, 86

  


  
    Frankish standardization of, 53–60

  


  
    French-Cypriot settings of, 345–49

  


  
    as functional music, 324

  


  
    “intelligibility” movement and, 647, 649–53, 672

  


  
    Josquin settings of, 499, 555–57, 560

  


  
    jubilated singing and, 39, 317–26

  


  
    Lutheranism and, 755, 763, 769

  


  
    Machaut setting of, 307, 316, 317–26, 460

  


  
    Ockeghem setting of, 473–81

  


  
    origins of, 13

  


  
    Palestrina settings of, 632, 633–63, 724

  


  
    Parisian music books and, 171

  


  
    parody works, 574–76, 593, 641–44, 710, 788–89

  


  
    Passion settings, 775–77, 778, 779

  


  
    polychoral, 780

  


  
    polyphonic elaborations and, 162, 307, 310–16, 588–89

  


  
    Power setting of, 462

  


  
    psalmody and, 23–25

  


  
    Requiem, 88–90

  


  
    Rhau setting of, 763

  


  
    sequence and, 42

  


  
    standard of, 60, 61

  


  
    substitute motets for, 518–26

  


  
    Taverner setting of, 612–14, 680

  


  
    tropes and, 50–53

  


  
    unity of, 495

  


  
    votive, 314–26, 429, 460

  


  
    votive motet substitutions in, 518–26, 584

  


  
    Massarelli, Angelo, 649, 652

  


  
    Mass in Five Parts (Byrd), 682–86

  


  
    Mass in Four Parts (Byrd), 681–82

  


  
    Mass of Our Lady (Machaut). See Messe de Nostre Dame, La

  


  
    Mass of the Catechumens, 13

  


  
    Mass of the Faithful, 13

  


  
    Mass of the Time Signatures (Ockeghem), 477–79

  


  
    Mass of Toulouse, 315, 316

  


  
    Mass of Tournai, 316, 317, 321, 590

  


  
    Mass Ordinary. See Ordinary

  


  
    Mass Ordinary cycle. See cyclic Mass Ordinaries

  


  
    masterwork, concept of, 139

  


  
    mathematics, music and, 248–50, 252–53, 410, 495, 587

  


  
    senaria theory and, 587–88

  


  
    matins, 11, 33, 37, 171

  


  
    Easter responsory, 631–32

  


  
    Liturgical drama and, 93, 94

  


  
    Matona mi cara (Lasso), 714–17

  


  
    Matthew, Gospel According to, 775

  


  
    Matthews, Lora, 558, 559

  


  
    Maundy Thursday, 465

  


  
    maximas, 217

  


  
    Maximinus, Saint, 91

  


  
    Maxmilian I, Holy Roman Emperor, 455, 457, 544, 572, 759

  


  
    May, Der (Oswald), 143

  


  
    meaning. See semiotics

  


  
    measure,

  


  
    indication of beats in, 251

  


  
    Notre Dame polyphony and, 180, 184

  


  
    Petronian “division points” and, 251

  


  
    measurement systems, 252–53

  


  
    mediant (mediatio), 20

  


  
    Medici, Antonio de’, 832

  


  
    Medici, Cosimo I de’, 803

  


  
    Medici, Ferdinando de’, 803, 803

  


  
    Medici, Lorenzo de’ (the Magnificent), 531, 538, 622, 798

  


  
    SS. Giovanni e Paolo, 823, 834

  


  
    Medici, Lorenzo de’, Duke of Urbino (grandson), 803

  


  
    Medici, Maria de’, 812

  


  
    Medici family, 531, 538, 803–4, 813, 818, 826, 831

  


  
    Medici library (Florence), 177

  


  
    Medici Press, 631, 632

  


  
    medieval period. See Middle Ages,

  


  
    mediocris (Tinctoris genre ranking), 459, 460

  


  
    Mei, Girolamo, 798, 799, 800, 822

  


  
    Meienzit (anon. “Pseudo-Neidhardt”), 137

  


  
    Meissen. See Heinrich von Meissen,

  


  
    Meistergesang, 140, 141, 142

  


  
    Meisterlied (master-song), 139–40

  


  
    Meistersinger, 118, 139–44, 760

  


  
    Meistersinger von Nürnberg, Die (Wagner), 139, 141

  


  
    Meisterstück (masterpiece), 139

  


  
    melisma, 11, 28, 37

  


  
    Ambrosian chant, 27

  


  
    Blumen, 140

  


  
    Caput, 465, 466, 468, 469

  


  
    contrapuntal voice and, 156, 156, 159

  


  
    embellishments, 28

  


  
    English, 614

  


  
    Gregorian, 28, 228–29

  


  
    “In seculum,” 222–24, 227–33, 228, 229

  


  
    jubilation, 24, 26, 98

  


  
    Kyrie, 58–59

  


  
    ligatures and, 199, 200

  


  
    madrigal, 356, 364, 733, 749, 818, 819

  


  
    neuma triplex, 37–39

  


  
    Notre Dame school and, 177, 178–79, 186, 196, 199–200, 212, 214

  


  
    onomatopoetic, 733, 749

  


  
    proliferation of, 172

  


  
    prosulation and, 39–41

  


  
    repetition and, 26, 41

  


  
    sequences, 41–43

  


  
    word additions, 39–41

  


  
    See also discant

  


  
    melismatic organum, 156–57, 159, 171, 180

  


  
    melodramma eroico melody,

  


  
    Adam of St. Victor and, 89–90

  


  
    cantilena and, 298–99

  


  
    chant and, 28, 34, 35, 298

  


  
    contrafactum and, 48, 52, 90

  


  
    Dorian, 83, 99, 136, 137, 270–71

  


  
    early Greek, 32, 33

  


  
    Frankish hymn, 49, 83–86
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    blurred line with sacred music of, 105–6, 128, 131, 136, 311, 532–34

  


  
    cantilena and, 298–301, 311

  


  
    composer attribution for, 172

  


  
    earliest literate, 105–45

  


  
    Grocheio’s social theory and, 208

  


  
    Lasso and, 713, 714–21

  


  
    Lutheran chorale adaptations of, 759

  


  
    Machaut and, 289–307

  


  
    as Mass cantus firmus basis, 483–97

  


  
    motet and, 236, 259

  


  
    trecento and, 351, 383

  


  
    vernacular song and, 99, 108–45, 351, 694–709

  


  
    See also instrumental music; madrigal; opera

  


  
    Sederunt principes et adversum me loqueebantur (Pérotin), 173

  


  
    Segni, Julio, 607, 611–12

  


  
    Se j’ai ame (French motet), 218–19, 218

  


  
    Se je chant mains (canon), 331–33, 364

  


  
    Se la face ay pale (Du Fay), 498

  


  
    self-accompaniment, 132

  


  
    self-analysis, 383

  


  
    self-interest, 765

  


  
    self-made man, Florentine elite as, 383

  


  
    Selva di varia ricreatione (Vecchi), 746

  


  
    semantics. See words-music relationship,

  


  
    semibreve, 217, 231–32, 233, 235, 236, 237–38, 239, 244, 251, 260

  


  
    beat and, 251–52

  


  
    Giovanni madrigal grouping of, 363, 364

  


  
    rationalization of, 249

  


  
    red notes and, 266, 340–41, 410

  


  
    subdivision of, 260–61, 355, 364

  


  
    semicrome (sixteenth note), 785

  


  
    semiminims (sixteenth notes), 515

  


  
    semiotics, introversive, 643

  


  
    semitone, 74, 99

  


  
    diatonic vs. chromatic, 729

  


  
    early Greek, 32–33

  


  
    senaria perfecta (meter), 363

  


  
    senaria theory, 587–88, 603

  


  
    Sennfl, Ludwig, 545, 572–73, 572, 704, 762

  


  
    Isaac’s Choralis Constantinus and, 679

  


  
    Luther’s relationship with, 756, 758

  


  
    Tenorlied and, 704–6

  


  
    works of

  


  
    A un giro sol setting, 757, 758

  


  
    Ave Maria... Virgo serena, 572–73, 588, 704

  


  
    Lust hab ich ghabt zuer Musica, 704–6

  


  
    Sensuality, Counter Reformation music and, 772–77, 785

  


  
    sequence, 39, 41–47, 50, 86, 99, 131, 171

  


  
    British motet and, 399–402

  


  
    double-entry, 60

  


  
    madrigal descending seconds and, 363

  


  
    paired vesicles of, 98, 604

  


  
    planctus settings and, 112–13

  


  
    polyphonic setting and, 149

  


  
    rhymed metrical, 86–92

  


  
    rhythmic performance speculation and, 114. See also melody

  


  
    sequentia melisma, 41, 42, 42–43

  


  
    sequentia vocalise, 39

  


  
    serfdom, 107, 143

  


  
    Sermisy. See Claudin de Sermisy

  


  
    services, liturgical day, 11–12

  


  
    sesquitertia, 341

  


  
    sestina, 352

  


  
    Seven Last Words, 776

  


  
    seventeenth century,

  


  
    academies, 798–99

  


  
    designations for, 797–98

  


  
    key system and, 44

  


  
    madrigal types and, 817

  


  
    monodic revolution and, 699, 806–34

  


  
    “nuove musiche” publications in, 812–22

  


  
    Sexta hora, counterpoint to, 154

  


  
    Sforza, Ascanio Maria Cardinal, 518, 552, 558, 578, 578, 584, 699

  


  
    Sforza, Galeazzo Maria, Duke of Milan, 459, 518, 519, 522–23, 558, 584

  


  
    Sforza family, 518

  


  
    Shakespeare, William, 819

  


  
    Henry V, 420

  


  
    history plays of, 420

  


  
    iambic pentameter and, 742

  


  
    sonnet form of, 352

  


  
    shamanism, 616

  


  
    sheet music,

  


  
    Christmas carols and, 420

  


  
    tabulatures, 606

  


  
    Sherr, Richard, 558

  


  
    Sibylline Prophecies, 719, 719, 773

  


  
    Sicily, 351

  


  
    sigh-figure, 363, 371, 372–73

  


  
    Sight of Faburdon, The (treatise), 436, 437, 438

  


  
    sight-singing, 47, 76

  


  
    choral, 617

  


  
    fauxbourdon and faburden, 435–39

  


  
    harmonization and, 434, 436, 437, 438

  


  
    mnemonic device and, 104

  


  
    modal breakthrough and, 99, 100–104, 153

  


  
    printed partbooks and, 694

  


  
    See also ear training

  


  
    Sigismund, Holy Roman Emperor, 282

  


  
    signature,

  


  
    clef, 99–100

  


  
    major and minor prolation, 253

  


  
    neumes and, 13–16

  


  
    time, 252–53, 254

  


  
    “sign of congruence,” 378

  


  
    Silberweise (Sachs), 140

  


  
    “simultaneous conception” (Aaron concept), 577, 579

  


  
    simultaneous style. See homorhythmic counterpoint

  


  
    Sinatra, Frank, 617, 817

  


  
    sinfonia. See symphony

  


  
    singing, 666–67, 780

  


  
    a cappella, 666–67, 780

  


  
    accompanied, 131–33, 296, 298–99, 352, 363

  


  
    chromatic adjustment and, 274

  


  
    congregational, 27–28, 47, 58, 758, 765

  


  
    crooning, 817

  


  
    ear training, 75, 99–104

  


  
    English qualities of, 452

  


  
    etiquette books, 694, 709

  


  
    of familiar tunes, 598

  


  
    fauxbourdon technique and, 435–39

  


  
    florid, 356
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    gorgia (throat-music), 816–17, 816, 821

  


  
    gradual elaboration of, 163

  


  
    Guidonian hand mnemonic device for, 102–4

  


  
    harmonizing, 168, 392, 394, 406, 434–35, 452, 472

  


  
    imitative rounds, 331

  


  
    jubilated, 11, 24, 26, 38–39

  


  
    Mass ordo, 61

  


  
    melismatic, 11, 24

  


  
    monodic style of, 817

  


  
    new medieval tonal system and, 77–78

  


  
    Nuove musiche instructions in, 813

  


  
    ornamental neumes and, 24

  


  
    ornamentation and, 816–17

  


  
    partbooks for, 539–60

  


  
    polyphonic, 44–47, 147–68

  


  
    printed music texts for, 550–51

  


  
    rhetorical embellishment and, 816–17

  


  
    scale intervals and, 100–101

  


  
    sight transposition and, 76

  


  
    sweetness of, 452

  


  
    trope rubrics for, 52

  


  
    vocal expression and, 816–17 See also aria; choral music; madrigal; opera; virtuosity; vocal music; voice types;

  


  
    singspiel, 127

  


  
    si (scale-singing syllable), 101

  


  
    Sistine Chapel, 459, 460, 486, 496, 498, 555, 632, 634, 649, 652, 666, 667

  


  
    a cappella rule of, 666–67

  


  
    Michelangelo ceiling, 719, 719
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    emulative composition and, 474–75
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    vocal chamber music in, 540

  


  
    sixteenth notes, 262, 515, 785

  


  
    sixth mode, 80

  


  
    6/3 position, 406, 409

  


  
    sixths, Landini, 368, 383, 441, 470

  


  
    Sixtus IV, Pope, 458–59, 486, 496

  


  
    Slaughter of the Holy Innocents, 93, 177

  


  
    Smijers, Albert, 565

  


  
    Smith, John Stafford, 409

  


  
    So ben mi c’ha bon tempo (Vecchi), 746, 748

  


  
    social class,

  


  
    cathedral clerical hierarchy and, 169, 213–18

  


  
    dance style and, 621

  


  
    feudal hierarchy and, 107, 143

  


  
    Florentine ballata and, 367–68

  


  
    French urbanization and, 120, 142, 143, 169, 207–8, 219, 226–28

  


  
    high art and, 116

  


  
    international musical style and, 453–57

  


  
    madrigal and, 354–56, 368

  


  
    Meistersinger and, 139, 141

  


  
    minstrels and, 109–10

  


  
    mobility and, 579–80, 694

  


  
    motet and, 226–28, 236, 237–38, 239

  


  
    thirteenth-century musical treatise and, 207, 219

  


  
    troubadours and, 108–9

  


  
    trouvères and, 121

  


  
    social elite. See aristocracy; elite culture

  


  
    social mobility, 579–80, 694

  


  
    Society of Jesus. See Jesuits

  


  
    sociology. See musical sociology

  


  
    Socrates, 802

  


  
    soggetto cavato dalle vocali, 560–61, 563

  


  
    Sohr, Martin. See Agricola, Martin

  


  
    Solage, 342–45

  


  
    Solesmes abbey, 22, 23, 631, 632

  


  
    solo concerto. See concerto,

  


  
    Solo e pensoso (de Wert), 733, 734

  


  
    Solo e pensoso (Marenzio), 728–33, 818

  


  
    Solomon’s Temple (Jerusalem), 285

  


  
    sonata, 791–96 Sonata per tre violini (G. Gabrieli), 795–96

  


  
    Sonata pian’e forte (G. Gabrieli), 791–94

  


  
    song. See air; balada; ballade; ballata; carol; chanson; madrigal; round,

  


  
    “Songbook from Glogau.” See Glogauer Liederbuch,

  


  
    songbooks, 555, 691, 693–94, 724, 741

  


  
    canzona printed in, 787

  


  
    Lutheran, 760–61, 762–63

  


  
    song competitions, 139, 141, 208

  


  
    madrigalists, 352–53, 364, 367, 701, 737

  


  
    Song of Songs, 91, 429, 432, 632

  


  
    song-poem, Italian trecento. See madrigal,

  


  
    Songs of sundrie natures, some of gravitie and, others of myrth, fit for all companies and voyces (Byrd), 741

  


  
    “Songs with Music, Chosen from Several Books Printed by the Above-Named, All in One Book” (Sermisy), 692

  


  
    “song without words,”, 543–46

  


  
    sonnet form, 352

  


  
    Sophocles, 780

  


  
    soprano, etymology of, 468

  


  
    Sorbon, Robert de, 170

  


  
    Sorbonne Mass, 315

  


  
    soul-loss, 616

  


  
    sound. See musical sound

  


  
    Souterliedekens (Clemens), 597–99, 754–55

  


  
    souvenir books, 804

  


  
    space. See musical space

  


  
    Spagna, La. (bassadanza), 621, 622–25

  


  
    Spain,

  


  
    Christian reconquest of, 64

  


  
    Codex Calixtinus and, 162

  


  
    Ma codice and, 183

  


  
    Moorish invasion of, 63

  


  
    Mozarabic chant, 63–64

  


  
    troubadour influence in, 116, 128

  


  
    vernacular song of, 128–33, 724

  


  
    Spanish Armada (1588), 743

  


  
    Spataro, Giovanni, 551–52

  


  
    Speculum musicae (Jacobus), 254

  


  
    speech,

  


  
    operatic representation of, 827

  


  
    See also language; prosody; word-music relationship

  


  
    Spem in alium (Tallis), 673

  


  
    Spielleute, 141

  


  
    Spinacino, Francesco, 606, 620

  


  
    Spiritual Exercises (Ignatius), 771

  


  
    spiritualism, 616

  


  
    Spiritus et alme orphanorum (Marian trope), 410, 411

  


  
    Spitzer, Leo, 383

  


  
    split choirs, 611, 776, 780, 782–83, 787, 792

  


  
    spoken theater. See acting; theater

  


  
    spondaic meter, 197, 198, 201, 202, 217, 403

  


  
    French motet and, 221, 232

  


  
    Spruchdichtung, 140

  


  
    Squarcialupi Codex, 353, 353, 354, 355, 363

  


  
    square notation. See quadratic notation,

  


  
    SS. Giovanni e Paolo (Isaac/Medici), 823, 827, 834

  


  
    Stabat juxta Christi crucem, 394, 396

  


  
    Stabat mater dolorosa (chant sequence), 134, 394

  


  
    staff,

  


  
    intervals, 29–30, 35, 73

  


  
    invention implications, 105

  


  
    invention of, 16, 102, 105, 153

  


  
    letter names of, 75

  


  
    medieval modal scale and, 75–76

  


  
    mnemonic device and, 102–3

  


  
    modern notation and, 74

  


  
    neume arrangement on, 16, 62, 99–100

  


  
    notation prior to, 60, 93, 115

  


  
    “Stairway to Parnassus” (Fux), 667, 669

  


  
    stamping songs (estampie), 294

  


  
    standard of perfection. See ars perfecta

  


  
    stanza,

  


  
    Ambrosian, 49

  


  
    bar form and, 118

  


  
    bergerette and, 526

  


  
    canso/ballade structure of, 349, 694–95

  


  
    lai and, 119

  


  
    madrigal’s single, 352, 724, 813

  


  
    refrain insertion of, 221

  


  
    repetition of, 813

  


  
    Star of Bethlehem, 399

  


  
    “Star-Spangled Banner, The” (American national anthem), 409

  


  
    stems, note, 260–61

  


  
    Stephen II, Pope, 2, 38

  


  
    Stevens, John, 420

  


  
    sticherons, 33–34

  


  
    stichic principle, 12, 20, 23, 24, 48

  


  
    stile antico, 667, 669–70, 687

  


  
    ars perfecta as, 831

  


  
    Fux rules of, 667, 669

  


  
    stile da cappella. See stile antico,

  


  
    stile moderno, 667, 669, 687

  


  
    stile rappresentativo, 802, 826

  


  
    earliest surviving example of, 827, 831

  


  
    stile recitativo,

  


  
    first practice of, 823, 826

  


  
    Straeten, Edmund vander, 559

  


  
    Stravinsky, Igor, 152

  


  
    Gesualdo madrigals and, 738, 739

  


  
    Rite of Spring, The, 349

  


  
    strophe (stanza), 13, 366, 374, 827

  


  
    bergerette, 526

  


  
    as Nuova musiche song type, 813

  


  
    repetition and, 813

  


  
    strophic form. See couplet

  


  
    strophic office hymn, 47–49

  


  
    Strozzi, Piero, 800

  


  
    Strozzi, Ruberto, 620

  


  
    structural imitation, 528–29, 535–36

  


  
    Stuart dynasty, 675

  


  
    Style of Palestrina and the Dissonance, The (Jeppesen), 670

  


  
    stylistic consciousness, 267, 270

  


  
    stylistic evolution, meaning of, 245, 247–48, 580

  


  
    stylus luxurians. See luxuriant style

  


  
    subsemitonium modi, 274, 275, 276, 293, 298

  


  
    subtilitas (subtlety), 327–49, 342

  


  
    notation and, 339–42, 341

  


  
    subtle art, 327–36

  


  
    subtonium modi, 79, 274, 368, 469

  


  
    successive composition, 301

  


  
    Sumer Canon, 387–92, 388, 394, 397, 399, 408, 419, 457, 565

  


  
    Sumerian language, 31

  


  
    Sumer is icumen in/Lhude sing cuccu!, 387–88, 388

  


  
    See also Sumer Canon

  


  
    Summa artis rithimici vulgaris dictaminis (Antonio), 723

  


  
    sung verse play. See liturgical drama,

  


  
    super librum singing, 438–39

  


  
    Supplimenti musicali (Zarlino), 800

  


  
    supra librum (improvised polyphony), 758

  


  
    Supremum est mortalibus bonum (Du Fay), 282

  


  
    “surge songs,”, 27

  


  
    Sur toutes flours (ballade), ars subtilior puzzle-notation, 345

  


  
    Susato, Tylman, 589, 593, 597, 598, 709, 712, 714

  


  
    “Swanee River” (song), 18

  


  
    Swiss German reformed church, 755

  


  
    Sy dolce non sonò con lir’ Orfeo (Landini), 374–78, 380, 384

  


  
    syllabic notation, 39, 41, 60

  


  
    conductus and, 201

  


  
    motet and, 210, 214–17

  


  
    voces musicales and, 499

  


  
    syllabic performance, 115

  


  
    Kyrie, 58–59, 101

  


  
    syllabic text,

  


  
    conductus and, 199–205, 209, 211

  


  
    discant and, 209

  


  
    Gloria and Credo and, 311

  


  
    syllable,

  


  
    declamation and, 566, 567

  


  
    line length and, 44, 175

  


  
    meter classification and, 175, 197

  


  
    scale singing and, 101

  


  
    sequence melody and, 41–43, 50, 57

  


  
    symbolism,

  


  
    chace (canon) and, 333–34

  


  
    cyclic Mass Ordinary and, 461

  


  
    declamation motet and, 432, 433

  


  
    Missa L’Homme Armé and, 495

  


  
    motet and, 226, 229, 236, 255, 282, 284–85, 286, 429

  


  
    musical iconic representation and, 363

  


  
    symphonia. See symphony

  


  
    Symphoniae jucundae (schoolbook), Luther preface to, 755

  


  
    symphonia of the diapente, 150, 151

  


  
    symphonic binary form, See sonata form,

  


  
    symphony,

  


  
    cyclic Mass Ordinary compared with, 496–97

  


  
    as symphonia, 149–53, 154, 187

  


  
    symphony concert. See concerts

  


  
    Synaxis, 25, 313

  


  
    syncopation, 266, 269, 295, 305, 345

  


  
    Du Fay’s Missa L’Homme Armé and, 497, 498

  


  
    fifteenthcentury counterpoint and, 368

  


  
    Machaut and, 325, 326

  


  
    Obrecht Caput Mass and, 482

  


  
    precadential, 368

  


  
    stile antico and, 667

  


  
    subtilior notation of, 339

  


  
    trecento madrigal and, 363

  


  
    Syphans de Ferrara, 354

  


  
    Syriac Christian Church, 33

  


  
    T

  


  
    ta’amim (ecphonetic neumes), 16

  


  
    tablature, 606, 626

  


  
    tabula compositoria, 578, 579

  


  
    Tabulaturen (Meistersinger codes), 139–40, 143

  


  
    tactus. See beat

  


  
    tag. See refrain

  


  
    “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” (song), 18, 19

  


  
    talea, 232, 234, 265, 266, 269, 270, 311, 378

  


  
    English motet and, 424–25, 427

  


  
    French-Cypriot Gloria-Credo, 345

  


  
    Machaut DAVID melisma, 292

  


  
    Machaut dismissal response, 326

  


  
    “Tale of Joan of Arc, The” (Christine de Pisane), 447

  


  
    Tallis, Thomas, 673–75, 673, 677

  


  
    music printing monopoly of, 678, 741

  


  
    O nata lux de lumine, 673–74, 678

  


  
    Spem in alium, 673

  


  
    Tannh¨auser (historical poet-singer), 137, 138

  


  
    Tannh¨auser und der S¨angerkrieg auf Wartburg (Wagner), 137, 138, 139, 141

  


  
    Tansillo, Luigi, 818

  


  
    Tant que vivray (Claudin), 706–7, 708, 709, 711, 712

  


  
    Tapissier (Jean de Noyers), 422, 423–24

  


  
    Eya dulcis/Vale placens, 423–24, 425–26, 429

  


  
    Tarquin, legendary King of Rome, 719

  


  
    Taverner, John, 612–14, 672, 673, 680, 692

  


  
    Missa Gloria Tibi Trinitas, 612–13, 614, 672

  


  
    technical progress, 226–27, 245, 247–48, 252

  


  
    technique,

  


  
    academic music and, 608–11

  


  
    style vs., 248–8

  


  
    subtilitas and, 327–42

  


  
    virtuosity and, 330, 337

  


  
    Te Deum laudamus, 94

  


  
    Te Joseph celebrent (Gregorian hymn), 136

  


  
    teleological history, 144, 381, 383, 738–39

  


  
    tempered tuning, 730

  


  
    Temperley, Nicholas, 27

  


  
    temporale, 12

  


  
    tempus, 197, 217, 251

  


  
    division of, 253

  


  
    four basic combinations of, 251

  


  
    notational coloration and, 266

  


  
    tempus perfectum, 441

  


  
    ten-based system. See decimal system,

  


  
    “tendency tones,”, 275–76

  


  
    tenfive open-spaced triad, 409

  


  
    tenor,

  


  
    caccia, 364

  


  
    Caput Mass and, 466, 468, 473, 474, 475, 477

  


  
    coloration and, 266

  


  
    conductus and, 198–99, 403

  


  
    discant and, 209, 276

  


  
    evolved meaning of, 468, 474

  


  
    ground bass and, 625–28

  


  
    “In seculum” and, 228

  


  
    J’ay pris amours settings, 540–41

  


  
    Machaut composition and, 292, 297–305, 307, 324–25, 326, 328, 328

  


  
    madrigal and, 374

  


  
    Mass cycle section unification based on, 461

  


  
    motet and, 212, 219, 228–33, 234, 238–39, 259, 262, 265–66, 267, 271, 282, 296, 378, 399

  


  
    motet fourth voice and, 270–73

  


  
    paraphrase motet and, 503

  


  
    See also tenor voice

  


  
    Tenorlied, 701–6, 717

  


  
    Lutheranism and, 756, 758, 760

  


  
    tenor tacet pieces, 543, 544

  


  
    tenor voice in SATB voicepart range, 468

  


  
    tenso (debate-song), 115–16

  


  
    jeu-parti equivalent, 121

  


  
    motet and, 226

  


  
    tercet,

  


  
    madrigal, 352, 356, 359, 360–61, 363, 374, 377

  


  
    rhymed, 89

  


  
    termination (terminatio), 20

  


  
    ternaria, 176, 177, 187, 197, 217

  


  
    terzetti, 363

  


  
    tessitura, 76

  


  
    tetrachord (fourth), 70, 74, 75, 77–78, 79, 83

  


  
    augmented, 40, 152

  


  
    disjunct/conjunct, 78, 151

  


  
    as dissonance, 153

  


  
    equivalence, 495

  


  
    hexachord and, 99

  


  
    parallel doubling at, 152

  


  
    as “perfect” interval, 149

  


  
    See also diminished fourth; perfect fourth

  


  
    text. See syllabic text; words-music relationship

  


  
    texted Agnus Dei, 520

  


  
    texted discant. See motet

  


  
    texted Kyrie, 58, 59

  


  
    texture,

  


  
    ballata and, 368

  


  
    Janequin’s chansons and, 711–12

  


  
    Machaut luxuriant style and, 318, 325

  


  
    madrigal and, 356, 374

  


  
    Missa Caput and, 466

  


  
    musical space and, 577, 579

  


  
    Notre Dame polyphonic integration and, 171–205

  


  
    Tenorlied and, 758

  


  
    top-down cantilena and, 312–13

  


  
    theater,

  


  
    Caccini musical spectacles and, 812–13, 831, 832–34

  


  
    intermedii and, 803–12, 823, 826

  


  
    monodists and, 822–34

  


  
    sacred play and, 832–34

  


  
    seventeenth-century prominence of, 798

  


  
    Theocritus, 356

  


  
    Theodal, 100

  


  
    theorbo (hurdy-gurdy), 805

  


  
    theory,

  


  
    Aaron as first “Renaissance” writer of, 576–77
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  Introduction:

  The History of What?


  
    The argument is no other than to inquire and collect out of the records of all time what particular kinds of learning and arts have flourished in what ages and regions of the world, their antiquities, their progresses, their migrations (for sciences migrate like nations) over the different parts of the globe; and again their decays, disappearances, and revivals; [and also] an account of the principal authors, books, schools, successions, academies, societies, colleges, orders—in a word, everything which relates to the state of learning. Above all things, I wish events to be coupled with their causes. All this I would have handled in a historical way, not wasting time, after the manner of critics, in praise and blame, but simply narrating the fact historically, with but slight intermixture of private judgment. For the manner of compiling such a history I particularly advise that the matter and provision of it be not drawn from histories and commentaries alone; but that the principal books written in each century, or perhaps in shorter periods, proceeding in regular order from the earliest ages, be themselves taken into consultation; that so (I do not say by a complete perusal, for that would be an endless labour, but) by tasting them here and there, and observing their argument, style, and method, the Literary Spirit of each age may be charmed as it were from the dead.

  


  —FRANCIS BACON, DE DIGNITATE ET AUGMENTIS SCIENTIARUM LIBRI IX (1623)1


  


  Mutatis mutandis, Bacon’s task was mine. He never lived to complete it; I have—but only by dint of a drastic narrowing of scope. My mutanda are stated in my title (one not chosen but granted; and for that honor I extend my thanks to the Delegates of the Oxford University Press). For “learning and the arts” substitute music. For “the different parts of the globe” substitute Europe, joined in Volume 3 by America. (That is what we still casually mean by “the West,” although the concept is undergoing sometimes curious change: a Soviet music magazine I once subscribed to gave news of the pianist Yevgeny Kissin’s “Western debut”—in Tokyo.) And as for antiquities, they hardly exist for music. (Jacques Chailley’s magnificently titled conspectus, 40,000 ans de musique, got through the first 39,000 years—I exaggerate only slightly—on its first page.2)


  Still, as the sheer bulk of this offering attests, a lot was left, because I took seriously Bacon’s stipulations that causes be investigated, that original documents be not only cited but analyzed (for their “argument, style, and method”) and that the approach should be catholic and as near exhaustive as possible, based not on my preferences but on my estimation of what needed to be included in order to satisfy the dual requirement of causal explanation and technical explication. Most books that call themselves histories of Western music, or of any of its traditional “style periods,” are in fact surveys, which cover—and celebrate—the relevant repertoire, but make little effort truly to explain why and how things happened as they did. This set of books is an attempt at a true history.


  Paradoxically, that means it does not take “coverage” as its primary task. A lot of famous music goes unmentioned in these pages, and even some famous composers. Inclusion and omission imply no judgment of value here. I never asked myself whether this or that composition or musician was “worth mentioning,” and I hope readers will agree that I have sought neither to advocate nor to denigrate what I did include.


  But there is something more fundamental yet to explain, given my claim of catholicity. Coverage of all the musics that have been made in Europe and America is obviously neither the aim of this book nor its achievement. A glance at the table of contents will instantly confirm, to the inevitable disappointment and perhaps consternation of some, that “Western music” here means what it has always meant in general academic histories: it means what is usually called “art music” or “classical music,” and looks suspiciously like the traditional canon that has come under so much justified fire for its long-unquestioned dominance of the academic curriculum (a dominance that is now in irreversible process of decline). A very challenging example of that fire is a fusillade by Robert Walser, a scholar of popular music, who characterizes the repertoire treated here in terms borrowed from the writings of the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm. “Classical music,” writes Walser,


  
    is the sort of thing Eric Hobsbawm calls an “invented tradition,” whereby present interests construct a cohesive past to establish or legitimize present-day institutions or social relations. The hodgepodge of the classical canon—aristocratic and bourgeois music; academic, sacred and secular; music for public concerts, private soirées and dancing—achieves its coherence through its function as the most prestigious musical culture of the twentieth century.3

  


  Why in the world would one want to continue propagating such a hodgepodge in the twenty-first century?


  The heterogeneity of the classical canon is undeniable. Indeed, that is one of its main attractions. And while I reject Walser’s conspiracy-theorizing, I definitely sympathize with the social and political implications of his argument, as will be evident (for some—a different some—all too evident) in the many pages that follow. But that very sympathy is what impelled me to subject that impossibly heterogeneous body of music to one more (perhaps the last) comprehensive examination—under a revised definition that supplies the coherence that Walser impugns. All of the genres he mentions, and all of the genres that are treated in this book, are literate genres. That is, they are genres that have been disseminated primarily through the medium of writing. The sheer abundance and the generic heterogeneity of the music so disseminated in “the West” is a truly distinguishing feature—perhaps the West’s signal musical distinction. It is deserving of critical study.


  By critical study I mean a study that does not take literacy for granted, or simply tout it as a unique Western achievement, but rather “interrogates” it (as our hermeneutics of suspicion now demands) for its consequences. The first chapter of this book makes a fairly detailed attempt to assess the specific consequences for music of a literate culture, and that theme remains a constant factor—always implicit, often explicit—in every chapter that follows, right up to (and especially) the concluding ones. For it is the basic claim of this multivolumed narrative—its number-one postulate—that the literate tradition of Western music is coherent at least insofar as it has a completed shape. Its beginnings are known and explicable, and its end is now foreseeable (and also explicable). And just as the early chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and preliterate modes of thinking and transmission (and the middle chapters try to cite enough examples to keep the interplay of literate and nonliterate alive in the reader’s consciousness), so the concluding chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and postliterate modes, which have been discernable at least since the middle of the twentieth century, and which sent the literate tradition (in the form of a backlash) into its culminating phase.


  This is by no means to imply that everything within the covers of these volumes constitutes a single story. I am as suspicious as the next scholar of what we now call metanarratives (or worse, “master narratives”). Indeed, one of the main tasks of this telling will be to account for the rise of our reigning narratives, and show that they too have histories with beginnings and (implicitly) with ends. The main ones, for music, have been, first, an esthetic narrative—recounting the achievement of “art for art’s sake,” or (in the present instance) of “absolute music”—that asserts the autonomy of artworks (often tautologically insulated by adding “insofar as they are artworks”) as an indispensable and retroactive criterion of value and, second, a historical narrative—call it “neo-Hegelian”—that celebrates progressive (or “revolutionary”) emancipation and values artworks according to their contribution to that project. Both are shopworn heirlooms of German romanticism. These romantic tales are “historicized” in volume III, the key volume of the set, for it furnishes our intellectual present with a past. This is done in the fervent belief that no claim of universality can survive situation in intellectual history. Each of the genres that Walser names has its own history, moreover, as do the many that he does not name, and it will be evident to all readers that this narrative devotes as much attention to a congeries of “petits récits”—individual accounts of this and that—as it does to the epic sketched in the foregoing paragraphs. But the overarching trajectory of musical literacy is nevertheless a part of all the stories, and a particularly revealing one.


  *


  


  The first thing that it reveals is that the history narrated within these covers is the history of elite genres. For until very recent times, and in some ways even up to the present, literacy and its fruits have been the possession—the closely guarded and privileging (even life-saving) possession—of social elites: ecclesiastical, political, military, hereditary, meritocratic, professional, economic, educational, academic, fashionable, even criminal. What else, after all, makes high art high? The casting of the story as the story of the literate culture of music turns it willy-nilly into a social history—a contradictory social history in which progressive broadening of access to literacy and its attendant cultural perquisites (the history, as it has sometimes been called, of the democratization of taste), is accompanied at every turn by a counterthrust that seeks to redefine elite status (and its attendant genres) ever upward. As most comprehensively documented by Pierre Bourdieu, consumption of cultural goods (and music, on Bourdieu’s showing, above all) is one of the primary means of social classification (including self-classification)—hence, social division—and (familiar proverbs notwithstanding) one of the liveliest sites of dispute in Western culture.4 Most broadly, contestations of taste occur across lines of class division, and are easiest to discern between proponents of literate genres and nonliterate ones; but within and among elites they are no less potent, no less heated, and no less decisively influential on the course of events. Taste is one of the sites of contention to which this book gives extensive, and, I would claim, unprecedented coverage, beginning with chapter 4 and lasting to the bitter end.


  Indeed, if one had to be nominated, I would single out social contention as embodied in words and deeds—what cultural theorists call “discourse” (and others call “buzz” or “spin”)—as the paramount force driving this narrative. It has many arenas. Perhaps the most conspicuous is that of meaning, an area that was for a long time considered virtually off limits to professional scholarly investigation, since it was naively assumed to be a nonfactual domain inasmuch as music lacks the semantic (or “propositional”) specificity of literature or even painting. But musical meaning is no more confinable to matters of simple semantic paraphrase than any other sort of meaning. Utterances are deemed meaningful (or not) insofar as they trigger associations, and in the absence of association no utterance is intelligible. Meaning in this book is taken to represent the full range of associations encompassed by locutions such as “If that is true, it means that …,” or “that’s what M-O-T-H-E-R means to me,” or, simply, “know what I mean?” It covers implications, consequences, metaphors, emotional attachments, social attitudes, proprietary interests, suggested possibilities, motives, significance (as distinguished from signification)… and simple semantic paraphrase, too, when that is relevant.


  And while it is perfectly true that semantic paraphrases of music are never “factual,” their assertion is indeed a social fact—one that belongs to a category of historical fact of the most vital importance, since such facts are among the clearest connectors of musical history to the history of everything else. Take for example the current impassioned debate over the meaning of Dmitry Shostakovich’s music, with all of its insistent claims and counterclaims. The assertion that Shostakovich’s music reveals him to be a political dissident is only an opinion, as is the opposite claim, that his music shows him to have been a “loyal musical son of the Soviet Union”—as, for that matter, is the alternative claim that his music has no light to shed on the question of his personal political allegiances. And yet the fact that such assertions are advanced with passion is a powerful testimony to the social and political role Shostakovich’s music has played in the world, both during his lifetime and (especially) after his death, when the Cold War was playing itself out. Espousing a particular position in the debate is no business of the historian. (Some readers may know that I have espoused one as a critic; I would like to think that readers who do not know my position will not discover it here.) But to report the debate in its full range, and draw relevant implications from it, is the historian’s ineluctable duty. That report includes the designation of what elements within the sounding composition have triggered the associations—a properly historical sort of analysis that is particularly abundant in the present narrative. Call it semiotics if you will.


  But of course semiotics has been much abused. It is an old vice of criticism, and lately of scholarship, to assume that the meaning of artworks is fully vested in them by their creators, and is simply “there” to be decoded by a specially gifted interpreter. That assumption can lead to gross errors. It is what vitiated the preposterously overrated work of Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, and what has caused the work of the “new musicologists” of the 1980s and 1990s—Adornians to a man and woman—to age with such stunning rapidity. It is, all pretenses aside, still an authoritarian discourse and an asocial one. It still grants oracular privilege to the creative genius and his prophets, the gifted interpreters. It is altogether unacceptable as a historical method, although it is part of history and, like everything else, deserving of report. The historian’s trick is to shift the question from “What does it mean?” to “What has it meant?” That move is what transforms futile speculation and dogmatic polemic into historical illumination. What it illuminates, in a word, are the stakes, both “theirs” and “ours.”


  Not that all meaningful discourse about music is semiotic. Much of it is evaluative. And value judgments, too, have a place of honor in historical narratives, so long as they are not merely the historian’s judgment (as Francis Bacon was already presciently aware). Beethoven’s greatness is an excellent case in point because it will come in for so much discussion in the later volumes of this book. As such, the notion of Beethoven’s greatness is “only” an opinion. To assert it as a fact would be the sort of historians’ transgression on which master narratives are built. (And because historians’ transgressions so often make history, they will be given a lot of attention in the pages that follow.) But to say this much is already to observe that such assertions, precisely insofar as they are not factual, often have enormous performative import. Statements and actions predicated on Beethoven’s perceived greatness are what constitute Beethoven’s authority, which certainly is a historical fact—one that practically determined the course of late-nineteenth-century music history. Without taking it into account one can explain little of what went on in the world of literate musicmaking during that time—and even up to the present. Whether the historian agrees with the perception on which Beethoven’s authority has been based is of no consequence to the tale, and has no bearing on the historian’s obligation to report it. That report constitutes “reception history”—a relatively new thing in musicology, but (many scholars now agree) of equal importance to the production history that used to count as the whole story. I have made a great effort to give the two equal time, since both are necessary ingredients of any account that claims fairly to represent history.


  


  


  Statements and actions in response to real or perceived conditions: these are the essential facts of human history. The discourse, so often slighted in the past, is in fact the story. It creates new social and intellectual conditions to which more statements and actions will respond, in an endless chain of agency. The historian needs to be on guard against the tendency, or the temptation, to simplify the story by neglecting this most basic fact of all. No historical event or change can be meaningfully asserted unless its agents can be specified; and agents can only be people. Attributions of agency unmediated by human action are, in effect, lies—or at the very least, evasions. They occur inadvertently in careless historiography (or historiography that has submitted unawares to a master narrative), and are invoked deliberately in propaganda (i.e., historiography that consciously colludes with a master narrative). I adduce what I consider to be an example of each (and leave it to the reader to decide which, if any, is the honorable blunder and which the propaganda). The first comes from Pieter C. Van den Toorn’s Music, Politics, and the Academy, a rebuttal of the so-called New Musicology of the 1980s.


  
    The question of an engaging context is an aesthetic as well as an historical and analytic-theoretical one. And once individual works begin to prevail for what they are in and of themselves and not for what they represent, then context itself, as a reflection of this transcendence, becomes less dependent on matters of historical placement. A great variety of contexts can suggest themselves as attention is focused on the works, on the nature of both their immediacy and the relationship that is struck with the contemporary listener.5

  


  The second is from the most recent narrative history of music published in America as of this writing, Mark Evan Bonds’s A History of Music in Western Culture.


  
    By the early 16th century, the rondeau, the last of the surviving formes fixes from the medieval era, had largely disappeared, replaced by more freely structured chansons based on the principle of pervading imitation. What emerged during the 1520s and 1530s were new approaches to setting vernacular texts: the Parisian chanson in France and the madrigal in Italy.

  


  
    During the 1520s, a new genre of song, now known as the Parisian chanson emerged in the French capital. Among its most notable composers were Claudin de Sermisy (ca. 1490–1562) and Clément Jannequin (ca. 1485–ca. 1560), whose works were widely disseminated by the Parisian music publisher Pierre Attaingnant. Reflecting the influence of the Italian frottola, the Parisian chanson is lighter and more chordally oriented than earlier chansons.6

  


  This sort of writing gives everybody an alibi. All the active verbs have ideas or inanimate objects as subjects, and all human acts are described in the passive voice. Nobody is seen as doing (or deciding) anything. Even the composers in the second extract are not described in the act, but only as an impersonal medium or passive vehicle of “emergence.” Because nobody is doing anything, the authors never have to deal with motives or values, with choices or responsibilities, and that is their alibi. The second extract is a kind of shorthand historiography that inevitably devolves into inert survey, since it does nothing more than describe objects, thinking, perhaps, that is how one safeguards “objectivity.” The first extract commits a far more serious transgression, for it is ideologically committed to its impersonality. Its elimination of human agency is calculated to protect the autonomy of the work-object and actually prevent historical thinking, which the author evidently regards as a threat to the universality (in his thinking, the validity) of the values he upholds. It is an attempt, caught as it were in the act, to enforce what I call the Great Either/Or, the great bane of contemporary musicology.


  The Great Either/Or is the seemingly inescapable debate, familiar to all academically trained musicologists (who have had to endure it in their fledgling proseminars), epitomized in the question made famous by Carl Dahlhaus (1928–89), the most prestigious German music scholar of his generation: Is art history the history of art, or is it the history of art? What a senseless distinction! What seemed to make it necessary was the pseudo-dialectical “method” that cast all thought in rigidly—and artificially—binarized terms: “Does music mirror the reality surrounding a composer, OR does it propose an alternative reality? Does it have common roots with political events and philosophical ideas; OR is music written simply because music has always been written and not, or only incidentally, because a composer is seeking to respond with music to the world he lives in?” These questions all come from the second chapter of Dahlhaus’s Foundations of Music History, the title of which—“The significance of art: historical or aesthetic?”—is yet another forced dichotomy. The whole chapter, which has achieved in its way the status of a classic, consists, throughout, of a veritable salad of empty binarisms.7


  This sort of thinking has long been seen through—except, it seems, by musicologists. A scurrilous little tract—David Hackett Fischer’s Historians’ Fallacies—that graduate students of my generation liked to read (often aloud, to one another) behind our professors’ backs includes it under the rubric “Fallacies of Question-Framing,” and gives an unforgettable example: “Basil of Byzantium: Rat or Fink?” (“Maybe,” the author comments, “Basil was the very model of a modern ratfink.”8) There is nothing a priori to rule out both/and rather than either/or. Indeed, if it is true that production and reception history are of equal and interdependent importance to an understanding of cultural products, then it must follow that types of analysis usually conceived in mutually exclusive “internal” and “external” categories can and must function symbiotically. That is the assumption on which this book has been written, reflecting its author’s refusal to choose between this and that, but rather to embrace this, that, and the other.


  Reasons for the long if lately embattled dominance of internalist models for music history in the West (a dominance that in large part accounts for Dahlhaus’s otherwise inexplicable prestige) have more than two centuries of intellectual history behind them, and I shall try to illuminate them at appropriate points. But a comment is required up front about the special reasons for their dominance in the recent history of the discipline—reasons having to do with the Cold War, when the general intellectual atmosphere was excessively polarized (hence binarized) around a pair of seemingly exhaustive and totalized alternatives. The only alternative to strict internalist thinking, it then seemed, was a discourse that was utterly corrupted by totalitarian cooption. Admit a social purview, it then seemed, and you were part of the Communist threat to the integrity (and the freedom) of the creative individual. In Germany, Dahlhaus was cast as the dialectical antithesis to Georg Knepler, his equally magisterial East German counterpart.9 Within his own geographical and political milieu, then, his ideological commitments were acknowledged.10 In the English-speaking countries, where Knepler was practically unknown, Dahlhaus’s influence was more pernicious because he was assimilated, quite erroneously, to an indigenous scholarly pragmatism that thought itself ideologically uncommitted, free of theoretical preconceptions, and therefore capable of seeing things as they actually are. That, too, was of course a fallacy (Fischer calls it, perhaps unfairly, the “Baconian fallacy”). We all acknowledge now that our methods are grounded in and guided by theory, even if our theories are not consciously preformulated or explicitly enunciated.


  And so this narrative has been guided. Its theoretical assumptions and consequent methodology—the cards I am in process of laying on the table—were, as it happens, not preformulated; but that did not make them any less real, or lessen their potency as enablers and constraints. By the end of writing I was sufficiently self-aware to recognize the kinship between the methods I had arrived at and those advocated in Art Worlds, a methodological conspectus by Howard Becker, a sociologist of art. Celebrated among sociologists, the book has not been widely read by musicologists, and I discovered it after my own work was finished in first draft.11 But a short description of its tenets will round out the picture I am attempting to draw of the premises on which this book rests, and a reading of Becker’s book will, I think, be of conceptual benefit not only to the readers of this book, but also to the writers of others.


  An “art world,” as Becker conceives it, is the ensemble of agents and social relations that it takes to produce works of art (or maintain artistic activity) in various media. To study art worlds is to study processes of collective action and mediation, the very things that are most often missing in conventional musical historiography. Such a study tries to answer in all their complexity questions like “What did it take to produce Beethoven’s Fifth?” Anyone who thinks that the answer to that question can be given in one word—“Beethoven”—needs to read Becker (or, if one has the time, this book). But of course no one who has reflected on the matter at all would give the one-word answer. Bartók gave a valuable clue to the kind of account that truly explains when he commented dryly that Kodály’s Psalmus Hungaricus “could not have been written without Hungarian peasant music. (Neither, of course, could it have been written without Kodály.)”12 An explanatory account describes the dynamic (and, in the true sense, dialectical) relationship that obtains between powerful agents and mediating factors: institutions and their gatekeepers, ideologies, patterns of consumption and dissemination involving patrons, audiences, publishers and publicists, critics, chroniclers, commentators, and so on practically indefinitely until one chooses to draw the line.


  Where shall it be drawn? Becker begins his book with a piquant epigraph that engages the question head-on, leading him directly to his first, most crucial theoretical point: namely, that “all artistic work, like all human activity, involves the joint activity of a number, often a large number, of people, through whose cooperation the art work we eventually see or hear comes to be and continues to be.” The epigraph comes from the autobiography of Anthony Trollope:


  
    It was my practice to be at my table every morning at 5:30 A.M.; and it was also my practice to allow myself no mercy. An old groom, whose business it was to call me, and to whom I paid £5 a year extra for the duty, allowed himself no mercy. During all those years at Waltham Cross he was never once late with the coffee which it was his duty to bring me. I do not know that I ought not to feel that I owe more to him than to any one else for the success I have had. By beginning at that hour I could complete my literary work before I dressed for breakfast.13

  


  Quite a few coffee porters, so to speak, will figure in the pages that follow, as will agents who enforce conventions (and, occasionally, the law), mobilize resources, disseminate products (often altering them in the process), and create reputations. All of them are at once potential enablers and potential constrainers, and create the conditions within which creative agents act. Composers will inevitably loom largest in the discussion despite all caveats, because theirs are the names on the artifacts that will be most closely analyzed. But the act of naming is itself an instrument of power, and a propagator of master narratives (now in a second, more literal, meaning), and it too must receive its meed of interrogation. The very first chapter in Volume I can stand as a model, in a sense, for the more realistic assessment of the place composers and compositions occupy in the general historical scheme: first, because it names no composers at all; and second, because before any musical artifacts are discussed, the story of their enabling is told at considerable length—a story whose cast of characters includes kings, popes, teachers, painters, scribes and chroniclers, the latter furnishing a Rashomon choir of contradiction, disagreement and contention.


  Another advantage of focusing on discourse and contention is that such a view prevents the lazy depiction of monoliths. The familiar “Frankfurt School” paradigm that casts the history of twentiethcentury music as a simple two-sided battle between an avantgarde of heroic resisters and the homogenizing commercial juggernaut known as the Culture Industry is one of the most conspicuous and deserving victims of the kind of close observation encouraged here of the actual statements and actions of human agents (“real people”). Historians of popular music have shown over and over again that the Culture Industry has never been a monolith, and all it takes is the reading of a couple of memoirs—as witnesses, never as oracles—to make it obvious that neither was the avantgarde. Both imagined entities were in themselves sites of sometimes furious social contention, their discord breeding diversity; and paying due attention to their intramural dissensions will vastly complicate the depiction of their mutual relations.


  If nothing else, this brief account of premises and methods, with its insistence on an eclectic multiplicity of approaches to observed phenomena and on greatly expanding the purview of what is observed, should help account for the extravagant length of this submission. As justification, I can offer only my conviction that the same factors that have increased its length have also, and in equal measure, increased its interest and its usefulness.


  R. T.

  El Cerrito, California

  16 July 2008


  


  


  Preface


  This volume, principally devoted to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (with some small spillover into the nineteenth for the sake of completing the discussion of Beethoven’s instrumental works), presents and contextualizes material usually covered in music history courses surveying the so-called baroque and classical periods in the traditional (that is, twentiethcentury) periodization of music history. The book is designed to accompany such courses, but at the same time it is hoped that its use will help reconceptualize their content. The text itself gives copious reasons for regarding the terms baroque and classical, and the conventional periodization they symbolize, as outmoded. Both terms are anachronistic to the repertories with which they are now associated. The adjective baroque was first applied to music in the eighteenth, not the seventeenth, century—and then as a pejorative. The adjective classical was first applied to the composers we now intend the term to cover in the 1830s, after they all were dead. Their being dead was part of what made them “classical,” but in every other way the term is misleading.


  Rather than two “periods,” the contents of this book might be viewed as encompassing several major events or watersheds in the history of European music. The first is the establishment of opera, both as a genre and as an institution, at the center of European dramatic art. The volume opens with the two earliest masterpieces of the new theatrical form, both by Claudio Monteverdi but exemplifying vastly different, even antithetical, creative purposes arising from their respective origins in an aristocratic court (in the case of Orfeo) and a public theater (in the case of L’Incoronazione di Poppea). That social difference provides a paradigm that will be constantly invoked and reinvoked as the history of the genre continues in subsequent chapters. The earlier history (or “prehistory”) of opera, the subject of the last chapter in volume 1 of the Oxford History, concerns the rise of the “monodic” idiom (solo voice accompanied by a chord-strumming instrument whose notation consists of a figured bass), a fancied imitation of ancient Greek theatrical declamation that supplanted the fully elaborated (or “perfected”) polyphonic style of the sixteenth century.


  The basso continuo texture thus arrived at became ubiquitous in European music for the next century and a half, the period coextensive with what is usually called baroque, and it provides a much better (because concrete) descriptor of that period. Conceptualizing the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries as the period of the basso continuo has two additional advantages: It focuses attention on harmony, the musical domain that saw the most radical development during the seventeenth century, culminating in the full elaboration of major-minor tonality as a governor—and generator—of musical form. And the new conception of harmonically governed or determined form largely conditioned the amazing rise of instrumental music in the second half of the seventeenth century to the point at which, in the eighteenth, it could vie with vocal music for dominance, and by the end of the period covered by this book, actually achieve it.


  The dominance of instrumental music over vocal not only was a triumph of formal organization but also represented the triumph of a new esthetic ideal, that of romanticism. To observe this is to broach the ultimate advantage of reconceptualizing the contents of this book (and of the courses it accompanies) away from the traditional, chimerical, baroque/classical periodization toward one truly reflective of contemporary events. For the rise of romanticism, in stark contrast to such nonevents as the “rise” of “the baroque” or “the classic,” was an actual contemporary event, and one of transformative importance to music, both as reflected in its style and in its expressive content. And beyond even that, it was an intellectual juncture that transformed notions of what it meant to be an artist.


  That is why it is of crucial importance that the rise of romanticism be given the proper context: namely, the social, historical, and intellectual currents of the late eighteenth century, for all that it is the nineteenth century that in conventional periodization is called the romantic period. Romanticism was emphatically a product of the eighteenth century, and that point is driven home by the boundaries of the present narrative.


  And, it follows, that is why Beethoven is encompassed (but for his single opera) within the confines of this volume rather than the next one. That Beethoven’s creative career began, and his creative personality was formed, at the end of the eighteenth century is sometimes adduced—especially by historians writing in the aftermath of World War II and in the immediate environment of the looming cold war—as evidence of his essential classicism and (in the especially insistent version of Charles Rosen’s widely read treatise of 1970, The Classical Style) his freedom from all taint of the romantic. The question that so exercised twentiethcentury historians—was Beethoven classic or romantic?—is very illuminating of their time; it is altogether meaningless in the context of Beethoven’s time, when “the classic” as a concept in opposition to romanticism did not exist, and it has absolutely no light to shed on him. Beethoven’s coming of age in the last decades of the eighteenth century, far from equipping him with a protective shield against burgeoning romanticism, was precisely what made him the primary embodiment of that very burgeoning.


  Another way of taking the measure of the contents of this volume without recourse to obsolescent or essentialist notions of “period” is to compare conditions at its outset with conditions at its completion. When the curtain goes up, the main figure on stage, Monteverdi, is an Italian specialist in vocal music. When it comes down, the main figure on stage is Beethoven, a German specialist (not as complete a specialist as Monteverdi, but nevertheless decidedly a specialist) in instrumental music. These two changes—one a geographical migration of musical initiative, the other a decisive transvaluation of esthetic values (in the course of which, incidentally, esthetics as a term and as a subject area had its birth)—constitute in the large the trajectory this book’s contents will trace.


  Another change, perhaps equally momentous: Monteverdi and Beethoven were both men of strong personality and will. Far from humble men, they have left ample evidence of their sense of self-worth; and, indeed, they are among the strongest individual agents to figure as dramatis personae on the stage of music history. The dynamic or dialectical relationship between strong agents and the enabling and constraining conditions of their environments is always the main subject of art history. That dialectic is adumbrated in the strongest contrast that may be drawn between our opening and closing protagonists: Monteverdi’s career was passed in service to courts, municipalities, and speculative enterprises that granted him employment; he could conceive of no other social status for a musician. Beethoven passed his entire mature career without official affiliation; and, although he did accept aristocratic patronage, he was able to decide with a degree of freedom that would have been inconceivable to Monteverdi what to write and when to write it. That social emancipation—or was it social abandonment?—of the artist is perhaps the largest theme broached within the covers of this book. It is not a story this book narrates in its fullness. Monteverdi’s status and expectations were formed by developments described in the previous volume, and Beethoven’s status and expectations led in directions that will be described in later ones. But the crucial move from service personnel to autonomous agent takes place in the course of our present narrative, and it was the biggest social transformation in the history of music as a fine art. Without it, this book would have had no call to exist.


  R. T.

  August 2008


  


  


  MUSIC IN THE SEVENTEENTH AND

  EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES


  


  


  CHAPTER 1

  Opera from Monteverdi to Monteverdi


  PRINCELY AND PUBLIC THEATERS; MONTEVERDI’S

  CONTRIBUTIONS TO BOTH


  COURT AND COMMERCE


  Nino Pirrotta, an outstanding historian of Italian music, once proposed the title of this chapter as a joke, but it contains an important insight and provides an excellent frame for discussing some issues of major consequence.1 Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643), previously best known as a composer of polyphonic partsongs, or madrigals, was also a major player in the “monodic revolution,” the rise to dominance of harmony–supported solo singing in the first decade of the seventeenth century. Owing to the unusual length of his career and the places where he happened to live, moreover, he made distinguished contributions to the burgeoning repertoire of music for the stage during more than one phase of its development. His first “musical tale,” as the nascent opera was called, dates from 1607, his last from shortly before his death, thirty-six years later. The first was performed before an invited assembly of nobles in Mantua and had a mythological theme. The last was performed before a paying public in Venice and had a theme from history. Stylistically as well as socially and thematically, the two works were worlds apart. To all intents and purposes, whether historical, theoretical, or practical, they belonged to different genres. It was the second that actually bore the designation opera, and that still looks like one.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 1-1 Claudio Monteverdi.


  


  The first was called Orfeo, and it was a favola in musica on the same music-myth previously (and separately) musicalized by the Florentine courtier-musicians Jacopo Peri and Ciulio Caccini. The other, L’incoronazione di Poppea (“The crowning of Poppea,” the emperor Nero’s second wife), was designated a dramma musicale or opera reggia (“staged work”), work being the literal meaning of the word opera, which has stuck to the genre ever since. Both works still have a toehold on the fringes of today’s repertory, although neither is without interruptions in its performance history. They are the earliest and for today’s audiences the exemplary (“classic”) representatives of the noble musical play and the public music drama, respectively. To put it a little more loosely and serviceably, they are the prime representatives of the early court and commercial operas. As Pirrotta implied, comparing them, the common author notwithstanding, will be a study in contrasts and a powerfully instructive one.


  Because he was so widely recognized by his contemporaries as the most gifted and interesting composer in Italy, Monteverdi (though he had no hand in its inception) became willy-nilly the spokesman and the scapegoat of the new manner of composing (or seconda prattica, as Monteverdi himself called it). It was captious criticism from detractors that made it necessary for Monteverdi to engage in defensive propaganda. But that redounded to our good fortune, because it enables us directly to compare his preaching with his practice, his professed intentions with his achievement.


  FROM MANTUA TO VENICE


  By the time he composed Orfeo, Monteverdi had been an active composer for a quarter of a century. His first publication, a book of three-voice motets, came out in 1582, when he was the fifteen-year-old pupil of Marc’Antonio Ingegneri, an important Counter-Reformation composer who had studied with Vincenzo Ruffo and who was the maestro di cappella at the cathedral of Cremona, Monteverdi’s birthplace. By the late sixteenth century Cremona, a city in Lombardy southeast of Milan, was already famous as a manufacturing center for string instruments. The Amati family had established there the workshop where the design of the modern violin family began to be standardized in the earlier part of the century. Antonio Stradivari (1644–1737), who apprenticed with Niccolo Amati, and who is still thought of as the greatest of all violin makers, inherited the Cremonese art and brought it to its peak.


  In view of his city’s traditions, it is perhaps not surprising that Monteverdi’s first official appointment should have been as a suonatore di vivuola, a string player, in the virtuoso chamber ensemble maintained by Vincenzo Gonzaga, the Duke of Mantua. (As far as we know, however, Monteverdi never composed a single piece of textless instrumental music.) He was engaged in 1590 and remained at the Mantuan court until a few months after Vincenzo’s death in 1612, when he was summarily fired in a notable show of ingratitude by the new Duke Francesco, in whose honor Orfeo had been originally performed.


  By then Monteverdi was a famous musician. He had been maestro di cappella at Mantua for eleven years. By the time of his accession to the post in 1601 he had already published four books of madrigals (one of them containing sacred madrigals) and had already been famously attacked by a conservative music theorist named Giovanni Haria Artusi for harmonic liberties in madrigals that would eventually be published in his next book (1603). The controversy enhanced his reputation enormously, especially when he joined in himself, first (and sketchily) in the preface to his Fifth Book of Madrigals (1605). That book made him by common consent, and by virtue of the debates that surrounded his work, the leading composer of madrigals at the tail end of the genre’s history.


  Two years later—in 1607, the year of Orfeo—Monteverdi fully responded to his critics. The answer was included in a new book of what were actually rather innocuous little convivial compositions that he called scherzi musicali (literally “musical jests”): strophic, homophonic canzonetti and balletti (love songs and dance-songs) in three parts to racy “Anacreontic” (wine-women-song) verses by the poet Gabriello Chiabrera, full of catchy “French” rhythms (as Monteverdi called them) based on hemiolas, but without harmonic audacities or any adventurous word painting to speak of. But it was Monteverdi’s first publication to include a basso continuo, and the strophic songs had instrumental ritornelli between the stanzas. This demonstrative use of what was known as the “concerted” (concertato) style, albeit on a chamber scale, was in itself already a deposition in favor of the latest musical techniques and their implied esthetic (for a sample see Ex. 1-1). But the book also contained a formal statement of principles, one that ever since the seventeenth century has been among the most quoted documents in music history.


  EX. 1-1 Claudio Monteverdi, Scherzi musicali: O rosetta


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  The full title of the 1607 publication was this: Scherzi musicali a tre voci di Claudio Monteverde, raccolti da Giulio Cesare Monteverde suo fratello, con la dichiaratione di una lettera che si ritrova stampata nel quinto libro de suoi madrigali (“Musical jests in three voices by Claudio Monteverdi, collected by his brother Julius Caesar Monteverdi, with a declaration based on a letter that is found printed in his Fifth Book of Madrigals).” Using his younger brother, also a composer, as a mouthpiece, Monteverdi wrote what amounted to a manifesto of the “second practice.” The term became standard, as did his famous slogan—“Make the words the mistress of the music and not the servant” (far che l’oratione sia padrona del armonia e non serva), which managed to sum up in a single sound bite the whole rhetorical program of the radical musical humanists of the preceding century.


  The discussion of the first and second practices in the Declaration is itself a masterpiece of rhetoric. The chief appeal of Artusi and other upholders of the polyphonic tradition had always been to the authority of established practice. The ars perfecta (the “perfected” polyphonic style) was supreme because it was the hard-won culmination of a long history, not the lazy whim of a few trendy egotists. At first the Declaration seems to honor that pedigree. The first practice, defined as “that style which is chiefly concerned with the perfection of the harmony,” is traced back to “the first [composers] to write down music for more than one voice, later followed and improved upon by Ockeghem, Josquin des Prez, Pierre de la Rue [court composer to the Holy Roman Emperor in the early sixteenth century], Jean Mouton, Crequillon, Clemens non Papa, Gombert, and others of those times.” Finally granting flattering recognition to Artusi’s own chief authorities, the Declaration concludes that the first practice “reached its ultimate perfection with Messer Adriano [Willaert] in composition itself, and with the extremely well-thought-out rules of the excellent Zarlino.” Just what Artusi might have said.


  But this recognition of the ars perfecta’s pedigree was only a rhetorical foil. In the very next breath Monteverdi claimed for himself a much older and more distinguished pedigree. “It is my brother’s aim,” wrote Giulio Cesare, “to follow the principles taught by Plato and practiced by the divine Cipriano [de Rore] and those who have followed him in modern times,” namely Monteverdi’s teacher Ingegneri, plus Marenzio, Giaches de Wert, Luzzasco Luzzaschi (a madrigalist who worked at Ferrara and accompanied a famous trio of virtuoso sopranos—the so-called concerto delle donne—at the harpsichord), Peri, Caccini, “and finally by yet more exalted spirits who understand even better what true art is.” Plato, the Monteverdian argument implies, beats Ockeghem any day. Who, in the age of humanism, would dare disagree?


  As early as 1610 Monteverdi, rather spectacularly mistreated by his patrons in Mantua, was casting about for a more satisfactory position. Several of his letters testify to his resentment of the high-handed way in which the Gonzagas dealt with their servant despite his standing in his profession. Like the anecdotes that circulated in the sixteenth century concerning Josquin des Prez, they testify to what we might call artistic selfconsciousness and “temperament” of a sort that later came to be highly prized by artists and art lovers. But where the Josquin anecdotes are apocryphal, the Monteverdi letters are hard documents, the earliest we have of artistic “alienation.” His hair-raisingly sarcastic reply to an invitation to return to Mantua in 1620 still makes impressive reading, and while it probably marked him as nothing more than a crank so far as the Gonzagas were concerned, it marks him for what we now might call a genius; it has in consequence become far and away the most famous letter by a composer before the eighteenth century.2


  By the time he wrote it, Monteverdi had been living in Venice for seven years, serving as maestro di cappella at St. Mark’s Cathedral. He had attracted the interest of the Venetians with a large book of concerted psalm motets for Vespers, plus some continuo-accompanied madrigalistic “antiphons” and a couple of Masses, one of them, unexpectedly, in the stile antico, or old fashioned polyphonic style, based on a famous motet by the sixteenth-century Flemish composer Nicholas Gombert. This Vespers collection was actually written, it seems, in hopes of gaining employment in Rome; and yet its appeal to the home city of the grand concerted (mixed vocal - instrumental) style seems almost predestined.


  Monteverdi’s tenure in Venice did not overlap with that of Giovanni Gabrieli, who had died in 1612; there is no evidence that the two greatest Venetian church composers ever met. Nor, contrary to the easy assumption, was Monteverdi hired to replace Gabrieli, who had served not as choirmaster but as organist. (Monteverdi replaced the previous choirmaster at St. Mark’s, a minor figure named Giulio Cesare Martinengo, who died in July 1613.) The position suited him magnificently, in part because Venice was a republican city where the chief cathedral musician enjoyed a higher social prestige than he could ever have attained in a court situation. He stayed on the job for three decades, until his death; after about 1630, however, he occupied the post only nominally, living chiefly on a pension in semiretirement. This, as we shall see, freed him for other kinds of work in his late years.


  Once in Venice, Monteverdi composed only in the concerted style. He did not publish the service music he wrote in his actual job capacity until his retirement, but he continued to issue madrigals with some regularity, beginning with the Sixth Book in 1614, his last publication in which traditional polyphonic madrigals, left over from his late Mantuan period, appeared cheek by jowl with continuo compositions. They include what could probably be called Monteverdi’s a cappella masterpiece (and probably his last non-continuo composition)—a spectacular cycle of six madrigals, Lagrime d’amante al sepolcro dell’amata (“A lover’s tears at his beloved’s grave”), composed in 1610 to a cycle of poems by Scipione Agnelli that poured subject matter in the recent, racy pastoral mode into an ancient, rigid mold: the old sestina form of Arnaut Daniel, the most virtuosic fixed form of the twelfthcentury Provencal poets known as troubadours, as later adapted by the Italian poet Petrarch in the fourteenth century.


  (The term sestina, derived from the word “six,” denotes a cycle of six six-line stanzas in which the poet is limited to six rhyme words—that is, three rhymed pairs—that have to be deployed in each stanza in a different prescribed order; the six stanzas exhaust the possible permutations. Writing sensible, let alone moving verse under such constraints is a feat that few poets manage successfully; most sestinas, including Agnelli’s in the opinion of some connoisseurs, fall into the category of valiant attempts.)


  By the time he composed the Lagrime d’amante, even Monteverdi’s polyphonic style had been touched by the monodic stile recitativo, as the opening of the first madrigal (Incenerite spoglie, “Ashen Remains”) vividly suggests. Here, certainly, the words of the spiritually benumbed and torpid mourner at the tomb (clearly identified with the tenor) are the “mistress of the music” (Ex. 1-2), and the static harmony mimics the early operatic style of Peri.


  Monteverdi’s Seventh Book of Madrigals, issued in 1619, actually bore the title Concerto. One of its most characteristic items, however, the famous “Lettera amorosa” (love letter), is a monody, the most extended one that Monteverdi ever conceived outside of an actual theatrical situation, or for a single soliloquizing voice. And yet it is theatrical all the same, as Monteverdi recognized by designating the piece as being in genere rappresentativo, “in the representational style.” The style had its technical requirements, notably the static bass, and these are met entirely, so that the whole work becomes an unprecedented 12-minute unstaged scena: music for staging in the theater of the mind (Ex. 1-3).


  Monteverdi’s Eighth Book (1638), his last and most lavish in its instrumentation, was called Madrigali guerrieri, et amorosi (“Madrigals of love and war,”) and also included a few little works (opuscoli) specially designated as being in genere rappresentativo. The earliest item in the book and, in its inextricable mixture of the martial and the erotic, possibly its conceptual kernel, was a setting Monteverdi had made in 1624 of a sizeable chunk from Gerusalemme liberata (“Jerusalem delivered,” 1581), the celebrated epic poem of the crusades by Torquato Tasso, whom Monteverdi might have known during his early years in Mantua.


  EX. 1-2 Claudio Monteverdi, Sestina (Madrigals, Book VI), no. 1 (Incenerite spoglie), mm. 1–9
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  The poem, like any epic, is a narrative, but Monteverdi solved the problem of turning it into a dramatic representation by selecting one of its best-known episodes, called the “Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda,” in which the hero Tancred engages in ferocious hand-to-hand combat with a soldier whom he finally kills, but who in dying reveals herself to be his former lover Clorinda. It is a scene with dialogue, suitable for dramatic treatment, plus a narrator (or the testo, the “text-reciter,” as Monteverdi calls him) who gets most of the lines, and whose graphic description of the gory fight is acted out by the protagonists in mime.


  To give adequate expression to this exceptionally violent text, Monteverdi invented a new style of writing, which he called the “agitated style” (stile concitato), and which consisted of repeated notes articulated with virtuosic rapidity. In his preface, Monteverdi related his stile concitato to the Pyrrhic foot of Greek dramatic poetry, which “according to all the best philosophers… was used for agitated warlike dances.”3 (This correspondence was no doubt arrived at after the fact, but like a good humanist Monteverdi reports the “discovery” as if it had been some sort of disinterested scholarly research.) Most of the concitato effects were assigned to the basso continuo and to the concertato string instruments; it was the origin of the string tremolo that has been a dependable resource ever since for imitating agitation both physical (as in stormy weather) and emotional, and linking them. In the Combattimento, the concitato rhythms move imperceptibly from strictly mimetic imitations (the hoofbeats of Tancred’s horse, the clashing of swords, the exchange of physical blows) to more metaphorical representations of conflict. At the very climax of battle, the testo gets to match speed with the instrumentalists to electrifying effect (Ex. 1-4).


  EX. 1-3 Claudio Monteverdi, Concerto (Madrigals, Book VII), Lettera amorosa (Se i languidi miei sguardi), mm. 1–22
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  O my idol, if my languishing glances, my interrupted sighs, my faltering words, have not been able to make you believe in the sincerity of my passion, then read these notes, believe this paper, this paper on which I have poured out my heart.


  EX. 1-4 Claudio Monteverdi, Combattimento, fifth stanza, L’onta irrita lo sdegno a la vendetta
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  In another “theatrical opuscule” from the Eighth Book, a setting of Rinuccini’s famous canzonetta Lamento della ninfa, “The nymph’s lament” (Ex. 1-5), Monteverdi again turned a narrative into a dramatic scena by framing the complaint of a rejected lover, sung as a solo aria over a ground bass, with narration by a trio of male singers (satyrs?), as if eavesdropping on her grief. The ostinato bass line is no longer one of the standard aria or dance tenors of the sixteenth century, but a four-note segment (tetrachord) of the minor scale, descending slowly by degrees from tonic to dominant—a figure that Monteverdi, through his affecting use of it, helped establish as an “emblem of lament” (so dubbed by Ellen Rosand, a historian of the Venetian musical theater) that would remain standard for the rest of the century and a good deal beyond.4


  This was a new sort of dramatic or representational convention: a musical idea that is independent of any image in the poem, that does not portray the nymph’s behavior iconically or hook up with any observable model in nature; a musical idea associated with a literary one, in short, not through mimesis or direct imitation but by mere agreement among composers and listeners. This, of course, is the way most words acquire their meaning. The new technique could be called lexical or indexical (as opposed to mimetic) signification, and it became increasingly the standard way of representing emotion in the musical theater. The most fascinating aspect of Monteverdi’s use of it is the way he plays off its regularity by making the phrasing of the voice part unprecedentedly irregular and asymmetrical for an aria, and the similar way in which he uses its strong and regular harmonic structure to anchor a wealth of strong, “ungrammatical” and otherwise possibly incomprehensible dissonances between voice and bass.


  Monteverdi issued most of his Venetian church music in 1641 in a huge retrospective collection titled Selva morale et spirituale (“A Righteous and Spiritual Forest [i.e., large accumulation]).” Most of its contents resemble the contents of the 1610 Vespers collection: continuo madrigals on sacred or liturgical texts, and grand concerti in the Gabrieli mode. One of the latter, a Mass Gloria, sometimes known as the “Gloria concertata,” is a spectacular “theatricalization” of the liturgy, as originally sanctioned by the Counter Reformation. It is utterly unlike any previous liturgical setting of the Mass Gloria, and the very opening is the chief symptom of that difference. Monteverdi’s setting is possibly the first Mass Gloria in which the opening words “Gloria in excelsis Deo” are set to original music by the composer rather than being left for the celebrant to intone as a memorized chant formula. And the reason for this considerable liberty—one that, if not expressly forbidden, would not likely have occurred to any composer as desirable before the seventeenth century—lay in an old madrigalist’s inveterate eye for musically suggestive antitheses, and an old theatrical hand’s ability to render them vivid. What could be more irresistible than to contrast bright “glorious” melismas and the high angelic voices of sopranos caroling “on high” (in excelsis) with lowlying “terrestrial” sonorities and the slow-moving rhythms of peace, its tranquil enjoyment affirmed with mellow chromatic inflections?


  So Monteverdi’s Venetian music, while chiefly written for church and chamber, was increasingly couched in theatrical terms: church-as-theater as determined by the Counter Reformation ideal, and chamber theater in the form of opuscoli in genere rappresentativo. What life in Venice did not give him much opportunity to create was actual theatrical music, and that was because Venice, being a republic, had no noble court and consequently no venue for the performance of favole in musica. What actual theatrical music Monteverdi composed during his tenure at St. Mark’s was written on commission from north Italian court cities (including Mantua, his old stamping ground), where there continued to be a demand for intermedii, for favole and balli, or court ballets. Monteverdi wrote (or is thought to have written) at least seven theatrical works between 1616 and 1630, but for the most part their music has been lost.


  EX. 1-5 Claudio Monteverdi, Madrigals, Book VIII, Non havea febo (Lamento della ninfa), mm 1–12
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  POETICS AND ESTHESICS


  The situation in Venice changed drastically when the Teatro San Cassiano opened its doors during the carnival season of 1637. This was the Western world’s first public music theater—the world’s first opera house—and it seems in retrospect inevitable that it should have been Venice, Europe’s great meeting place and commercial center, that brought it forth. “There and then,” as Rosand has written, “opera as we know it assumed its definitive identity—as a mixed theatrical spectacle available to a socially diversified, and paying audience: a public art.”5 This was a greater novelty, perhaps, than we can easily appreciate today, after centuries of public musicmaking for paying audiences. But it made a decisive difference to the nature of the art purveyed, and learning to appreciate this great change will teach us a great deal about the nature of art in its relationship to its audience. In a word, it will teach us about the politics of art and (for our present purposes even more pressing) about the politics of art history, which like the music theater itself is a genere rappresentativo, an artful representation of reality.


  In classical times, and again since the “Renaissance,” or revival of secular learning in the sixteenth century, most history has actually been biography, the story of great men and great deeds. Since the nineteenth century, which was not only the “Romantic era” but also the era of Napoleon and Beethoven, and of a triumphant middle class of “self-made men,” the great men celebrated by historians have typically been great neither because of high birth or hereditary power, nor because of their election by God, but rather by virtue of their individual talents and their ability to realize their destinies, especially in the face of obstacles. (This, we can easily see, is an exact description of both the Napoleonic myth and the myth of Beethoven.) Like Josquin des Prez before him, (see “Music from the Earliest Notations to the Sixteenth Century,” chapter 14), Monteverdi has been Beethovenized by historians. For a long time, the standard account of his life and works was a book by the German musicologist Leo Schrade called Monteverdi, Creator of Modern Music.6
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  FIG. 1-2 Carnival festivities on the Piazza San Marco, Venice.


  


  An art historiography that is centered on great creative individuals will be a historiography centered on what is called poetics. This word has an etymology similar to the words “poetry” or “poetic”, but has an altogether different meaning and a very useful one that should be kept free of the more commonly used words that resemble it. All of these words stem from the Greek verb poiein, “to make.” The word “poetics” remains close to this original meaning and refers to the creative process, the actual making of the artwork.


  The near-exclusive focus on poetics—on making—that is typical in postRomantic historiography can lead to what is sometimes called the “poietic fallacy.” (The peculiar spelling “poietic,” derived from the Greek root word, is used here simply to lessen the possibility of confusion with the more ordinary meaning of “poetic.”) The poietic fallacy is the assumption that all it takes to account for the nature of an artwork is the maker’s intention, or—in a more refined version—the inherent (or immanent) characteristics of the object that the maker has made.


  There has been considerable (quite diversely motivated) resistance to this model of art historiography since twentieth century, and some revision of it. This book will reflect that resistance and revision to some extent. It will pay as much or possibly more attention to larger social, economic, and religious forces as to the personal intentions of composers and theorists. (It could go without saying, but perhaps it had better be said anyway, that complete disregard of such intentions would be just as partial and just as distorted a viewpoint as its opposite: composers are influenced by all sorts of “larger forces,” as are we all, but subjectively—and directly—they are most of all influenced by music.)


  And yet when it comes to the neoclassical impulse that gave birth to dramatic music at the end of the sixteenth century, which found expression in so much explicit theorizing, it is hard not to follow the “poietic” model, putting things mainly in terms of artists’ and theorists’ expressive aspirations and achievements. But like any other form of art (at least those that have been successful), dramatic music, of course, had an “esthesic” side as well (from the Greek aisthesis, “perception”), reflecting the viewpoint and the expectations of the audience. (“Esthesics,” like “poetics,” has a more common cognate—“esthetics,” the philosophy of beauty—with which it should not be confused.) In fact the esthesics of dramatic music is perhaps more of a determining factor (or at least more obviously a determining factor) in its development than in any other branch of musical art, and it is very closely bound up with politics. Before we can understand “opera from Monteverdi to Monteverdi”—that is, the differences between Monteverdi’s Orfeo of 1607 and his Incoronazione di Poppea of 1643—that bond has to be explored.


  OPERA AND ITS POLITICS


  One important aspect of the “esthesics” of early dramatic music was its descent in part from the sixteenth-century Florentine court spectacles known as intermedii. All the earliest favole in musica were fashioned to adorn the same kind of north Italian court festivities, flattering the assemblages of “renowned heroes, blood royal of kings” who were privileged to hear them, potentates “of whom Fame tells glorious deeds, though falling short of truth,” as La Musica herself puts it in the prologue to Monteverdi’s Orfeo—first performed during the carnival season of 1607 to fête Francesco Gonzaga, the hereditary prince of Mantua, where the composer was employed. The words were written by the prince’s secretary, Alessandro Striggio (the son of a famous Mantuan madrigalist of the same name), and the whole occasion had a panegyric (prince-praising) subtext.
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  FIG. 1-3 Francesco Gonzaga (1466–1519), depicted on a Mantuan coin.


  


  Thus the revived musical drama—the invention of a humanistic coterie of Florentine nobles—reflected (and was meant to reflect) the recovered grandeur and glory of antiquity on the princes who were its patrons. Like most music that has left remains for historians to discuss, it was the product and the expression of an elite culture, the topmost echelons of contemporary society. To put it that way is uncontroversial. But what if it were said that the early musical plays were the product and the expression of a tyrannical class—a product and an expression, moreover, that were only made possible by the despotic exploitation of other classes? That would direct perhaps unwelcome attention at the social costs of artistic greatness. Such awareness follows inescapably from an emphasis on the “esthesic,” however; and that is perhaps one additional reason why the “poietic” side has claimed so vast a preponderance of scholarly investigation.


  One scholar who did not flinch from the social consequences of the untrammeled pursuit of artistic excellence was Manfred Bukofzer, in a still unsurpassed essay, “The Sociology of Baroque Music,” first published in 1947. Bukofzer characterized the early musical plays, of which Monteverdi’s Orfeo was the crowning stroke, as the capital artistic expression of the twin triumphs of political absolutism and economic mercantilism, an expression that brought to its pinnacle the traditional exploitations of the arts “as a means of representing power.” It was precisely this exploitation that, in Bukofzer’s view, brought about the stylistic metamorphosis that, following the terminology of his time, he called the metamorphosis from “Renaissance” to “Baroque.” His description is vivid, and disquieting:


  
    Display of splendor was one of the main social functions of music for the Counter Reformation and the baroque courts, made possible only through money; and the more money spent, the more powerful was the representation. Consistent with the mercantile ideas of wealth, sumptuousness in the arts became actually an end in itself…. However, viewed from the social angle the shining lights of the flowering arts cast the blackest of shadows. Hand in hand with the brilliant development of court and church music went the Inquisition and the ruthless exploitation of the lower classes by means of oppressive taxes.7

  


  With the spread of musical plays from the opulent courts of Italy to the petty courts of northern Europe—chiefly Germany, where the first musical play was Dafne, a setting of the Florentine court poet Ottavio Rinuccini’s libretto for the earliest of all favole in musica (originally set by Peri for performance in 1597) as translated by Martin Opitz, court poet of the Holy Roman Empire, with music by Heinrich Schütz, a former pupil of Gabrieli, performed to celebrate a princely wedding at the court of Torgau in 13 April 1627—the costs became ever more exorbitant and the bankrolling methods ever more drastic. “The Duke of Brunswick, for one, relied not only on the most ingenious forms of direct and indirect taxation but resorted even to the slave trade,” Bukofzer reports. “He financed his operatic amusements by selling his subjects as soldiers [in the Thirty Years’ War] so that his flourishing opera depended literally on the blood of the lower classes.”8 The court spectacles thus bought and paid for apotheosized political power in at least three ways. The first and most spectacular—and the most obvious—was the fusion of all the arts in the common enterprise of princely aggrandizement. The monster assemblages of singers and instrumentalists (the former neoclassically deployed in dancing choruses like those of the Greek drama, the latter massed in the first true orchestras) were matched, and even exceeded, by the luxuriously elaborate stage sets and theatrical machinery. Second, the plots, involving mythological or ancient historical heroes caught up in stereotyped conflicts of love and honor, were transparent allegories of the sponsoring rulers, who were addressed directly, as we know, in the obligatory prologues that linked the story of the opera to the events of their reign.


  Third, most subtly but possibly most revealing, severe limits were set on the virtuosity of the vocal soloists lest, by indecorously representing their own power, they upstaged the personages portrayed, or worse, the personages allegorically magnified. The ban on virtuosity reflected the old aristocratic prejudice, inherited from Aristotle, that found its most influential neoclassical expression in Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier, in which noble amateurs are enjoined to affect sprezzatura (“a certain noble negligence,” or nonchalance) in their singing lest they compromise their standing as “free men” by an infusion of servile professionalism. Giulio Caccini, the leading early monodist, had explicitly revived the concept of sprezzatura in the preface to his famous songbook Nuove musiche of 1601 and in so doing gave some precious insight into the manner and purpose of the moderate, intimate, elegantly applied throat-music called gorgia, comparable in some ways with the intimate style of singing known in the twentieth century as crooning.


  Caccini’s preface contained a sarcastic, even cranky comparison between the subtle gorgia he employed and the unwritten (extemporized or memorized) passaggii—real virtuoso fireworks—with which less socially elevated singers peppered their performances. Passaggii, Caccini sneered, “were not invented because they were necessary to the right way of singing, but rather, I think, for a certain titillation they afford the ears of those who do not know what it is to sing with feeling; for were this understood, then passages would no doubt be abhorred, since nothing can be more contrary to producing a good effect.” The matter is couched outwardly in terms of fastidious taste, but the social snobbery lurking within is not hard to discern. Virtuosity is “common.” Those who indulge it or encourage it with their applause are to be despised as vulgar, “low class.” (To find Caccini’s heirs in this antipopulist bias, chances are one need only read one’s local music critic or record reviewer.)


  Not surprisingly, virtuosity found a natural home in the commercial music theater. It is only one of the reasons for regarding the Venetian Teatro San Cassiano and the year 1637, not the Florentine Palazzo Pitti or the year 1597, as the true time and place of the birth of opera as we know it now. Where the court spectacles, even Orfeo, now seem like fossils—ceremonially exhumed and exhibited to sober praise from time to time (and dependably extolled in textbooks) but undeniably dead—the early commercial opera bequeathed to us the conventions by which opera has lived, in glory and in infamy, into our own time. From now on, the word opera as used in this book will mean the commercial opera. Anything else will be called by a different name, whether or not its creators chose to do so.


  As Ellen Rosand has written, modern operagoers can still recognize in seventeenth-century Venetian works “the roots of favorite scenes: Cherubino’s song, Tatiana’s letter, Lucia’s mad scene, Ulrica’s invocation, even Tristan and Iseult’s love duet.”9 With these references to characters and scenes from eighteenth-and nineteenth-century operas by Mozart, Chaikovsky, Donizetti, Verdi, and Wagner, all pillars of the modern repertoire, and surely not by accident, Rosand has named four potent female roles, one fairly neutered masculine partner, and a delectable cross-dresser. Ever since opera opened its doors to a paying public—a public that had to be lured—it has been a prima-donna circus with a lively transsexual sideshow, associated from the very beginning with the carnival season and its roaring tourist trade. Uncanny, nature-defying vocalism easily compensated for the courtly accoutrements—the sumptuous sets, the intricate choruses and ballets, the rich orchestras—that the early commercial opera theaters could not afford. Never mind the noble union of all the arts: what the great Russian basso Fyodor Chaliapin called “educated screaming” is the only bait that public opera has ever really needed, and its attraction has never waned.


  SEX OBJECTS, SEXED AND UNSEXED


  The greatest screamers of all, and the most completely “educated” (that is, cultivated), were the male prima donnas known as castrati, opera’s first international stars, whose astounding sonority and preternaturally florid singing style confirmed opera in an abiding aura of the eerie. Although castrati originated not in the theater but in the churches of sixteenth-century Italy, where females could not perform but a full range of singers was desired, and where (as the historian John Roselli has put it) “choirboys were no sooner trained than lost,”10 the burgeoning commercial opera stage with its exhibitionism and its heroics gave these unearthly singers their true arena. In an age that valued finely honed symbolic artifice, these magnificent singing objects—artists made, not born—were “naturally” the gods, the generals, the athletes, and the lovers. Seventeenth-and eighteenth-century “serious opera” is unthinkable (and unrevivable) without them.


  Here too there are social costs to consider; for if it was to be musically effective, castration had to take place, so to speak, in the nick of time. That meant that the necessary surgery had to be performed on boys before they reached the age of consent. For this reason the operation was always officially illegal, even though the practice catered in large part to the most official social strata. When Charles Burney, the eighteenth-century English music historian, went in search of information on the practice, he was given a royal runaround: “I was told at Milan that it was at Venice; at Venice, that it was at Bologna; but at Bologna the fact was denied, and I was referred to Florence; from Florence to Rome, and from Rome I was sent to Naples.”


  Greedy parents were often responsible; a prospective castrato was supposed to be brought to a conservatory to be tested “as to the probability of voice,” as Burney put it.


  But, he continued,


  
    it is my opinion that the cruel operation is but too frequently performed without trial, or at least without sufficient proof of an improvable voice; otherwise such numbers could never be found in every great town throughout Italy, without any voice at all, or at least without one sufficient to compensate such a loss.11

  


  And as other travelers reported, no churchyard in Italy was without a contingent of unemployed or failed castrati, begging for their subsistence. The eunuchs of Italy were not all heroes.


  By the end of the seventeenth century the serious—the noble and the heroic—was only one of the available operatic modes. The commercial opera was from the first a bastard genre, in which crowd-pleasing comic characters and burlesque scenes or interludes compromised lofty classical or historical themes in violation of traditional (that is, Aristotelian) dramatic rules, before being segregated by snobbish dramatic purists (in the eighteenth century) into discrete categories of “serious” (opera seria) and “comic” (opera buffa). And this was the other great difference—an even more significant difference—between court music spectacles and commercial opera: the latter, at first under cover of comedy, introduced oppositional, anti-aristocratic politics into the genre. The commercial (later the comic) opera, originally instituted as a carnival entertainment, became a very hotbed of what the Russian critic Mikhail Bakhtin called “carnivalism”: authority stood on its head.


  It was already a license to display operatic divas (women singers, literally “goddesses”), veritable warbling courtesans, to the public gaze, and a notorious Jesuit critic, Giovan Domenico Ottonelli, lost little time in rising to the bait. In a treatise of 1652 called Delle cristiana moderazione del theatro, he denounced the theaters of the “mercenarii musici” (money-grubbing musicians) as voluptuous and corrupting in contrast to the edifying spectacles mounted “ne’ palazzi de’ principi grandi” (at the palaces of great princes).12 But the most significant licenses were as much political as moral and marked the public opera indelibly. Public opera became a world where satyrs romped and Eros reigned, where servant girls outwitted and chastised their masters, where philandering counts were humiliated, and where—later and more earnestly—rabbles were roused and revolutions were abetted. No one had to be sold into slavery to support it; and yet, for the most cogent of reasons, opera became the most stringently watchdogged and censored of all forms of art until the twentieth century, when that distinction passed to motion pictures.


  Examples of opera’s disruptive and destabilizing vectors can be drawn from any phase in its history, beginning with the earliest, and the promised comparison of Monteverdi’s two most famous theatrical pieces, sole survivors in the repertory of the court and market genres of seventeenth-century Italy, will make an ideal vantage point for observing them since they epitomized the two artistic and political poles.


  THE QUINTESSENTIAL PRINCELY SPECTACLE


  Orfeo was officially mounted not by the Mantuan court itself but by an Academy or noble learned society—the Accademia degli Invaghiti (“Academy of those captivated [by the arts]”) as it was called—but that was just a front to make the production look like a gift, since the academicians (whose ranks included both the librettist Striggio and the princely honoree) were all courtiers. Its orchestra surpassed that of any intermedio in its range of colors, although no more than a fraction of the full assembly of instruments plays at any one time, so that relatively few musicians were required as long as their ranks included “doublers” who could take different nonoverlapping parts.


  The published score (Venice, 1609) calls for a ceaselessly churning fundamento or continuo contingent of five keyboard instruments (two harpsichords, two flue organs, one reed organ or regal), seven plucked instruments (three chitarroni, two mandolinlike citterns, and two harps), and three bass viols. The string ensemble, which mainly played ritornellos between the stanzas of the strophic numbers, consisted of a basic band of twelve ripieni or ensemble members and two soloists on “French violins” (evidently meaning small dancing-master “pocket fiddles” or pochettes). Finally there was an assortment of wind and brass, some of them reserved for the infernal scenes: two end-blown whistle flutes or recorders, two cornetti, three trombe sordini (“mute trumpets,” probably with slides), five trombones, and a clarino, meaning a trumpet played in its highest register.


  The brass colors were to be flaunted first in a toccata (= tucket in English, Tusch in German)—a quasi-military fanfare that, according to the published score, was to be played three times from various places around the hall to silence the audience and invest the proceedings with appropriate pomp. (Contemporary accounts of the premire suggest that a tucket—perhaps this very one—was played before all Mantuan court spectacles; the one in Orfeo—as so often in the case of apparent innovations—was just the first to get written down.) Bukofzer’s point about the interest in ostentatious displays of power that the Counter Reformation church shared with the “baroque courts” is nicely confirmed by Monteverdi’s reuse of the Orfeo toccata three years later in a very uncustomary way to back up the choral falsobordone (choral recitation) for the Invitatory (opening Psalm verse) in his Vespers of 1610 which, we recall, was originally intended for Rome, the Counter Reformation command center. The concluding doxology is sampled in Ex. 1-6.


  EX. 1-6 Claudio Monteverdi, Vespro della beata virgine (1610), Deus in adiutorium meum intende (doxology), mm. 14–18
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  As in the case of Rinuccini’s libretto for Peri’s Euridice, Striggio’s for Orfeo revises its mythological subject to avoid a tragic conclusion. In the myth, after losing Eurydice a second time, Orpheus turns against all women, for which reason a rioting chorus of jealous Bacchantes tears him to pieces. In the Orfeo libretto Orpheus’s father Apollo, the divine musician, translates Orpheus into the heavenly constellation that bears his name, substituting serene apotheosis for bloody cataclysm. There is also a somewhat didactically pointed clash between virtuosity and true eloquence in Orpheus’s great act III aria Possente spirto, his plea to the ferryman Charon to transport him across the river Styx to the Underworld. The aria consists of five strophes over a ground bass. The first four are decorated with flowery passaggii that exploited the famous skills of Francesco Rasi, a pupil of Caccini, who sang the title role. His florid stanzas are sung in alternation with fancy instrumental solos for the “French violins” mentioned earlier, for harp (standing in for the Orphic lyre), and for cornetto. When all of this artifice leaves Charon unmoved, Orpheus, in desperation, drops all pretense of crafty rhetoric and makes his final appeal in unadorned recitativo to a bare figured bass, the very emblem of sincerity. (Charon, while too oafish to respond, nevertheless falls asleep at this, possibly charmed by Apollo, and Orpheus steals his boat; it is the single touch of comic relief.) Above all, and perhaps strangely to us who know what opera has become, there is virtually no love music in this tender favola, for all that it concerns the parting and reuniting of lovers. Orpheus sings on and on about his love for Eurydice, but he does not express it directly through music—that is, to her. Indeed, as it took a feminist critic, Susan McClary, finally to point out, Eurydice, with only a couple of very plain-sung lines in act I and a couple more in act IV, is hardly a character at all in what is at bottom a very decorous, an inveterately “noble,” and an insistently masculine spectacle in its focus on natural male vocal ranges and on the ideal of self-possession.13 This focus is made explicit in the scene where Orpheus loses Eurydice for the second time and a chorus of spirits sing the moral (intended not only for Orpheus but for the young prince Francesco in whose honor the favola was performed): only he who can subdue his passions with reason is worthy of reward. Indeed, the original performance observed the interdiction on female singers in serious places like the palazzi de’ principi grandi, casting the solo feminine roles—from La Musica to the Messenger to Eurydice herself—for castrati or, in some cases, possibly, for boys.


  What, then, can account for this oddly restricted work’s enduring hold on audiences, even nonnoble ones, even to this day? Of all the individual acts, the second might best suggest the answer in the way Monteverdi’s music mirrors the implicit point of the whole favola, which is in essence a music-myth, a demonstration of music’s power to move the affections. For in the second act Monteverdi and his librettist contrived a determined clash between “phenomenal” and “noumenal” music, as defined by the critic Carolyn Abbate: music actually “heard” as such on stage, and music that symbolizes the emotions expressed in speech. It concentrates the radical humanist message into a more powerful dose than any other contemporary composer imagined.


  The act begins with a celebration of the wedding of Orpheus and Eurydice. Orpheus, surrounded by his friends the shepherds, celebrates his love. They do it as a kind of concert consisting, after an invocation by the title character, of no fewer than four strophic arias, veritable scherzi musicali with lavishly scored instrumental ritornelli, in all likelihood danced as well as sung. The first three are sung respectively by a shepherd, by two shepherds, and by the full chorus. Then comes Orfeo’s big number, the aria Vi ricorda o bosch’ombrosi, in which he gives catchy vent to his joy, using the elegant hemiola meter Monteverdi designated in his Scherzi of 1607 as “French” (=elegant, as in “French pastry”). Repeated references in the verses to Orpheus’s lyre leave no doubt that he is playing along to accompany the singing, and that the songs and dances are literally that—actual songs and dances performed “phenomenally” on stage.


  After Orpheus has finished, one of the shepherds bids him strike up another song with his golden plectrum; but before Orpheus can comply, the baleful “Messenger” (actually the nymph Sylvia) bursts in with the horrible news of Eurydice’s death and silences the stage music for good and all (Ex. 1-7). But the phenomenal music is silenced only so that the noumenal music, the real music of lyric eloquence, can work its wonders on the audience. From here until Orpheus and the Messenger depart the scene (he to fetch Eurydice back, she to hide in shame at having broken such bitter news) no instrument is heard but those of the fundamento, whose music goes symbolically “unheard” on stage.


  EX. 1-7 Claudio Monteverdi, Orfeo, Act II, messenger breaks in on song and dance
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  The central business of the act is the exchange between Orpheus and the nymph Sylvia (fulfilling the same function as the nymph Daphne in Rinuccini’s Euridice libretto), which is clearly modeled on, but just as clearly far surpasses, the analogous scene in Peri’s and Caccini’s earlier favole (Ex. 1-8). Monteverdi actually pays Peri the homage of imitation in his deployment of jarring tonalities; but where Peri had contrasted the harmonies of E major and G minor in large sections corresponding to the main divisions of Orpheus’s soliloquy, Monteverdi uses the contrast at very close range to underscore the poignancy of the dialogue psychologically.


  EX. 1-8 Claudio Monteverdi, Orfeo, Orfeo gets the horrifying news from the messenger
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  The harmonic disparity between Orpheus’s lines and Sylvia’s symbolizes his resistance to the untimely news she has brought him. He breaks in on her narrative with G minor—Ohimè, che odo? (“Oh no, what am I hearing?”)—as soon as she has mentioned the name of Eurydice (on an E-major harmony), as if to deflect her from the bitter message she is about to deliver, but she comes right back with E major and resolves the chord cadentially to A on the word morta, “dead.” When Orpheus responds with another Ohimè, this time he takes up the same harmony where she left it and confirms it with D, the next harmony along the circle of fifths: the message has sunk in, and he must accept it.


  Once again, as in Euridice, the same horrific events are recounted rather than portrayed: not only out of delicacy, but because the composer’s interest is in portraying not events but emotions, those of the Messenger herself and those of Orpheus. When Orpheus finds his voice again after temporarily becoming (as one of the shepherds puts it) “a speechless rock,” Monteverdi again shows his reliance upon Peri as a model, but once again only to surpass his predecessor. Monteverdi’s central soliloquy, like Peri’s, builds from stony shock to resolution, but does so with a fullness of gradation that mirrors much more faithfully—and recognizably!—the process of emotional transmutation (Ex. 1-9). The secret lies in the bass, which begins with Periesque stasis but gradually begins to move both more rhythmically and with a more directed harmonic progression, approaching some middle ground between recitativo and full-blown song. (Later this middle-ground activity would be called arioso.) Orpheus having spoken and left, the chorus strikes up a formal dirge by turning the messenger’s opening lines (“Ah, grievous mischance…”) into a ritornello, the messenger’s notes forming the bass, against which a pair of shepherds sing lamenting strophes that recall the previous rejoicing with bitter irony (Ex. 1-10). Whether to regard the dirge as phenomenal or noumenal music is a nice question; but in any event it is formalized and ritualized emotion that is here being expressed, rather than the spontaneous outpouring that provides the act with its center of dramatic gravity. In this most affecting act of Orfeo, then, the dramatic strategy has been to frame dramatic recitative with decorative aria. The commercial opera would eventually reverse this perspective.


  EX. 1-9 Claudio Monteverdi, Orfeo, Orfeo’s recitative (“Tu se’ morta”)
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  THE CARNIVAL SHOW


  In one of the most impressive feats of self-rejuvenation in the history of music, the septuagenarian Monteverdi, bestirred by the institution of public opera theaters, or else offered terms he could not refuse, came out of retirement and composed a final trio of operas for the Teatro SS. Giovanni e Paolo, one of several competitors that quickly sprang up to challenge San Cassiano, the original opera house. The first was Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in patria (Ulysses’ Return to His Homeland), after Homer’s Odyssey. The second, now lost, concerned another mythological subject, the wedding of Aeneas. The last was L’incoronazione di Poppea, not a mythological but a historical fantasy based on Tacitus and other Roman historians. The librettist was Giovanni Francesco Busenello, a famous poet who was active in the Accademia degli Incogniti (the Academy of the Disguised), a society of libertines and skeptics who dominated the early Venetian commercial theater and did their best to subvert the values of court theatricals for the greater enjoyment of the paying public.


  EX. 1-10 Claudio Monteverdi, Orfeo, Chorus (“Ahicasoacerbo”)
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  Busenello’s libretto celebrates neither the reward of virtue nor (as in Orfeo) the chastisement of vice. It is a celebration of vice triumphant and virtue mocked. The librettist’s own argomento or synopsis, published in 1656 in his collected works, puts the story very concisely:


  
    Nero, enamored of Poppaea, who was the wife of Otho, sent the latter, under the pretext of embassy, to Lusitania [Portugal], so that he could take his pleasure with her—this according to Cornelius Tacitus. But here we represent these actions differently. Otho, desperate at seeing himself deprived of Poppaea, gives himself over to frenzy and exclamations. Octavia, wife of Nero, orders Otho to kill Poppaea. Otho promises to do it; but lacking the spirit to deprive his adored Poppaea of life, he dresses in the clothes of Drusilla, who was in love with him. Thus disguised, he enters the garden of Poppaea. Love [i.e., the god Eros] disturbs and prevents that death. Nero repudiates Octavia, in spite of the counsel of [the philosopher] Seneca, and takes Poppaea to wife. Seneca is sentenced to death, and Octavia is expelled from Rome.14

  


  Monteverdi’s setting of this most unedifying—and in places virtually obscene—entertainment has the skimpiest of orchestras (just a little ritornello band notated in three or four staves for unspecified instruments, most likely strings), but it is cast throughout for flamboyant voice types that could never have existed in the court favole: two superbly developed prima-donna roles (the more virtuosic of them the fork-tongued, string-pulling title character, the more poignantly monodic one the wronged and rejected wife), two male parts for shrill castrato singers (the higher of them the feminized, manipulated Emperor Nero, the other the stoical wronged husband), and a quartet of lowborn comic characters—one of them, a ghastly crone (Poppaea’s former wet nurse Arnalta) often played by a male falsettist in drag—who spoof, intentionally or not, the passions and gestures of their betters.


  As often in Shakespeare, Monteverdi’s shorter-lived contemporary, the comic scenes are paired with the most serious ones. Thus, the scene in which Seneca carries out Nero’s sentence of death by committing suicide surrounded by his loving disciples is immediately followed by one in which Octavia’s page is shown chasing her lady-in-waiting, coyly singing the while that he is “feeling a certain something” (Sento un certo non so che) between his legs. And the opera’s most tragic moment, Octavia’s farewell to Rome as she boards the ship that is to take her into exile (Ex. 1-11), is followed immediately by the most farcical—Arnalta’s gloating at her mistress’s impending elevation, and her own (Ex. 1-12). Elsewhere the page, the opera’s “lowest” character, directly mocks Seneca, its most exalted one (Ex. 1-13).


  The relationship between Nero and Poppaea is represented frankly as lustful, and that lust is given graphic musical representation. In an early lovers’ dialogue, Poppaea flaunts her lips, her breasts, and her arms at Nero, and the composer, taking on the role of stage director, seems to prescribe not only her lines and their delivery but her lewd gestures as well. Nero, in response, makes explicit reference to their sexual encounters, even to “that inflamed spirit which, in kissing, I spilled in thee” (Ex. 1-14). And in the opera’s famous culminating number, the duet Pur ti miro, an arching, bristlingly sensual lust duet (for two sopranos, impossible to savor today at full outlandish strength even when the part of Nero is not transposed to the range of a “natural” man but sung by a woman), the music, in its writhing, coiling movements, the increased agitation of the middle section, and the dissonant friction between the singers’ parts (or between them both and the bass: see especially the setting of the words piú non peno, piú non moro in Ex. 1-15), leaves no doubt that the lovers are enacting their passion before us, whether or not the stage director dares show them in the act.


  EX. 1-11 Claudio Monteverdi, L’incoronazione di Poppea, Act III, scene 6 (Octavia), mm. 1–18
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  EX. 1-12 Claudio Monteverdi, L’incoronazione di Poppea, Act III, scene 7 (Arnalta), mm. 1–28
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  EX. 1-13 Claudio Monteverdi, L’incoronazione di Poppea, Act I, scene 6, mm. 113–41
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  This duet, of which the final, opera-ending section is given in Ex. 1-15, symbolizes and formally celebrates in the guise of a ciaccona, a slow dance over a mesmerizing ground bass (again a descending tetrachord at the beginning and the end, but in the lubricious major rather than the lamenting minor), a craving that has subverted all moral and political codes. (Its form, with a contrasting middle section and a reprise of the opening “from the top” [da capo], would become increasingly popular with opera composers and eventually replace the strophic aria.) Where Orfeo, the court pageant, celebrated established order and authority and the cool moderation that its hero tragically violates, Poppea, the carnival show, brings it all down: passion wins out over reason, woman over man, guile over truth, impulse over wisdom, license over law, artifice (in persuasion, in the singing of it, in the voice itself) over nature.


  EX. 1-14 Claudio Monteverdi, L’incoronazione di Poppea, Act I, scene 10, mm. 1–38
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  EX. 1-15 Claudio Monteverdi, L’incoronazione di Poppea, final scene, no. 24 (ciaccona: Pur ti miro), end
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  Scholars now agree that Pur ti miro, once thought to be the aged Monteverdi’s sublime swan song, was not written by him at all, but by a younger composer (maybe Francesco Cavalli, Monteverdi’s pupil; maybe Benedetto Ferrari; maybe Francesco Sacrati, now regarded as the prime suspect) for a revival in the early 1650s. Only that version, presumably one of many that circulated in the theaters at the time, has survived. And so it is now the standard text, but it had no such status in its own day. That is another difference between the court spectacles and the earliest real operas. The court operas, performed once only, were then printed up as souvenirs of the festivities for which they were composed in fully edited, idealized texts that resembled books. These scores could become the basis of later productions (and did so in the case of Orfeo), but that was not their primary purpose.


  Commercial operas, by contrast, were not published at all until comparatively recent times. Like today’s commercial (e.g., “Broadway”) musical shows, they existed during their runs and revivals in a ceaseless maelstrom of negotiation and revision, existing in a multitude of versions—for this theater, for that theater, “for the road,” for this star or that—and never attained the status of finished texts. It distorts them considerably even to contemplate them from the purely “poietic” standpoint that has become the rule for “classical music.” They were esthesic objects par excellence, not texts but performances, embodying much that was unwritten and unwritable, directed outward at their audience, not at history, the museum, posterity, the classroom, or any other place where poietics is of primary interest.


  Once again we observe that the fully textual (or textualized) condition we associate with “classical music” and its permanent canon of masterpieces came into being much later than many types of music that eventually entered its orbit, sometimes with distorting or invidious result. And yet the commercial opera never did altogether supplant the courtly, since they occupied differing social spheres and have only lately met, uneasily, on the modern operatic stage.


  Ever since 1637, then, the world of opera has been a divided world, its two political strains—the edifying and the profitable, the authoritarian and the anarchic, the affirmational and the oppositional—unpeacefully coexisting, the tension between them conditioning everything about the genre: its forms, its styles, its meanings (or its attempts to circumvent meaning), its performance practices, its followings, its critical traditions. The same political tension lies behind every one of the press skirmishes, reforms, and “querelles” that dot operatic history (and that we shall be tracing in due course), and it informs the intermission disputes of today. Nothing else attests so well to opera’s cultural significance, and nothing else so well explains the durability of this oldest of living musical traditions in the West.


  


  CHAPTER 2

  Fat Times and Lean


  ORGAN MUSIC FROM FRESCOBALDI TO SCHEIDT; SCHÜTZ’S

  CAREER; ORATORIO AND CANTATA


  SOME ORGANISTS


  Whoever wrote it, and however it may have related to Monteverdi’s original design, the ending of L’incoronazione di Poppea was a harbinger. The seventeenth century was the great age of the ground bass. Infinitely extensible formal plans (if “plan” is indeed the word for something that is infinitely extensible) enabled musical compositions to achieve an amplitude comparable to the extravagantly majestic Counter Reformation church architecture that provided the spaces in which they were heard (and to which the word “baroque” was first applied).


  These forms grew directly out of an oral or “improvisatory” practice that continued to flourish alongside its written specimens. The written examples, especially those meant for solo virtuosos to perform, represented the cream of the oral practice—particularly effective improvisations retained (as “keepers”) in memory for repeated performance and refinement and eventual commitment to paper, print, and posterity.


  That certainly seems to be the case with Girolamo Frescobaldi (1583–1643), the organist at St. Peter’s basilica in Rome from 1608 to his death, whose mature works were among the most distinctive embodiments of practices arising in the wake of the Counter Reformation. He was at once the most flamboyantly impressive keyboard composer of his time and the most characteristic, because it was characteristic of early seventeenth-century music to be flamboyantly impressive. The theatricalized quality that virtually all professional music making strove to project was as avidly cultivated by instrumentalists as by vocalists and those who wrote their material. The stock of the instrumental medium rose in consequence to the point where a major composer could be concerned primarily with music for instruments. Before the seventeenth century that had never happened.
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  FIG. 2-1 Girolamo Frescobaldi, by Claude Mellan (1598–1688).
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  FIG. 2-2 Interior of St. Peter’s basilica, Rome, painted in 1730 by Giovanni Paolo Pannini (1692–1765).


  


  Many of Frescobaldi’s compositions circulated during his lifetime only in manuscript, but the composer did personally oversee the publication of sixteen volumes between 1608 and 1637. Of the sixteen, only four volumes contained vocal compositions: one of motets, one of madrigals, and two of continuo arias written during a brief sojourn in Florence. The remaining twelve were devoted to instrumental works. Eight of them were issued in partitura, that is, laid out in score with strict voice leading, in most cases with parts provided so that they could be performed by ensembles as well as at the keyboard. The remaining four were libri d’intavolatura, idiomatic keyboard compositions laid out like modern keyboard music on a pair of staves corresponding to the player’s two hands, with free voice leading and other effects that precluded ensemble performance.


  When he played them himself, the composer certainly adapted his ricercari, fantasias, and canzonas to the idiomatic style of his “intabulations.” Nevertheless, the libri d’intavolatura contained Frescobaldi’s most novel, most theatrical, and most elaborately “openended” compositions, and in that sense they reflected his most vividly over-the-top (i.e., “baroque”) side. Such compositions came in two main types—partite (that is, variations) over a ground bass, and formally capricious, unpredictable toccate. We will sample both at their most flamboyant.


  A visiting French viol player named André Maugars left a revealing description of the mature Frescobaldi at work (or at play) in 1639, “displaying a thousand kinds of inventions on his harpsichord [spinettina] while the organ stuck to the main tune,” adding that “although his printed works give sufficient evidence of his skill, still, to get a true idea of his deep knowledge, one must hear him improvise toccatas full of admirable refinements and inventions.”1 Maugars well knew whereof he spoke. As an internationally famous musician from whom no written music survives, he if anyone knew that the musical daily business of seventeenth-century instrumentalists continued to be transacted ex tempore. On the same trip to Rome, Maugars enjoyed his own success before Pope Urban VIII, Frescobaldi’s patron, improvising in the organ loft during Mass on a theme presented as a challenge by the organist, who then repeated it as an accompaniment “while I varied it with so much imagination and with so many different rhythms and tempi that they were quite astonished.” Frescobaldi’s famous Cento partite sopra passacagli (“A Hundred Variations on Passacalles”), the concentrated residue of years of similar improvising, is nothing if not astonishing, with its frequent surprising forays into contrasting rhythms and tempi and its startling harmonic effects. It comes from the last of his keyboard publications, called Toccate d’intavolatura di cembalo et organo, partite di diverse arie, e correnti, balletti, ciaccone, passacagli, published in Rome in 1637. The title lists four other keyboard genres besides toccatas and partitas:


  —The corrente was a dance in triple meter (courante in French) that could occur either with a quick step notated in [image: Image] or [image: Image] or in a more stately variant notated in [image: Image] with many hemiolas.


  —The balletto, as Frescobaldi used the term, was a dignified dance of German origin (hence allemande in French), usually in a broad duple meter. Balletti and correnti were often cast in melodically related pairs, like the pavanes and galliards of the previous century.


  —The ciaccona was a fast and furious dance in syncopated triple meter, which in the sixteenth century had been imported into Spanish and Italian courtly circles from the New World. (The first literary use of the word chacona, the Swiss music historian Lorenzo Bianconi has disclosed, came from a Spanish satire on Peruvian customs published in 1598.2) Its first appearance in a musical print was in an Italian guitar book of 1606, where it was given as a formula for singing poetry in the manner of an old-fashioned “aria.”3 As a dance, the ciaccona was built over repetitive chord progressions similar in practice to the traditional Italian dance tenors, and was considered so inveterately lascivious that it was banished—as an actual dance—from the Spanish stage. An air of forbidden fruit surrounded it thereafter, which is why it was the inevitable choice of Sacrati (or whoever it was who renovated L’incoronazione di Poppea) for the lubricious final duet. The Italian poet Giambattista Marino (1569–1625), whose highly mannered, flamboyant verses Monteverdi often set, aimed some mock curses at this “immodest, obscene dance, with its thousand twisted movements” in his epic Adonis: “Perish the foul inventor who first amongst us introduced this barbaric custom,…this impious profane game, which the novo ispano [i.e., the denizen of “New Spain,” meaning the Americas] calls ciaccona!”4 These lines were written in 1623. Nine years later, Monteverdi published his setting of Ottavio Rinuccini’s imitation of Petrarch’s famous sonnet Zefiro torna (“The breeze returns”) in the form of a “ciacona” (Ex. 2-1), and from then on it was a major Italian medium for love poetry, for stage music, and for instrumental virtuosity.


  —Passacagli is Italian for passacalles, a related Spanish genre consisting of variations on cadential patterns that apparently grew out of the habits of guitarists who accompanied courtly singers, and who introduced and bestrewed the songs with casual ritornellos—the kind of thing accompanists in today’s nonliterate (“pop”) genres call “vamping.” Like today’s popular guitarists and keyboardists, who often take off on their vamping figures for impressive flights of fancy, so the players of passacagli often elaborated them into long instrumental interludes, eventually into independent instrumental showpieces.


  The repetitive cadential phrases of the ciaccona and the passacagli were a natural for adaptation to traditional groundbass techniques, and that is how they entered the domain of written music. The first literate instrumental adaptations of the two related genres were by Frescobaldi. His second libro d’intavolatura, published in 1627, contained both a set of Partite sopra ciaccona (roughly “variations on the chacona”) and one of Partite sopra passacagli (“variations on passacalles”). Eventually the name of the latter variations genre was standardized in Italian as passacaglia, and the ciaccona, owing (as we shall see) to its many adaptations on the French stage, has become falsely but firmly identified with France and is now most widely known as the chaconne.


  EX. 2-1 Claudio Monteverdi, Zefiro torna, beginning
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  Frescobaldi’s enormous Cento partite (“hundred variations”) of 1637, though nominally another passacaglia set, actually mixes several of the genres just described. A total of 78 actual passacagli or varied two-or four-bar cadence figures alternate first with a corrente and then with some forty ciaccona progressions, producing a total far in excess of one hundred, from which the player was invited to choose ad libitum. As the composer wrote in the preface, “the passacaglias can be played separately, in accordance with what is most pleasing, by adjusting the tempo of one part to that of the other, and the same goes for the ciacconas.”5


  It is even possible that the word cento in the title was chosen for its resonance with the earlier Latin usage, chiefly used in connection with church chant, which denotes not literally “one hundred” but rather a patchwork or mixture of formulas. The title, then, would mean something like “A mixed bag of variations on passacaglias [and other things]” or “Passacaglias mixed with other groundbass formulas.” In any case, Frescobaldi’s fanciful mixture of sameness and contrast gave instrumental music access to a whole new temporal plane, and a newly dramatized character. This was music with real “content,” not just an accessory to vocal performances or a liturgical time-filler.


  Yet tonally speaking, and in keeping with its character as compendium rather than a work of fixed content, Frescobaldi’s mixed bag is extremely, even disconcertingly, loose. The first set of passacagli, as well as the corrente that they surround, are in D minor. A sudden cadence to what we call the “relative major” on F, duly labeled “altro tono” (“the other mode”), leads to the first section labeled ciaccona, also in F. From there on the tonal behavior of the composition is altogether unpredictable, as is the final cadence on E. This lack of “tonal unity” has led some writers to suggest that the work is no “composition” at all, but just an assortment of goods. Other writers have even suggested that the components were printed in the wrong order as the result of “some sort of mishap at the printer’s office,” to cite one scholar’s particularly rash proposal.6 The composer’s presence on the scene, and his presumable role as proofreader, makes this somewhat implausible. While granting that the performer had many options besides the printed order (“in accordance with what is most pleasing,” as the composer allowed), the printed order must surely be counted as one of the available options. The only conclusion the evidence supports is that the “tonal unity” we look for now in an extended composition was not (yet) considered a necessary criterion of coherence for works of this type. Ex. 2-2 shows the final section, in E. Note the cadences in every other bar. Their regularity is in fact a guide to tempo; from their placement we can tell, for example, that the note values following the triple meter signature should be read at doppio movimiento or double speed.


  THE TOCCATA


  The earliest recorded use of the word “toccata” in a musical source occurs in a lute collection of 1536, where it refers to the kind of brief improvisatory prelude formerly called preambulum or ricercar or even tastar de corde (“checking to see if the strings are in tune”). The new term was evidently coined to substitute for “ricercar” when the latter term had become firmly associated with “strict” imitative compositions in motet style. Over the next hundred years the term saw a variety of uses; we have already seen it applied by Monteverdi to the curtain-raising flourish before his Orfeo, a kind of theatrical preambulum. Later on, pieces called “toccata” achieved greater dimensions and independent status, but they always remained “free” and open in form, deriving their continuity from discontinuity, to put it paradoxically. That is, they relied on contrast—in texture, meter, tempo, tonality—between short striking sections, rather than the continuous development of motives, to sustain interest. “Striking” meant virtuosic as well; toccatas, like the preluding improvisations of old, were often festive display pieces that turned the very act of playing (or “touching”—toccare—the keys) into a form of theater.


  EX. 2-2 Girolamo Frescobaldi, Cento partite sopra passacagli, conclusion
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  Frescobaldi inherited the toccata from Claudio Merulo (1533–1604), whose two books of toccatas, published in Rome shortly before Frescobaldi took up his duties at St. Peter’s, had established what would become the genre’s basic modus operandi as an alternation of “free” chordal and “strict” imitative sections. With his horror of regularity, Frescobaldi turned Merulo’s placid interchanges into another sort of “mixed bag,” in this case a dazzling bag of tricks. In the very lengthy and detailed preface to his first book of toccatas, the epochal Primo libro d’intavolatura (“First book of intabulations,” 1615), reprinted in every subsequent book, Frescobaldi explicitly gave the performer the last say as to the form his toccatas took, just as he himself must have done when performing them. “In the toccatas,” he wrote, “I have taken care not only that they be abundantly provided with different passages and affections but also that each one of the said passages can be played separately; the performer is thus under no obligation to finish them all but can end wherever he thinks best.”7


  This option would seem to apply particularly to the famous Toccata nona or ninth toccata from Frescobaldi’s second book (1637), which set a new and widely emulated standard for fireworks (Ex. 2-3). It begins with a bit of cursory lip service to imitation between the hands, but motivic consistency is not maintained past the second bar; and although the piece ends where it began, in F, the tonal vagaries along the way are seemingly as wayward as possible. It is that sense of wandering through a harmonic labyrinth, as well as the mounting rhythmic figuration and the frequent superimposition of conflicting divisions of the beat (“threes against twos”), that must have prompted the curious note of mingled self-congratulation and lampoonery that Frescobaldi appends in conclusion: Non senza fatiga si giunge al fine (“You won’t make it to the end without tiring”). The many apparent changes of time signature along the way are really proportion signs: [image: Image], for example, literally means 12 sixteenth notes in the time of eight, later cancelled by its seemingly inscrutable reciprocal, [image: Image]. It is the sort of thing indicated in more modern notation by the use of triplet signs and the like (Ex. 2-3).


  EX. 2-3 Girolamo Frescobaldi, Toccata IX (Toccata nona), mm. 11–22
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  In the hands of Frescobaldi’s pupils like Michelangelo Rossi (1602–56), the toccata could become truly bizarre, seemingly in the spirit of the late polyphonic madrigal. In Rossi’s Toccata settima, the seventh toccata in his first libro d’intavolatura (published in Rome without a date, most likely around 1640) the weird harmonic successions of Carlo Gesualdo’s madrigals or the monodies of Sigismondo d’India are elevated to the level of broad sectional contrasts (Ex. 2-4). Music like this is clearly contrived to knock listeners for a loop, the way an outlandish twist of plot might do the spectators in a drama.


  EX. 2-4 Michelangelo Rossi, Toccata VII (Toccata settima), mm. 9–16


  


  [image: Image]


  


  In Frescobaldi, stupefying chromatic effects are most often found in a special subgenre called toccate di durezze e ligature (“toccatas with dissonances and suspensions”) that inhabits a very different expressive world from the histrionic self-assertion of the showpiece toccatas. Such pieces are found among the other toccatas in Frescobaldi’s libri d’intavolatura (and they are found in the work of some earlier organists as well), but they may be seen in their natural habitat, so to speak, in his largest collection, Fiori musicali (“Musical flowers,” 1635), which contains music designed for specific liturgical use, arranged in three “organ Masses.”


  This wonderfully suggestive volume enables us to imagine the way in which organists, still for the most part working ex tempore, actually accompanied the church service in the years following the Counter Reformation. Each Frescobaldi organ Mass begins with a short flourish of a toccata (Toccata avanti la Messa) that functions as an intonazione, a fancy way to give the choir its pitch. The next (and longest) section is a complete and very old-fashioned cantus firmus setting of the Kyrie, the organist’s equivalent of the choir’s stile antico. Ex. 2-5 shows the beginning of the Kyrie setting from the second organ Mass in Fiori musicali, the Messa della Madonna (“Mass of the Virgin Mary”), based on the Gregorian Kyrie IX (“Cum jubilo”).


  EX. 2-5 Girolamo Frescobaldi, Messa della Madonna (in Fiori musicali), opening section of Kyrie, mm. 13–23
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  Then follow a lively Canzon dopo la Pistola, a “canzona [for playing] after the Epistle [and before the Gospel],” to preface or stand in for the Gradual; a strictly imitative Recercar dopo il Credo, a “ricercar [for playing] after the Credo,” to introduce the Offertory and accompany the collection (sometimes itself preceded by a short toccata, giving the effect of what was later known as a prelude and fugue); and to conclude, a Canzone post il Comune, a “canzona [for playing] after [the singing of] the communion [chant],” also sometimes introduced by a little toccata, to accompany the distribution of the wine and wafer. The canzona, a name descending from the French chanson (song), denoted a catchy, lightweight piece in many sections.


  The toccata di durezze e ligature, sometimes called the toccata chromatica, is played per le levatione, “for the Elevation,” the moment when the priest performs the transubstantiating miracle that turns the wine and wafer into the blood and body of Christ, as his ordination empowers him to do. It is the most mysterious moment of the Mass, a moment of sublime contemplation, and it is that mood of self-abasement before a truth that passes human understanding that the elevation toccata, in its unearthly harmony, is designed to capture, or induce.


  The Elevation toccata from Frescobaldi’s Messa della Domenica, the Mass for Sundays throughout the year, is both his most chromatic composition and the one most poignantly riddled with suspensions. Its obsessive contemplation of an “irrational” idea, in which an apparent leading tone turns tail and descends dissonantly through semitones (an effect later classified by German theorists, among other “unnatural progressions,” as the passus duriusculus, “the hard way down”), makes the toccata an epitome of the Counter Reformation ideal, long since associated with St. Theresa, that envisaged “religious experience” as deeply felt emotion on the very threshold of pain.


  SWEELINCK—HIS PATRIMONY AND HIS PROGENY


  Surely the most spectacular workout ever given the passus duriusculus was in a Fantasia chromatica by the Dutch organist Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck (1562–1621), Frescobaldi’s older contemporary, who succeeded his father as chief organist at Amsterdam’s Oude Kerk (Old Church) while still in his teens, and held it until his death. Unlike Frescobaldi, Sweelinck was not a church organist in the full sense of the word. The Dutch Reformed Church, Calvinist in outlook, forbade the use of “figural” (polyphonic or instrumental) music during services. Rather, Sweelinck was employed to perform what amounted to daily organ recitals—an hour of uninterrupted music making—to follow the morning and evening services. Like Frescobaldi, and like every other keyboard virtuoso of the day, Sweelinck was best known for his improvisations, and the works he noted down and allowed to circulate (in manuscript only) represented the skimmed cream of this daily exercise.


  For publication Sweelinck composed a great deal of vocal music, most of it secular and none of it meant for actual service use. It was intended for the international music trade and was therefore composed to texts in international languages: French (chansons and metrical psalms), Latin (motets), and Italian (madrigals). Although some of his publications were equipped with organ accompaniments to make them commercially viable, none of Sweelinck’s music is actually “concerted.” His vocal music is all fully polyphonic in the sixteenth-century style; never does the instrumental bass play an independent role, nor did Sweelinck publish so much as a single solo song or monody. That makes him the youngest continental composer never to write in the concerted or monodic styles of vocal music, and he therefore looms in retrospect as the last of the legendary “Netherlanders” of the polyphonic Golden Age.


  But his dual preoccupation with old-fashioned vocal music and extremely up-to-date keyboard compositions puts Sweelinck in a position comparable to no other Netherlander, but rather like that of William Byrd, his older English contemporary. The similarity was not fortuitous. While he never met Byrd, Sweelinck was well acquainted with several other English composers who had settled in the southerly (Catholic) part of the Netherlands that is now Belgium. Peter Philips (1560–1628) came to Brussels in 1589 in the entourage of a recusant nobleman, Lord Thomas Paget, who had fled England to avoid religious persecution. After Paget’s death the next year, Philips relocated in Antwerp. He was joined in 1612 by John Bull (1562–1628), who also claimed to be a religious refugee but is now thought to have been evading some sort of “morals” charge (possibly adultery or pederasty). Philips and Bull were the conduits through which the very advanced art of the Elizabethan keyboard composers established, through Sweelinck, a continental base. Sweelinck composed variations on a pavan (a slow keyboard dance) by Philips, and after his death Bull based a fantasia on a theme by Sweelinck.


  Once he had absorbed the English styles and genres, moreover, Sweelinck’s work began circulating in England along with native wares. A fantasia by Sweelinck is found in the so-called Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, a mammoth collection of English keyboard music and the chief source for much of Philips and Bull. Its present name comes from its present location, the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, but it may actually have been assembled at the Fleet Prison in London, where its compiler, Francis Tregian, was confined for recusancy from 1614 until his death three years later. “Virginal” was the name of the English version of the harpsichord: a small box, often in the shape of a pentagon, that contained only a single set of strings. Several virginals of various sizes were often piled atop one another to gain a fuller range of pitch and color. The origin of the name is obscure, but it was popularly associated with the girls who were most often taught to play it as a social grace, and it became the inevitable pretext for a lot of coarse punning.


  The Sweelinck fantasia—one of many, especially by English composers, that used the solmization hexachord (ut–re–mi–fa–sol–la) as cantus firmus—was entered in the Fitzwilliam manuscript in 1612. Equally a tour de force of keyboard virtuosity and of counterpoint, it contains twenty officially numbered statements of the familiar scale segment, both ascending and descending, in various transpositions, diminutions, and syncopated forms, and against many countersubjects and accompaniment figures. And it harbors many hidden variations as well, including strettos. More organ-specific yet are Sweelinck’s four fantasias “op de manier van een echo” (in the manner of an echo), or echo-fantasias, in which the middle section of the piece consists of little phrases marked forte and repeated piano, calling the multiple keyboards or manuals of the organ into play. The effect is transferable to a multiple-manual harpsichord as well, and Sweelinck’s fantasias are often played on that instrument. But on the organ, with its spatially separated ranks of pipes, such passages come out as literally antiphonal, reflecting the old Venetian polychoral style.
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  FIG. 2-3 Pentagonal virginal (Italian, 1585) at the Russell Collection, University of Edinburgh.


  


  The Chromatic Fantasia (Ex. 2-6), on the passus duriusculus tetrachord, pitches the titular chromatic descent on D, A, and E, so that all twelve notes of the chromatic scale are eventually employed in stages over the course of the composition. The piece is thus a magnificent reconciliation of the venerable academic counterpoint of the sixteenth century with the burgeoning affective or pathetic style of the seventeenth. It is also a summit of virtuosity, displaying the cantus firmus at four rhythmic levels (from whole notes to eighth notes in the transcription) and reaching a peak of rhythmic excitement with sextolets (sixteenth notes grouped in sixes like double-time triplets) and thirty-second notes, very much in the style of English keyboard figuration.


  EX. 2-6 Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck, Fantasia chromatica, mm. 1–16
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  English sextolets can be seen in their natural habitat in Giles Farnaby’s Daphne, from the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book (Ex. 2-7). This is a set of variations (or divisions, to use the contemporary word) on a bawdy popular song that retold the myth, popularized by Ovid, of Apollo’s (or Phoebus’s) lascivious pursuit of the nymph Daphne and her rescue by the earth-goddess Gaea, who transformed her into a laurel tree. These variation sets were the virginalist composer’s most characteristic genre. Their nearest precedent were sets of diferencias—Spanish for divisions—on popular songs that were published by Iberian lutenists and organists beginning with Luis de Narváez in 1538; the most famous such set is the one by the blind organist Juan de Cabezón on the folk tune Guárdame las vacas—“Watch over my cattle”—printed in 1578, twelve years after his death. Farnaby (1563–1640), a “joiner” or carpenter by trade, was eventually a builder of virginals as well as a performer on them and composer for them. His extant work is preserved almost complete in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book and is hardly found elsewhere.


  EX. 2-7 Giles Farnaby, Daphne, mm. 1–13
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  Whether through Farnaby’s work or Byrd’s, or through personal contact with Philips and Bull, this type of variation writing passed to Sweelinck, who wrote the best-known examples of it, of which some are still played by organ recitalists today. The set on the French love song “Est-ce Mars?” uses a tune known far and wide in many guises. (Farnaby wrote a version under the silly name “The New Sa-Hoo”—i.e., “Say Who?”) The words as Sweelinck knew them mean, “Could this be Mars, the great battle-god, whom I espy? To judge by his arms alone, so I’d think. But at the same time it’s clear from his glances that it’s more likely Cupid here, not Mars.” Sweelinck is just as droll and whimsical as Farnaby and reaches the obligatory rhythmic peak with sextolets; but unlike his English counterpart he is concerned to show off his contrapuntal technique as well as his eccentric fancies, with a suggestion of stretto as early as the second variation and a brief canon in the last. Oddly enough, and with only a couple of exceptions, the only sacred melodies to which Sweelinck devoted variation sets were Lutheran chorales. This unexpected preoccupation on the part of a non-German, non-Lutheran organist seems to have come about as a byproduct of Sweelinck’s extensive teaching activity. He was much sought after by pupils, to whom he devoted a great deal of time, and his best ones were German. For a time the three principal organ posts in Hamburg, the largest North German city, were all held by former pupils of “Master Jan Pieterszoon of Amsterdam,” which led Johann Mattheson, an eighteenth-century composer and music historian, to dub Sweelinck the “hamburgischen Organistenmacher” (the Hamburg-organist-maker).8


  With his prize pupil, Samuel Scheidt (1587–1654), who came from the Saxon town of Halle in eastern Germany and apprenticed himself to Sweelinck in Amsterdam around 1608 or 1609, Sweelinck engaged in some friendly rivalry, recalling the emulationgames of the early Netherlanders. Scheidt’s monumental organ collection Tabulatura nova, issued in three volumes in 1624, contains examples of every genre that Sweelinck had practiced, including those, like the echo-fantasia, that Sweelinck had pioneered. The first volume even has a set of variations on a “cantio gallica” (French song) that turns out to be Est-ce Mars?. It was no doubt a tribute or a memorial to Sweelinck, but the pupil’s set is twice as long and twice as elaborate as the teacher’s. Also unlike Sweelinck’s, Scheidt’s set begins with a bald statement of the “theme” before proceeding to the ten variationes (singular variatio), a term that in fact first appears in print (with its modern meaning, anyway) in the Tabulatura nova.
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  FIG. 2-4 Samuel Scheidt, woodcut from Tabulatura nova (Hamburg: Michael Hering, 1624), the earliest German keyboard publication (its title notwithstanding) printed in open mensural score rather than actual organ tablature. The sheet of music contains a fourpart canon in contrary motion on the final words of the Te Deum prayer: In te, Domine, speravi; non confundar in aeternim (“In thee, O Lord, have I trusted; let me not ever be confounded”).


  


  Yet since Scheidt worked for the Lutheran church, which unlike the Calvinist or “Reformed” church integrated organ-playing into its actual liturgy, the Tabulatura Nova contains many works in genres that Sweelinck did not compose in, and that Scheidt presumably picked up from the work of German predecessors, particularly those from the Catholic southern regions of Germany, like Hans Leo Hassler (1564–1612), who came from Nuremberg and studied with Andrea Gabrieli in Venice, or Christian Erbach (1568–1635), the Augsburg cathedral organist. The most important of these liturgical genres were the chant-based “versets,” or organ settings of alternate lines of text in Kyries, Glorias, hymns, and Magnificats. These were interpolated—alternatimfashion, as it was called—into choral or congregational performances. It was yet another instance of an “oral,” extemporized genre (one that in Germany went back at least as far as the fifteenth century) that had only lately begun the process of transformation—or ossification—into a literate one. A great many of these snippets, organized into “organ Masses” and “organ Vespers,” can be found in Book III of Tabulatura nova. As the largest collection of German liturgical organ music of the seventeenth century, Scheidt’s volumes could be thought of as the Protestant counterpart to Frescobaldi’s Fiori musicali, which came out about a decade later.


  LUTHERAN ADAPTATIONS: THE CHORALE PARTITA


  Most of Sweelinck’s chorale compositions are found in a huge manuscript of organ scores, now at the Deutsche Staatsbibliothek (German National Library) in Berlin, dating most likely from the early 1630s. It is otherwise devoted to chorale variations by a dozen or so of his German pupils, some in the form of collaborative sets, with individual variations contributed by both master and disciples.


  In all these works, both Sweelinck’s own and those of the pupils, the basic technique is the same. The variations correspond to the verses of the chorale. In each of them the traditional melody is treated strictly—that is, with little or no embellishment—as a cantus firmus in a single voice. Where the secular variations keep the tune consistently in the uppermost voice, the chorale variations not only allow the lower voices to be tune-bearers in the old cantusfirmus manner but also allow the hymn tune to migrate through the texture as verse succeeds verse. The accompanying voices vary freely in number from a single one (producing a two-part or “bicinium” texture) on upwards. Sometimes they incorporate aspects of the chorale tune, thus integrating it into the polyphony; sometimes they contrast with it as countersubjects.


  This, too, was a technique that Sweelinck had picked up from the English and passed along to his pupils. It corresponds exactly to the hymn-setting technique of John Bull, which derived in turn from that of Bull’s teacher, John Blitheman (ca. 1525–91), a Gentleman of the Chapel Royal from 1558 to his death. Tracing it gives us a particularly crisp example of the way in which traditions of personal emulation can serve as the means through which the larger, less personal phenomenon of stylistic dissemination takes place. A technique that English organists had developed for accompanying and supplementing choral hymnody was transferred in stages to a new geographical terrain and a new, music-hungry church, which had an even greater need for organ music to supplement a choral hymnody that had spread from the elite choir to full congregational participation. Sweelinck was the middleman who brokered the transaction.


  The end result was the Lutheran chorale partita, as practiced first by Scheidt, most spectacularly by J. S. Bach, and by Lutheran organist-composers to this day. Scheidt’s partita on the “cantio sacra” Christ lag in Todesbanden (“Christ lay in death’s bondage,” a venerable Easter hymn: Ex. 2-8) comes from the second volume of Tabulatura nova, printed exactly one hundred years after the earliest polyphonic settings of the chorale had appeared. In five verses, Scheidt’s set begins with two connected settings of the chorale in the highest part: the first is an integrated motetlike setting with some old-fashioned Vorimitation (imitative foreshadowing of the cantus firmus) in the accompanying voices, of a kind that Luther himself would surely have recognized; the second is more à la Sweelinck, with successive lines of the chorale set in relief against a series of ever more rhythmically active countersubjects, each treated in imitation (Exx. 2-8a-b).


  The third verse, the centerpiece, is a “free” variation: an intricate bicinium in which the individual phrases of the chorale are independently developed in dialogue between the player’s hands, sometimes broken up into motives, sometimes superseded altogether by episodes (Ex. 2-8c). The fourth and fifth variation return to a stricter cantusfirmus style. In the fourth, after a brief foreshadowing in the bass, the cantus firmus, placed in the middle voice (the “tenor”), is pitted against two exceptionally florid outer voices that sometimes develop countersubjects in imitation, sometimes contrast with one another as well as with the subject, creating toward the end an “obbligato” texture with a fast-flowing line above the tenor, a slower “walking bass” beneath it (Ex. 2-8d).


  EX. 2-8A Samuel Scheidt, Christ lag in Todesbanden, first versus, mm. 1–7
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  EX. 2-8B Samuel Scheidt, Christ lag in Todesbanden, second versus, mm. 1–5
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  The fifth and last variation is presented and harmonized in a very unusual fashion that could be considered either tonally wayward (to adopt the viewpoint and expectations of an observer contemporary with Scheidt) or tonally “progressive” (to adopt the viewpoint and expectations of an observer contemporary with us). It is a fascinating case to consider, for the difference between the two historical and aesthetic vantage points is rarely so clear-cut or easily identified. Do we get more aesthetic gratification from the standpoint that sees the piece as intriguingly capricious or “deviant,” or from the one that sees it groping, so to speak, toward a more modern (familiar? higher? more integrated?) conception of tonality? Can we somehow view it from both standpoints at once?


  Here is how the piece works. The bass carries the complete cantus firmus (though the “cantus” or top voice and the “tenor” also get to quote phrases from it), but its various constituent phrases are independently transposed. The music thus seems to oscillate between implied mode finals on D, on A (the upper fifth), and on G (the lower fifth), staking out the tonal areas we now think of as “tonic,” “dominant,” and “subdominant.” Particularly “modern” in its tonal effect is the last phrase in the bass, ending on A (the dominant) so as to prepare the grandiose final cadence (Ex. 2-8e).


  EX. 2-8C Samuel Scheidt, Christ lag in Todesbanden, third versus, mm. 1–19
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  EX. 2-8D Samuel Scheidt, Christ lag in Todesbanden, fourth versus, mm. 39–44
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  EX. 2-8E Samuel Scheidt, Christ lag in Todesbanden, fifth versus, mm. 65–end
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  THE CHORALE CONCERTO


  The Lutheran chorale partita had its vocal counterpart as well, in which sacred genres that had developed elsewhere were adapted to specifically Lutheran use. The result was the so-called chorale concerto, a mixed vocal-instrumental genre that in its more modest specimens seemed a direct outgrowth of Viadana’s pioneering Cento concerti ecclesiastici of 1602 (pirated by a German publisher seven years later) and that in its more opulent ones could vie with the most extravagant outpourings of the Venetians. Its two main exponents, besides Scheidt, were Michael Praetorius (1571–1621), organist to the Duke of Brunswick (Braunschweig), and Johann Hermann Schein (1586–1630), the cantor of St. Thomas’s School in Leipzig, where J. S. Bach would occupy the same position a hundred years later.
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  FIG. 2-5 Johann Hermann Schein, woodcut portrait at the Musical Instrument Museum, University of Leipzig.


  


  Schein (like Sweelinck before him and Bach after him) was a contracted civil servant who reported to a town council, not a court or church employee who served at the pleasure of a patron. He published a great deal of secular music as well as sacred, including the Banchetto musicale (Leipzig, 1617), an early book of dances-for-listening organized into standardized sequences or suites (though Schein does not use the word). Played by ensembles of viols and violins, they probably served originally as dinner music (Tafelmusik, literally “table music”) at the noble houses where he served briefly before being elected “Thomaskantor.” Each suite in the collection consists of an old-style pair—a slow duple-metered padouana or pavan followed by a quick triple-metered gagliarda—and a new-style pair consisting of the same genres (courente and allemande, as Schein called them) that we saw in Frescobaldi. Each suite ended with a quick-time sendoff in the form of a fast triple-metered variation on the allemande called the tripla. What so distinguished Schein’s suites was his application to them of the keyboard variation technique pioneered by the virginalists and Sweelinck. The components of each suite, as Schein put it, were integrated both in mode and in “invention,” meaning that they were fashioned out of a common fund of melodic ideas so that they became in effect not only a suite but a set of variations as well.


  Schein made three settings of Christ lag in Todesbanden. Two of them were Cantionalsätze, simple chorale harmonizations to accompany congregational singing. The third comes from Schein’s first continuo publication, Opella nova (“A new collection of works,” 1618), which consisted, according to its title page, of geistliche Concerten auff italiänische Invention componirt: “sacred concertos composed on the Italian plan.” It is scored for two sopranos (boys) and a tenor over a very active basso continuo. For instructions in realizing his continuo parts, Schein actually referred the user of his book to the preface of Viadana’s Cento concerti.


  It looks at first as though the two boys are going to sing a paraphrase of the chorale melody, but it turns out that it is only Vorimitation, preparing the way for the tenor, the true bearer of the cantus firmus. In the second part of the concerto, corresponding in the original melody to the “B” of the AAB chorale form, the boy sopranos and the tenor are pitted against one another in true concertato style (Ex. 2-9). The boys sing fanciful diminutions on the chorale phrases, full of imitations and hockets, that sound like countersubjects against the tenor’s rather stolid enunciations of the same phrases, unadorned. Take away the boys, replace them with violins or cornetts, and the piece would still be a viable chorale concerto. (In fact it might easily have been performed that way on occasion.)


  EX. 2-9 Johann Hermann Schein, Christ lag in Todesbanden from Opella nova (1618), mm. 20–25
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  The incredibly industrious Michael Praetorius, who is said to have died pen in hand on his fiftieth birthday, produced in his relatively brief career well over a thousand compositions, most of which were issued in 25 printed collections published between 1605 and the year of his death. Except for eight chorale settings for organ and a very successful and influential book of ensemble dance music (Terpsichore, pub. 1612)—and also apart from five treatises, including the Syntagma musicum, a giant musical encyclopedia that came out in three volumes between 1614 and 1618—Praetorius’s works consist almost entirely of psalm motets (nine volumes called Musae sioniae, issued between 1605 and 1611) and chorale concerti. His most grandiose compositions were reached in what turned out to be his culminating publication, a three-volume monster issued between 1619 and 1621 and named, significantly, after the ancient Muse of oratory and sacred poetry: Polyhymnia caduceatrix et panegyrica (Polyhymnia, bringer of peace and singer of praise).


  The concerti in this collection, some scored for as many as twenty-one mixed vocal and instrumental parts, were written (possibly on commission) after Praetorius had visited the court of Dresden, where the musical establishment was the envy of all Germany. The concerto on Christ lag in Todesbanden, from the second volume, is composed in such a way that it can be performed in various concerted combinations: by two boys with basso continuo, by two boys and two basses with basso continuo, or by two boys and a three-or fourpart instrumental ensemble plus basso continuo, for a maximum of seven sounding parts.


  In addition, when the two boys perform without competition from other concerted parts they are given the option of singing highly embellished lines—or rather, the composer supplied for them the sort of vocal diminutions more experienced singers habitually extemporized when performing concerted music. Ex. 2-10 shows how Praetorius decorated the chorale’s famous opening line. It is the rare instance like this one, where the composer went to the trouble of furnishing in advance what was normally left to the promptings of the moment, that give us our scarce and precious clues to what the written music whose physical remains we now possess really may have sounded like in life—that is, in performance.


  EX. 2-10 Michael Praetorius, Christ lag in Todesbanden from Polyhymnia caduceatrix et panegyrica, vol. II (Cantus I)
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  RUIN


  All this Italianate splendor was not fated to last. The second quarter of the seventeenth century was a horrendous period for the German-speaking lands, marked by an unremitting series of territorial, dynastic, and religious conflicts collectively known as the Thirty Years War. What had started in 1618 as an abortive revolt of the Protestant nobility in Bohemia against the dominion of the Holy Roman (Austrian) Empire spread all over Germany as the Scandinavian kings to the north of Germany opportunistically took up the offensive against the Austrians to the south. By the midthirties the German Protestant territories were one huge bloodsoaked battlefield.


  A peace was declared in 1635 that gave the Empire the advantage. This antagonized France, the other great centralized European power. France joined forces with Sweden and the final stage of what had in effect become a general European war began. The German princes were forgotten as the French and the Austrians, with their various allies, contended everywhere: in the Netherlands, in Spain, in Italy, and in the north, where the Scandinavian powers were now divided. Peace negotiations were begun even before 1640, but hostilities continued sporadically until 1648. The result was a vastly weakened Austrian Empire, a vastly strengthened France, and a completely ruined Germany.


  Powerful repercussions of this virtual world war were felt immediately in the arts. The military successes that made France the richest and most prosperous land in Europe laid the foundations for what the French still call their grand siècle, their Great Century. The musical results of that flowering will be the subject of the next chapter. The impoverishing effects of the war on the arts of the German-speaking countries, on the other hand, can scarcely be imagined.


  A CREATIVE MICROCOSM


  The “high” or courtly arts managed to hang on through their vicissitudes, though not without crucial adaptive change. In music, that process of adaptation may be viewed with exceptional clarity thanks to the presence on the German scene of a composer of irrepressible genius, whose long career, mirroring in an intense creative microcosm the general fate and progress of his art, furnishes us with an ideal prism. His name was Henrich (or more commonly, Heinrich) Schütz. Despite the conditions in which he was forced to work, he became the first internationally celebrated German master.


  Born in 1585 to a family of innkeepers in the Saxon (east German) town of Köstritz near Gera, a musical instrument center, Schütz early displayed his gifts. His singing voice was noticed by a music-loving nobleman, the Landgrave Moritz of Hessen, who happened to stay at his father’s inn in 1598, when the boy was just entering adolescence. Over the objections of his parents, the Landgrave had the lad brought to his residence in Kassel for instruction and training “in all the good arts and commendable virtues.” After his voice changed, Schütz ostensibly gave up music for university studies in law, also underwritten by Landgrave Moritz, who had become a surrogate father to him.


  But then one day in 1609, when his protégé was twenty-four, the Landgrave came to visit him at school with a proposition: “Since at that time a very famous if elderly musician and composer was still alive in Italy,” as Schütz recounted his patron’s words in old age, “I was not to miss the opportunity of hearing him and gaining some knowledge from him.”9 Since the proposal was backed up with a generous cash stipend, the young man “willingly accepted the recommendation with submissive gratitude,… against my parents’ wishes.”
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  FIG. 2-6 Heinrich Schütz, portrait by Christoph Spetner (ca. 1650) at the University of Leipzig.


  


  The musician in question was Giovanni Gabrieli. Schütz spent three years in Venice under his tutelage, right up until the master’s death, by which time the young Saxon had become his prize pupil. “On his deathbed,” Schütz recalled, “he had arranged out of special affection that I should receive one of the rings he left behind as a remembrance of him.” This gift not only signaled the passing of the Venetian musical heritage to a new generation, but also symbolized its becoming, through Schütz, an international standard.


  The year before, Schütz had composed a book of Italian madrigals that Gabrieli thought worthy of publication. It was issued in Venice in 1611 with an attribution to Henrico Sagittario allemanno—“Henry Archer (i.e. Schütz) the German”—but its contents are completely indistinguishable in style from the native product. Schütz wanted nothing else. He went back to Germany in 1613 with the intention of fulfilling his promise to his patron by adapting the glorious Venetian style to the needs of the Lutheran church, just as Praetorius and others were also doing, but with the added benefit of authenticity arising out of training at the source.


  For the rest of his life Schütz saw himself primarily as the bringer of Italianate “light to Germany” (as his tombstone reads), and saw the composition of grand concerted motets and magnificent court spectacles as his true vocation. Given that ambition, his career was dogged by cruel frustration. His actual contributions, not only to the musical life of his time but to the historical legacy of German music, tallied little with his intentions. But his musical imagination was so great, and his powers of adaptation so keen, that what he did accomplish was arguably a greater fulfillment of his gifts than what he set out to achieve.


  On returning to Germany with his sterling credentials, Schütz went back to work, as expected, for Landgrave Moritz of Hessen. The very next year, however, the Elector of Saxony, a personage far superior in rank to the Landgrave, called Schütz to his legendarily appointed court at Dresden, the very court that Praetorius was adorning so splendidly with his Polyhymnia motets, and Moritz had to release him. Schütz arrived in 1615 and spent his entire subsequent career at Dresden (from 1621 as court Kapellmeister), serving faithfully through thick and thin for almost sixty years.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 2-7 Schütz directing his choir at the Dresden court chapel. Copperplate engraving from the title page of his pupil Christoph Bernhard’s Geistreichen Gesangbuch (“Artful songbook”) of 1676.


  


  At first the times were “thick,” indeed downright opulent. Schütz’s first German publication, issued at Dresden in 1619, was Psalmen Davids (“The psalms of David”) a book of twenty-six sumptuous concerted motets for up to four antiphonal choruses with continuo (“organ, lute, chitarrone, etc.,” according to the title page) and parts for strings and brass ad libitum. There are also archival records of gala court performances of secular compositions by the young Kapellmeister. They included “The Miraculous Transport of Mount Parnassus” (Wunderlich Translocation des … Berges Parnassi), a mythological ballet performed for the visiting Holy Roman Emperor Matthias, and a polychoral birthday ode for the Elector on the subject of Apollo and the Muses. The most tantalizing such reference is to an opera, the first ever composed to a German text, on the time-honored subject of Apollo and Daphne, for the marriage of his first patron’s son to his second patron’s daughter. The libretto was in fact an adaptation by a court poet of Rinuccini’s libretto for Peri’s Dafne of 1597, the first musical tale of all. Except for the early book of madrigals, though, Schütz’s secular output, comprising as well an Orpheus opera and a whole series of court ballets, has perished with only the most negligible exceptions. The five hundred or so works by which he is known to us are virtually all sacred.


  And from his Latin-texted Cantiones sacrae of 1625 to his German-texted Geistliche Chor-Music of 1648, Schütz’s output reflects to varying degrees the austerity of wartime conditions, when court establishments were decimated by conscription and budgets for the fine arts were ruthlessly slashed. Schütz was forced to renounce the polychoral style in favor of simpler choral textures and even sparser forces. In 1628, he issued a new collection of settings from the Psalter, again called Psalmen Davids. But where the first collection, counting on the Dresden court chapel forces at their most lavish, had assumed the grand manner, the new one consisted of simple partsongs with continuo, based on metrical psalm paraphrases by Cornelius Becker, a Leipzig churchman, which (as the “Becker Psalter”) were then popular.


  Faced with increasingly difficult conditions in Dresden, Schütz petitioned for leave so that he could visit Venice again and wait out the war. He departed in August 1628 and stayed for about a year. He seems to have become acquainted this time with Monteverdi, now the maestro di cappella at St. Mark’s, and to have experimented on the scene with the new declamatory styles that Monteverdi had pioneered. While in Italy he published a book of fifteen sacred concerti to Latin texts, which he called Sacrae symphoniae in tribute to his late teacher Gabrieli, who had published a similarly titled collection in 1597. These are comparatively modest works, scored for one or two solo voices (in one case for three) with obbligato instrumental parts. Only one of them is antiphonal in the literal sense of employing spatially separated ensembles, but all of them remain Venetian in spirit by extracting a maximum of color and interplay out of their reduced forces.


  O quam tu pulchra es (“O how comely art thou”), one of the best known items from Schütz’s Symphoniae sacrae of 1629, is set to a text from the Song of Songs that had already served countless composers going back as far as the early fifteenth century (see “Music from the Earliest Notations to the Sixteenth Century” chapter 11). The reason for its popularity, and also the reason why this particular concerto of Schütz has served so long as a favorite introduction to his work, surely lies in the spectacularly erotic text, replete with a catalogue of the beloved’s anatomy, that furnished Schütz, as it had furnished his predecessors, with both a wonderful opportunity to display the attractions of a new “luxuriant” style, and a pretext for pushing the style to new heights of allure.


  LUXURIANCE


  The term “luxuriant style” (stylus luxurians), meaning a style brimming abundantly with exuberant detail in contrast to the “plain style” (stylus gravis) of old, was coined by Christoph Bernhard (1628–92), Schütz’s pupil and eventual successor as the Dresden Kapellmeister, in a famous treatise on composition that circulated widely in manuscript in the later seventeenth century and was widely presumed to transmit Schütz’s teachings. What mainly abounded in the luxuriant style was dissonance, which makes the stylus luxurians the rough equivalent of what Monteverdi called the seconda prattica.


  Like Monteverdi, Bernhard stipulated that freely handled dissonances arose out of (and were justified by) the imagery and emotional content of a text.10 They were an aspect of rhetoric: ornamental figures, so to speak, of musical speech. That is why Bernhard called them figurae (Figuren in German), and why his theory of composition, which treats the novel dissonances of the luxuriant style as ornaments on the surface of the plain style, is known as the Figurenlehre (the doctrine of figures). Bernhard’s Figurenlehre, which may derive from Schütz’s own take on Monteverdi, was the first of many theories of composition, mainly put forth by German writers, that conceptualized and analyzed music in terms of an ornamental surface projected over a structural background.


  But the stylus luxurians was anything but a passive response to the contents of a text. On the contrary, and as O quam tu pulchra es shows especially well, the composer actively shaped the text to his musical purposes even as he shaped the music to conform to the text’s specifications. It was a process of mutual enhancement and intensification—indeed, of mutual impregnation—that bore an offspring more powerfully expressive than either words or music alone could be.


  Reading Schütz’s setting of the concerto’s opening words in terms of Bernhard’s opposition of plain background and luxuriant surface (Ex. 2-11a), we might characterize it as descending through the notes of the tonic triad (A–F–D in D minor) with lower neighbors (“overshooting”—quaesitio notae, literally “searching for the note”—in Bernhard’s parlance) decorating the F and the D in the manner of what we would now call an appoggiatura (see Bernhard’s illustration of the practice in Ex. 2-11b). The neighbor to the root of the triad is raised a half step to function as a leading tone, resulting in a diminished fourth—in Bernhard’s parlance a “hard leap” (saltus duriusculus)—from F to C[image: Image]. This chromaticized interval coincides by finely calculated design with the main “operator” in the text, the word pulchra, or “beautiful”.11


  The lilting triple-metered refrain thus created is heard again and again over the course of the concerto. After addressing a series of endearments to the bride that intensify through sequences to a drawn-out hemiola cadence, the baritone soloist returns to the opening phrase, this time joined by the tenor in imitation. When the pair of vocal soloists have repeated the baritone’s invocation to the bride, the opening phrase jumps up into the range of the instrumental soloists, the violins, who fashion from it a sinfonia or wordless interlude—wordless, but still texted in a way, since the opening melody has been so strongly associated with the opening words. Finally, the vocal soloists join the violins for a final invocation in four parts over the basso continuo to finish off the first section of the concerto.


  EX. 2-11A First line of Heinrich Schütz’s O quam tu pulchra es rhetorically parsed
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  EX. 2-11B Christoph Bernhard, example of Quaesitio notae
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  From this point on the text of the concerto consists of the famous inventory of the bride’s body, in which every part named is made the object of a vivid simile—a verbal figure. Since the music performs a similar “figurative” function, Schütz radically abridged the text, leaving most of the actual work of description to the music. This gives him time to bring back the opening phrase in both words and music as a ritornello to follow each item in the enumeration. Its dance like triple meter contrasts every time with the freer declamatory rhythms of the simile verses.


  The first simile is the most straightforward; the beloved’s eyes are compared with the eyes of a dove. The music is comparably straightforward, consisting of recitative in what for Schütz was a new style. The next, comparing her hair (presumably as it is blown by the wind) with a flock of (frisking) goats, is matched by trills and wide leaps in the music. The cadence on greges caprarum (mm. 66–67) is similar to that on oculi columbarum (mm. 56–57), but is intensified harmonically very much à la Monteverdi: by interpolating the subdominant (G) in the bass, the melody note (F) is turned into a dissonant suspension that does not resolve directly, but only through an intervening ascent to a more strongly dissonant ninth (A), from which a (goatlike?) leap is made to the note that would have resolved the original suspension by step (Ex. 2-12a). In such a passage it is especially easy to see the “structural” voice leading that underlies the frisky “ornamental” figures on the surface.


  After a return to recitative for the simile comparing the bride’s teeth to the whiteness of shorn sheep, there is a steady increase in musical floridity with every extravagant textual figure. From here on the tenor and baritone are in constant, quasi-competitive duet, their intertwining lines suggesting the scarlet ribbon to which the beloved’s lips are compared, the winding staircases that encircle the tower to which her long neck is likened (Ex. 2-12b), and the cavorting of the twin fawns that symbolize (the jiggling of) her two breasts (Ex. 2-12c). The last being an especially potent sexual symbol, it is played out at length, with the violins at last taking part in the simile.


  EX. 2-12A Heinrich Schütz, O quam tu pulchra es (Symphoniae sacrae I), mm. 56–58, mm. 66–68
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  EX. 2-12B Heinrich Schütz, O quam tu pulchra es (Symphoniae sacrae I), mm. 91–95
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  EX. 2-12C Heinrich Schütz, O quam tu pulchra es (Symphoniae sacrae I), mm. 100–111
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  It is followed by what is quite obviously a musical representation of a sensual climax, the violins’ mounting arpeggios introducing a passage in which the singers vocalize on similar arpeggio figures, their text shrunk back to mere moaning iterations of the opening O, and with the violins now sounding the aching saltus duriusculus (the diminished fourth) not as a neighbor but as a harmonic interval, producing arpeggios of augmented triads. The baritone, it seems hardly necessary to add, reaches his highest note on his final O. The final cadence is packed with extra cathartic force by adding arbitrarily to its dissonance: the tenor’s C, on the “purple” word pulchra, is not only a dissonance approached by leap but also a false relation with respect to the C[image: Image] immediately preceding it in the baritone and basso continuo parts (Ex. 2-12d). (The apparent ending on the dominant is resolved by the next concerto in the collection, Veni de Libano, set to a continuation of the same passage from the Song of Songs.)


  The most remarkable aspect of O quam tu pulchra es is the refrain. There was nothing new, of course, about the idea of the refrain as such. It was one of the most ancient of all musical and poetical devices, with a literally prehistoric origin. The way Schütz employs it here, however, it acts in a double role—or rather, it combines two roles in a singularly pregnant way. It is of course a musical (or “structural”) unifier, quite a necessary function in a composition that otherwise sets so many contrasting textual images to contrasting musical ideas. It is at the same time the bearer of the central affective message both of the text and of the music, its constantly reiterated and intensifying diminished fourth saturating the whole with the “lineaments of desire,” to borrow a neat phrase from the English Romantic poet William Blake. The refrain, being both the concerto’s structural integrator and its expressive one, erases any possible line between the expressive and the structural. From now on, musical ideas would tend increasingly to function on this dual plane; ultimately that is what one means by a musical “theme.”


  EX. 2-12D Heinrich Schütz, O quam tu pulchra es (Symphoniae sacrae I), mm. 112–end
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  SHRIVELED DOWN TO THE EXPRESSIVE NUB


  Schütz returned from his second Italian sojourn to find conditions in Germany greatly worsened. The war economy interfered more directly with musical opportunities than ever, and in the autumn of 1631 Saxony became an active belligerent in alliance with Sweden. Most of Schütz’s singers were drafted into the army; by 1633, the Dresden musical establishment, once the envy of Germany, was to all intents and purposes disabled, “like a patient in extremis,” as Schütz put it in a letter to his patron, and so it remained until the mid 1640s. The Gabrielian side of Schütz’s Venetian heritage was deprived of an outlet. “I am of less than no use,” the unhappy composer complained in another letter from the time. The only gainful employment he had during this dismal period came from courts to the north and west that continued to function, particularly that of King Christian IV of Denmark in Copenhagen, which Schütz was permitted to visit from 1634 to 1635 and again from 1642 to 1644, and that of Hildesheim, where he spent some months from 1640 to 1641.


  During these bleak years Schütz’s “Monteverdian” side came into its own, as if by default. In 1636 and in 1639 he published collections of what he called Kleine geistliche Concerte or “Little Sacred Concertos,” vastly scaled-down compositions for from one to five solo voices with organ continuo, completely without the use of concertante instruments (with one exception, a dialogue setting of the Ave Maria in the second book). These ascetic compositions were characterized not only by drastically curtailed forces but by a mournfully penitential, subjective mood as well. The ones for single solo voices and continuo, performable by only two musicians, were perhaps the most characteristic of the lot, amounting to what Italian musicians would have called sacred monodies in recitative style, or (as Schütz called it) the stylus oratorius.


  The opening concerto in the first book, Eile mich, Gott, zu erretten (“Hasten, O God, to deliver me!”), a complete setting of the tiny Psalm 70, sets the tone (Ex. 2–13). In this earliest German recitative (labeled in stylo oratorio—“in the style of an oration”—in the original print), the flamboyance of Schütz’s earlier style is replaced by terse declamation. There is not a single melisma. Emphasis comes not from a proliferation of notes but from repetition of key words and phrases, usually without any corresponding repetition of music. A certain amount of word-painting remains—the melody “turns back” on itself on the word zurückekehren in mm. 6–7; the words hoch gelobt (“highly praised”) are repeated in mm. 14–15 on the way to a high note—but it is very restrained. Instead of seeking out madrigalian imagery, Schütz now seems bent on distilling a more generalized, concentrated emotion in the spirit of Monteverdi’s seconda prattica, achieving it through dissonant leaps (see especially the taunts in mm. 11–12) and syncopated rhythms.


  Perhaps the most poignant reminder of the straitened circumstances in which Schütz was now forced to work is the puny little symphonia between the stanzas of the psalm (just after Ex. 2-13 breaks off), a single optional (si placet) measure scored for just the bare figured bass. The absence of any tune save what the organist may extemporize searingly dramatizes the absence of the court instrumentalists whose corpses were piling up on the Saxon battlefields.


  EX. 2-13 Heinrich Schütz, Eile mich, Gott, zu erretten (Kleine geistliche Concerte I), mm. 1–16
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  In Schütz’s newfound techniques of poignant text-expression, we may observe the beginnings of a tendency that would reach a remarkable climax in the Lutheran music of the coming century: the deliberate cultivation of ugliness in the name of God’s truth, an authentic musical asceticism. It is often thought to be a specifically German aesthetic, and as evidence of a special Germanic or Protestant profundity of response to scripture (as distinct from Italianate pomp and sensuality). And yet the musical means by which it was accomplished, as Schütz’s career so beautifully demonstrates, were nevertheless rooted in Catholic Italy. Schütz was only the father of modern German music to the extent that he served as conduit for those Italianate means.


  Rebuilding of the impoverished German courts and their cultural establishments could only begin after the signing of the Peace of Westphalia on 24 October 1648, which effectively terminated the Holy Roman Empire as an effective political institution (although it would not be formally dissolved until 1806). The German Protestant states, of which Saxony was one, were recognized as sovereign entities, leaving only France as a united and centralized major power on the continent of Europe. Schütz’s patron, the Elector Johann Georg, emerged from the war as one of the two most powerful Protestant princes of Germany. (The other was the Elector of the state of Brandenburg, which later became the kingdom of Prussia.)


  Schütz’s last publications reflected these improved fortunes. In 1647 he issued a second book of Symphoniae sacrae, scored like the first for modest vocal/instrumental forces, but with texts in German. The next year saw the publication of his Geistliche Chor-Music, beautifully crafted polyphonic motets specifically intended for performance by the full chorus rather than favoriti or soloists. Finally, in 1650, aged sixty-five, he issued what is now thought of as his testamentary work, the third book of Symphoniae sacrae, scored for forces of a size he had not had at his disposal since the time of the Psalmen Davids. The music, though, was still characterized by the terseness and pungency of expression he had cultivated during the lean years. Schütz’s Gabrielian and Monteverdian sides had met at last in a unique “German” synthesis.


  One of the crowning masterworks in this final collection is Saul, Saul, was verfolgst du mich, scored for six vocal soloists, two choruses, and an instrumental contingent consisting of two violins and violone (string bass), all accompanied by a bassus ad organum (continuo). The text consists of two lines from the Acts of the Apostles (chapter 7, verse 14), containing the words spoken by Christ to the Jewish priest Saul on the road toward Damascus. As Saul, according to the Biblical account, later reports to Agrippa I, the grandson of King Herod:


  
    I myself once thought it my duty to work actively against the name of Jesus of Nazareth; and I did so in Jerusalem…. In all the synagogues I tried by repeated punishment to make them renounce their faith; indeed my fury rose to such a pitch that I extended my persecution to foreign cities.

  


  
    On one such occasion I was travelling to Damascus with authority and commission from the chief priests; and as I was on my way, Your Majesty, in the middle of the day I saw a light from the sky, more brilliant than the sun, shining all around me and my travelling-companions. We all fell to the ground, and then I heard a voice saying to me in the Jewish language, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you, this kicking against the goad.” I said, “Tell me, Lord, who you are”; and the Lord replied, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. But now, rise to your feet and stand upright. I have appeared to you for a purpose: to appoint you my servant and witness, to testify both to what you have seen and to what you shall yet see of me” (translation from The New English Bible).

  


  Thus did Saul become the Apostle Paul. The italicized words are the ones that form the text of Schütz’s concerto. It is no straightforward setting, but one designed to fill in a great deal of the surrounding narration of Paul’s miraculous conversion by means of dramatic symbolism. The words echo and reecho endlessly in the prostrate persecutor’s mind, which we who hear them seem to inhabit. The echo idea is portrayed in the music not only by repetition but also by the use of explicitly indicated dynamics, something pioneered in Venice by Schütz’s first teacher.


  The musical phrase on which most of the concerto is built is sounded immediately by a pair of basses, then taken up by the alto and tenor, then by the sopranos, and finally by the pair of violins as transition into the explosive tutti. (Divine words were often set for multiple voices, so as to depersonalize them and prevent a single singer from “playing God.”) The syncopated repetitions of the name Saul are strategically planted so that, when the whole ensemble takes them up, they can be augmented into hockets resounding back and forth between the choirs, adding to the impression of an enveloping space and achieving in sound something like the effect of the surrounding light described by the Apostle. The words was verfolgst du mich (“Why dost thou persecute me?”) are often set in gratingly dissonant counterpoint: a suspension resolution in the lower voice coincides with an anticipation in the higher voice, producing a brusque succession of parallel seconds (later known, albeit unjustly, as a “Corelli clash” owing to its routinized use in Italian string music).


  The second sentence of text is reserved for the soloists (favoriti), whose lines break out into melismas on the word löcken (lecken in modern German), here translated as “kick.” Against this the two choirs and instruments continually reiterate the call, “Saul, Saul,” as a refrain or ritornello. In the final section of the concerto, the soloists declaim the text rapidly in a manner recalling Monteverdi’s stile concitato. Meanwhile, the tenor soloist calls repeatedly on Saul, his voice continually rising in pitch from C to D to E, the two choirs interpreting these pitches as dominants and reinforcing each successive elevation with a cadence, their entries marking “modulations” from F to G to A, the last preparing the final return to the initial tone center, D (Ex. 2-14).


  The ending, rather than the climax that might have been expected, takes the form of reverberations over a fastidiously marked decrescendo to pianissimo, the forces scaled down from tutti to favoriti plus instruments, and finally to just the alto and tenor soloists over the continuo, the fadeout corresponding to the Apostle’s “blackout,” his loss of consciousness on the road to Damascus. Through the music we have heard Christ’s words through Saul’s ears and shared his shattering religious experience. Schütz has in effect imported the musical legacy of the Counter Reformation into the land of the Reformation, reappropriating for Protestant use the musical techniques that had been originally forged as a weapon against the spread of Protestantism.


  EX. 2-14 Heinrich Schütz, Saul, Saul, was verfolgst du mich (Symphoniae sacrae III), mm. 67–74
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  Schütz’s largest surviving works are oratorios, or as he called them, Historien—Biblical “narratives,” in which actual narration, sung by an “Evangelist” or Gospel reciter, alternates with dialogue. Oratorios were most traditionally assigned to Easter week, when the Gospel narratives of Christ’s suffering (Passion) and Resurrection were recited at length. Sure enough, of Schütz’s six Historien, five were Easter pieces: a Resurrection oratorio composed early in his career, in 1623; a setting of Christ’s Seven Last Words from the Cross, evidently from the 1650s; and three late settings of the Passion according to the Apostles Matthew, Luke, and John, respectively. These last, in keeping with Dresden liturgical requirements for Good Friday, are austerely old-fashioned a cappella works in which the chorus sings the words of the crowd (turbae), and the solo parts (the Evangelist, Jesus, and every other character whose words are directly quoted) are written in a kind of imitation plainchant for unaccompanied solo voices.


  The remaining oratorio, called Historia der freuden-und gnadenreichen Geburth Gottes und Marien Sohnes, Jesu Christi, unsers einigen Mitlers, Erlösers und Seeligmachers (“The Story of the Joyous and Gracious Birth of Jesus Christ, Son of God and Mary, Our Sole Intermediary, Redeemer and Savior”), performed in Dresden in 1660, is by contrast a thoroughly Italianized, effervescent outpouring of Christmas cheer in which the Evangelist’s part (printed by itself in 1664) is in the style of a continuo-accompanied monody. The words given to the other soloists (Herod, the angel, the Magi) and chorus in ever-changing combinations are set as eight little interpolated songs (Intermedia), accompanied by a colorful assortment of instruments: recorders, violins, cornetti, trombones, and “violettas,” the last probably meaning small viols; and there are introductory and concluding choruses—the former announcing the subject, the latter giving thanks—in which voices resound antiphonally against echoing instrumental choirs in a manner recalling the Venetian extravaganzas of the composer’s youth.


  CARISSIMI: ORATORIO AND CANTATA


  The chief Italian composer of oratorios in the time of Schütz was Giacomo Carissimi (1605–74), a Roman priest who served as organist and choirmaster at the Jesuit German College (Collegio Germanico) from 1629 until his death. His fourteen surviving works in the genre probably represent only a fraction of the biblical narratives he composed, beginning in the 1640s, for Friday afternoon performances during Lent at the college and at other Roman institutions, notably the Oratorio del Santissimo Crocifisso (Oratory of the Most Holy Crucifix), which lent its name to the genre. His many foreign pupils at the College included Christoph Bernhard, who had already trained with Schütz, and the French composer Marc-Antoine Charpentier, who brought the practice of setting dramatic narratives from the Latin bible back with him to his native country.


  Jephte, Carissimi’s most famous biblical narrative, was composed no later than 1649 (the date on one of its manuscripts). The story, from the Book of Judges (chapter 11), is a celebrated tale of tragic expiation. The Israelite commander Jephte vows that if God grants him victory over the Ammonites, he will sacrifice the first being who greets him on his return home. That turns out to be his beloved daughter, a virgin, who is duly slaughtered after spending two months on the mountaintop with her companions, lamenting her fate.
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  FIG. 2-8 Jephte recognizes his daughter. Painting by Giovanni Francesco Romanelli (1610–1662).


  


  The last part of Carissimi’s setting, consisting of two laments, the daughter’s and (in the final chorus) the community’s, is introduced by a portion of narrative text sung by the historicus, as Carissimi calls the narrator’s part. (In Carissimi’s setting, the function of historicus is a rotating one, distributed among various solo voices and, as here, even the chorus.) The daughter’s lament, a monody in three large strophes, makes especially affective use of the “Phrygian” lowered second degree at cadences, producing what would later be called the Neapolitan (or “Neapolitan-sixth”) harmony. These cadences are then milked further by the use of echo effects that suggest the reverberations of the daughter’s keening off the rocky face of the surrounding mountains and cliffs. Like Schütz (in Saul, Saul), Carissimi uses the music not only to express or intensify feeling, but to set the scene. The double and even triple suspensions (on lamentamini, “lament ye!”) in the concluding six-part chorus are a remarkable application of “madrigalism” to what is in most other ways a typically Roman exercise in old-style (stile antico) polyphony. Its emotional power was celebrated and widely emulated. The chorus was quoted and analyzed by Athanasius Kircher in his music encyclopedia Musurgia universalis (Rome, 1650), and “borrowed” almost a hundred years later by Handel (who also wrote a Jephtha) for a chorus in the oratorio Samson.


  Carissimi’s other major service appointment was as maestro di cappella del concerto di camera (director of chamber concerts) for Queen Christina of Sweden (1626–89), patroness of the philosopher René Descartes, who lived in Rome following her notorious abdication in 1654 and subsequent conversion to Catholicism. For her, and for many another noble salon, Carissimi turned out well over one hundred settings of Italian love poetry in a new style known generically as cantata (a “sung” or vocal piece as opposed to sonata, a “played” or instrumental one).


  Carissimi wrote so many cantatas that he is sometimes credited with inventing the genre. The cantata, however, was well established as a genre in Rome by the time Carissimi began contributing to it. The first composer known to have used the term was Alessandro Grandi (1586–1630), a member of Monteverdi’s choir at St. Mark’s in Venice, in a book published around 1620.


  Like the monody, the cantata was a solo successor to the madrigal. It eventually came to denote a relatively ambitious setting that mixed several forms—strophic or groundbass arias, little dancelike songs called ariette, recitatives, etc.—in a quasi-dramatic sequence. The more or less regular alternation of narrative and lyric items—recitatives that set the scene and arias that poured out feeling—first became standardized in the Roman cantata. It soon characterized all dramatic genres, especially opera. Most of the conventional aria types that later provided Italian opera with its stock in trade were first tried out in the cantata as well. The genre could thus be viewed as a kind of musicodramatic laboratory.


  From Rome, the cantata radiated out to more northerly Italian cities, chiefly Bologna and Venice (the latter still the great publishing center). Ex. 2-15 samples an especially rich cantata, Lagrime mie (“My tears”), by the Venetian singer and composer Barbara Strozzi (1619–77), a pupil of Francesco Cavalli, the foremost Venetian opera composer at midcentury, and the adopted daughter and protégée of Giulio Strozzi, a famous academician and poet-librettist whose words were set by almost every Venetian composer from Monteverdi on down. The fact that Barbara Strozzi published eight books of madrigals, cantatas, and arias, and did so at a time when prejudice against the creative abilities of women ran high, bears impressive witness to her excellence as a composer in the eyes of her contemporaries. Lagrime mie comes from her seventh book, titled Diporti di Euterpe (“Euterpe’s Recreations”) after the muse of lyric poetry and music, published in 1659, when the composer was forty years old and done with her career as singer and aristocratic hostess.
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  FIG. 2-9 Barbara Strozzi. Portrait with bass viol by Bernardo Strozzi (ca. 1640).


  


  The text, following convention, is composed from the male perspective. A lover laments the loss of his beloved, locked away in her father’s castle. The vocal range is soprano, however, and might as well have been taken by a female singer such as Strozzi herself as by a castrato. The setting of the opening line (Ex. 2-15a), which will return later as a refrain, is identified by the harsh (and unconventionally resolved) dissonances, and by the somewhat decorated scalar descent in the bass from tonic to dominant, as a lamento. Expressive dissonance in the manner of the seconda prattica arrives as a palpable twinge when the bass leaps from A[image: Image] to D[image: Image] under the voice’s sustained E on—what else?—the word dolore, giving concrete auditory representation to the lover’s pain.


  EX. 2-15A Barbara Strozzi, Cantata: Lagrime mie, mm. 1–13
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  EX. 2-15B Barbara Strozzi, Cantata: Lagrime mie, mm. 49–55
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  The second stanza is divided quasi-operatically into narrative and lyric segments. The culminating, albeit fleeting aria (E voi lumi dolenti) is cast in the stately triple meter we have already encountered in Pur ti miro, the concluding duet in L’incoronazione di Poppea (Ex. 2-15). It was the lyric aria meter par excellence, partly because of the way it lent itself to expressive suspensions of the kind that Strozzi provides at this point in such abundance (Ex. 2-15b). In each measure, the first beat contains the dissonance, the second beat the resolution, and the third the preparation for the next suspension. The resolutions take place through slurred anticipations calculated to sound like sobs, a resemblance that was probably emphasized by the singer’s voice production. (“Sobbing” remains a specialty of Italian tenors.) The final stanza is the most obvious harbinger of the recitative/aria pairing that would soon become standard operating procedure (Ex. 2-15c). The first couplet is set in a free, unpredictable style that follows the rhythm of speech in good seconda prattica fashion. The second couplet returns to the flowing triple meter; its first line unfolds over the emblematic bass tetrachord, and the last line (not included in the example) provides a lyric capstone, ascending to the highest note in the cantata’s range and signaling the end by means of a full harmonic closure.


  EX. 2-15C Barbara Strozzi, Cantata: Lagrime mie, mm. 88–108
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  WOMEN IN MUSIC: A HISTORIANS’ DILEMMA


  Because the history of European and Euro-American art music is the story of a literate tradition—that is, to a very great extent the story of musical texts and their making—women are seriously but inevitably underrepresented in it. Even this book, despite its strenuously “foregrounded” efforts not to forget the oral side of musical traditions or neglect the effects of performance, will necessarily fail to reflect the full extent of women’s contribution, since no matter what we may assume or conjecture, the historical sources on which the narrative is necessarily based consist overwhelmingly of musical texts.


  It is a question that must be dealt with in the open, since the right of women to participate in public and cultural life as the social and economic equals of men has never been a more important or hotly debated a political issue than it became in late twentiethcentury America. It is therefore incumbent on the historian—the teller of the tale—to explain the reasons for the glaring absence of female participants in the story that is told, lest it be assumed (as it has been, often) that the reasons lie in the nature of women, or the nature of music, rather than in the nature of the story.


  A well-known example of how easy it is to fall prey to such assumptions is the answer Aaron Copland (1900–90), a famous American composer, gave some time ago to what was once a much-asked question: “Why have there been no great women composers?”11 Copland opined that there may be “a mysterious element in the nature of musical creativity that runs counter to the nature of the feminine mind.” His answer, while seemingly dogmatic and misogynistic, was not made in any such spirit and was not singled out at the time for criticism by readers or reviewers of the book in which it appeared. In fact, it comes from a tribute to an important woman musician, Nadia Boulanger (1887–1979), Copland’s early composition teacher, who had once aspired to a composing career of her own. It was an answer typical of its time and reflected a viewpoint that was widely shared by men and women alike.


  That, of course, did not make it correct. After decades of cogent feminist critiques of age-old cultural assumptions, it is very easy to spot the fallacies that inform it. Copland was asked a question that reflected a situation that everyone acknowledged, but one that he could not effectively explain. It was, in short, a mystery. And so the explanation had to be a “mysterious element” that women lacked. The mystery was “solved” simply by calling it a mystery. That is what is known in logic as a tautology—a mere repetition of a premise in other words, or (in this case) an arbitrary definition.


  How can we do better? First by acknowledging that the “problem” of women’s creativity in the arts, and in music particularly, is one that we do not see directly but through a screen of social and esthetic issues. These involve the value placed on the composer (and, more specifically, on the “great composer”) in our modern musical culture, which follows, as already suggested, from the high value placed by modern musical culture on written texts. Once this is realized, economic and political factors such as access and dissemination suddenly stand revealed.


  Before the twentieth century (indeed, the late twentieth century), it was only under exceptional circumstances that women enjoyed access to media of textual preservation and dissemination. It was because she was an abbess, the head of an exclusively female religious institution, that Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) had the means at her disposal to record her inspired religious poetry and the extraordinary melodies to which she sang it. Before they were committed to writing (probably not by Hildegard herself but by a scribe to whom she as a socially privileged person could dictate them), Hildegard’s poems and songs were worked out in memory. In this activity she was hardly alone. Countless other nuns, as well as countless forgotten monks, surely made up liturgical songs. But only those with the power to command the necessary material and human resources got to preserve their works and make them available, so to speak, to the modern historian. The same is true of Beatriz di Dia, the trobairitz or lady troubadour, one of whose songs was among the handful of troubadour poems to survive from the twelfth century with its melody intact. “Music from the Earliest Notation’s to the Sixteenth century”, chapter 4. As a noblewoman, she had privileged access to the means of inscribing and disseminating her work.


  It was this power of access, rather than powers of verbal or musical inspiration, that was disproportionately commanded by men, because men commanded the overwhelmingly greater part of the political and (especially) the ecclesiastical power structures in European society. To gain access to the means of inscription and dissemination, a creatively gifted male musician sought institutional connections as an employee of court or church. Such positions were rarely open to women. For a creatively gifted woman to gain such access, she would have had to be the employer, not the employee. And that is why, until the nineteenth century, practically all women composers came, like Hildegard and Beatriz, from the higher echelons of the monastic hierarchy or from the hereditary aristocracy.


  More than one reviewer of the exhaustive Norton/Grove Dictionary of Women Composers (New York and London, 1994)—an unprecedented biographical compilation covering almost nine hundred musically creative women who managed to contribute materially to the literate tradition—expressed astonishment at the number of titled names the book contained, from Schütz’s contemporary Sophie Elisabeth (1613–76), Duchess of Brunswick, to Amalia Catharina (1640–97), Countess of Erbach, to Wilhelmina (1709–58), Princess of Prussia, to Maria Barbara (1711–58), Queen of Spain, and so on.


  Yet the astonishment is misplaced, and the fact easily misinterpreted. Noblewomen proportionately outnumber noblemen in the ranks of aristocratic dilettantes precisely because the rank of noble dilettante was virtually the only rank to which a woman composer could aspire. So there is no real mystery about male dominance in music, and no lack of data to account for it. The illusion of gendered disparity in musical endowment (Copland’s “mysterious element”) turns out to be the result of gendered disparity of access to the means of inscription and dissemination, something for which historical evidence could hardly be more abundant.


  The late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (the “early modern” period) began to witness exceptions to this pattern, as we have observed in the case of Barbara Strozzi. New careers opened up to women as performers with the advent of professionalized court singing, particularly at the music-loving court of Ferrara in northern Italy, which maintained a famous concerto delle donne, a “consort” of virtuoso women singers for whom several important (male) composers wrote flamboyantly ornate madrigals near the end of the sixteenth century. With the advent of public opera in Italy beginning in the 1630s, women performers reached new heights of accomplishment and renown.


  And yet their musical accomplishments did not bring women performers enhanced social status; rather the opposite. Women who sang or danced in public still bore a stigma in Christian Europe, where such activities were traditionally associated with prostitutes (or courtesans, as they were known in more elevated social circles). Thus a recent study by the music historian Anthony Newcomb of the concerto delle donne and other professional court singers of the time bears the title “Courtesans, Muses or Musicians?” and confirms the fact that, unless married to a nobleman, a professional woman singer was thought of as “a remarkable renegade to be looked at, applauded, but not included in polite society.”12 Even Barbara Strozzi, in the words of her biographer Ellen Rosand, “may, indeed, have been a courtesan, highly skilled in the art of love as well as music.”13


  Strozzi was nevertheless able to function as a professional composer—a creator—as well as a performer, and this was an “early modern” novelty. Many of the women performers at Ferrara and other north Italian courts were known to have composed a significant part of their own repertoires, but with only a single notable exception—Maddalena Casulana, who issued three books of madrigals in Venice between 1568 and 1583—they did not publish their work and are lost as composers to history. Strozzi, by contrast, was considered an important composer in her day, as was her older contemporary Francesca Caccini (1587–ca. 1641), who published a book of monodies in 1618 and had an opera performed at the Medici court in Florence in 1625.


  Just to name these two composers, however, is to explain their exceptional status and to realize that they are only exceptions that (as the saying goes) “prove the rule.” Both of them were daughters (in one case natural, the other adopted) of famous fathers who commanded great prestige in musical circles. It was on their fathers’ coattails that the daughters could find an outlet for their talents where other talents, perhaps equally great, could find no outlet. Strozzi, in an effort to mitigate the audacity of her career objectives, paid tribute to the prejudice against women composers even as she overcame it, writing in the preface to her first publication that “as a woman, I publish [it] all too anxiously,” and in her second, dedicated to the Emperor of Austria, that “the lowly mine of a woman’s poor imagination cannot produce metal to forge those richest golden crowns worthy of august rulers.”


  Caccini left the service of the Medici on the death of her husband in 1626. Recent research by Suzanne Cusick has shown that she married again a year later, to a wealthy nobleman and musical dilettante, and that she continued to compose music for entertainments at her new home—but anonymously, as befit her new social rank.14 Thus, ironically, access to a private fortune through marriage—a marriage probably contracted precisely because of her musical talents—actually took away from Caccini the outlet she had formerly possessed, by virtue of her father’s fame, to the public profession of music and the dissemination of her works.


  Indeed, she now outranked her father socially. After her second husband’s death, she returned to the Medici court, but as a lady-in-waiting rather than as a designated musician. (She did, however, sing in chapel services and also taught music in a convent school—a “gynocentric” environment, as Cusick calls it, and an oral one that is for both reasons hidden from the purview of conventional historiography.) In a final touch of irony, she refused permission to have her daughter sing in a dramatic spectacle such as she had participated in during her own previous stint in service, lest it damage the girl’s prospects for a good marriage. Francesca Caccini recognized, in short, that her own lucky combination of musical and social success had been freakish, and not likely to be repeated in the next generation.


  So, to pose once more the question Copland so glibly answered and answer it anew: There have been no “great women composers” because of a virtual catch-22. Without social rank, feminine access to the means of dissemination was impossible for one reason, but with it access could become impossible for another reason. Besides, the problem as we pose it today is compounded by a subtle nuance in the wording of the question. As we will see in greater detail when we investigate the musical results of the romantic movement, the concept of artistic greatness (a far more recent concept than one might assume) is itself a gendered one. Even earlier, the concept of artistic creation was linked with the notion of the biblical Creator, traditionally a patriarchal rather than a matriarchal figure. So the question itself, like many questions that purportedly seek simple “natural” answers, is not innocent of cultural bias.


  So what do we do? One way of restoring women to the history of music, informally known as “mainstreaming,” is to give the works of women composers disproportionate representation so as to offer a constant reminder that (pace Copland) men have no monopoly on compositional talent. The choice of Strozzi’s cantata as a specimen for analysis in this book, rather than one by the more famous and prolific Carissimi (or Luigi Rossi, another Roman specialist in the genre), is an example of mainstreaming. Its immediate purpose, however, was more to provide an opening for the present discussion than to even the score between men and women in the history of composition. There is simply no way of evening that score; and while mainstreaming may constructively counteract the unfounded assumption that women are lacking in innate capacity to compose, it, too, distorts the historical record. Nor does concealing the fact of any group’s historical exclusion serve to advance its current prospects for equality.


  Another way of restoring women to music history is to change the nature of the story, giving less emphasis to composition and more to performance, patronage, and other areas in which the contributions of women have been more commensurate with those of men. The present account, with its constant reminders that the literate repertory is not the sole subject of music history and its constant attention to the social contexts in which music has been made, shows the influence of this trend. And yet to the extent that it remains the aim and obligation of a text like this not only to narrate the story of past musical activities and deeds but also to provide an introduction to the material products—the textual remains—of those activities, the literate repertory must, despite all caveats, retain its privilege and remain the primary focus of the story.


  Whatever the quantity of women’s contributions to that repertory and whatever the extent of its representation in a book like this, another question remains to be asked about it. Is its quality, or essence, distinct in any observable way from that of men? Is there something peculiar about the musical expression of women (and, it follows, of men) that is the direct result of the composer’s gender? Do men or women, as composers, possess a particular group identity, the way they do as participants in the act of sexual reproduction? And if so, is that identity truly a biological given and a determinant of their behavior, as it is in reproduction, or is it the result of habit and socialization (that is, behavior one learns from other people)?


  These questions—which can be applied not only to matters of gender but to a broad range of differences among human groups including race, nationality, religion, erotic preference, and as many others as we can describe—have become increasingly common in recent years, and increasingly fraught, as different human groups (especially minority groups) have demanded, and been accorded, increasing respect in many modern societies. Answers to them have been extremely various, and they have been subject to heated, often acrimonious debate as befits the important political and economic issues that are at stake behind them, even when asked in the relatively serene context of the arts and their history.


  An inclination toward affirmative answers to questions about the reality of group identity as a determinant of individual behavior is generally called the essentialist position, while the tendency to answer such questions in the negative marks one as a social constructionist or constructivist. These extreme positions are rarely espoused in pure form except by political activists. And even political activists sometimes recognize that the political implications of these positions are seldom unambiguous. Asserting an essentialist notion of women’s writing, as certain literary critics have done (especially in France, so that “women’s writing” is often called écriture feminine even by English or American writers), has been a useful tactic in calling attention to the existence of such literature and gaining a readership for it. And yet women writers have often resisted the notion, thinking it a predefinition of their work, hence more a limitation on them than a liberation. There has been a certain amount of musicological criticism along such lines (an example is Cusick’s work on Francesca Caccini, whom she has termed a “proto-feminist”).


  But there is little consensus on the matter, and it will be noticed that the present discussion of Strozzi’s style as evinced by her cantata has sought a neutral or agnostic (some might call it an evasive) stance. On the one hand, it is evident that Strozzi follows practically all of the same expressive conventions previously observed in the work of men like Monteverdi and Schütz. On the other, her work does possess distinguishing characteristics that, some might argue, involuntarily reflect her group identity. Questions of essentialism vs. constructionism, in any event, cannot be approached on the basis of a single example, and a broader empirical survey lies beyond the scope of a book like this. As in all such controversies, the burden of proof lies with those who assert the critical relevance of the issue.


  


  CHAPTER 3

  Courts Resplendent, Overthrown, Restored


  TRAGÉDIE LYRIQUE FROM LULLY TO RAMEAU; ENGLISH MUSIC IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY


  SENSE AND SENSUOUSNESS


  The story is told of King Louis XIV of France that once a courtier fond of the brilliance and grandeur of Italian music brought before the king a young violinist who had studied under the finest Italian masters for several years, and bade him play the most dazzling piece he knew. When he was finished, the king sent for one of his own violinists and asked the man for a simple air from Cadmus et Hermione, an opera by his own court composer, Jean-Baptiste Lully. The violinist was mediocre, the air was plain, nor was Cadmus by any means one of Lully’s most impressive works. But when the air was finished, the king turned to the courtier and said, “All I can say, sir, is that that is my taste.”1


  Invoking taste, the thing that is proverbially beyond dispute, is always a fine way of putting an end to an argument, especially when invoked by one to whom nobody may talk back. But while a king’s taste may not be disputed, it may still be worth investigating. Nor can we say we really understand a story unless we know who is telling it, and why.


  This particular story comes from a pamphlet, Comparaison de la musique italienne et de la musique française (“A comparison of French and Italian music”), issued in 1704 by one French aristocrat, Jean Laurent Lecerf de la Viéville, Lord of Freneuse, in answer to a like-named pamphlet, Paralèle des Italiens et des Français (“Differentiating the Italians from the French”), issued in 1702 by another French aristocrat, Abbé François Raguenet. It was the opening salvo of a press war that would last in France throughout the eighteenth century—that is, until the revolution of 1789 rendered all the old aristocratic controversies passé.
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  FIG. 3-1 Jean-Baptiste Lully, Superintendent of the King’s Music. Engraving by Henri Bonnart (1652–1711).


  


  The reason why it enters into our story a little ahead of schedule, and why it was so very typical of France, is that the musician it defended had been dead for almost twenty years at the time of writing, and Cadmus, his second opera, had had its first performance more than thirty years before. Nowhere else in Europe had operas become classics, nor had any other composer of operas been exalted into a symbol not only of royal taste but of royal authority as well. Authority is what French music was all about, and Lully’s operas above all. They were the courtiest court operas that ever were.


  Lurking behind the story, as behind every discussion of opera in France, was a political debate. It was touched off by Raguenet’s admiring description of castrato singing, probably the most vivid earwitness account ever penned of singers the likes of which we will never hear. Sometimes, wrote Raguenet (in the words of an anonymous eighteenth-century translator):


  
    you hear a ritornello so charming that you think nothing in music can exceed it till on a sudden you perceive it was designed only to accompany a more charming air sung by one of these castrati, who, with a voice the most clear and at the same time equally soft, pierces the symphony of instruments and tops them with an agreeableness which they that hear it may conceive but will never be able to describe.

  


  
    These pipes of theirs resemble that of the nightingale; their long-winded throats draw you in a manner out of your depth and make you lose your breath. They’ll execute passages of I know not how many bars together, they’ll have echoes on the same passages and swellings of a prodigious length, and then, with a chuckle in the throat, exactly like that of a nightingale, they’ll conclude with cadences of an equal length, and all this in the same breath.

  


  
    Add to this that these soft—these charming voices acquire new charms by being in the mouth of a lover; what can be more affecting than the expressions of their sufferings in such tender passionate notes; in this the Italian lovers have a very great advantage over ours, whose hoarse masculine voices ill agree with the fine soft things they are to say to their mistresses. Besides, the Italian voices being equally strong as they are soft, we hear all they sing very distinctly, whereas half of it is lost upon our theatre unless we sit close to the stage or have the spirit of divination.2

  


  And yet, Raguenet emphasizes, these desexed singers were not only the best male lovers, they were the best females as well:


  
    Castrati can act what part they please, either a man or a woman as the cast of the piece requires, for they are so used to perform women’s parts that no actress in the world can do it better than they. Their voice is as soft as a woman’s and withal it’s much stronger; they are of a larger size than women, generally speaking, and appear consequently more majestic. Nay, they usually look handsomer on the stage than women themselves.3

  


  To us, living in an age when sexual identity has become a “hot button,” Raguenet’s comfortable enjoyment of masculine cross-dressing is perhaps the most striking aspect of courts resplendent, overthrown, restored his description. It is a facet of a general comfort with artifice, and a willingness to accept all manner of make-believe, that contrasts strongly with more modern theatrical esthetics. But at the time the most provocative aspect of Raguenet’s discourse—and the one regarded as most potentially degenerate—was his ready receptivity to the purely sensuous pleasure of singing and his willingness to accept it as opera’s chief, most characteristic, and therefore most legitimate, delight. This went not only against the grain of Lecerf de la Viéville’s argument, which ends with strenuous exhortations to “yield to reason” and heed the admonitions that “reason pronounces for us” (that is, for us French)—it went against the whole history of operatic reception in France, and England too.


  Opera had a difficult time getting started in France. Indeed, it had to succeed as politics before it had any chance of succeeding as art. Like their English counterparts, who also possessed a glorious tradition of spoken theater (as the Italians did not), the aristocrats of seventeenth-century France saw only a child’s babble in what the Italians called dramma per musica (drama “through” or “by means of” music). To their minds, the art of music and the art of drama simply would not mix. “Would you know what an Opera is?” wrote Saint-Evremond, an exiled French courtier and a famous wit, to the Duke of Buckingham.4 “I’ll tell you that it is an odd medley of poetry and music, wherein the poet and musician, equally confined one by the other, take a world of pains to compose a wretched performance.” Music in the theater, for the thinking French as for the thinking English, was at best an elegant bauble, more likely a nuisance. High tragedians made a point of spurning it. Pierre Corneille, the greatest playwright of midcentury France, would admit music only into what was known as a pièce à machines—a play that already adulterated its dramatic seriousness for the sake of spectacle in the form of flying machines on which gods descended or winged chariots took off. And even then, he wrote in 1650 in the preface to his drama Andromède, “I have been very careful to have nothing sung that is essential to the understanding of the play, since words that are sung are usually understood poorly by the audience.”5 But then artists and critics who value intellectual understanding have always resisted opera. From the beginning dramatic music has been reason’s foe, as indeed it was expressly designed to be.


  THE POLITICS OF PATRONAGE


  The irrational, though, can have its rational uses, and nobody knew that better than Jules Mazarin, the seventeenth century’s most artful politician. It was Cardinal Mazarin (né Giulio Mazzarini), the Italian-born de facto regent of France, who took the first steps, in the earliest years of the boy-king Louis XIV’s reign, to establish opera in his adopted country. He recruited the services of Luigi Rossi (ca. 1597–1653), the leading composer of Rome, to write an opera expressly for the French court. Fittingly, indeed all but inevitably, this first officially sponsored French opera, performed at the Palais Royal on 2 March 1647, was another Orfeo, another demonstrative setting of the myth of music’s primeval power to move the soul.


  Forty years after Monteverdi’s treatment of the same tale, the new work showed the influence of opera’s commercial popularization, so that it resembled Monteverdi’s Poppea more than it did his Orfeo. Where Monteverdi’s Orfeo had only the briefest of duets for Orpheus and Eurydice (to celebrate their happiness, not express their love), Rossi’s gave the nuptial pair (both sopranos) no fewer than three extended love scenes. Orpheus, a natural tenor in Monteverdi’s setting, is a soprano castrato in Rossi’s, so that these scenes closely resemble the ones for Nero and Poppea in Monteverdi’s last opera. Also in the spirit of Poppea rather than Monteverdi’s Orfeo, Rossi’s Orfeo has a pair of comic characters (one of them a satyr) who mock the lofty passions of the main characters.


  But like Monteverdi’s Orfeo, and like all the early aristocratic musical tales, Rossi’s Orfeo was fitted out with sumptuous scenery, with dancing choruses, with lavish orchestral scoring and with machines (the most splendid one reserved for Apollo, who descends in a fiery chariot that illuminates a fantastic garden set). Above all, it had the requisite sycophantic prologue that showered praises on the young King Louis from the mouths of gods and allegorical beings.


  By masterminding this display, Cardinal Mazarin secured for himself a prestige that rivaled that of his own mentor, the Roman cardinal Antonio Barberini, Rossi’s patron. The Italian spectacles, full of everything merveilleux, bedizened the French court more gloriously than any rationalistic drama could do, for “the purpose of such spectacles,” wrote the moralist Jean de la Bruyère (1645–96), a court favorite and a converted operatic skeptic, “is to hold the mind, the eye and the ear equally in thrall.”6


  And there was something else as well. Rossi, in his turn, recruited for his performances a troupe of Roman singers and instrumentalists, a little colony of Italians in the French capital who were personally loyal to Mazarin, and who, in the time-honored fashion of traveling virtuosi, could serve him as secret agents and spies in his diplomatic maneuvers with the papal court. All of this was a lesson to Mazarin’s apprentice, the young king, who thus received instruction, as a French historian has put it (using the French word for lavish arts patronage), in “the political importance of le mécénat.”7 The foundations were laid for what the French still call their grand siècle, their great century, and opera was destined to be its grandest manifestation.


  Yet it was a very special sort of opera that would reign in France, one tailored to accommodate national prejudices, court traditions, and royal prerogatives. The French autocracy was the largest ethnically integrated political entity in Europe. Its royal court was the exemplary aristocratic establishment of the day, and its musical displays would classically embody the politics of dynastic affirmation. Like every other aspect of French administrative culture, the French court opera was wholly centralized. Its primary purpose was to furnish “propaganda for the state and for the divine right of the king,” as the music historian Neal Zaslaw has written, and only secondarily to provide “entertainment for the nobility and bourgeoisie.”8 No operatic spectacle could be shown in public anywhere in France that had not been prescreened, and approved, at court.


  At the same time, however, French opera aimed far higher than the “musical tale” of the Italians, which was essentially a modest pastoral play. The French form aspired to the status of a full-fledged tragédie en musique (later called tragédie lyrique), which meant that the values of the spoken drama, France’s greatest cultural treasure, were as far as possible to be preserved in the new medium despite the presence of music.


  To reconcile the claims of court pageantry with those of dramatic gravity was no mean trick. Only a very special genius could bring it off. At the time of Luigi Rossi’s momentous sojourn in France, another far less distinguished Italian musician—just an apprentice, really—was already living there: Giovanni Battista Lulli, a Florentine boy who had been brought over in 1646, aged thirteen, to serve as garçon de chambre to Mme. de Montpensier, a Parisian lady who wanted to practice her Italian. She also supported his training in courtly dancing and violin playing. When his patroness, a “Frondist” (that is, a supporter of a failed parliamentary revolt against Louis and Mazarin), was exiled in 1652, Lulli secured release from her employ and found work as a servant to Louis XIV’s cousin, Anne-Marie-Louise d’Orleans (known as the “Grande Mademoiselle”), and as a dancer and mime at the royal court, where he danced alongside, and made friends with, the teenaged king. Upon the death of his violin teacher the next year, Lulli assumed the man’s position as court composer of ballroom music.


  His rise to supreme power was steady and unstoppable, for Lulli was a veritable musical Mazarin, an Italian-born French political manipulator of genius. Shortly after the founding in 1669 of the Académie Royale de Musique, Louis XIV’s opera establishment, Jean-Baptiste Lully, who like Mazarin had been naturalized and Gallicized his name, managed to finagle the rights to manage it from its originally designated patent holder. From then on he was a musical Sun King, the absolute autocrat of French music, which he recreated in his own image.


  He had a crown-supported monopoly over his domain, from which he could exclude any rival who threatened his preeminence. He squeezed out his older, native-born contemporary Robert Cambert (ca. 1628–77), who, despairing of ever producing his masterpiece, Ariane (1659), withdrew embittered to London where in 1674 he did finally see a much-modified version of it performed in Drury Lane to a partially translated libretto. Likewise Marc-Antoine Charpentier (1643–1704), a younger competitor who, though trained in Italy and employed by the king’s cousin and later by the dauphin (the future Louis XV), had to wait until the age of fifty before he could get a tragédie en musique (Medée, 1693) produced at court, several years after Lully’s long-awaited death in 1687. (The old monopolist had died with his boots on, so to speak, following a celebrated mishap with a time-beating cane that resulted in gangrene.) By then Lully had produced thirteen tragédies lyriques, averaging one every fifteen months. The pattern that he set with them became the standard to which any composer aspiring to a court performance had to conform. Two generations of French musicians thus willy-nilly became Lully’s dynastic heirs. His works would dominate the repertory for half a century after his death, in response not to market forces or to public demand but by royal decree, giving Lully a vicarious reign comparable in length of years to his patron’s and extending through most of the reign of Louis XV as well. His style did not merely define an art form, it defined a national identity. La musique, he might well have said, c’est moi.


  DRAMA AS COURT RITUAL


  The ultimate theatrical representation of power, the Lullian tragédie lyrique was from first to last a sumptuously outfitted—but, in another sense, quite thinly clad—metaphor for the grandeur and the authority of the court that it adorned. The monumental mythological or heroic-historical plots, some chosen by the king himself, celebrated the implacable universal order and the supremacy of divine or divinely appointed rulers.


  Themes of sacrifice and self-sacrifice predominated. Lully’s Alceste (1674), his second tragedie lyrique and one of his most successful, was based on the myth of Alcestis (as embodied in Euripides’ tragedy of the same name), about a queen who gives up her life so that her husband’s life-threatening malady may be cured. The adaptation was by Philippe Quinault (1635–88), a court poet and member of the Académie Française, who became Lully’s principal librettist. (The same Euripides tragedy would serve about ninety years later as plotline for a similarly lofty, French-style libretto by Ranieri de’ Calzabigi, a Vienna court poet, austerely set to music by the great opera reformer Christoph Willibald von Gluck to honor the Empress Maria Theresa for her devotion to her consort, who had died the year before.)


  Idomenée (1712), a tragédie en musique by André Campra, a member of the post-Lully generation, concerns Idomeneus, the king of Crete during the Trojan Wars, who makes a hasty vow to Neptune to sacrifice the first living thing he espies on returning home in return for deliverance from a shipwreck, and is forced to sacrifice his own son at the cost of his throne and his sanity. (Its libretto, based on a fourth-century commentary to Virgil’s Aeneid, was later translated, revised, and expanded for Mozart’s Idomeneo, performed for the court of Munich in 1781.) Later, the almost identical biblical story of Jephtha (already the subject of an oratorio by Carissimi described in chapter 2), who makes a similar vow and suffers a similar fate, was turned into a tragédie en musique by Michel Pignolet de Montéclair (Jephté, 1732). By then, tastes had changed sufficiently to permit a happy ending: Jephtha’s daughter is spared in Montéclair’s opera by divine intervention. Lully’s greatest successor, Jean-Philippe Rameau, honored Louis XV with Castor et Pollux (1737), concerning the mythological twins, immortalized in the constellation Gemini, who were each tested and found willing to sacrifice his life for the sake of the other.
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  FIG. 3-2 Illuminated evening performance of Alceste, a tragédie en musique by Lully and Quinault, at the Marble Court of Versailles, 1674. Engraving by Jean Le Pautre (1618–1682).
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  FIG. 3-3 Jean-Philippe Rameau, portrait by Jacques Aved (1702–1766).


  


  A metaphor of grandeur and authority from first to last, beginning with the marchlike ouverture or “opener” whose stilted dotted rhythms (enclosing a faster jiglike fugue) became for eighteenth-century composers—and even later ones—a universal code for pomp. The “French overture” was actually Cambert’s invention, in his pastorale Pomone (1671), performed a year before Lully managed to secure the royal patent and ruin his rival, meanwhile taking over all his stylistic innovations and expanding them into their “classic” form. Ex. 3-1 shows the beginnings of the two main sections of the ouverture to Lully’s opera Atys of 1676.


  What the ouverture served to introduce was an obligatory panegyric prologue of a full act’s duration, vastly outstripping its Italian courtly prototype. Here mythological beings were summoned to extol the French king’s magnificent person and his deeds of war and peace with choral pageantry and with suites of dances modeled on the actual ballet de cour, an elaborate ritual, in which the king himself took part, that symbolized the divinely instituted social hierarchy. (A description of “the King’s Grand Ball” by Pierre Rameau, Louis XV’s dancing master, may be found in Weiss and Taruskin, Music in the Western World, No. 54.) At times the mythological characters could be joshed a little, as in Rameau’s Castor et Pollux, where Louis XV’s successful mediation of the War of Polish Succession is symbolized textually by an amorous concord of Venus and Mars, the gods of love and war, and musically by a delightfully incongruous love duet of flute and trumpet that only Rameau, a master of the grotesque, could have brought off (Ex. 3-2); or as in Montéclair’s Jephté, where Roman deities scurry out of the way of the Holy Scripture. Such levity was tolerable in a prologue, for it only enhanced the exaltation of the king above his mythological admirers.


  EX. 3-1A Jean-Baptiste Lully, Overture to Atys (1676), opening section
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  EX. 3-1B Jean-Baptiste Lully, Overture to Atys (1676), beginning of middle section
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  EX. 3-2 Jean-Philippe Rameau, Castor et Pollux, Prologue
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  Throughout the spectacle that followed, dancing—ceremonial movement accompanied by les vingt-quatre violons du Roi (“the twenty-four royal fiddlers”), the grandest and most disciplined orchestra in Europe—would furnish a lavish symbolic counterpoint to the words. Sometimes the dance enlarged directly on the dramatic action, sometimes it contrasted with it, as when Jupiter, in the second act of Castor et Pollux, orders up a lengthy divertissement or dance-diversion just to show his errant son what pleasures he will have to give up if he goes through with his planned self-sacrifice.


  Everything reached culmination in a monumental chaconne or passacaille, a stately choral dance over one of the ground basses described in chapter 2. It often went on for hundreds of measures, enlisting all the dramatis personae for the purpose of announcing an explicit moral. “C’est la valeur qui fait les Dieux/Et la beauté fait les Déesses” (“Valor makes gods and beauty goddesses”) is the one proclaimed in Castor et Pollux; and the metaphorical signifance of the final dance is spelled out with special clarity in that opera. “C’est la fête de l’univers!” (“Let the whole universe rejoice!”), Jupiter declares, and his words are taken up as a refrain by the ensemble, representing all the planets and the stars in the sky in an orgy of royal panegyric.


  The champion Lully passacaille comes from the fifth act of Armide (1686), his last tragédie en musique, composed to a libretto adapted by Quinault at Louis XIV’s behest from a celebrated episode in Tasso’s 1581 epic Gerusalemme liberata concerning the love of Armida, a Saracen sorceress, for Rinaldo, a crusader, culminating in her conversion and her renunciation of pagan vengefulness in favor of Christian humility and conciliation. (The story became the subject of close to one hundred operas and ballets, from Monteverdi in the early seventeenth century to Dvo[image: Image]ák in the early twentieth.) The work was kept in repertory until 1766, eighty years after its première—a record run, not to be matched till Mozart, whose late operas never left the standard repertory.
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  FIG. 3-4 Destruction of the magic palace at the conclusion of Lully’s Armide (1686). Stage design for the original production by Jean Berain.


  


  The passacaille (Ex. 3-3), which if performed complete (that is, with all repeats observed) lasts upwards of twelve minutes, comprises a divertissement performed by a troupe of allegorical Pleasures and amants fortunés (happy lovers) to entertain Renaud (Rinaldo) while Armide seeks advice from the Underworld on what to do about her lovesickness. The fact that it is based largely on the traditional descending minor tetrachord (occasionally garnished chromatically into the passus duriusculus) is a tip-off to the audience that things will not end as happily as they did in Tasso’s original, but with a denouement better suited to the requirements of the French court and its mores. And sure enough, when Armide returns Renaud surprises her with the declaration that he will sacrifice love to duty and leave her; Armide, enraged, humiliated, and despairing, orders the destruction of her magic palace (and Renaud within it) then departs on a flying chariot. Thus Renaud, the true hero of the tale (and the royal patron’s surrogate) ends up sacrificing not only love but life itself on the altar of social obligation.


  EX. 3-3 Jean-Baptiste Lully, Armide, Passacaille, beginning
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  The contemporary allegorical relevance of the plot, proclaimed at the first in the prologue and affirmed at the last by the passacaille, was what really counted in a tragédie lyrique. To drive it home the players wore “modern dress,” adapted from contemporary court regalia, just as the dances they performed were the sarabandes, the gavottes, and the passepieds of their own ballroom, albeit performed at a supreme level of execution. Thus the theatrical pageant was no mere reminiscence of a social dance, it was a social dance enacted by professional proxies. The whole drama was conceived as a sublimated court ritual. Royal and noble spectators did not seek transcendence of contemporary reality but rather its cosmic confirmation. They did not value the kind of verisimilitude that makes the imaginary seem real. They wanted just the opposite: to see the real—that is, themselves—projected into the domain of fable and archetype.


  Along with this feast of symbolic movement and rich sonority went an unparalleled, completely un-Italianate prejudice against virtuoso singing, which was abjured not only for the usual negative reasons—uppity singers symbolizing a polity in disarray—but for more positive reasons having to do with the theatrical traditions of France. Here verisimilitude of a very particular sort—fidelity to articulate language, which is the first thing to go in florid, legato, “operatic” singing—suddenly loomed very large. The lead performers in French court opera remained nominally acteurs, and the voice of the castrato went unheard in the land—even when, in Lully’s Atys (1676), after Ovid, the plot actually hinged on castration.


  ATYS, THE KING’S OPERA


  But of course the brave castrato voice referred to anything but itself. The one thing its brassy timbre never symbolized was actual eunuchhood. And so the last character a castrato might have effectively represented was Atys, or Attis, the hero of the ultimate courtly sacrifice-spectacle, known in its time as “the king’s opera” and cited not only as an operatic but as a literary classic by Voltaire, seventy-five years after its first production.9 Attis was a god of pre-Hellenic (Phrygian) religion, later taken over as a minor deity by the Greeks. Like Adonis, he was a beautiful youth over whom goddesses fought jealous battles. Cybele, the earth or mother goddess, fell in love with the unwitting and insouciant Attis, and so that none other shall ever know his love, caused him to castrate himself in a sudden frenzy. Like Adonis, he was worshiped by the Greeks as a god of vegetation who controlled the yearly round of wintry death and vernal resurrection.


  In Quinault’s libretto, Cybele’s rival for the love of Attis is the nymph Sangaride, to whom Attis has actually declared his affections. At the end of the opera, Cybele causes Attis to kill Sangaride in his frenzy, and then to stab himself fatally. Before he can die, Cybele transforms him into a pine tree whose life is renewed yearly, so that she will be able to love it forever. According to a gossipy courtier who authored several highly revealing letters about the preparations for the Atys première and about the staging, this ending was contrived expressly so as to avoid having to show an act of castration on stage. The very avoidance, however, testified to everyone’s awareness of the real nature of the hero’s sacrifice and lent an added resonance to the contemporary subtext, no doubt well known to Lully and Quinault: “Word has it,” one of the letters divulges, “that the King recognizes himself in this Atys, apathetic to love, that Cybele strongly resembles the Queen, and Sangaride Mme. de Maintenon, who enraged the King when she wanted to marry the Duke of B****.”10


  In other words, the opera gave symbolic representation to a love triangle that was even then being played out in the king’s own household; for “Mme. de Maintenon” (that is, Françoise d’Aubigné, marquise de Maintenon), the widow of a court poet and an influential royal adviser, became the second wife of Louis XIV in 1684. No wonder Atys became known as “the king’s opera.” It was, even beyond the obligatory prologue, an opera about the king. And in its famed artistic “chastity”—(almost) no comic interludes, (almost) no subplots, in short (almost) no popular “Venetian” trappings of any kind—Atys reflected on the artistic plane the same tendency toward serenity and exalted moderation that Mme. de Maintenon advocated in court life.


  The third act of Atys, at once the most succinct of the opera’s five acts and the most varied, is a perfect model of courtly opera at the peak of its prestige. It begins with a short soliloquy for the title character, cast as an haute-contre, the highest French male voice range, a soft tenor shading into falsetto and the very antithesis of the plangent castrato (Ex. 3-4a). Atys laments the loss of Sangaride to her betrothed, King Celenus of Phrygia. This little number epitomizes Lully’s deliberate avoidance of big Italianate vocal display in the interests of dramatic realism; as the anonymous letter writer describes it, “all in half-tints: no big effects for the singers, no grand arias, but small courtly airs and recitatives over the bare continuo, and their alternation is what will give shape to the action.”


  EX. 3-4A Jean-Baptiste Lully, Atys, Act III, Atys’s opening air (sarabande)


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  Atys’s solo is just such a “courtly air” (air de cour). The text consists of a single quatrain, of which the first pair of lines (couplet) is used as a refrain to round it off into a miniature ABA (da capo) form. This little rounded entity is further enclosed between a pair of identical ritournelles, in which the first measure already discloses the characteristic meter and rhythm of the sarabande. Thus even the vocal solos reflect the underlying basis of the French court opera in the court ballet, and beyond that, in ballroom dance itself. The setting of the text is entirely syllabic and responsive to the contours, stresses, and lengths of the spoken language, reflecting the other underlying basis of the court opera, namely high-style theatrical declamation.


  These values were hard-won. They ran counter to “musicianly” instincts, and Lully’s famous skills as autocratic disciplinarian, with unprecedented authority stemming directly from his patron the king, were necessary ones to the success of his undertaking—as the anonymous letter writer confirms in a delightfully written, somewhat cynical passage that conjures up a vivid sense of something new in music: haughty, easily offended authorial pride.


  
    Lully is ranting at everybody. Everyone wants to shine in Atys, and there is no way to shine in this work of Lully’s. Everything is fashioned, calculated, measured so that the action of the drama progresses without ever slackening. This singer takes it upon himself to add ornaments, slowing down the beat; and in order to remain on stage longer and arouse a little more applause, drags out an air that Lully intended to be simple, short and natural. That dancer begs for a futile repetition; the violins want to play when Lully asks for flutes…. Everybody seeks his own reflection in Atys. Lully has to defend his work.11

  


  After Atys’s solo, the nymph Doris and her brother Idas enter to urge Atys to act on his passion and spurn his official duty as Celenus’s protégé and chief sacrificer to Cybele, thus crystallizing the moral dilemma on which the drama turns. Like most scenes of dialogue, it is carried by a rhythmically irregular recitative that alternates between measures containing four big beats and measures containing three. But when the two confidants come to their principal argument (“In love’s realm duty is helpless”), they come together in another minuscule air in minuet tempo, into which (and out of which) they slip almost imperceptibly: that is the deft “alternation that shapes the action,” in the words of the anonymous letter writer. And when they win Atys over, he joins them in a tiny trio in the style of an allemande with dotted rhythms recalling the imperious strains of the overture (Ex. 3-4b).


  EX. 3-4B Jean-Baptiste Lully, Atys, Act III, Air à trois (allemande)


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    In vain, a heart, uncertain of its choice, puts Love and gratitude a thousand times upon the scales. Love always tips the scales.

  


  


  Left alone once again to reflect on his amorous prospects, Atys launches what appears to be another sarabande, heralded by another orchestral ritournelle. (Its giveaway rhythm is the accented and lengthened note on the second beat of the measure.) But he is quickly distracted by the counterclaim of duty and lapses into a recitative, from which he lapses further into sleep. This is an enchanted slumber that Cybele has engineered in order to apprise him of her love without having to confess it (degrading for a goddess). The scene thus conjured up is the most famous scene in the opera—the subtly erotic Sommeil, literally the “sleep scene” or “dream symphony,” so widely copied by later composers and librettists that it became a standard feature of the tragédie lyrique.
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  FIG. 3-5 Costume design by Jean Berain for the Sommeil (“sleep scene”) in Lully’s Atys (1676).


  


  It begins with a Prelude (Ex. 3-4c) in which soft, sweet-toned whistle-flutes (what the French simply called flûtes, or recorders in English) are spotlighted in a somewhat concerto-like dialogue with the string band. The rocking rhythms, slurred two-by-two and surely performed with the characteristic French lilt (the so-called notes inégales), literally cradle the entranced title character and serve as the prologue to a charmed vision of Sleep himself (haute-contre), who sings a hypnotic refrain in alternation with his sons Morpheus (another haute-contre), Phobétor (bass), and Phantase or “Dream” (tenor).


  EX. 3-4C Jean-Baptiste Lully, Atys, Act III, Sommeil
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  Morpheus’s short recitative, in which he informs Atys that he has the honor (or in view of the outcome, the curse) of being loved by the exalted Cybele, introduces a typical process of alternating recitatives and accompanied airs with refrains, the chief refrain being the quatrain sung by the three sons of Sleep that continually reminds Atys that Cybele’s love exacts duty and constancy in return. Exhortations give way to a ballet of sweet dreams (des songes agréables), in which the minuet danced by the corps de ballet forms a refrain to alternate with that of the sons.


  The ballet of the sweet dreams is suddenly disrupted by one of nightmares (songes funestes or “evil dreams”), who enter, heralded by a bass who warns against offending a divine love, to the strains of an allemande in pompous overture style, its regal rhythms reflecting the high station of the goddess at whose behest the nightmares have appeared. The chorus of evil dreams that follows (Ex. 3-4d) is in one of Lully’s specialty styles: the rapid-fire “patter chorus,” which reached its peak the next year with the chorus of “Trembleurs”—People from the Frozen Climates whose bodies quake and whose teeth chatter with the cold—in Lully and Quinault’s pastoral Isis. Having sung, the evil dreams launch into a lusty courante, full not only of the usual hemiolas but of rattling military tattoos as well. The nightmare sequence is dispelled by the awakening of the startled Atys and the arrival of Cybele herself, who comforts him, distressed though she is to learn, through an exchange of minuscule airs, that Atys properly reveres her but does not return her passion. Sangaride enters for a long scene in recitative that encloses the drama’s (wouldbe) turning point, when Cybele (alas, only temporarily) promises to aid her rival out of unselfish love for Atys. Her crucial decision is rendered as a maxim: “The gods protect the freedom of the heart,” set as a tiny march or allemande for the goddess, immediately repeated by the mortal pair.


  EX. 3-4D Jean-Baptiste Lully, Atys, Choeur des Songes Funestes
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    Love insulted turns to fury and won’t forgive the most charming appeal.

  


  


  Sangaride and Atys exit to seek the aid of Sangaride’s father, the river Sangarus. (His scene, in act IV, is the opera’s one comic divertissement.) Cybele’s confidant, the priestess Melissa, now enters to console the unhappy goddess, whose complaint that “the ungrateful Atys loves me not” is set against the all-but inevitable passus duriusculus, the chromatically descending tetrachord, in the continuo (Ex. 3-4e). She sings in recitative style throughout, while Melissa’s attempts to console her take the form of petits airs (little songs without repeats), the first of them a gavotte (Ex. 3-4f), identifiable by its characteristic two-quarter upbeat in quick “cut time” (two half notes to the bar).


  EX. 3-4E Jean-Baptiste Lully, Atys, Act III, Cybele’s complaint
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    How doth Atys mix indifference with respect! The ungrateful wretch loves me not; Love demands love, any substitute is an offence.

  


  


  Finally, Melissa leaves Cybele alone on stage and the goddess delivers herself of an impassioned yet dignified lament, the most extended solo turn in the opera. Impassioned though it is, however, it is far from what one would expect from a contemporary Italian opera at such a point. Rather, it harks back directly to such masterworks of the early, courtly Italian style as Monteverdi’s famous lament for Ariadne—Lully surely knew it—in the otherwise lost opera Arianna of 1608, named for her (Ex. 3-4g). Introduced and concluded by a ritournelle in an elegiac sarabande style, Cybele’s lament (Ex. 3-4h), like Ariadne’s, is a recitative built around a threefold textual and musical refrain: “Hope, so cherished, so sweet, Ah, … ah, why dost thou deceive me?” Between the two consecutive “Ahs,” Lully inserts a quarter rest, called a soupir (“sigh”) in French, on the downbeat. (A teaser: Was the rest called a sigh because it was used like this, or did Lully use it like this because it was called a sigh? The history of the term is not well enough established to answer the question, but it raises the prospect that even the most obviously “onomatopoietic” or “iconic” musical imitations are actually mediated through language concepts and are, in effect, puns.)


  EX. 3-4F Jean-Baptiste Lully, Atys, Act III, Melissa’s petit air (gavotte)
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    It is not so great a crime to express oneself poorly; A heart that has never loved knows little about how love is expressed.

  


  


  EX. 3-4G Claudio Monteverdi, Lamento d’Arianna, refrain


  


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 3-4H Jean-Baptiste Lully, Atys, Act III, Cybele’s lament (sarabande)
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  As we see from the third act of Atys, French singing actors were rarely if ever called upon to contend with the full orchestra. Their scenes and confrontations were played against the bare figured bass in a stately, richly nuanced recitative whose supple rhythms in mixed meters caught the lofty cadence of French theatrical declamation. Lully, for whom French was a second language, was said to have modeled this style directly on the closely observed delivery—the contours, the tempos, the rhythms and the inflections—of La Champmeslé (Marie Desmares, 1642–98), the leading tragedienne of the spoken drama, who created most of the leading roles in the works of the great dramatist Jean Racine. Racine personally coached her, and thus indirectly coached Lully, whose tragédies en musique were exactly contemporaneous with Racine’s great tragedies for the legitimate stage. Cybele’s concluding lament in act III of Atys was an obvious instance of this musicalized tragic declamation.


  Roulades and cadenzas would only have marred this lofty style, but Lully’s singers employed, as if in compensation, a rich repertoire of “graces” or agrémens: tiny conventional embellishments—shakes, slides, swells—that worked in harness with the bass harmony to punctuate the lines and to enhance their rhetorical projection. And there were all kinds of subtly graded transitions in and out of the petits airs, the tiny, simply structured couplets and quatrains set to dance rhythms, which animated the prosody while placing minimum barriers in the way of understanding.


  This, then, was the perfect opera for snooty opera haters like Saint-Evremond: an eyeful of spectacle, one ear full of opulent instrumental timbre, the other ear full of high rhetorical declamation. Vocal melody was far from the first ingredient or the most potent one, and the singers were held forcibly in check. Vocal virtuosity was admitted only in a decorative capacity on a par with orchestral color and stage machinery, never as a metaphor for emotion run amok. For passions out of control, the title character’s harrowing final mad scene in Campra’s Idomenée marked the absolute limit (Ex. 3-5). The tragic agitation is conveyed by brusque orchestral roulades, not vocal ones, and by the use of extreme tonalities, whose timbres were darkened by lessened string resonance, and whose unfamiliar playing patterns and vocal placements caused the performers to strain.


  EX. 3-5 André Campra, Idomenée, from the final mad scene
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  By contrast, virtuoso singing could only emanate from the lips of anonymous coryphées: soloists from the general corps, representing members of the crowd, shades, athletes, even planets—whatever the dramatic or allegorical circumstances required. The singing planet in Ex. 3-6—a brilliant ariette to greet a new heavenly constellation—is from Rameau’s Castor et Pollux, part of the fête de l’univers decreed by Jupiter. It embodies a kind of singing otherwise uncalled for in the opera—one that, while eminently theatrical, is essentially foreign to the dramatic purposes of the tragédie lyrique and therefore only suitable for an undramatic ornamental moment in a divertissement.


  The resplendent general impression to which this coldly dazzling ariette contributed took precedence over the personality of any particular participant. The concert of myriad forces in perfect harness under the aegis of a mastermind was the real message, whatever the story. While even the prejudiced Saint-Evremond had to admit that “no man can perform better than Lully upon an ill-conceived subject,” he turned it into a barb: “I don’t question but that in operas at the Palace-Royal, Lully is 100 times more thought of than Theseus or Cadmus,” his mythological heroes. But that was all right, since the king was even more thought of than Lully.


  EX. 3-6 Jean-Philippe Rameau, Castor et Pollux, ActV, ariette, Brillez, brillez astres nouveaux
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  Rameau’s planetary ariette shows the influence of a later Italian style than Lully could have known. (We will give it fuller consideration when we turn to the operas of Alessandro Scarlatti and George Frideric Handel.) In a sense it belongs to another age; but although Rameau is obviously later than Lully, and novel enough to have inspired resistance, he is not essentially different; and that is important to keep in mind. The eighteenth-century philosopher Denis Diderot had it right when he called Lully Monsieur Ut–mi–ut–sol (C–E–C–G)—roughly, “Mr. Music”—but called Rameau Monsieur Utremifasollasiututut (CDEFGABCCC)!12 For the Rameau style was the Lully style advanced—in no way challenged, but intensified: richer in harmony, more sumptuous in sonority, more laden in texture, more heroic in rhythm and rhetoric, more impressively masterminded than ever.
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  FIG. 3-6 Costume designs for Rameau’s Castor et Pollux (1737).


  


  When André Campra said of the fifty-year-old Rameau’s first opera that it contained enough music for ten operas, he did not mean it as a compliment. That same opera, Hyppolite et Aricie (1733), was the very first musical work to which the adjective “baroque” was attached, and as we know, that was no compliment either. Rameau’s prodigality of invention and complexity of style were taken by some as a hubris, a representation of personal power and therefore a lèse-majesté (an affront to the sovereign), offensive not only to the memory of the great founder, whose works were in effect the first true “classics” in the history of music, sacramentally perpetuated in repertory, but also to what the founder’s style had memorialized.


  Indeed, if (as we have done) one compares Lully’s dulcet Atys of 1676 with Rameau’s pungent, even violent Castor et Pollux of 1737, one can experience a bit of a shock—until one reckons that the span of time separating these two works is greater than the span that separates Palestrina’s Missa Papae Marcelli from Monteverdi’s Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda (or, more recently, Bach’s Mass in B Minor from Beethoven’s “Eroica” Symphony, or Verdi’s Il Trovatore from Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring). Then the shock of the new gives way to amazement at the hold of tradition, a hold that testifies first of all to the potency of administrative centralism and absolute political authority.


  The real challenge, to look ahead briefly, came about fifteen years later, with the so-called Guerre des Bouffons, the “War of the Buffoons,” an endless press debate that followed the first performances of Italian commercial opera in Paris, when the French court opera received, according to the great philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “a blow from which it never recovered.”13 Rousseau was a dilettante composer in addition to being a philosopher, and he had an interest in seeing the grand machinery of the official French style, with which he could never hope to cope, replaced with the sketchy “natural” spontaneity of the Italians. He even rode the coattails of the Italians in Paris to some popular success with his own little rustic oneacter called Le Devin du village (“The village soothsayer”).


  But of course Rousseau was much more than a musician, and his intense interest in the War of the Buffoons suggests that much more than music was at stake. Historians now agree that what seems a ludicrously inflated press scuffle about opera was in fact a coded episode, and an important one, in the ongoing battle between political absolutism and Enlightenment that raged throughout the eighteenth century. As always, the Italian commercial opera—epitomized this time by a farce (we’ll take a close look at it later) in which a plucky maidservant cows and dominates her master, subverting the social hierarchy it was the business of the French opera to affirm—exemplified and stimulated the politics of opposition.


  ART AND POLITICS: SOME CAVEATS


  The political conflict embodied or symbolized in the War of the Buffoons has a great deal of resonance for contemporary politics, or so one might be inclined to think, and for American politics in particular. The basic philosophical contradiction eventually transcended philosophy and passed into political action, culminating in revolutions not only in France, the original site of operatic contention, but in the American colonies as well. The anti-aristocratic, egalitarian ideals expressed in America’s foundational documents, the Constitution and (especially) the Declaration of Independence, arose precisely out of the political ferment adumbrated by the War of the Buffoons. The tragédies en musique of the grand siècle speak eloquently for a social order unalterably opposed to every principle Americans are supposed to hold dear.


  And yet we are not likely to be any more troubled by the political content or implication of these works—at least while listening to them—than we are likely to be troubled on hearing “popish ditties” like the Missa Papae Marcelli if we are Protestants (as long as we do not hear them in church). Nor are we apt to be troubled by our equanimity when (as now) it is pointed out. But why should that be so? Why does our appreciation of such works now tend to be almost completely nonpolitical, when their political content was so much a part of their original meaning and value?


  Answers to these questions are not simple; indeed, they are questions with which we will have to struggle repeatedly from this point on, just as composers and listeners have struggled with them ever since the notion—the ever-expanding notion—of modern participatory politics (or democracy, as we call it now) was born. Suffice it to say at this point that the answers will have to do both with the artworks with which we engage and with ourselves. Since the nineteenth century the concept both of “the work of art” and of its social import have changed radically.


  Once the idea of autonomous art, existing in some sense for its own sake, was born, the tendency has been to apply it to all art that we value. We tend therefore not to expect works of “classical music” to engage with political or social issues, even if they did so at an earlier phase of their history. We are often content to enjoy it and not ask questions. And yet opera—a genre that contains much more than music, and that so often engages explicitly with political and social issues to this day—remains a somewhat ambiguous category. It is hard to regard it wholly as art for art’s sake.


  So if we are not troubled by the art of the ancien régime and its absolutist politics—politics that would have consigned the vast majority of those who now enjoy that art to what we would certainly now regard as a miserable existence—it must also be because we no longer regard the figure of Louis XIV or his policies as politically active agents. The War of the Buffoons is over, we are apt to think, and Louis lost. He and his despotic policies are “history”; they do not threaten us. His victims (as we would now define them) are all dead, along with those who mourn them, and we take no umbrage at an art that glorifies his power.


  When dealing with more recent despotisms—Nazi Germany, for example, or Soviet Russia, whose victims are still remembered keenly and with anguish—some remain disinclined to regard the art that glorified them as entirely innocent or politically denatured. Studying history, moreover, makes it harder to ignore the fact that it was the political absolutism they celebrated that gave the practitioners of French court music (and Lully above all) the right to institute in their own artistic sphere their own tyrannical exercise of power. Absolute authority—especially as vested in choral and, later, orchestral conductors—has remained part of the ethos of musical performance in the West long after it disappeared from the political scene. Only recently, in fact, has it been moderated by the advent of labor unions representing musicians.


  Moreover, whereas modern Protestants, living in societies that have long protected their rights, or where they make up the majority population, may not regard the messages of Counter Reformation art as threatening, it may be a different matter with today’s minority populations. There is a great deal of Christian art, even very old Christian art, that makes modern Jews uncomfortable; there is a great deal of Western art that deals troublingly with “oriental” peoples; and there is much music, now regarded as “classical,” set to texts deriding the rights of women, the elderly, the handicapped, and so on.


  We will encounter many examples as we continue our story into the modern age. It is important, at least in a book like this, to take the opportunity historical discussion grants us to air these matters dispassionately. As we are nearing the beginning of the age of modern politics, it seems the right time to raise the issue and make a couple of cautionary observations. One is that it may not be wise simply to assume that an artwork’s status as “classical” is enough to render it politically and socially innocuous. Another is that the impulse to dismiss such considerations as mere sanctimony or “political correctness” may be similarly imprudent.


  In today’s society, it may not be superfluous to observe, the charge of “political correctness” is almost invariably made by members of privileged groups against the claims and concerns of the less privileged. It is a way of warding off threats to privilege. “Classical music,” like all “high art,” has always been, and remains, primarily a possession of social and cultural elites. (That, after all, is what makes it “high.”) This is so even in a society like ours, where social mobility is greater than in most societies, and where entry into elites can come about for reasons (like education, for example) that may be unrelated to birth or wealth. To maintain that “classical music” is by nature (or by definition) apolitical is therefore a complacent position to assume, and a rather parlous one. Complacency in support of a not universally supported status quo can serve, in today’s world, to marginalize and even discredit both the practice and the appreciation of art. With these matters explicitly raised and fresh in mind, we may return to our historical narrative with heightened awareness, perhaps, of their ubiquitous implicit presence.


  Our next topic, the fate of music (and particularly of opera) in England during the seventeenth century, will underscore with special intensity the relationship between high art and the fortunes of social and political elites. It will also help delineate the difference between the elite attitudes of yesterday and those of today. The hereditary elites of old regarded art as something “there for them”—something that was at their disposal, that awaited their pleasure. The cultural and intellectual elites of today often seem to regard art with a respect formerly reserved for the holy and the mighty. High art has been placed on a pedestal, and we, so to speak, are there for it. And in this attitude of submission to art we have perhaps identified another rationale for our curious habit of purging the notion of art of its social and political component: we now think of art as bigger than its patrons.


  These notions are recent, they are virtually restricted to “the West,” and they are decidedly odd when placed in a historical or a global context. But they are the ones most of us have grown up with, and so they can seem “natural” to us. To see them historically means seeing them as strange. Observing a radically different scale of values at work can help us achieve detachment from the familiar and better evaluate our acceptance of it.


  JACOBEAN ENGLAND


  Whether courtly or commercial, opera (or, for that matter, any full-blown music in the theater) simply did not take hold in England for most of the seventeenth century. “Spoken drama with musical decorations” was about as far as the English were prepared to go. Shakespeare’s plays made provision for a bit of incidental music, not only in occasional popular-song texts—for instance “It was a lover and his lass, with a hey and a ho and a hey nonny no” from Twelfth Night, of which Thomas Morley made a still-famous setting—but also in the stage directions, which call for trumpets, “hautboys” (high woodwinds, or what would later become oboes), and so on, playing “alarums” (signals for attention), or “sennets and tuckets” (flourishes and “toccatas,” as Monteverdi called them). And a stronger case of the same prejudice that prevented the French from tolerating a virtuoso aria from the mouth of a major character prevented the English from tolerating any music at all from such a mouth. Dramatic “verisimilitude”—sheer believability—would not stretch that far in England. Music, when used at all in the theater, was consigned to the gaudy periphery.


  MASQUE AND CONSORT


  During the early Stuart reigns—called the “Jacobean” period after James I (reigned 1603–25), the Scottish king whose ascent to the throne of England created what is now officially known as the “United Kingdom”—music found its chief theatrical outlet in dance entertainments called masques, which lay somewhere between a costume ball and the prologue to an early Italian or (especially) French court opera. The name of the genre recalls its early link with mummery—masked ceremonial and carnival dancing. By the time of James I such entertainments were organized around mythological or allegorical plots in praise of the ruler or some aristocratic patron. (One early Jacobean masque took as its theme “The Virtues of Tobacco,” recently imported to England from the New World colonies and thought to have medicinal properties.) The participants were noble amateurs, who often selected dance partners from the audience for a central episode (or “entry,” from the French entrée) called “revels,” that amounted to a suite of plotless social dances.


  The chief Jacobean masque-maker was the playwright Ben Jonson (1572–1637), whom James I chose as “Master of the Revels” before elevating him in 1617 to become the first British poet laureate. The few individual songs and dances that survive from Jonson’s masques were mainly the work of James’s stable of court composers, including Robert Johnson (ca. 1583–1633), Thomas Campion (1567–1620), Alfonso Ferrabosco II (ca. 1575–1628), and John Cooper (alias Coprario, d. 1626). The closest the Jacobean masque ever came to opera was Jonson’s Lovers made Men of 1617, in which the music, by Nicholas Lanier (1588–1666), was “sung after the Italian manner, stilo recitativo,” according to the published libretto. The music does not survive, however, and so it is impossible to say how continuous it really was.


  It is also difficult to say how much masque music survives in the many Jacobean manuscripts that contain dances for lute or for “consorts” (or as we would say, ensembles) of viols. The great profusion of Jacobean instrumental music, especially consort music, compared with the relative paucity of vocal or theatrical music, seems a reliable guide to the musical tastes of the period no matter how low a survival rate we assume. Jacobean England may well have been the earliest European society to value instrumental music more highly than vocal. The preference was as much a social as an esthetic indicator.


  Jacobean consort music was, in effect, the earliest instrumental chamber music. It had its forerunners, chiefly in northern Italy—the instrumental chanson reworkings published by the Venetian printer Ottaviano Petrucci beginning in 1501, the ensemble ricercars and canzonas of sixteenth-century Venice, and so on. But the English repertory was not only larger and more varied than these; it also came much closer to our modern idea of what chamber music is. Although “chamber music” performance in our own time has by now been thoroughly professionalized and takes place as much or more on the concert stage than it does in homes, the idea of chamber music originally implied private conviviality. In chamber music, audience and performers are ideally one.


  Thus it was in its origins a wholly secular art and largely a domestic one, without significant or necessary social ties to the contemporary court or church (although, as we shall see, there were some residual musical ties to the latter). It was an art addressed to amateurs and connoisseurs, implying privacy and leisure, and ultimately affluence. But its uniqueness lay in the fact that it was an art not primarily of noblemen or courtiers but one of “gentlemen”—aristocrats of commerce and education rather than by way of birthright. Only England had a class of this kind—“self-made men” (though not yet a “bourgeoisie” since they resided for the most part on country estates)—sufficiently numerous and developed to support a distinct musical subculture.


  One of the best descriptions of this musical subculture was written by Roger North (1651–1734), a latterday member or descendent of the class that nurtured it. He belonged to a very distinguished family, a few of whose members held baronies, estates that carried with them minor titles of nobility. The untitled members of the clan distinguished themselves in learning, in trade, and in civil service. Roger North spent his early years in law and politics, holding the offices of solicitor general to the Duke of York and attorney general to the queen consort of King James II. His elder brothers had even more distinguished careers. One, Sir Dudley North (1641–91), amassed a huge personal fortune in trade with the Ottoman Empire and, not altogether surprisingly, became an important early advocate of laissez-faire economics (“free trade”).


  Roger North was rather early excluded from politics as a result of the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 that dislodged the Stuart dynasty from the throne, and he spent the rest of his life as a country squire and scholar with a special interest in music. In this he followed in the footsteps of his grandfather, Dudley, the third Lord North, an exemplary Jacobean gentleman who


  
    took a fancy to a wood he had about a mile from his house, called Bansteads, situated in a dirty soil, and of ill access. But he cut glades, and made arbors in it. Here he would convoke his musical family, and songs were made and set for celebrating the joys there, which were performed, and provisions carried up for more important regale of the company. The consorts were usually all viols to the organ or harpsichord …. When the hands were well supplied, then a whole chest went to work, that is six viols, music being formed for it; which would seem a strange sort of music now … 14

  


  Indeed, it was even by the time Sir Roger wrote a somewhat strange sort of music, and one that has long attracted the special interest of musical sociologists.15 It was a socially and politically “progressive” repertory in that it was cultivated by very early members of an entrepreneurial class that, over the next couple of centuries, would challenge the power of the aristocracy all over Europe and that appears to us now as the truest harbinger of the capitalist or “free market” societies of the modern world. At the same time, it was stylistically about the most conservative repertory to be found anywhere in the world. That very combination—economic libertarianism and cultural conservatism—characterizes “business” attitudes to this day.


  The two main genres of Jacobean consort music were both inherited directly from the Elizabethan, and even pre-Elizabethan, past. The fantasy or fancy as it was colloquially known (or “fantazia,” to give the more formal designation found in the musical sources) was, in North’s unimprovable phrase, an “interwoven hum-drum” made up of successive points of imitation—known as fantazies since the fifteenth century—occasionally relieved by chordal writing. In other words, it was a textless imitation of the sacred genre known since the fifteenth century as the motet (although the term goes back to the thirteenth).


  Thomas Morley, writing at the end of the sixteenth century, called it “the chiefest kind of music which is made without a ditty,” that is, without words, and emphasized the freedom that this gave the composer, who “taketh a point at his pleasure and wresteth and turneth it as he list, making either much or little of it according as shall seem best in his own conceit,” so that “in this may more art be shown than in any other music because the composer is tied to nothing, but that he may add, diminish, and alter at his pleasure.”16 Morley’s description, with its enthusiastic emphasis on freedom of enterprise, is consistent with the social status of the genre, even in Morley’s day a gentleman’s occupation par excellence, and also consistent with Morley’s own status as England’s foremost musical entrepreneur.


  The genre’s extreme stylistic conservatism—conservatism in the most literal, etymological sense of “keeping old things”—can be dramatically illustrated by focusing on one of its most popular subgenres, a special type of fancy called the “In Nomine.” The odd name, which means “in the name of,” is derived from the text of the Mass Sanctus (“Benedictus qui venit in nomine Domini” or “Blessed is he who cometh in the name of the Lord”). Indeed, the instrumental genre goes back to a particularly grand and venerable English cantusfirmus Mass, John Taverner’s six-voice Missa Gloria tibi Trinitas, based on a pre-Reformation (Sarum) Vespers antiphon for Trinity Sunday, “Glory to thee, O Trinity.” Taverner probably composed the Mass around 1528. The chant-derived cantus firmus from the In nomine section of Taverner’s Sanctus, scored for a reduced complement of four solo voices, became the ever-present cantus firmus for the whole repertory of instrumental In Nomines, a repertory numbering in the hundreds and practiced for almost a century and a half after Taverner’s death in 1545.


  How did such an improbable tradition get started? Although Taverner’s original In nomine was copied out for instruments and is found in many manuscripts containing fancies, the instrumental In Nomine repertory as such evidently goes back to Christopher Tye (ca. 1505–73), an Elizabethan composer best known for his Anglican hymns and anthems, who wrote no fewer than twenty-one In Nomine fancies (mostly in five parts) over (or, more frequently, under) Taverner’s cantus firmus as a sort of sideline or hobby. As usual with a big series of similar pieces, the composer eventually began to show off his craft by indulging in various sorts of gimmicks.


  One of his In Nomines, for example, called “Crye,” has a subject consisting of a series of rapid repeated notes that mimic a street vendor’s cry. (Weaving plebeian “Cries of London” or “Country Cries” into the otherwise abstract texture of viol fancies was another standard subgenre that amused the gentlemen patrons of the medium.) Another, called “Howld Fast” (i.e., “hang on”) casts the Taverner cantus firmus in dotted semibreves that crosscut the implied meter of the other parts. Yet another, called “Trust,”is cast in what we would now call a [image: Image] meter (Ex. 3-7).


  EX. 3-7A Christopher Tye, In Nomines, “Crye” (opening)
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  EX. 3-7B Christopher Tye, In Nomines, “Howld Fast” (opening)
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  EX. 3-7C Christopher Tye, In Nomines, “Trust” (opening)
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  As in the case of the “L’Homme Armé” Masses of the fifteenth century, Tye’s prolific output of In Nomines, both technically impressive and whimsical, seems to have stimulated the emulatory impulse that led to the creation of the genre. The great upsurge of interest in consort music during the Jacobean years led to a flood tide in which every composer of fancies participated. The aged William Byrd composed seven In Nomines, a total exceeded only by Tye himself. After Byrd, the next most prolific In Nomine composer was Alfonso Ferrabosco II, the English-born son of Byrd’s early Italian motet mentor, who composed six, of which three were scored for the full “chest” of six viols, thought not only by North but by all contemporary writers to be the ideal consort medium: “your best provision (and most complete),” in the words of Thomas Mace, seventeenth-century England’s most encyclopedic theorist, who specified that a “good chest of viols” were “six in number, 2 Basses, 2 Tenors, 2 Trebbles, all truly proportionably suited.”17 As time went on and the tradition developed, the style of writing became increasingly idiomatic and “instrumental,” further belying the genre’s vocal, ecclesiastical origins.


  The In Nomine by Ferrabosco excerpted in Ex. 3-8, which dates from around 1625, is scored for just such a full complement of viols (Fig. 3-7). The old cantus firmus is given, rather unusually, to one of the treble viols, and was probably played by a novice on the instrument. (The inevitable presence of a part playable by a child has been counted one of the reasons for the In Nomine’s popularity, given the family surroundings in which English consorts were apt to be played.) Meanwhile, the other parts converse motet-fashion, approaching, toward the end, the kind of “perpetuall intermiscuous syncopations and halvings of notes” that North cited as one of the chief pleasures of the genre.


  The bass viols, in particular, are given some elaborate “divisions” to play during the last point of imitation; these reflect the solo repertoire that was also growing up at the time, which mainly consisted of bass viols doing what contemporary musicians called “breaking a base”: performing ever more elaborate variations over a ground. Like most virtuoso repertories, that of the “division viol” was as much an improvisatory practice as a literate one. (Its greatest exponent was a gentleman virtuoso named Christopher Simpson, who published a treatise on the subject, called The Division-violist, or the Art of Playing Extempore upon a Ground, in 1659.) The consort fancy, however, depended entirely on writing for its dissemination and performance. It represents positively the last outpost of what on the continent had already been consigned once and for all to the “first practice” or stile antico: a final wordless flowering of the motet, and even, in the case of the In Nomine, of traditional cantusfirmus composition.


  EX. 3-8 Alfonso Ferrabosco II, In Nomine a 6
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  FIG. 3-7 A chest of viols (the ensemble near the right), shown in an anonymous painting (ca. 1596) of the wedding masque for Sir Henry Unton, Queen Elizabeth’s special envoy to the French court.


  AYRES AND SUITES: HARMONICALLY DETERMINED FORM


  The other main genre of consort music was the “ayre,” a general term no longer meaning a song, but rather any sort of dance-style composition. (Its etymology was chiefly by way of the solo accompanied song or “lute ayre,” which in the hands of great virtuoso John Dowland usually took the form of a pavane or galliard with two or three repeated strains.) The later composers of consort music tended to write their pieces in “setts” that began with one or two numbers in the more elaborate fancy form and concluded more lightly with an ayre or two. The ayre by William Lawes, whose ending is shown in Ex. 3-9, is the final item in what the key signature of two flats already identifies as an unusually serious set: on the way to it there are two lengthy fantasies and an “Inominy,” all in what we would call the key of C minor. (In the seventeenth century minor keys with flats generally carried “Dorian” signatures, that is, with one less flat than their modern counterparts; flatting of the sixth degree was usually done at sight, by applying already ancient rules of chromatic adjustment.)


  This ayre, which is really an alman or allemande (“German dance”; cf. Frescobaldi’s balletto) in a dignified duple meter, is cast in a form that will remain with us for centuries to come. Its two dance strains make cadences respectively on the dominant (replete with borrowed leading tone) and tonic, producing an effect of harmonic (or “tonal”) complementation. This “there and back” or “to and fro” effect was immediately found to be an exceedingly stable and satisfying plan for structuring a composition. Indeed, the very concept of autonomous musical “structure” was in large part enabled by the seemingly inherent coherence of this complementary (or “binary”) harmonic relationship. The binary form, originally associated, as here, with dance-derived compositions, would undergo a glorious evolution that quickly transcended the utilitarian genre in which it originated and provided the basis for what has long been known as “absolute music.”


  That evolution, of course, lay largely in the future when Lawes composed his “setts,” but his use of the binary form already entailed a good deal of “transcendence of the utilitarian.” The genre of chamber music is itself an embodiment of transcendence, since its constituent genres—the motet-derived fantasy, the Mass-derived In Nomine, the dance-derived ayre—have all been thoroughly divested of their original functions and have become the bearers of abstract or “absolute” tonal patterns for performing or for listening (or, ideally, for both at once) as a form of social recreation.


  Yet “abstract” or “absolute” by no means precluded a high level of purposeful expressivity. Flat keys, as we have observed, already connoted pathos, and Lawes followed through with pungent suspension dissonances in the first strain and chromatic inflections in the second (including a really acrid augmented triad in the third measure of Ex. 3-9). These “madrigalisms” without a motivating text show the tardy but inexorable infiltration of what the Italians called seconda prattica effects into the consort repertory.


  EX. 3-9 William Lawes, Ayre in six parts


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  Lawes (1602–45), whose career reached its peak under Charles I, King James’s son and successor, cultivated a highly pathetic style in all his works, as a few of his expressively contorted fantazia themes will vividly attest, their wide leaps and striking arpeggiations seeming to parallel the “mannerist” elongations and foreshortenings of an El Greco torso (Ex. 3-10). Lawes’s remarkably “purple” manner made the already idiosyncratic mixture of old and new in the English consort idiom seem all the more noteworthy and bizarre. Some accounts of Lawes’ spectacular “manneristic” tendencies attribute them to sheer composerly appetites and creative genius; others have sought the origins of the style in broader historical and political conditions. But there is no reason to regard these alternatives as incompatible. Like everyone else, musicians respond to varying degrees, and with varying degrees of consciousness, to historical and political conditions; but—perhaps needless to say—musicians also respond, and respond with the keenest consciousness, to music.


  EX. 3-10A William Lawes, fantazia themes, Suite in G Minor
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  EX. 3-10B William Lawes, Suite in C Minor in five parts
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  EX. 3-10C William Lawes, Suite in C Major (two variants)
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  EX. 3-10D William Lawes, Suite in C Minor in six parts
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  DISTRACTED TIMES


  The broader historical and political conditions to which musicians of the mid-seventeenth century perforce responded are reflected deliberately and directly in “A Sad Pavan for These Distracted Times” by Thomas Tomkins, originally for keyboard but transcribed for strings as well (Ex. 3-11). Tomkins (1572–1656), formerly organist of the Chapel Royal, was one of the oldest English musicians still alive and semi-active during the times in question.


  EX. 3-11 Thomas Tomkins, “A Sad Pavan for These Distracted Times”
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  The phrase “these distracted times” was a standard contemporary euphemism for the greatest political upheaval in British history: the Civil War of 1642–48 that culminated in the trial of King Charles I for treason and his beheading on 30 January 1649, after which a republican form of government, called the Commonwealth, was instituted under the nominal rule of Parliament, but in actuality under the personal dictatorship of Oliver Cromwell, the leader of the Puritan party, who in 1653 took the title of Lord Protector. Tomkin’s Sad Pavan bears the date 16 February 1649, roughly a fortnight after the regicide, and its tone bears witness to his loyalty and his sorrow at his former patron’s fate.


  Although it is often called the Puritan Revolt, the English Civil War is no longer thought of as a primarily religious conflict. Historians now view it as a collision between the country gentry and urban merchants (the very classes whose support had made possible the growth of English chamber music) on the one hand, and the crown and nobility on the other, whose restrictive trade policies were inhibiting the economic growth of the self-made classes. The most lasting result of the Civil War was the victory of the “common law” over the so-called divine right of the king and the eventual establishment (after the Glorious Revolution of 1688) of the world’s first constitutional monarchy.


  Despite the popularity of their chamber music among the classes who broke with the crown, the loyalties of composers, as of all artists and entertainers, were overwhelmingly on the royalist side, for that is where artists and entertainers dependent on patronage had always perceived their self-interest to lie, and that must account in part for the elegiac tone that is so conspicuous in the instrumental music of the Caroline years, the years of King Charles’s illfated reign. In the exaggerated but colorful words of the mid-nineteenth-century historian Thomas Macaulay, “the Puritan austerity drove to the King’s faction all who made pleasure their business, who affected gallantry, splendour of dress or taste in the lighter arts, and all who live by amusing the leisure of others, … for these artists well knew that they might thrive under a superb and luxurious despotism, but must starve under the rigid rule of the precisians [religious ascetics].”18


  Indeed, one of the casualties of these tumultuous events was William Lawes himself, who fought and died in the 1645 Siege of Chester, one of the King’s signal defeats. As the very partisan poet Thomas Jordan put it in a eulogy for the fallen musician,


  
    When pestilential Purity did raise

    Rebellion ’gainst the best of Princes, And

    Pious Confusion had untun’d the Land

    When by the Fury of the Good old cause

    Will Lawes was slain by such whose Wills were

  


  
    Laws.19

  


  Puritan hostility to the arts, and to music in particular, is often exaggerated. Unlike the early Anglicans they did not instigate search-and-destroy missions against musical artifacts. But of course the absence of a royal court, both under the republican Commonwealth and under the military dictatorship (Cromwell’s Protectorate) that succeeded it in the 1650s, meant that patronage for musicians reached an all-time low. As Calvinists, the Puritans did not tolerate an elaborate professional church music, and so the musical establishments of the Church of England reached a low musical point as well, and the most exalted of British musical traditions suffered disruption and virtual extinction. The Puritans were indeed hostile to the theater, and from 1649 to 1660 closed it down in England; but as we have seen, musical theater had failed to establish itself in England for reasons unrelated to the fall of the royal court or the rise of the Puritan party to power.


  RESTORATION


  The fortunes of music in England, and of theatrical music in particular, took a decisive turn with the Stuart Restoration, the reestablishment of the British monarchy less than a dozen years after its abolition. Charles II, the 30-year-old son of the deposed king, was summoned back from France, where he had been exiled (with interludes in Germany and the Netherlands) since 1646, and crowned in 1660. A shrewd diplomat and skillful politician, Charles II reigned relatively peacefully until 1685, the last three years actually as an absolute monarch without a parliament, but—in marked contrast with this father—a very popular despot. One of the sources of his popularity was the cosmopolitan, libertine character of his court, a most welcome contrast with the times that had gone before. It was a court where (in the waggish words of Keith Walker, a literary historian), “anything went, where actresses were regularly rogered, where whores were ennobled to duchesses, where the arts flourished, where if greed wasn’t yet good, hypocrisy certainly was.”20


  In its very cynicism, this sentence neatly encapsulates the contemporary attitude toward the arts and their place in the Restoration scheme of things. No matter how heroic or serious their content, they were viewed and cultivated as an aspect of luxurious living on a par with other sensual and gustatory delights. That hedonism, tinged as it was with licentiousness, may seem to us attractive enough; but in the context of seventeenth-century England it meant a resurgence of aristocratic tastes, values, mores, and privileges. We have another choice example of the beneficial effect of absolutist politics—an ugly politics, most would agree today—on the growth of the fine arts; and again the question starts nagging, whether the élite arts that we treasure can truly flourish in a political climate that we would approve.


  Having spent his late adolescence and early adulthood in France, Charles naturally modeled his idea of kingship not on his tragically aborted father but on his near contemporary (and distant cousin) Louis XIV, for whom song, dance, and theater were both a political symbol and a personal passion. Where the first Charles “had insisted on the divine rights of a king, and the sanctity of his office,” and paid for his insistence with his very life, Charles II, the little sunking, “lent his coronation robes to the players in the recently reestablished playhouse,” as Walker reminds us, and counted many of them among his friends and intimates. He famously fathered two sons by the actress Nell Gwynn, the leading lady of the London stage and the most celebrated of his many mistresses. Leaving behind no legitimate offspring, he was succeeded by his brother, James II, a confessed Catholic whose short and troubled reign was cut short by the Glorious Revolution that finally put an end to absolutist politics in England.


  This was the atmosphere that conditioned the “Restoration period,” the brilliant rebirth of English art and literature—and music, too, but on a new footing. The theater that Charles II reestablished and revived was, to an extent previously unimaginable in England, a musical (or better, a musicalized) theater. While opera as such remained with a few equivocal exceptions beyond the pale, virtually all plays featured specially composed musical scores (what is now called “incidental music”), often the work of teams or committees of composers. They consisted typically of a French-style overture, dances and jigs (the latter being not a specific dance but a song-and-dance medley), songs (chiefly for minor or allegorical characters), and instrumental curtain-music (“act tunes”) for the end of each act. No more sad pavans would be composed in England—in fact no more pavans or galliards of any kind. The Restoration at last brought English music up-to-date vis-à-vis the continent.
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  FIG. 3-8 Eleanor (Nell) Gwynn, seventeenth-century English comic actress, as Cupid. She was the mistress of Charles II.


  


  In addition, most Restoration plays included masques of a much more elaborate type than their Elizabethan or Jacobean predecessors. Restoration masques were extended song-and-dance interludes—sometimes with spoken dialogue, sometimes with recitatives, often only tenuously related or even unrelated to the main plot but with well-defined dramatic plots of their own. At their most elaborate they could amount to virtual one-act operas or opera-ballets. An especially resonant example of the type was the masque interpolated into the fourth act of The Empress of Morocco, a heroic drama by Elkanah Settle, the Lord Poet of London, first performed at the royally patronized Duke’s Theater in Lincoln’s Inn (later called the Dorset Garden) in 1673. It took the form of a miniature Venetian-style opera on the time-honored subject of Orpheus and Eurydice.


  Its composer was Matthew Locke (ca. 1622–77), who seems already to have been in Charles’s employ during his Netherlands exile, and who became the leading stage musician of the early Restoration period. Equally adept at dance compositions in the French manner and recitatives in the Italian, Locke was the virtual inventor of a peculiarly English mixed genre called the “dramatick opera” (or “semi-opera,” as it is now usually called) in collaboration with the playwright Thomas Shadwell and Thomas Betterton, the manager of Dorset Garden, who had seen Lully’s works in Paris and wanted to create something comparable for the suddenly ready English market.


  Semi-operas, in effect, were comedies-ballets or tragédies lyriques adapted to the tastes, and above all to the longstanding prejudices, of the English theatergoing public. To the decorative songs and dances and instrumental tunes of the masque, now present in greater profusion than ever, was added the spectacular stage machinery for which the French court opera was particularly renowned. The major compromise was the insistence that major characters never sing, following the old pre-Lullian prejudice (quoted earlier in this chapter from Pierre Corneille) that sung words are poorly understood, and that therefore a sung drama could not really be a drama but only a concert in costume. The result was a peculiar split between protagonists who never sang and incidental characters who only sang, making the new genre quite literally a semi-sung play.


  Some of the most celebrated semi-operas were adaptations of Shakespeare—or, rather, readaptations of the lightweight Shakespeare adaptations, often by poet laureate John Dryden, that were standard on the Restoration stage. The first major success was The Tempest (1674), in which Ariel was the main singing character. The music was supplied by a committee of five, headed by Locke. Perhaps the greatest and most ambitious “dramatick opera”—certainly the most lavish and expensive according to Curtis Price, the leading historian of the early English musical stage—was The Fairy Queen, based on an anonymous adaptation (probably Betterton’s) of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.21 It was produced at Dorset Garden in 1692, with music by a former pupil of Locke named Henry Purcell.


  PURCELL


  Chiefly employed as an organist (first at Westminster Abbey and later at the Chapel Royal), Purcell (1659–95) was as close to an all-round musical genius, within the practices of his day and the institutions he served, as England has ever produced. He excelled in every genre, from Anthems and Services and royal odes and “welcome songs”—these being the genres he was officially employed to produce—to instrumental chamber music and harpsichord pieces. For the London stage he produced songs and instrumental pieces for more than forty plays between 1680, his twenty-first year, and 1695, the year of his untimely and much-mourned death.


  An idea of his brash and pungent style, and that of Restoration theater music generally, is startlingly conveyed by his Overture in D minor (Ex. 3-12), a work that must have started life as a dramatic curtain-raiser but that is now found only as a freestanding composition for four stringed instrument parts and continuo. The play, one tends (perhaps naively) to think, must have been a tragedy, for the dissonance level is remarkably high. In the first measure, for example, both violin parts skip down from a seventh that is itself approached by skip; in the fourth and fifth measures, every beat carries brusque suspensions between the outer parts (seventh–ninth–seventh–ninth) that are resolved only on the fourth sixteenth, which in the French style is performed extra short; in the sixth measure a seventh between the outer voices is resolved through a chromatic “escape tone”; and so on. The part writing is so forcefully directed, however, that long-range harmonic goals are never lost sight of; instead, the dissonances, especially when they occur in sequential passages, impel the harmony on its way with special vigor.
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  FIG. 3-9 Henry Purcell by John Closterman (1695). This painting, now in the National Portrait Gallery, London, served as a prototype for the frontispiece engraving in Orpheus Britannicus (1698), a posthumous collection of Purcell’s songs.


  


  Chromatic writing not only enhances the sense of pathos but also the remarkable thrust with which Purcell propels the part writing toward the main cadences. The ending of the first section of the overture is expedited (Ex. 3-12a) by an amazing chromatic ascent that leads (albeit with a couple of breaks) through an eleventh (an octave plus a fourth); as it nears its climax it is joined by a chromatic descent in the bass from tonic down to dominant (the familiar passus duriusculus), which is decorated with neighbor notes whose resolutions contradict the direction of the overall line and lend an extra sense of effort to the “difficult pass.” The middle section seems to hark back to the motetlike fantazia (of which Purcell had written several outstanding specimens in his prentice days) in its use of two successive points of imitation instead of the single-subject fugato favored by Lully and his successors. The final section reverts not only to the original tempo but also to the original tone of high pathos. Every instrument gets to subside through a moaning diminished fifth (as indicated by brackets), and the outer parts are given veritable sequences of chromatic plunges (Ex. 3-12b). Purcell’s pompous theatrical style is a far cry from the immediate expressivity of Lawes or Tomkins, however. Stage music strikes showy attitudes of sentiment rather than, as in the earlier chamber style, speaking intimately or “subjectively” and stirring sympathy.


  The Fairy Queen was Purcell’s third “dramatick opera,” commissioned from him by Betterton’s theater after Purcell had become without dispute the star composer of the London stage. In addition to the overture and entr’actes (suites of act tunes), the score consists entirely of interpolated masques, one per act. As first performed in 1692, these began in act II with a Masque of Sleep (compare the French sommeil as in Ex. 3-4c) to follow title character Titania’s request for a lullabye entertainment. Purcell might have set Shakespeare’s own “Fairies Song” (“Ye spotted Snakes …”), but instead he was given by his librettist a far more elaborate scene in which two fairy choruses are followed by sleep-inducing songs by the spirits of Night, Mystery, and Secrecy, and a final air with chorus to depict the actual onset of sleep.


  EX. 3-12A Henry Purcell, Overture in D Minor, beginning
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  EX. 3-12B Henry Purcell, Overture in D Minor, end
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  Secrecy’s song, “One charming night,” with ritornello for obbligato recorders (flûtes douces), is set for a male alto voice, modeled perhaps on the French haute-contre but sung in the “head voice” or “falsetto” range throughout (Ex. 3-13). This peculiarly English voice category, called “countertenor” in England since the seventeenth century, has been universalized in the twentieth century by the “early music” revival, following the precedent set by the widely imitated English falsettist Alfred Deller (1912–79), who made a remarkable recording of Secrecy’s song.


  In act III the masque consists of an entertainment called up by Titania to entertain ass-headed Bottom, with whom she is temporarily enamored. In act IV a Masque of Four Seasons is ordered by Oberon, the Fairy King, to celebrate his reconciliation with his spouse, and in act V the Masque, ordered by Juno herself to entertain the two pairs of human lovers, provides a brilliant finale to the whole spectacle. (It sports a florid trumpet aria, “Hark! the ech’ing air,” that dazzlingly imitates the very latest Italian fashions.) It is characteristic of the semi-opera that, although he might well have done so (or so it seems to us), Purcell did not set a single line of Shakespeare’s to music. The score was meant not as a medium for the original play but rather, as Curtis Price aptly puts it, as “an extended meditation on the spell it casts.”


  EX. 3-13 Henry Purcell, The Fairy Queen, Act II masque, Secrecy’s song
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  The act I masque, composed for the revised and expanded revival of The Fairy Queen in 1693, is a comic interlude completely unrelated to Shakespeare’s plot. It consists of a rather cruel slapstick entertainment, ordered up by Titania, in which the band of fairies torments a defenseless drunken poet. With its quick repartee and its broadly “realistic” portrayal of the poor victim, the Masque of the Drunken Poet is the closest episode in Purcell’s London stage works to full-fledged opera as the Italians knew it.


  DIDO AND AENEAS AND THE QUESTION OF “ENGLISH OPERA”


  He came closer still in Dido and Aeneas, his single stage work that, while still technically a masque, was meant to be sung straight through from beginning to end. The plot was adapted by the poet Nahum Tate from the fourth book of the Aeneid, the Roman poet Virgil’s epic poem that tells of the hero Aeneas’s return from the Trojan War. On the way he stops at Carthage, in North Africa, where the Queen, Dido, having given him hospitality, conceives a passionate love for him. But the gods send Mercury to bid the hero continue on his journey (in Virgil, that is; in the libretto it is a false Mercury sent by scheming witches) and Aeneas departs, leaving Dido bereft. She dies (that is, kills herself) out of grief and shame.


  The one documented performance of this little opera took place in 1689 at a London girls’ school (“Mr. Josias Priest’s Boarding-School at Chelsey,” as the libretto’s title page says); but as historians now mostly agree, that performance was probably not the first. Tate, the librettist, was a prominent figure who was chosen poet laureate by William and Mary a few years later. It seems unlikely that he and Purcell would have collaborated on a major work for so lowly a venue; but then again, Dido and Aeneas, as a through-composed if miniature tragic opera, was not a work that would have been welcomed on the Restoration stage. For its time and place it was an anomaly, probably meant for court performance (around 1687, for James II), and—as scholars now contend—embodying a now obscure political allegory favorable to the illfated king.22


  Even so, it was not entirely without precedent. If by “English opera” one means a continuous musical setting of a dramatic text in English in more than a single act, then Dido and Aeneas was probably the fourth of its kind. The earliest surviving one is Venus and Adonis (1683) by John Blow (ca. 1649–1708), another of Purcell’s teachers, who served as the Westminster Abbey organist both before and after his famous pupil’s tenure. It consists of a kind of singsong melodic recitative modeled on those of Locke, alternating with danced choruses à la Lully.


  Charles II could not have liked it very much, because he snubbed its composer a couple of years later in conspicuous and painful fashion. After weathering a political crisis and an attempted assassination in 1681, Charles decided to commission a grandiose operatic allegory of his restoration and reign to celebrate the deliverance of the house of Stuart. Poet laureate Dryden concocted a libretto called Albion and Albanius, in which the two title characters (both of whose names were derived from archaic names of England) stood transparently for Charles and his brother, the later James II. The action depicts the defeat of the three nefarious opponents of Christian monarchy, namely Democracy, Zelota (“Zeal,” meaning Puritanism), and Asebia (Atheism).


  When it came to commissioning the music, though, all native-born composers were passed over in favor of Luis Grabu, a Spaniard then living in Paris, who years earlier had already aroused the envy of English musicians when Charles II appointed him to a brief term as Master of the King’s Musick. In the event, Grabu’s operatic panegyric to the king was illfated. On 6 February 1685, days before its scheduled première, Charles II suddenly died, and its rescheduled run in June was cut short after six performances by another political crisis (the Duke of Monmouth’s Rebellion). Nevertheless, despite its musical sterility, the Albion and Albanius episode is historically significant for the way the resentment it stimulated led to the first expressions of musical nationalism, as we understand the word today.


  The chief cause for nationalistic disparagement was always Grabu’s asserted inability to set English words correctly. The specialness of English prosody has been a critical watchword ever since, and Purcell has always been looked upon as its greatest master. The difficulty of setting English is said to consist in the language’s unusual accentuation patterns, in which stressed syllables and long syllables do not necessarily coincide, the way they do in Italian. (And indeed, Grabu’s recitatives, in mixed meters adapted directly from Lully, would have been better suited to a language that, like French but unlike English, does not have a heavy tonic stress.) But Purcell’s musical prosody in recitatives was not his original discovery; it derived from that of his teachers, Blow and Locke.


  The very first recitative in Dido and Aeneas—Dido’s exchanges with her handmaiden Belinda and a second woman about Aeneas’s virtue, and her fear of unrequited love—is an ideal introduction to this idiosyncratic English declamation (Ex. 3-14). In most ways the setting follows the conventions of Italian recitative as we have observed them as far back as Peri and Monteverdi at the dawn of opera. There are a few residual madrigalisms: rapid melismas on “storms” and “fierce,” a melisma in regal dotted rhythms on “valour,” and the like. There is also a great deal of conventionally affective harmony, such as the chromatic inflection on “woe.” Where the setting is syllabic, however, it follows the rhythms of English speech very strictly, as we may still confirm by testing our modern English pronunciation against Purcell’s notation. Another English feature, taken over from Lawes and Locke, is the characteristic progression in the bass line from long notes into “walking” quarters and eighths (the kind of thing that we now call “arioso”).


  EX. 3-14 Henry Purcell, Dido and Aeneas, recitative and dance song
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  The most conspicuously “English” prosodic effect is the frequent use of short–long rhythms (“Lombards” or “Scotch snaps”) on accented beats to reflect the distinctive English short stress. In the very first measure, the rhythm of “so much” is fastidiously distinguished in this way from the rhythms that precede and follow it. Other short–long pairs occur on “did he” in m. 3 and “full of” in m. 10. And in the typically masquelike (hence typically English) dancing-air-plus-chorus that follows the recitative (“Fear no danger to ensue”), the short–long rhythm, alternating with its opposite, is turned into a characteristic metric pattern.


  For the most part, however, the “Englishness” of Dido and Aeneas consists of an original synthesis of French and Italian ingredients that is more attributable to Purcell’s individuality (and to his exceptional familiarity with, and receptivity to, foreign trends) than to his nationality as such. In his case, an apparently insular style was really cosmopolitanism in disguise. It is easy enough to catalogue the imported ingredients. Group activities—choruses, dances, orchestral numbers—are governed by French conventions, as often observed, and solo behavior by Italian.


  And yet the French and Italian strains were not wholly discrete in the seventeenth century. Both made conspicuous use of ground basses, for example; and groundbass numbers, for which Purcell had an uncanny gift, are one of the special glories of Dido and Aeneas. The ending of act I puts a French spin on the device, that of act III, the opera’s final scene, puts an Italian one; both, however, are at the same time inimitably Purcellian.


  Act I ends with a celebration by the chorus of the title couple’s as-yet-undeclared love. After singing, they do a “Triumphing Dance” in the form of a chaconne, the customary celebratory dance of the French lyric stage. Like most of the numbers in Dido and Aeneas, it is a miniaturized adaptation of its model, but it has lots of tonal and rhythmic variety. The twelve statements of the four-measure bass are organized into two little ternary forms around modulations to the dominant (3 + 1 + 3; 1 + 1 + 3). In between come two surprising bars that have no bass at all and throw the measure count delightfully off symmetry.


  The second scene of act III, the opera’s dénouement, consists of a dramatic recitative in which Aeneas takes leave of the forlorn and lovesick Queen, a sadly sympathetic comment from the chorus, and Dido’s suicide aria (Ex. 3-15), to which a final chorus of lamentation is appended. Dido’s diminutive aria is usually called her lament, because it is written in the style of a Venetian lamento, a form we have traced from its Monteverdian origins (see Ex. 1-5, the “Lamento della Ninfa”). By the end of the seventeenth century it had become a virtual cliché. Purcell is true to the established convention in his choice of a descending tetrachord as ground bass, and he is also conventional in the chromatic interpolations that turn the tetrachord into the standard passus duriusculus.


  EX. 3-15 Henry Purcell, Dido and Aeneas, Act III, sc. 2, Dido’slament
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  Altogether unconventional and characteristic, however, is the interpolation of an additional cadential measure into the stereotyped ground, increasing its length from a routine four to a haunting five bars, against which the vocal line, with its despondent refrain (“Remember me!”), is deployed with marked asymmetry. That, plus Purcell’s distinctively dissonant, suspension-saturated harmony, enhanced by additional chromatic descents during the final ritornello and by many deceptive cadences, make the little aria an unforgettably poignant embodiment of heartache.


  THE MAKING OF A CLASSIC


  Unforgettable, yet long forgotten. Within a few years of Purcell’s death, Dido and Aeneas was in typical “Restoration” fashion ruthlessly cannibalized as a masque within a performance of Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, and then laid aside. It was not the time or place for “classics.” The opera was rediscovered during the nineteenth century—a great age for classics!—and published for the first time in 1841. The first modern staged revival took place in 1895, the bicentennial of Purcell’s death; like the first documented performance, it was a student production. Yet George Bernard Shaw, not yet a famous dramatist but London’s leading music critic, traveled out of his way to cover it, and informed his readers that the two-hundred-year-old “first English opera” was “not a bit the worse for wear.”23 Since then, usually as part of a double bill, it has been a staple of the Anglo-American musical stage. The advent of recordings and, later, the vogue for “early music” or period performance-style, has further enhanced its popularity.


  So it was that this very late, atypical, and geographically peripheral seventeenth-century opera, from a country where opera was practically unknown, managed to become the twentiethcentury “classic” of the genre; and that is how Dido’s immensely moving yet stylistically rather offbeat lament has become the main representative of the ubiquitous seventeenth-century ground bass in modern repertory. The main agent of this lucky though improbable transformation was burgeoning English nationalism. In the late nineteenth century, English composers were trying hard to establish a distinctive national identity after a long period of aping continental fashions. English musicians and music writers of all kinds, Shaw very conspicuous among them, were trying to recover from the written remains of English music what cultural historians call “a usable past”—a legacy that could serve as a model for constructing a distinctive national identity in the present.


  Purcell fit the bill. The unusualness of his idiom (his “freshness,” as Shaw put it), and in particular “his unapproached art of setting English speech to music,” provided English composers with their model, and one of the least typical of his works became the very archetype of Englishness in music.


  


  CHAPTER 4

  Class and Classicism


  OPERA SERIA AND ITS MAKERS


  NAPLES


  Returning now to Italy after a chapter spent in France and England, it is worth a reminder that (with the exception of Portugal) France and England were the only countries in seventeenth-century Europe whose borders then were pretty much what they are today. They were also, and not by coincidence, the only nations in Europe that were ethnically and linguistically more or less coextensive with their territory. The other European nations were either empires—multiethnic, polyglot dynastic states—or small hereditary or republican enclaves whose political boundaries had little to do with language or ethnicity. The much-weakened “Holy Roman” (Austrian) Empire, Charlemagne’s tattered legacy, was the main representative of “supra-ethnicity.” Its main rival, and avid foe, was the Ottoman (Turkish) Empire that in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries expanded aggressively into southeastern Europe from Asia Minor and as late as 1683 threatened the walls of Vienna, the Austrian capital. The main areas of fragmented “subethnic” political division were Germany and Italy.


  Northern Italy was dominated by the republic of Venice, which in the mid-seventeenth century reached its height of power, controlling much of the eastern Adriatic coast (territory belonging now to Slovenia and Croatia) and extending its rule as far as Crete in the eastern Mediterranean. The other main north Italian city states were Florence and Genoa, both of which had expanded territorially far beyond their municipal borders, with Genoa controlling the Mediterranean island of Corsica. Extending like a stripe through the middle of the Italian peninsula was the Papal State (or Papal Estates), the temporal domain of the Roman Catholic church. The south of Italy was occupied by the Kingdoms of Naples and Sicily, both of which belonged to the Spanish crown in the seventeenth century and were ruled by provincial viceroys, one in the city of Naples, the other in Palermo, the Sicilian capital, each backed up by an army of occupation.


  This period of subjugation, which lasted from the beginning of the sixteenth century to the beginning of the eighteenth, was an economic disaster for southern Italy, the repercussions of which continue to this day. The city of Naples swelled with an influx of dispossessed peasants, making it by the end of the seventeenth century, with close to 200,000 inhabitants, perhaps the largest but also the most squalid metropolis in Europe. Historians of Neapolitan culture call the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the city’s “iron age.”
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  FIG. 4-1 Europe, ca. 1680.


  


  Musically, however, and in seeming paradox, the same conditions created a golden age. In direct consequence of the urban poverty that viceroyal rule had engendered, a number of orphanages and foundling homes had to be set up in the city. These houses where homeless boys were harbored were called “conservatories” (conservatorio in the singular, meaning “place of safekeeping” in sixteenth-century Italian). They were self-maintaining organizations. Money spent in providing for the inmates was recouped by putting them to work. And one of the obvious ways in which you could employ an orphan was to make him a choirboy. So the training of choirboys became a major preoccupation of the Naples conservatories, training that was eventually expanded to include secular and instrumental music, as the need arose.


  That need was greatly stimulated by the importation of opera—“Venice-style music,” as it was at first called by the Neapolitans—beginning around 1650 at the instigation of Count d’Oñate, the midcentury Spanish viceroy. (The first opera production in the city, it is said, was Il Nerone, an adaptation, by a traveling company, of Monteverdi’s Poppea.) The first Neapolitan opera house, the renovated Teatro di San Bartolomeo (St. Bartholomew’s), opened in 1654. Though a public theater, it enjoyed the direct patronage of the viceroyal court. By the 1680s, the court and chapel musical establishments, staffed chiefly by musicians educated at the conservatories, had in large part been siphoned off to San Bartolomeo, which became one of the best-endowed opera houses in Europe. Around the same time, too, its repertoire began shifting over from a transplanted Venetian to a local Neapolitan one that soon became itself a major international force.
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  FIG. 4-2 Interior of the Teatro San Bartolomeo, Naples (eighteenth-century engraving at the Bibliothèque et Musée de l’Opéra, Paris).


  SCARLATTI


  The guiding genius behind the Neapolitan ascendency was a Palermo-born composer named Alessandro Scarlatti (1660–1725), who dominated the Neapolitan musical scene from 1683 to 1702, and again (after Naples had passed from Spanish to Austrian rule) from 1709 to 1721. His career was international, or at least pan-Italian; he had important stints of service in Rome, in Florence, and elsewhere. But the bulk of his voluminous output of operas (114 by his own count) and cantatas (more than 800 by modern scholarly count) was written for Naples, where in 1696 the theater was expanded and newly outfitted just for him by the viceroy, the Duke of Medinaceli, who was a great melomaniaco (as the Italians called an opera fan). The inheritor and transformer of the Venetian tradition, Scarlatti could be looked upon as the culminating figure of opera’s first century. By reshaping and standardizing the legacy he inherited, he laid the foundation for the next century of operatic development, especially as regards what came to be known as “serious” opera (opera seria).
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  FIG. 4-3 Anonymous portrait of Alessandro Scarlatti at the Civico Museo Bibliografico Musicale, Bologna.


  


  Scarlatti served his apprenticeship in Rome, where he was a favorite of the aging Queen Christina. When the Spanish ambassador to the papal court was named viceroy of Naples, he brought Scarlatti along with him as maestro di cappella. The twenty-three-year-old maestro’s duties were staggering. He was under contract to compose, as well as rehearse and perform, an average of four operas a year. He had to provide the music for the viceroy’s chapel, including a yearly oratorio for Lent and an annual Te Deum or two for occasions of state. And he furnished on commission untold cantatas and miniature operas known as serenatas for various noble salons. No wonder, then, that he tended to standardize his modus operandi. In the words of Donald Jay Grout, his biographer, the hard-pressed maestro was “forced to make as many minutes as possible of music at the cost of as few minutes as possible for getting the notes written down.”1 His methods of standardization were widely emulated by his contemporaries and immediate successors, who were just as overworked as he was.


  Since much of Scarlatti’s work remains unpublished, or available only in scholarly editions, and since a whole opera or even a single act would tax our available space, the best way of observing Scarlatti’s standard operating procedure is within the more modest confines of a cantata, the form to which he was the last (and by far the most) prolific contributor. Andate, oh miei sospiri (“Go, O my sighs”) was written in 1712, during Scarlatti’s second stint as chief composer in Naples. It was, for Scarlatti, an especially labored-over composition, since he wrote it in friendly competition with his younger contemporary Francesco Gasparini, a leading Venetian composer of the day. Each composer had to compose two settings of the same text, as different from one another as possible.


  The one we are sampling here was Scarlatti’s second setting, composed, as he put it on the title page, “in idea inumana, ma in regolato cromatico; non è per ogni professore” (“in a devilish style, but within the rules of chromatic writing; not for your average tootler”). The harmonic extravagances to which he refers—and which begin at the very beginning (Ex. 4-1a) with two successive tritones on the repeated opening word, a flattened second degree (the so-called “Neapolitan” harmony) almost immediately following, and many diminished-seventh chords throughout (a particular Scarlatti mannerism)—are not really all that unusual. Rather, they place the work within the old tradition of the “mannered” madrigal that stood parent to the cantata. They are quite comparable to the expressive harmonic effects in Barbara Strozzi’s cantata, composed half a century earlier, which was discussed in chapter 2. The most “mannered” moment comes in a later recitative at the parenthetical line “(ma s’infinge / quel suo barbara cor)”, which means “(while her cruel heart pretends otherwise).” The sudden, radical harmonic excursion (Ex. 4-1b) is indeed a perfect analogue to a parenthetical thought, especially one that is not only parenthetical but also antithetical to the main sense of the words.


  Such bizarre rhetorical effects were nothing new, as comparison with Strozzi’s work will quickly show. Completely new, however, and completely unlike Strozzi’s cantata, is the thoroughgoing formal regularity of Scarlatti’s setting. It is cast in four discrete sections that form two recitative–aria pairs. The poetry is made for this division. The recitative sections are cast in versi sciolti (“free verses”) in which eleven-syllable lines alternate irregularly with sevens. These lend themselves to the flexible declamation of recitative. The arias are cast in shorter lines with a regular meter and (especially in the case of the second one) a simpler rhyme scheme.


  EX. 4-1A Alessandro Scarlatti, Cantata: Andate, oh miei sospiri, opening recitative.
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  EX. 4-1B Alessandro Scarlatti, Cantata: Andate, oh miei sospiri, third recitative, harmonic “aside”.
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  Not only is the setting fixed and formal in its alternation of recitative and aria, but the arias themselves are also uniform in structure. The texts are cast in two sections, each consisting of a single sentence. These sentences are given discrete musical settings. The first, by far the longer thanks to a continuo introduction and many repetitions of words and phrases, cadences on the tonic. The second is not only shorter, it is tonally distinguished from the first as well, beginning and cadencing on a different scale degree (in effect, in a different key).


  Obviously the aria cannot end with this tonally subsidiary second section. The words da capo, written at its conclusion, confirm this point. They mean “from the top,” and direct the performers to repeat the first section, in its entirety or up to the word fine (“end”), so that the whole has a tonally stable, recapitulatory form that could be designated ABA. This tripartite form, known informally as the “da capo aria,” remained the absolutely standard aria form for the rest of the eighteenth century. Its advantage for the composer was obvious: he had to write only two parts out of three, amounting to perhaps three-fifths of the total duration. The rest was taken care of by the unwritten repeat. Its advantage for the performer consisted in the opportunities the unwritten repeat offered for spontaneous embellishment. The da capo aria was (or became) the virtuoso display aria par excellence, ensuring the kind of spectacular performance on which public opera has always thrived.


  The origins of the form are a bit obscure. Scarlatti, though his name is now firmly associated with it, certainly did not invent it. It appears to be an abridgement of an earlier strophic form, as befits the use of the word “aria,” which originally designated a poem declaimed stanza by stanza to a musical formula. Indeed, in Scarlatti’s earliest operas each aria had two strophic stanzas separated by refrains. Shrink such an aria down to a single stanza framed by the refrain, enlarge and embellish the simple structure thus achieved, and the “da capo aria” is the result.


  The second aria in Andate, oh miei sospiri belongs to a type that was particularly characteristic of Scarlatti and of Neapolitan music in general. Identifiable by compound meter ([image: Image] or, more commonly,[image: Image]), leisurely or languid tempo, lilting rhythms (with much use of the figure [image: Image]) and (usually) by an eighth-note pickup, such an aria was called a siciliana and is often assumed, although without any real evidence, to stem from a jiglike Sicilian folk or popular dance. Very often, too, siciliana arias exhibit at their cadences the “Neapolitan sixth” harmony that emerges when the already-observed flatted second degree in the tune coincides with the fourth degree in the bass. This distinctive harmonic mannerism, which quickly caught on in other repertoires, reinforces the impression that the siciliana may have originated in some local musical dialect. Ex. 4-2 shows the main tune, as sung by the soloist on entering (after a little introduction for the accompanists); the join between the A and B sections; and the end of the B section, marked da capo. (The “Neapolitan sixth” occurs in the penultimate bar, on the word sparga.)


  EX. 4-2A Alessandro Scarlatti, Cantata: Andate, oh miei sospiri, second aria (in siciliana style), setting of opening line.


  


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 4-2B Alessandro Scarlatti, Cantata: Andate, oh miei sospiri, second aria (in siciliana style), section break.


  


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 4-2C Alessandro Scarlatti, Cantata: Andate, oh miei sospiri, second aria (in siciliana style), end of middle section.
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  The main difference between cantata arias and their operatic counterparts is in scoring. Cantatas are chamber music; the basic ensemble of voice plus basso continuo—sustaining bass, usually string, and chordal “realizer,” usually keyboard—generally suffices for them. In the opera house a small “Venetian style” string band (like the one encountered in Monteverdi’s Poppea) was employed to accompany the voice part or set it off with ritornellos, as in the siciliana aria in Ex. 4-3, from Scarlatti’s opera L’Eraclea (Heraclia) first performed at the Naples opera house in 1700. Note the “Neapolitan” throb in m. 5 that emphasizes—what else?—the words “I love you”!


  Like the da capo aria itself, the siciliana was something Alessandro Scarlatti used so abundantly that his name became identified with it, but again he was not (as sometimes stated) its inventor. Yet a third important operatic convention not invented by Scarlatti but standardized and popularized by (and hence often attributed to) him was a new type of sinfonia (that is, overture) consisting of a brilliant opening in fanfare style, a central slow episode (often with “affective” harmonies involving suspensions or chromatics), and a concluding dance.


  This last section, as was by then standard for dance movements, was cast in two repeated strains, the first cadencing on the dominant or some remoter degree, and the second on the tonic. Like the da capo aria, then, the “binary” dance movement embodied a “closed” tonal motion—away from the tonic and back. The resulting effect of harmonic contrast and closure, and its standard employment as the chief articulator of musical form, was perhaps the most powerful new idea that can be associated with late seventeenth-century Italian music, and certainly the most influential one. In all sorts of ways, it conditioned the development of European art music for centuries to come. Alessandro Scarlatti’s stature in music history derives from his important role, by virtue of his prolific output and its high visibility, in establishing these new harmonic and formal norms.


  EX. 4-3 Alessandro Scarlatti, L’Eraclea, “Ricordati ch’io t’amo,” mm. 1–6.
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  Scarlatti employed the new overture form as early as 1681, in Tutto il mal non vien per nuocere (“Not Every Misfortune Is Harmful”), his third opera and first big hit, which played in six Italian cities in as many years. Perhaps not coincidentally, this was a comic opera, where a high-spirited curtain-raiser would have seemed especially fitting. But by the turn of the century such overtures were standard in operas of every plot type. Given in Ex. 4-4 is a sort of summary of the “Sinfonia avanti L’Opera” from La caduta de’ decemviri (“The Fall of the Decemvirs”), a serious opera first given at San Bartolomeo in 1697, with a plot (like that of Monteverdi’s Poppea) adapted from Roman history. The final dancelike section, given complete as Ex. 4-4c, is cast in Scarlatti’s ubiquitous [image: Image] meter.


  EX. 4-4A Alessandro Scarlatti, La caduta de’ decemviri, Sinfonia, mm. 1–7.
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  EX. 4-4B Alessandro Scarlatti, La caduta de’ decemviri, Sinfonia, mm. 29–36.
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  EX. 4-4C Alessandro Scarlatti, La caduta de’ decemviri, Sinfonia, m. 55–end.
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  NEOCLASSICISM


  In 1706, while living in Rome between his two stints as maestro di cappella in Naples, Scarlatti was honored by election, along with the keyboard virtuoso and composer Bernardo Pasquini and the great violinist Arcangelo Corelli, to a very prestigious association of musical and literary connoisseurs known as the Arcadian Academy. It had been founded in 1690, the year following the death of Queen Christina, Scarlatti’s former patron, by former habitués of her salon. At its head was Pietro Cardinal Ottoboni, grandnephew of the reigning pope, Alexander VIII. For more than fifty years Cardinal Ottoboni was far and away the most lavish patron of opera in Rome. He was also an amateur librettist, whose texts, whatever their shortcomings, were eagerly set by composers in hopes of an extravagant production and an outstanding performance supervised by Pasquini and Corelli. Two of Scarlatti’s operas and several of his oratorios were set to Ottoboni librettos, including La Statira, the cardinal’s maiden operatic effort.


  The Arcadians preached, and to a considerable extent practiced, very lofty esthetic ideals. Following Aristotle, as they would have claimed, but also responding to the criticism of French dramatists who (as we saw in chapter 3) heaped scorn on theatrical music, they wanted to restore opera to its original “classical” purity. This meant cleansing it of the old Venetian comic and bawdy scenes with their conniving servants and aging wet nurses, which had catered to the tastes of paying audiences, and returning opera to the chaste pastoral or heroic historical spheres from which it had sunk. Like most operatic reformers (and as a venerable wag once put it, the history of opera is the history of its reforms), the Arcadians sought to recover the politics of affirmation that had attended the original invention of opera at the noble north Italian courts a hundred years before.


  Thus librettos became vehicles for noble sentiment—noble in both the literal and the figurative sense of the word. Real tragedy, which according to Aristotle required a flawed hero and a terrifying dénouement, was deemed unsuitable for moral instruction in an enlightened age: therein lay one crucial difference between the actual classical drama and the “neoclassical” drama of the European courts. A happy ending (lieto fine in Italian) was mandatory in an opera libretto even if it contradicted historical fact; for as Marita McClymonds, a leading historian of “reform” opera, has observed, “poets were expected to portray what, according to an orderly moral system, should have happened rather than what actually did happen.”2 That, as far as opera was concerned, was what was meant by “verisimilitude.” In practical terms, this requirement entailed a schematic, idealized cast of character types that, in Grout’s words, represented “not a picture of the actual world in which people then lived, but rather a diagram of it.”3 This abstract diagrammatic representation of the social world implied, for its fullest delineation, the depiction of three social levels—rulers, confidants, and servants—each represented by a loving couple (or a wouldbe loving couple). The dramatic intrigue, always played out in three acts, involved the interplay among this set of characters, augmented by one or two others (villains, jealous or rejected lovers, false friends), until the inevitable happy ending, “where,” as Grout writes, “all the couples are finally sorted out and launched on a life which presumably will continue happily ever after.” Most important, he continues, “this consummation is usually brought about not by luck, still less by any intelligent planning by the persons chiefly concerned, but rather by the last-minute intervention of the ruler, in an exemplary act of renunciation inspired by pity and greatness of soul.”


  The ruler, in short, functioned in an ideal opera libretto the way a benevolently intervening deity—the proverbial deus ex machina or “god from out of a machine”—descended, like Apollo in Monteverdi’s Orfeo, in ancient plays or the earliest courtly operas. Here is another important distinction between the “classical” and the “neoclassical.” Intervention in the newly idealized opera could not be supernatural; it had to be human, but the human intervener, like the ruler in an absolutist state, was taken as the earthly representative of the divine. The neoclassical drama thus celebrated the “divine right of kings.”


  These Arcadian reforms were anticipated and paralleled in Venice, the former hotbed of “impure” opera, by Apostolo Zeno (1668–1750), a famous poet and scholar who had founded his own Academy for the restoration of taste and tradition, and whose librettos were set many times over by many composers. Like most operatic reformers, Zeno had high aristocratic patronage (in his case the “Holy Roman” Emperor, no less), and wrote librettos on commission from the Viennese court (where he was eventually in residence) which further idealized the role of the beneficent monarch. One of these, Scipione nelle Spagne, was set by Scarlatti and no fewer than eight other composers between 1710 and 1768: such libretto-longevity was not at all unusual in the eighteenth century.


  Along with the purification and elevation of subject matter went the standardization of form and regularization of verse. In librettos like Griselda (on which Scarlatti, one of fourteen who set it, composed his last opera in 1721, twenty years after its creation), Zeno began to cast all the scenes in the same basic shape—recitative followed by a single da capo aria, after which the singer exits amid applause—and made every aria the bearer of a single vivid and consistent emotional message, cast in a simple and distinctive meter to facilitate its setting by the composer. It became a point both of technique and of esthetics to employ as great a variety of aria meters as possible. Thus Zeno and the Arcadians sought at the level of the libretto, the highest level of operatic “structure,” to match Scarlatti’s achievement in standardizing forms and procedures.


  METASTASIO


  Ultimate “classical” perfection was reached by the Roman poet Pietro Antonio Trapassi (1698–1782), a godson of Cardinal Ottoboni himself, who was virtually raised in the bosom of the Arcadian Academy and who eventually replaced Zeno as Austrian court poet in 1730. His pen name, Metastasio, has become the very emblem of the genre he perfected. It was a sort of pseudo-Greek translation of his family name: trapasso means transit or conveyance from one place to another (and by extension, death, or “passing on”); Metastasio substitutes Greek roots for Latinate ones (compare the medical term metastasis, meaning the spread or transference of a disease or a fluid from one part of the body to another). The “translation” signaled the poet’s neoclassical leanings and his avowed aim, as usual, of re-resurrecting the ancient Greek drama, and all its effects, through opera.


  Between 1720 and 1771 Metastasio wrote some sixty librettos, of which about half (twenty-seven) belonged to the genre of opera seria—“serious opera”—the term now used for what Metastasio, following tradition, had called dramma per musica (“drama through music”). Over the next century or more, Metastasio’s texts were set more than eight hundred times by more than three hundred composers. During that long span of time, and at the hands of several generations of musicians, the music that clothed these texts underwent considerable stylistic change. (At the most basic level, the settings of the arias became steadily longer and more elaborate, and therefore fewer.) But the librettos remained relatively constant. That is what it means to be (regarded as) a classic. No other librettist ever achieved such a stature or so dominated the opera of his time.


  The stylistic changes in the music will naturally be the subject of future discussions in this book. And of course Metastasio’s librettos did undergo a certain amount of adaptation (or refacimento—“remaking”—to use the Italian word) as they circulated over time and from place to place. They had increasingly to be cut as the musical entities got longer. But their longevity, and their consistency, are nonetheless remarkable and have a great deal to teach us about the musical and social ideals of their age. It was an age of relative political and social stability, a stability that the very longevity and consistency of Metastasio’s libretti can seem to symbolize. In advance of all musical discussion, then, the style and structure of the Metastasian libretto deserve consideration, since they embody a critical set of concepts with many important consequences.


  The Metastasian libretto was a supreme balancing act, reconciling the theoretical ideals of the Arcadian reformers with the practical demands of the stage. Not only the audience but the performers had to be considered, for the star singers in an opera performance were in effect another hierarchical society, and a very demanding one. To meet and balance all demands, the older reform libretto was adjusted to feature six main roles, deployed in two pairs and a “remainder.”


  At the top was the first couple: the primo uomo or first man, almost always played by a castrato, and the prima donna or first lady, played by a soprano where women were allowed on the public stage, and by another castrato where they were not. The indifference to the actual sex of performers, which is evident in the casting not only of opera seria but also the contemporary spoken theater, is something that fascinates many historians in our present era of gender politics. In the case of Artaserse, a famous Metastasio libretto that will furnish our main example, the first performance of its first musical setting took place in Rome, where women could not sing on stage, and featured two male castratos in the main lovers’ roles. Most subsequent performances cast the roles according to sex, although the male was always a eunuch, never a “natural” man. But in at least one production, a gala sung at Naples in 1738 on the birthday and wedding-eve of the King of the Two Sicilies, both “first” roles were sung by women. As the figurative meaning of “prima donna,” which still survives in colloquial English, emphatically suggests, these favored singers, whatever their actual sex, had many prerogatives and insisted on them. Between the two of them, the first couple had to sing half the arias in the show, amounting to as many as half a dozen arias apiece. And only they could sing a duet.


  The second couple, also noble, claimed three or four arias apiece. Afterwards came the “remainder”: confidants, villains, servants, whatever. They could be given no more than two arias, and these arias had to be positioned less conspicuously than those of the higher-ranking roles. One of these characters, for example, had to sing the first aria in act II, because in many theaters that was when refreshments were served to the audience and nobody was listening. (The first aria in act II actually came to be known as the aria di sorbetto or “sherbet aria,” and the hapless singer to whom it was assigned could expect to be drowned out by the clinking of spoons.)


  In addition, the arias each character sang had to belong to different standard types that showed off different aspects of their vocal prowess. These included the aria di bravura or virtuoso aria full of difficult coloratura passages; the aria d’affetto or tender aria full of long-held, swelling notes; the aria cantabile or lyrical aria, in which the singer’s ability to sustain long phrases was displayed, and so on. Not only were these types to be distributed within the roles; they also had to be distributed in their succession, so that there never be two arias of the same type side by side. Thus the librettist had to be able to anticipate the demands of singer and of composer alike, and also meet strict standards of plot propriety and literary style. It was specialist work, and in its profusion of rigorous conventions it was a “classical” art indeed. No wonder the works of Metastasio, who could manage all these staggering prerequisites within a style that apparently exemplified classical “simplicity” and “naturalness,” were kept up in active use as long as they were.


  Metastasio rationalized the artificiality of the neoclassical dramatic art he practiced and reconciled it with the principles of the classic drama he claimed to emulate by comparing the arias, which functioned as reflective monologues at the conclusion of every scene, not with soliloquies but with the chorus—the eternal commentator—in the classical Greek drama. In this way the aria differs in quality and function even from the recitative soliloquy that might precede it. The essential difference is that the recitatives exist within the stage world; they are addressed to the dramatis personae, the characters on stage, even if the singer and the addressee are one and the same (as in a true soliloquy, an “internal dialogue”).


  The arias, like the Greek choruses, are addressed outward to the audience; they are emotional weather reports, so to speak, delivered in a sort of stopped time, or “time out.” As traditionally staged, the arias were actually sung stage front, facing the spectators, accompanied by appropriate stylized poses or attitudes. A “character,” in such a drama, was only the sum of the prescribed attitudes he or she was called upon to strike.


  The artificiality of this scheme is proverbial and often mocked. And yet no matter how much opera may have changed after Metastasio, no matter how vehemently later operatic composers, librettists, or theorists may (in the name of one form of “realism” or another) have rejected his stylizations, this most fundamental stylization forever remained: the distinction between “recitative time” (public time, clock time, time for action) and “aria time” (internal time, psychological time, time for reflection). The formalization of this distinction was the great stroke of genius that gave opera not only more room for music but also a special dramatic dimension that modern spoken drama (despite many fruitless experiments with “asides”) could never match.


  Metastasio began his career in Naples, Scarlatti’s old haunt, with Didone abbandonata (“Dido abandoned”), based on the same story as Purcell’s famous little opera of 1689. Even though it was an early work and therefore somewhat atypical (lacking a lieto fine, for one thing), Didone abbandonata was one of Metastasio’s most popular librettos. It was set more than sixty times by composers great and obscure over a period of precisely a century, from 1724 to 1824.


  Comparing Metastasio’s libretto with Virgil’s original story as summarized in chapter 3, and with Purcell’s setting as discussed there, will illuminate the special nature of opera seria. Like virtually all opere serie it is in three long acts. Where Nahum Tate, Purcell’s librettist, had three main characters—Dido, Aeneas, and Belinda (Dido’s confidante)—Metastasio’s has the standard six. Dido (soprano) and Aeneas (alto castrato) make up the first couple. The second couple consists of Araspes (bass) and Dido’s sister Selene (soprano), who at first is also in love with Aeneas: the remainder consists of the villains Iarbas (tenor), a Moorish king who is fruitlessly wooing Dido, and Osmidas (tenor), Dido’s faithless confidant, who is plotting against her with the help of the jealous Iarbas.


  In the first act, Aeneas informs Dido of his decision to leave Carthage; Iarbas, unaware of this, tries to kill Aeneas with the help of Araspes, his henchman. In the second act, Araspes declares his love to Selene who rejects him; Aeneas magnanimously intercedes with Dido on behalf of Iarbas, who has already been set free by Osmidas; Dido at first pretends to accept Iarbas’s offer of marriage to test Aeneas’s love; having been reassured, she rejects Iarbas. In the third act, Iarbas challenges Aeneas to a duel, whereupon the Moors and Trojans all begin fighting with one another; again Aeneas shows his magnanimity by defeating Iarbas but sparing his life; Selene declares her love to Aeneas but cannot deter him from leaving. Araspes comes with news that the Moors have set fire to Carthage, but even at this Dido does not give in to Iarbas’s entreaties. Learning of Osmidas’s betrayal and her sister’s secret love, she sings a rage aria (modeled by Metastasio on the ending of Quinault’s libretto for Lully’s Armide, performed at Louis XIV’s court some forty years before; see chapter 3), following which she throws herself into the fire and is killed.


  A cluttered action, a confusion of lovers, a welter of superfluous characters (there is also “Arbaces,” Iarbas in disguise), but ample opportunity to display the high virtues of fidelity, steadfastness of purpose, and noble generosity (all at grave personal cost) and express the high emotions of love in many variations. In writing it, the young Metastasio was guided by the singers who were to portray the leading couple: Maria Anna Benti, called La Romanina, Italy’s reigning diva (at whose house the poet was staying), and her partner, the castrato Nicolo Grimaldi, called Nicolini. They gave the librettist, in seriousness, the indispensable advice he needed about role requirements and aria types, the notorious but inviolable rigmarole later parodied by so many satirists of the opera seria like Carlo Goldoni (see Weiss and Taruskin, Music in the Western World, 2nd ed., pp. 194–96). His early mastery of these absolute injunctions enabled Metastasio to cope, for the rest of his career and with seeming effortlessness, with all the competing demands of the librettist’s craft.


  The libretto Metastasio himself regarded as his masterpiece, at once typical and ideal, was Attilio Regolo, which more than any other highlighted the theme of noble self-sacrifice. The title character, Marcus Attilius Regulus (d. ca. 250 BCE), was, like so many opera seria heroes, an exemplary historical personage: “a Roman hero of consummate virtue,” as Metastasio himself put it, “not only in principle but in practice,” because he is “a rigid and scrupulous observer, not only of justice and probity, but also of the laws and customs which time and the great authority of his ancestors have rendered sacred to his country.”4 A Roman consul and general, Regulus invaded Africa and defeated the Carthaginians in 256 BCE but was defeated and captured by them the next year. Having promised to return whatever the outcome, he was sent by the Carthaginians to Rome in 250 to negotiate peace and exchange prisoners. Having failed in his mission, but remaining true to his promise, Regulus returned to Carthage and was tortured to death.


  The distribution of the six roles emphasizes filial as opposed to erotic love. The main couple is Regulus (alto castrato) and his daughter Attilia (soprano), leaving the latter’s husband (the impassioned Licinius, another castrato) to the “remainder.” The second couple consists of Hamilcar, the Carthaginian ambassador, and Barce, a Carthaginian noblewoman who has been kept as a slave by Publius, Regulus’s son, who also loves her. (In another act of noble magnanimity, Publius gives her back her freedom to return to Carthage with Hamilcar.) The remainder consists of Licinius, Publius (who must argue in the Senate against the proposed peace even though its rejection means his father’s certain death); and Manlius, Regulus’s successor as consul, who at first is ruled by envy of his predecessor, but is finally persuaded by Regulus’s sterling example to act nobly on behalf of state and civic interests.


  The libretto’s ideology of civic fortitude and heroic sacrifice to the social order is most explicitly set forth by negative example, through the mouth of the uncomprehending Barce, the Carthaginian slave, who is portrayed with undisguised racial contempt. The librettist describes her as “a pleasing, beautiful and lively African,” whose “temperament, like that of her nation, is amorous,” not noble.5 She cannot fathom the magnanimity of the Romans, Metastasio’s idealized European patrons. “What strange ideas does the love of praise excite in Rome!” she declares (in the words of Metastasio’s eighteenth-century translator, John Hoole), and continues:


  
    With envy Manlius views his rival’s chains, while Regulus abhors the public pity that would save his life. The daughter glories in her father’s sufferings, and Publius—this surpasses all belief!—Publius, my beauty’s slave, for honor’s sake, resigns the mistress whom his soul adores.6

  


  That is the recitative preceding Barce’s last exit aria, which begins, “But thanks be to Heaven, I don’t have a Roman soul!”


  Metastasio prepared this grand quintessence of everything that is meant by the word “august” for a gala performance in Vienna to honor Emperor Charles VI on his saint’s name day in 1740. Charles’s sudden death two weeks before the planned celebration prevented its performance. Instead of letting the work out for another occasion, Metastasio continued to work on it intermittently over the next nine years, during which time it was on several occasions performed at court under the Empress Maria Theresa as a spoken play despite its operatic structure that turned every character into an endlessly soliloquizing Hamlet. Metastasio always maintained that his librettos were suitable for spoken performance and that he would rather hear them that way than poorly set.
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  FIG. 4-4 Johann Adolf Hasse, copperplate engraving by C. F. Riedel after a painting by Pietro Antonio Rotari (1707–1762).


  


  Metastasio finally let Attilio Regolo out for setting in 1749 at the request of King Frederick Augustus II of Saxony, who wanted to have it performed at his court in Dresden. The proposed composer, Johann Adolf Hasse (1699–1783), was a musician the librettist could trust. He had already composed 43 opere serie, fifteen of them to Metastasio libretti (one of them for Vienna, where it had triumphed in the poet’s presence). Even so, Metastasio sent Hasse a long letter, now a classic text of music history, in which he detailed his wishes as to how his text should be set.


  In particular, he bade the composer set certain key passages—mainly the title character’s occasional soliloquies of impassioned self-doubt—in accompanied recitative (recitativo obligato in eighteenth-century Italian), a style reserved for very special effects, in which the whole orchestra, not just the continuo, accompanied the singer. And he counseled so, as he put it to Hasse, “for (you know this as well as I) the same words and sentiments may be uttered, according to the diversity of situation, in such a manner as to express either joy, sorrow, anger, or pity.”7 And music may underscore such nuances and ironies with peerless subtlety and truthfulness “by the judicious and alternate use of pianos and fortes, by rinforzandos [sudden loudening], by staccatos, slurs, accelerating and retarding the measure, arpeggios, shakes [trills], sostenutos [that is, fermatas or holds], and above all, by new modulation [of the harmony].” With the insight of the trained musician that he was, Metastasio presumed to instruct the composer how to let the music not merely transcribe or represent, still less duplicate, but actually supplement (at times by contradicting) the meanings of the words to which it is set. Hasse, it may be presumed, did not really need this lesson. It is something all successful opera composers know, for it is the very idea of the dramma per musica—not just “a play for music,” as normally translated, but a play through music.


  Metastasio’s letter was dated 20 October 1749. The première of Hasse’s lengthy opera took place on 12 January 1750, a mere 84 days later. That speediness was enough, from the point of view of its producers and consumers, to justify all the many easily derided conventions of the opera seria.


  METASTASIO’S MUSICIANS


  Partly because it was a fairly late work and partly because of its extraordinary literary demands, Attilio Regolo was not frequently set to music. Besides Hasse’s setting there were only three others, the last in 1780. By contrast, Metastasio’s most popular libretto, the most frequently reused operatic libretto of all time, was Artaserse (Artaxerxes). It was set first in 1730 by Leonardo Vinci, Scarlatti’s successor as maestro di cappella in Naples, for performance in Rome. Vinci’s setting became a frequently revived classic in its own right and helped establish the text as a must for budding composers. (Two very famous later composers of opera, Christoph Willibald Ritter von Gluck and Johann Christian Bach, made their debuts with settings of Artaserse, in 1741 and 1760 respectively.)


  In all, over ninety settings of this libretto are known, the last being The Regicide, set in translation by a composer named Lucas for performance in London at the incredibly late date of 1840, some 110 years after the first setting was heard. On the way, just about every important composer of opera seria set it, including Giuseppe Scarlatti, a nephew or grandnephew (accounts differ) of Alessandro, who set it for Lucca in 1747; Baldassare Galuppi, who set it for Vienna, and Niccolò Jommelli, who set it for Rome, both in 1749 (each of them made at least one later setting as well); Giuseppe Sarti, who set it for the Royal Theater of Copenhagen in 1760; Thomas Arne, who set it for London in 1762; Niccolò Piccinni, who set it for Rome in 1762; Giovanni Paisiello, who set it for Modena in 1771; Josef Myslive[image: Image]ek, who set it for Naples in 1774; Domenico Cimarosa, who set it for Turin in 1784; and Nicolas Isouard, who set it for Livorno in 1794.


  Hasse, Metastasio’s favorite, set Artaserse three times: for Venice in 1730, close on the heels of Vinci; for Dresden in 1740; and for Naples in 1760. In 1734, following a common practice, a refacimento of Hasse’s first setting was presented in London in the form of a pasticcio or hodgepodge (literally a pie), in which a lot of the original music was replaced with popular arias by other composers, including Nicola Porpora, a Neapolitan composer who was then enjoying a great vogue in the English capital, and Ricardo Broschi, another visiting Neapolitan, who wrote for it (under circumstances shortly to be described) one of the most celebrated arias of the century.


  What has so far gone without saying, but had better be said now, is that with the sole exception of Arne’s (for reasons that will emerge in a later chapter), and of course Lucas’s anachronistic Regicide of 1840, every one of these settings was performed in Italian, wherever it was staged (whether in Denmark or in Russia, where a setting by Francesco Araja was given for the St. Petersburg court as early as 1738), whatever the composer’s nationality (whether Czech like Myslive[image: Image]ek or Maltese French like Isouard), and whether or not the audience understood the language in which it was sung. And that is because wherever opera seria was sung, the singers were mainly Italian virtuosi, whose careers (like those of most Italian composers) were international.


  The international status—indeed, the “world” hegemony—of Italian music (and not only opera) from the late seventeenth to the early nineteenth centuries is still reflected in the Western “classical” musicians’ vocabulary, which to this day is an international patois based largely on the terminology the Italians brought with them wherever they went. (This is already demonstrated by the translation given above of Metastasio’s letter to Hasse, which was published in 1796 by Sir Charles Burney, the English music historian; even in the adapted version given here, alterations are mainly substitutions of more familiar Italian words, like fermata, for the less common ones Burney employed.)


  THE FORTUNES OF ARTASERSE


  Because there is so much material to choose from, the ubiquitous Artaserse, in its various early settings, makes an ideal introduction to the music of the opera seria. Metastasio’s own plot synopsis or argomento was published in all of the opera’s printed libretti—the “little books” that were sold to the audience so that they could follow the text if they wished, including the lines of recitative that had been cut by the composer. The story, attributed to the third-century Roman historian Justin (Marcus Junianus Justinus), reads as follows:


  
    Artabanus, chief officer to Xerxes, King of Persia, seeing the power of the king diminish daily because of his losses to the Greeks, hopes to sacrifice to his own ambition the whole royal family, along with the abovementioned Xerxes, and ascend the Persian throne. Therefore, taking advantage of the ease of access to which his intimate friendship with his master entitled him, he gained entry to Xerxes’ palace at night and killed him. Then, to dispose of the royal princes, Xerxes’ sons, he sets them one against the other, causing Artaxerxes, one of the abovementioned sons, to kill his own brother Darius, believing him to be a parricide upon Artabanus’s insinuation. The only thing the traitor fails to accomplish according to plan is the death of Artaxerxes. Through various accidents (which supply the episodes that adorn the present drama), in the end his treason is exposed and the safety of Artaxerxes is assured, which exposure and assurance are the main action of the drama.8

  


  And yet it is a question what is the main action and what are the episodes, since the greater part of the libretto’s actual events, and four of its six characters, were “freely” invented by Metastasio so as to meet the specific demands of opera. Artabanus and Artaxerxes are transferred from the historical account to the operatic plot, but neither of them belong to the “first couple.” That pair, to whom the lion’s share of arias are assigned, consists of Arbaces, Artabanus’s son and Artaxerxes’ bosom friend, and Mandane, Artaxerxes’ sister, who is Arbaces’s beloved. To round out the second couple and achieve a pleasing symmetry, Artaxerxes is also given a beloved: Semira, daughter of Artabanus and sister of Arbaces. Thus the sister of each main male character is the other’s lover. And so as to have an “inferior” character as part of the remainder, Artabanus is given an evil confidant: Megabises, a corrupt army general.


  Such an extreme symmetry of design cries out for a “structuralist” interpretation that will bring its motivating premises to light. Martha Feldman, a historian of the genre, has embodied the relationships in Artaserse in an ingenious diagram representing what she calls its “archetypal geometry.”9 It is laid out in the form of two “patriarchal triangles,” with the rival fathers Xerxes (an unseen presence) and Artabanus at their heads (Fig. 4-5). Stripped to its most basic level, the story of the opera reduces to the fundamental narrative of all opere serie: “a moral tale of impure elements tamed and eradicated from the idealized body politic.”


  The invention of Arbacesgives Artabanus a new motive for killing Xerxes, who has tried to prevent the marriage of his daughter to Artabanus’s son, a social inferior. That is what makes Arbaces the central character in the drama, for it is he who symbolizes the basic conflict between love and duty.
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  FIG. 4-5 “Geometry” of the dramatis personae in Metastasio’s libretto Artaserse (after Martha Feldman).


  


  In the first act, Artabanus exchanges swords with Arbaces so as to hide the murder weapon. But later, to exculpate himself, he reveals the bloody sword in Arbaces’s possession to Artaxerxes and accuses the bewildered Arbaces of the murder. Artaxerxes, mourning his father and brother and loath to execute his friend and prospective brother-in-law, is bereft and confused. In the second act, Artabanus proposes to Arbaces a plan not only to escape but to usurp the throne; but Arbaces, the paragon of honor, refuses to cooperate, leaving his father at once enraged at his disobedience and awed by his probity. Semira pleads with Artaxerxes to show mercy for her brother, but Mandane, more loyal to her class and family ties than to her lover, calls for vengeance against the man she believes to have killed her father. Artaxerxes, still trusting Artabanus, bids him resolve the matter. Artabanus, to everyone’s horror, condemns his son to death but is still secretly planning to dispossess Artaxerxes and put Arbaces on the throne.


  In the third act, Artaxerxes, despite Arbaces’s apparent treason, releases his friend from imprisonment on the condition that he exile himself forever. Artabanus then comes to his son’s cell to rescue him, but finding it empty assumes that Arbaces has been executed. Mandane laments his death; but Arbaces, overhearing her, reveals himself alive and proclaims his love, vowing to die rather than leave her, showing his steadfastness.


  Meanwhile Artabanus, still up to no good, poisons the wine in Artaxerxes’ coronation cup. The coronation is interrupted, just as Artaxerxes is about to drink, by reports of a rebellion that has been fomented by Megabises on behalf of Artabanus. Arbaces, at first suspected of leading it, reveals himself as its suppressor and is reconciled with Artaxerxes. As a token of renewed friendship, Artaxerxes offers Arbaces the first sip from the coronation cup. Artabanus, who loves his son despite all his evil designs, intervenes and confesses. He is at first condemned, but Arbaces offers his life in place of his father’s, thus proving once again his true nobility of spirit and making himself worthy of Mandane’s hand. Artaxerxes, in an act of kingly magnanimity, commutes Artabanus’s sentence to exile and the two loving couples are betrothed amid coronation festivities. The last number in the opera is a “chorus” (that is, an ensemble of all the principals minus the banished Artabanus) praising the clemency shown his enemies by Artaxerxes, the “Giusto Re” (“just king”).


  The opera contains thirty arias in all. Arbaces, the primo uomo, gets six (two per act); Mandane, the prima donna, gets five. In addition, the first couple, in accordance with their prerogative, sing the one duet in the opera, which occurs in the act III declaration scene, giving Arbaces a total of seven numbers and Mandane six. Artaxerxes, Artabanus, and Semira have five apiece. Last, and least, Megabises makes do with three (one per act), which is actually rather generous for an inferior role. As the main character, Arbaces gets to sing not only the most arias but also the most elaborate ones.


  Particularly impressive is his aria di bravura in act III, sc. 1, which Arbaces sings upon leaving his cell and setting off for points unknown. It is a “simile aria,” in which the singer’s situation or emotion is pinpointed by means of a poetic image, here L’onda dal mar divisa—a wave severed from the sea. Vinci’s setting (Ex. 4-5), from the original Rome production of 1730, is typical of his style, and that of the early opera seria generally. It also typifies the music that the great castratos sang. (The part was originally intended for Giovanni Carestini, already a famous soprano at the age of twenty-six, of whom Hasse would say, “he who has not heard Carestini is not acquainted with the most perfect style of singing.”10)


  It was a style Vinci had in fact pioneered, making him historically a figure of considerable importance, even if his music is forgotten today, along (for the most part) with the opera seria itself. Artaserse was the short-lived Vinci’s last opera (out of thirty-one, all composed between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four!), and his sixth setting of a Metastasio libretto. By the time he wrote it, the da capo aria format had undergone considerable transformation since Scarlatti’s death, only a decade or so before.


  EX. 4-5A Leonardo Vinci, “L’onda dal mare divisa” (Artaserse, Act III, scene 1), mm. 1–24.
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  EX. 4-5B Leonardo Vinci, “L’onda dal mare divisa” (Artaserse, Act III, scene 1), mm. 39–55.
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  EX. 4-5C Leonardo Vinci, “L’onda dal mare divisa” (Artaserse, Act III, scene 1), mm. 136–56.
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  FIG. 4-6 Leonardo Vinci, caricature by Pier Leone Ghezzi (1674–1755).


  


  The lengthy orchestral ritornello (Ex. 4-5a) consists of three distinct, indeed contrasting, parts: an initial statement of the main theme that will be taken up by the singer, a middle section “spun out” in sequences of triplets, and a final cadential phrase. The ritornello alternates with the voice three times during the aria’s first section: R1V1R2V2R3. Each vocal passage consists of a complete setting of the first sentence of the text, so that the entire text is repeated, giving the “A” section of the aria its greater amplitude. The repetitions are tonally contrasted: the first begins in the tonic and cadences in the dominant; the second, following the complementary trajectory, begins in the dominant and cadences in the tonic. The middle and final ritornellos are partial ones, consisting of a bit of the triplet material plus the cadence phrase. The “triplet material,” as becomes evident when the singer takes it up in impressively “wavy” melismas (Ex. 4-5b), represents the motion of the metaphorical sea.


  The aria’s middle section (Ex. 4-5c) also embodies a tonal contrast, beginning in the relative minor and ending with a cadence on the subdominant. Thus the piece is laid out according to a clearly demarcated sectional plan, articulated by cadences and tonal “movement,” that organizes a relatively long span of time. But if the format of the aria has become ampler and more complicated since the time of Scarlatti, the texture has been simplified. Dr. Burney, a great admirer of Vinci, gave him credit (perhaps a little too much credit) for virtually reinventing opera along lines similar to those that attended its original invention among the Florentines a century before.


  “Without degrading his art,” Burney exulted, Vinci “rendered it the friend, though not the slave to poetry, by simplifying and polishing melody, and calling the attention of the audience chiefly to the voicepart, by disintangling it from fugue, complication, and laboured contrivance.”11 And yet one of Vinci’s contemporaries, Pier Francesco Tosi, a castrato and a famous singing teacher, complained in his Observations on the Florid Song, published in Bologna in 1723, that “poor Counterpoint has been condemn’d, in this corrupted Age, to beg for a piece of Bread in the Churches”12 (where the stile antico still hung on).


  The place to look, when judging texture, is the bass line, and Vinci’s static bass gives credence both to Burney’s delight, and to Tosi’s complaint, that counterpoint had been banished from the theater. Vinci’s bass is no longer in a contrapuntal relationship to the melody but rather its well-subordinated harmonic accompanist. Its cadential rests very often coincide with those of the melody, so that the phrases are very clearly set off and balanced one against another. For long passages, indeed, the bass is confined to reiterations of single pitches that change regularly on the bar line. It is most static, in fact, precisely when the voice part is the most florid, leaving no doubt about who is carrying the musical ball. Like everything else in the setting, the homophonic—indeed, newly “homophonized”—texture casts a spotlight on the virtuoso singer.


  Also noteworthy is a new style of orchestration, in which two horns join the orchestral strings, never to play obbligati (that is, independent melodic lines) but only to double the string parts or provide harmonic support. The sound thus gained is handsome, but the use of natural brass instruments sets new and narrow limits on the harmony, virtually confining it to what we now call the “primary” chords—tonic, dominant, subdominant. These limits were not only acceptable but actually desirable within the new style; they were an additional simplification and clarification of design.


  The use of horns or trumpets as supporting members of the band can be found in earlier Italian music—in the work of Scarlatti, for one, and in even older composers. Scarlatti used to be given credit for it along with so much else to which he is no longer thought entitled, not only because the work of his older contemporaries was even less well known today than his but also because innovations, historians tended to feel, had to have protagonists. More likely the practice originated in the unwritten repertories that provided the stylistic background to the new Italian idioms we are now discovering. Its incorporation into “art” music coincided with the “liberation of melody” so touted by Burney, among others, and the undisputed sovereignty of the singers who sang them.


  Just how much the singers controlled the show in opera seria we cannot tell by looking at just one setting of a given libretto. We have to compare settings. So let’s have a look at the analogous number—Arbaces’s exit aria in act III, sc. 1—in Hasse’s Artaserse, composed in the same year as Vinci’s for performance in Venice. And to our surprise, we find that it is a wholly different aria—different not only in music but in text as well. Metastasio’s original simile aria has been bumped, as it were, in favor of another (by a poet unknown) consisting of an accompanied recitative (“Ch’io parta?”/“Should I go?”; Ex. 4-6a) and a much more florid, virtuosic aria in which the voice enters (Ex. 4-6b) with a long held note on the first syllable of the word “Parto” (“I go”), and then begins again with the main theme as foreshadowed by the ritornello: “Parto qual pastorello prima che rompa il fiume” (“I go like a shepherd lad before the flood”). Ex. 4-6c shows the beginning of the first main vocal passage, to give an idea of the extreme virtuosity required of the singer.


  The reason for the substitution lies in the casting. The role of Arbaces was sung in Venice by the greatest of the eighteenth century castrati and very likely the greatest opera singer who ever lived: Carlo Broschi (1705–82), known as Farinelli, after the Farina family, a noble Neapolitan clan who were his earliest patrons. Although he was undisputed champion among the singers of his time and lived a long life, Farinelli had a short public career, beginning in Naples in 1720 and ending in London in 1737. Afterwards he joined the household of King Philip V of Spain, whom he served not only as court singer but as a trusted and powerful counselor as well. The development of Farinelli’s career was mirrored in the music his talent inspired. He left behind a veritable wake of florid arias, indeed the fanciest, most embellished vocal music in the entire European operatic tradition.


  The substitute aria interpolated into Hasse’s version of Artaserse was very likely a “portfolio aria,” composed by Hasse just for Farinelli to use as a signature piece. All the great castrati had such arias that they brought with them wherever they sang. When Hasse revised his setting of Artaserse thirty years later for performance in Naples, Farinelli was no longer active—and sure enough, the 1760 score reverts to Metastasio’s original aria text, “L’onda dal mar divisa”, set this time with only modest coloraturas and without any recitativo obligato.


  EX. 4-6A Johann Adolf Hasse, Artaserse (1730), recitativo obligato (“Ch’io parta?”) mm. 1–9.
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  The ultimate Farinellian signature tune was the famous shipwreck simile aria, “Son qual nave ch’agitata” (“I am like a storm-tossed boat at sea”), first heard in the London pasticcio version of Artaserse in 1734. Although published that same year in a volume called “The Favourite Songs in the Opera call’d Artaxerxes by Sig. Hasse,” this particular vehicle was actually the work of the singer’s brother Ricardo Broschi (1698–1756), a minor Neapolitan composer who has ridden his sibling’s coattails into the history books. (Except for the recitatives, the whole role of Arbaces was done over for this production, mainly by Farinelli’s former teacher, Porpora, then one of the reigning composers for the London stage.)


  EX. 4-6B Johann Adolf Hasse, Artaserse (1730), aria (“Parto qual pastorello prima che rompa il fiume”), mm. 37–45.
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  Ex. 4-7 gives the first solo entrance of an abridged and simplified version of this virtually incredible display aria, published in 1734, with the orchestral accompaniment (the by-then standard strings and horns) reduced to a single violin line. The full score, with many more virtuoso turns, is found in a manuscript that the Spanish king (Farinelli’s patron) sent Maria Theresa (Metastasio’s patron) as a gift in 1753, containing the repertory with which the retired singer now entertained the Spanish court in private.13


  EX. 4-6C Johann Adolf Hasse, Artaserse (1730), aria (“Parto qual pastorello prima che rompa il fiume”), mm. 49–57.
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  EX. 4-7 Riccardo Broschi, “Son qual nave ch’agitata”
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  OPERA SERIA IN (AND AS) PRACTICE


  The first sung phrase in Ex. 4-7 is followed by a fermata in the printed score. Such fermatas in virtuoso arias signal not a pause but a “cadenza” (short for cadenza fiorita, “ornamented cadence”), an unwritten solo that can come (as here) after the textual “motto,” but that more often precedes—and delays—an important cadence. Cadenzas are display vehicles abounding in what their singers called passaggii, from which we get our English term “passage” or “passagework,” replacing the earlier English “divisions.” In theory cadenzas were improvised by the singer on the spot, but in practice they were often worked out in advance and memorized.


  There are three fermatas signaling cadenzas during the second vocal solo alone in the version of Farinelli’s shipwreck aria in the Maria Theresa manuscript, and we have the word of many earwitnesses that singers considered all of the main cadences in an aria fair game for embellishment. As often happens, it was chiefly those who disapproved of the practice, or of what they took to be its abuse, who took the trouble to write about it. P. F. Tosi, himself a singer (but writing as a preceptor of singers), complained in 1723 that the ends of all three sections in da capo arias were becoming overgrown with cadenzas: during the first cadenza, “the orchestra waits”; during the second “the dose is increased, and the orchestra grows tired.”14 But during the last cadenza, chaffs Tosi, “the throat is set going like a weather-cock in a whirlwind, and the orchestra yawns.” There was a touch of envy here, perhaps, for we do not find much indication of audiences complaining. Nor did Metastasio himself, who might have been expected to think the practice of interpolating cadenzas, and also of adding coloraturas by the bushel to the da capo repeat, an assault upon his handiwork. Quite the contrary: as we see in a group portrait (Fig. 4-7) by the Madrid painter Jacopo Amigoni (now hanging in the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne, Australia), Metastasio and Farinelli were the best of friends. They met in 1720, when the singer, then a teenager, made his Neapolitan debut on the very occasion at which the poet’s verses for music were first sung in public, and remained on terms of intimacy until the end of their lives more than sixty years later. (The figures in the portrait, from left to right, are Metastasio, Farinelli’s pupil the soprano Teresa Castellini, Farinelli, the artist, and his page.) The great librettist recognized the great singer as a major influence—a far greater one than any composer—on the development of the opera seria and its supremely ornate, aristocratic musical style. The two of them, Metastasio and Farinelli, were likewise universally regarded during the eighteenth century as being far more important to the art of opera than any composer, and so a historian must regard them as well.
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  FIG. 4-7 Jacopo Amigoni, portrait of Farinelli (center), surrounded by (left to right) Metastasio, Teresa Castellini, the artist, and the artist’s page, holding his palette.


  “PERFORMANCE PRACTICE”


  It is no easy task nowadays, even for a historian, to demote the composer from the top of the musical hierarchy or to acknowledge the fluidity of opera seria texts at the hands of the singers, not to mention the crucial importance of unwritten music to the genre. In an essay of 1957 devoted (with opera seria uppermost in mind) to the variable aspects of performance practice and the relatively weak integrity of musical texts during this period, Donald Jay Grout argued strongly, and against longstanding prejudice, that “the problem with regard to most old music is not to determine a single, fixed, invariable practice.”15 And yet in the very next sentence, he made an assertion with which no one involved with opera during the seventeenth or the eighteenth century would have agreed. The real problem, as he put it, was “rather to determine the limits within which the several aspects of performance might have fluctuated without leading to results that the composers would have found unacceptable.”


  We do not know what these limits were, we will never know them, and they do not matter, because during the period in question nobody ever consulted the composers about such things. The highest arbiter of taste and practice was the ruler or patron; next in order of clout came the audience; next the singer; next the librettist. The composer was there to serve them all. Now we ordinarily think just the opposite: that librettist and performer are there to serve the composer, and that even the audience must strive to adapt itself to the demands that composers make.


  These familiar ideas were entirely alien to the world of eighteenth-century opera. They are all tenets of Romanticism, and, in an even stronger form, of modernism. They are the philosophical foundations, in other words, of nineteenth-and twentiethcentury art. They arose precisely in reaction to the decline of noble patronage, and they are utterly anachronistic to the esthetics of the repertory we are now invetigating.


  The fundamental values of the opera seria, as reflected in the ranking of librettists and singers above composers, are so remote from today’s “classical” musical values that the culture that produced such a thing can seem bizarre and paradoxical today. Apparent contradictions abound. One is the clash between the highminded reformist mission that demanded the removal of comic scenes from librettos (thus enabling the very concept of “serious opera”) and the spectacular antics of performers—often crowd-pleasing to the point of clownishness.


  The liberties singers were expected to take with the written music, and had to take or lose all respect, would be thought a virtually inconceivable desecration today. But that was the very least of it: the great Neapolitan castrato Gaetano Majorano, known as Caffarelli (1710–83), another pupil of Porpora who was generally ranked second only to Farinelli, was actually arrested and imprisoned, according to the police report, for “disturbing the other performers, acting in a manner bordering on lasciviousness (on stage) with one of the female singer, conversing with the spectators in the boxes from the stage, ironically echoing whichever member of the company was singing an aria, and finally refusing to sing in the ripieno [the concluding “chorus” of principals] with the others.”16 He was released, however, by royal command and reinstated in the company, for he was the public’s darling. They loved his monkeyshines.


  Now what sort of public would tolerate such behavior, let alone delight in it? Nowadays only a circus audience, perhaps; surely not any sort of “serious” theatrical public. We, who expect (and are expected!) to sit still and pay attention when attending any theatrical performance, can only regard the behavior of the opera seria audience as something virtually other-planetary. That audience, a mixture of aristocracy and urban middle class (what we would now call “professionals”—doctors, lawyers, clergy, civil servants, and military officers), was famed throughout Europe for its sublime inattention. They “sat (or roamed) in a continuously well-lit auditorium,” as one commentator remarked, having come to the theater “to see itself as much as to see the show.” As Feldman reports (citing research by Kathleen Hansell), at San Bartolomeo in Naples, a particularly aristocratic house, “noise levels astonished diarists from abroad, nobility arrived with servants who cooked whole meals, talked, played [at cards], and relieved themselves in the antechambers that stood in back of each lavish box.”17 Even if we avoid judging such manners by contemporary standards of decorum, we are easily left bewildered. Never mind questions of mere etiquette. How is all of this evident anarchy on stage and in the hall to be reconciled with the nature of the dramas themselves, which (as we have observed in some detail) exalt a perfectly ordained, God-given, and rigidly hierarchical social order?


  The explanation for all these apparent contradictions lies partly in the social mixture alluded to above. The opera seria had a dual inheritance. Its subject matter descended from the courtly opera of old and shared its politics of submission and affirmation. The theaters were maintained in most cases by royalty, and the performances as occasions were embedded, as historians are at pains to point out, in the forms and hierarchies of absolutism. The theatrical schedule itself reflected this: performances, particularly galas, were held on royal birthdays and name days, as well as church holidays. The librettos were metaphorical embodiments of these occasions. This, so to speak, was Metastasio’s heritage.


  Farinelli’s heritage, on the other hand, was that of the commercial opera theater, even if, at its height, the art of the castrato was by virtue of its sheer price primarily an aristocratic property and even, in its floridity and flamboyance, a virtual symbol of noble aggrandizement. (The word virtuoso, which became an international word exactly at this time as applied to singers, comes from the Italian word virtù, “virtue”; in modern Italian virtuosità still means “virtuousness.”) The art of such a singer only began with the written notes. Many theatrical virtuosi did not read music well, if at all, and learned their arias by rote as a basis for personalized embellishment. Recitatives were often improvised outright, based on the harmonies the singers could overhear from the pit, and the words that they overheard from the prompter’s box. In a more literal sense than we would ever guess today, only the libretti (or more narrowly yet, only the words of the recitatives) were fully fixed and “literate” in opera seria.


  There is no comparable genre in classical music today. The modern counterpart of the opera seria castrato is the improvising jazz (“scat”) or pop singer. And the relationship such singers have with their audience is again sooner comparable to that between the opera seria audience and the castrato than that between any sort of contemporary “classical” musician and the modern concert or opera audience. However inattentive during recitatives or “sherbet arias,” the audience sprang to attention when the primo uomo held forth, egging him on with applause and spontaneous shouts of encouragement at each vocal feat. The singers, striking their attitudes front and center, had to work to capture their hearers’ attention. They had, quite literally, to seduce the noble boxholders, drawing them out from the backs of their boxes, because listening to the music was only one of the things the audience was there to do.


  For nobles and urban professionals tended in those days to live their social lives outside of their houses, especially in the evenings. A box at the opera, rented for the season, was a virtual living space, and occupying it was a social ritual in which the musical performance was not the only component, or even necessarily the most important one, especially as the season consisted of only a few works, each of which had a run of twenty or thirty performances. The audience, in perpetual attendance, “could hardly have been expected to take a close interest in the action after the first few performances,” as McClymonds notes.18 “And since the literate part of it knew Metastasio’s dramas virtually by heart,” she continues, “they could dip in and out at will, interrupting the flow of social intercourse to attend to the most affecting scenes or the favorite arias of the leading singers.”


  In any case, as Feldman shrewdly observes, listening and reacting to the performance “was rarely prescribed.”19 The only occasions when you did have to behave and pay attention were those evenings when the king himself, the latent subject of the opera, was present, enacting his role of surrogate father (or “sire”). What could better attest to the nature of “patriarchy,” the social system that the opera seria preeminently reflected? At other times, listening to the opera was only one option that could be “selected from a heavy menu of social choices.”


  The modern counterpart, again, is not any sort of classical musical performance, or indeed any musical performance. Rather, it is the living room TV, which in many homes today hums in the background all evening and is only occasionally watched. It works as the symbol and embodiment of at-homeness, and so did the opera seria. For all their obstreperous behavior, indeed through their obstreperous behavior, the opera seria audience demonstrated their at-homeness with the genre and with the patriarchal social structure that it validated. It is about the crispest example the history of European music can furnish of an art invested with, and affirming, a social and political system—a system with which no one educated according to the principles of the Enlightenment (which is to say, just about anyone reading this book) could possibly sympathize today.


  So once again the questions nag: How do we relate to the artistic products that bolstered an ugly patriarchal, absolutist politics in their time? Can they be detached from it? Can we vote for the art and reject the politics? It is the job of a book like this one to raise these questions, not answer them. In any case, though, it would be a feat of understatement to note that the social use to which opera is put has changed, and changed radically, since the days of Scarlatti or Metastasio. It would make little sense to expect its content or its manner of execution to have remained the same—or to think that the opera seria could be revived today, in today’s opera houses, for today’s audiences.


  (To begin with what you’d have to begin with, the return of the castrato voice would be about as likely or as feasible as the return of public hangings.) Sometimes, though, it is just those aspects of bygone art that are most bygone from which we can learn the most about ourselves and our present world, and the place of art within it. That is enough to justify the long and lingering, if not exactly loving, look we have just taken at what is perhaps the most irrevocably bygone genre in the history of European art music.


  


  CHAPTER 5

  The Italian Concerto Style and the Rise of Tonality-driven Form


  CORELLI, VIVALDI, AND THEIR GERMAN IMITATORS


  STANDARDIZED GENRES AND TONAL PRACTICES


  As far as we know, Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713) never set a word of text to music. A virtuoso violinist, he was the first European composer who enjoyed international recognition as a “great” exclusively on the strength of his finely wrought instrumental ensemble works. They circulated widely in print both during his lifetime and for almost a century after his death, providing countless other musicians with models for imitation. In his chosen domain of chamber and orchestral music for strings, he was the original “classic,” playing a major role in standardizing genres and practices, and setting instrumental music on an epoch-making path of ascendency. His sonatas and concertos may no longer be played much except by violin students, and yet their historical significance is tremendous, affecting European music of every sort.


  Corelli’s career, based (after apprenticeship in Bologna) almost exclusively in Rome, outwardly paralleled Alessandro Scarlatti’s: service to Queen Christina and Cardinal Ottoboni, membership in the Arcadian Society, and so on. His main activities were leading orchestras, sometimes numbering one hundred musicians or more, in the richly endowed churches and cathedrals of the city, and appearing as soloist at “academies” (accademie), aristocratic house concerts.


  For sacred venues Corelli perfected an existing Roman genre known as sonata da chiesa (church sonata). Such pieces could be variously scored: for solo violin and continuo, for two violins and continuo (hence “trio sonata,” albeit normally played by four instrumentalists), or amplified by a backup band known as the concerto grosso (“large ensemble”), which eventually lent its name to the genre itself. Thus when Corelli’s collected orchestral music was finally published in 1714 (a year after the composer’s death) by the Amsterdam printer Estienne Roger, the title page used the term concerto grosso in both senses at once: Concerti grossi con duoi violini e violoncello di concertino obligato e duoi altri violini, viola e basso di concerto grosso ad arbitrio, che si potranno radoppiare, opera sesta. Reissued the next year by the London house of John Walsh and John Hare, the title page was Englished thus: “Concerti grossi, being XII great concertos, or sonatas, for two violins and a violoncello: or for two violins more, a tenor, and a thoroughbass: which may be doubled at pleasure, being the sixth and last work of Arcangelo Corelli.” Church sonatas or concerti grossi were often played during Mass to accompany liturgical actions: typical placements were between the scripture readings (in place of the Gradual), at the collection (in place of the Offertory) or at Communion. At Vespers they could be played before Psalms in place of antiphons. A standardized outgrowth of the earlier canzona, the church sonata usually had four main sections in contrasting tempos (“movements”), cast in two slow–fast pairs resembling preludes and fugues such as organists were used to improvising. The more elaborate of these fugal movements was the one in the first pair; it was still occasionally labeled “canzona.”
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  FIG. 5-1 Arcangelo Corelli, portrait by Hugh Howard, adapted as the frontispiece engraving for a late edition of Corelli’s trio sonatas, op. 1 (Amsterdam: Estienne Roger and Michel Charles Le Cène, ca. 1715).


  


  For aristocratic salons, Corelli adopted another standard violinist’s genre, called sonata (or concerto) da camera (chamber sonata or concerto). This was essentially a dance suite, which Corelli adapted to the prevailing four-movement format (a “preludio” and three dances or connecting movements). Between 1681 and 1694 Corelli published forty-eight trio sonatas in four collections of twelve, alternating church sonatas (opp. 1 and 3) and chamber sonatas (opp. 2 and 4).


  The eleventh church sonata from opus 3 (1689) and the second chamber sonata from opus 4 (1694) make an effective pair for comparison both with one another and with the works of other composers. They are both in the key of G minor, and illustrate between them virtually the full range of Corellian forms and styles. They also show the overlap in practice between the church and chamber genres. Their last movements, especially, might be interchanged (see Ex. 5-1a-b, which show their respective first halves). Although one is marked corrente (a fast triple-metered dance) and the other, untitled, is implicitly a fugal movement, they are virtually identical in form (binary), texture (imitative), and character (lively culmination). But where the second movement of the sonata da camera, the allemanda, is also a binary dance movement, the second movement of the sonata da chiesa (the “canzona” movement) is “abstract” and “through-composed” as befits its forebear. Stylistically, that “canzona” movement (presto) from op. 3, no. 11 (Ex. 5-3) may be the most revealing movement of all. A brief comparison with a work (Ex. 5-2) by one of Corelli’s Austrian contemporaries, Johann Joseph Fux (1660–1741), will indicate what was so novel about the work of the Italian composer, and so potent.


  EX. 5-1A Arcangelo Corelli, Sonata da chiesa, Op. 3, no. 11, final Allegro, mm. 1–12
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  EX. 5-1B Arcangelo Corelli, Sonata da camera, Op. 4, no. 2, final Corrente, mm. 1–25
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  Fux was a conservative and academic musician. His best-known work was no musical composition but a textbook, Gradus ad Parnassum, which remained for more than a century the standard compendium of the stile antico, the mock-Palestrina style, quick frozen in the sixteenth century, that counterpoint students still learn to imitate in school, using methods that are still derived from Fux’s famous analysis of strict counterpoint into five rhythmic “species.” The stately sonata for two viols and continuo in canonic style (published in 1701), of which the opening is given in Ex. 5-2, illustrates not the stile antico itself, but rather the kind of modern contrapuntal virtuosity that immersion in the stile antico was meant to instill.


  Like Corelli’s, Fux’s is a church sonata, meant to replace the Mass Gradual on a festive occasion. Its measured, allemande-like tread, over a “walking bass” whose notes coincide with the metrical pulse, lends it a noble “affect” or mood. The leisurely three-measure interval of imitation sets the standard “sentence-length” for the piece. The opening tune breaks that standard sentence into three asymmetrical, cunningly apportioned phrases, each longer than the last. The long last phrase is accompanied by a rhythmic diminution in the bass, creating a mild “drive to the cadence.”


  By comparison, Corelli’s movement (Ex. 5-3) seems virtually jet-propelled, and not only by its faster tempo. Everything about the composition is pressured and intense. The opening three-note motif is identical to that of Fux’s canon. But what a contrast in the way it is handled! What was only a beginning or a headmotive for Fux is the whole thematic substance for Corelli, as if Corelli had decapitated Fux’s theme and tossed its “head” like a ball between the two violins.


  EX. 5-2 Johann Joseph Fux, Canonic Sonata in G minor, I, 1–8
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  Meanwhile, the bass accompanies their agile game of catch with a so-called “running” pattern that moves steadily at a rate twice that of the beat value. The hocket effect between the violins is intensified after the first cadence (m. 7), their tossed motivic ball now consisting of only two notes in an iambic pattern (that is, starting with an upbeat), while the bass continues its frenetic run, made even more athletic by the use of large skips—octaves, ninths, even tenths. At the movement’s midpoint (m. 21) the original motive is tossed again, this time beginning a fourth lower than the opening—i.e., on the fifth degree of the scale. Thus the movement over all has the satisfying harmonic aspect of a binary form: a run out from I to V, and a run back from V to I.


  WHAT, EXACTLY, IS “TONALITY”?


  And yet this description has so far omitted the most potent factor in the movement’s extraordinary momentum. That factor is the harmony—the “tonal” harmony, as we now call it. The standardizing of harmonic functions, something going on in all music at the time but particularly foregrounded and made an “issue” in the Italian string music of which Corelli was the foremost exponent, was his most transforming and enduring legacy.


  EX. 5-3 Arcangelo Corelli, Sonata da chiesa, Op. 3, no. 11, second movement (Presto)
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  The opening exchange between the violins describes a preliminary alternation of tonic (I) and dominant (V), that establishes on the smallest level the motion “out” and “back” that will give coherence to the whole. It necessitates a small adjustment in the intervallic structure of the “head motive.” When describing the motion “out” from tonic to dominant, the motive consists of a rising fourth and a falling semitone; but when describing the motion “back” from dominant to tonic, the second interval is altered to a falling third. This kind of adjustment between the motive and its imitation is now called “tonal answer,” because it arises in response to the exigencies of the tonal functions that are driving the music so forcefully.


  When the movement “back” from dominant to tonic has been completed, the bass continues to move in the same harmonic direction, passing “Go” (as one says when playing Monopoly) and moving by half-measures through the tonic to the fourth degree or subdominant (C), the seventh degree (F), and the third or mediant (B[image: Image]), for a total of four moves along an exhaustive cycle that we now call the “circle of fifths.” It was precisely in Corelli’s time, the late seventeenth century, that the circle of fifths was being “theorized” as the main propeller of harmonic motion, and it was Corelli more than any other one composer who put that new idea into telling practice.


  As a sort of harmonic curiosity, the circle of fifths and its modulatory properties had been recognized as early as the mid-sixteenth century. There is, for example, a curious motet by a German humanist musician named Matthias Greiter called Passibus ambiguis (“By sneaky steps”). Published in 1553, its text concerns the vagaries of Fortune, and its cantus firmus consists entirely of the six-note incipit of a famous old song called Fortuna desperata (“Desperate Fortune”), somewhat shakily attributed to the fifteenthcentury Burgundian court composer Antoine Busnoys. The little snatch, consisting of the syllables fa–fa–sol–la–sol–fa, is repeated over and over, and is transposed up a perfect fourth (or down a perfect fifth) seven times, so that its tonic pitch proceeds in a perpetual “flatward” progression from F to F[image: Image], thus: F-B[image: Image]-E[image: Image]-A[image: Image]-D[image: Image]-G[image: Image]-C[image: Image]-F[image: Image]. (Meanwhile, the other parts have to scramble for their notes by applying the rules of musica ficta, chromatic alteration at sight, as practiced since the fourteenth century, in unheard-of profusion.) It is an amusing allegory for a serious idea. The circle of fifths symbolizes the fabled “wheel of Fortune,” and by ending on a note that looks like F but sounds like E (and even looks like E on a keyboard or a fretted fingerboard), the composer has transformed the “happiest” final (Lydian fa) into the “saddest” one (Phrygian mi), illustrating the precariousness of luck and the transience of earthly joys (Fig. 5-2).


  What was merely a curiosity to sixteenth-century musicians was bread and butter to their seventeenth-century successors. The circle of fifths was represented for the first time in a theoretical treatise composed in Polish by a Ukrainian cleric and singing teacher named Nikolai Diletsky (or Dilecki), who lived at the time in the city of Vilnius (see Fig. 5-3). (It was first printed in 1679, in Moscow of all places, in Russian translation.)
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  FIG. 5-2 Tenor (based on Fortuna desperata) from Matthias Greiter’s Passibus ambiguis, in Gregorius Faber, Musices practicae erotematum libri II (Basel, 1553).
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  FIG. 5-3 Early diagram of the circle of fifths, from Nikolai Diletsky, Ideya grammatiki musikiyskoy (Moscow, 1679).


  


  This earliest complete circle is a circle like Greiter’s extended to its limit. That is, it is made up of twelve perfect fifths and shows all possible transpositions of a major scale (that is, all the possible keys) but does not define the harmonic relations implicit in a single key. On the contrary, a circle like Greiter’s or Diletsky’s leads ineluctably away from any stable point of tonal reference.


  The decisive practical move was to limit the circle of fifths to the diatonic degrees of a single scale by allowing one of the fifths to be a diminished rather than a perfect fifth. When adjusted in this way the circle is all at once transformed from a modulatory device—that is, a device for leading from one key to others progressively more distant—into a closed system of harmonic functions that interrelate the degrees of a single scale. When thus confined, the circle of fifths became an ideal way of circumscribing the key defined by that scale by treating every one of its degrees as what we now call a harmonic root.


  The progression by fifths thus became the definer of “tonality” as we now know it: a model for relating all the degrees of a scale not only melodically but also harmonically to the tonic, and measuring the harmonic “distance” both among the degrees within a single scale and between scales (Ex. 5-4). When the diatonic circle of fifths became the basis of harmonic practice, the major–minor tonal system (or “key system”) can be said to have achieved its full elaboration.


  EX. 5-4 Diatonic circles of fifths on C major and G minor
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  The fully elaborated system’s birthplace was the Italian music of the 1680s. The earliest example known to the author of the use of a full diatonic circle of fifths to circumscribe and thus establish a diatonic tonality occurs in a tiny aria from the third act of L’Aldimiro, Alessandro Scarlatti’s third opera, first performed in the theater of the Royal Palace at Naples in November 1683. It functions here as a ground bass (the more elaborate da capo structure not yet having become the standard; see Ex. 5-5). Like all ground basses, this one surely had a “preliterate” prehistory in improvisation. And like all ground basses it is a static element, a bead for stringing, rather than a dynamic shaper of form.


  EX. 5-5 Alessandro Scarlatti, L’Aldimiro (1683), “S’empia man” (Act III, scene 12)
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  The Presto from Corelli’s op. 3, no. 11 (Ex. 5-3), published in Rome in 1689 but probably composed some years earlier, no longer shows the circle of fifths off as a “device” but simply harnesses it, a fully integrated element of technique, to drive a dynamically unfolding form-generating process. That much is typical of the north-Italian instrumental ensemble music of the time, which for that reason stands as one of the great watershed repertories in the history of European music. It is certainly no accident, moreover, that “tonality” as a fully elaborated system emerged first in the context of instrumental music. Instrumental music stood in far greater need of a potent tonal unifier like the circle of fifths than did vocal music, which can as easily take its shape from its text as from any internal process.


  So for our purposes we can let Corelli stand as protagonist of this all-important development—one that put instrumental music on a path of ascendency that would ultimately challenge the preeminent status of vocal genres. For in no other composer of the time is the circle of fifths quite so conspicuously and copiously deployed. In the Presto of op. 3, no. 11, Corelli resorts to it over and over again. The instance already noted at the outset is the first segment of the circle of fifths to appear; but it is by no means the most extensive one, for it only takes the circle half way, to III (what we now call the “relative major”). For a complete circle, fully circumscribing the key of the piece (and then some!), see mm. 11–15.


  Not only does Corelli use the circle here in its complete form, he also manages to enhance its propulsive force in two distinct ways: first, by doubling the rate of chord change (what is now often called the “harmonic rhythm”) in the second half of the progression; and second, by adding sevenths to most of the constituent chords, especially in the latter (faster, more emphatic) portion. These sevenths, being dissonances, create the need for resolution, thus turning each progression of the circle into a simultaneous reliever and restimulator of harmonic tension. In this intensified form, the circle of fifths becomes more than just a conveyor belt, so to speak; it becomes, at least potentially, a channeler of harmonic tension and a regulator of harmonic pressure—phenomena that can be easily associated or analogized with emotional tensions and pressures, hence harnessed for expressive purposes (see Ex. 5-6).


  EX. 5-6a Circle of fifths in Corelli, Op. 3, no.11, II (Presto)
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  EX. 5-6b Circle of fifths in G minor with interlocking sevenths
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  Note, finally, that when this inexorable cycle gets underway, Corelli (like Scarlatti before him) reinforces it with melodic sequences—another way of demonstrating the inexorability of the progression.


  Another kind of standard sequence, not simply melodic but contrapuntal, is the suspension chain. It, too, is easily adapted to the circle of fifths, as Corelli demonstrates in mm. 34–36, the passage that sets up the final cadence: the suspensions between the two violins are accompanied by another supercomplete progression, VI–ii–v–i–iv–VII–III–VI–ii–V-i (Ex. 5-7a). Compare also the suspensions over the “walking bass” at the beginning of the Preludio from the sonata da camera, op. 4, no. 2 (Ex. 5-7b).


  EX. 5-7A Arcangelo Corelli, Op. 3, no. 11, II (Presto), mm. 34–36, analyzed to show basse fondamentale
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  EX. 5-7B Arcangelo Corelli, Op. 4, no. 2, I, mm. 1–5, analyzed to show basse fondamentale
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  These two techniques in tandem—melodic sequences or suspensions underpinned with dynamic circle-of-fifths harmonies—would become the standard by which all tonal progressions would henceforth be measured. They became, in effect, the basis of what is often called the “Era of Common Practice” and the “sequence-and-cadence” model (shown at its most primitive in Scarlatti’s ground bass) became the chief generator of form in “tonal” or “common-practice” music.


  For a final illustration from Corelli’s own work we can take a look at one of his most famous compositions, the “Pastorale ad libitum” from the Concerto Grosso, op. 6, no. 8, a concerto da chiesa “made for Christmas Night” (fatto per la notte di natale) and usually called the “Christmas Concerto” in English. It was probably composed in the 1680s but first published in 1714.


  This Pastorale movement is an appendage to the concluding fast movement in the concerto, a dancelike number in binary form. (While untitled, as was the rule in a concerto da chiesa, the movement is clearly a gavotte, and would surely have been so labeled in a concerto da camera.) The Pastorale is marked “ad libitum” (optional) so that the concerto might be performed without it on other occasions, for it is the Pastorale alone that has obligatory or “programmatic” associations with the holiday theme. The Largo tempo and the [image: Image] meter will bring the Scarlattian “siciliana” to mind with all its rustic associations, and the plangent bagpipe drones with which the backup band (concerto grosso) accompanies the soloists (concertino) in the opening ritornello (Ex. 5-8a), and on its later reappearances, leave no doubt that we are standing among the shepherds, and that the music is painting a manger scene.


  EX. 5-8A Arcangelo Corelli, Pastorale ad libitum from the “Christmas Concerto”, Op. 6, no. 8
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  EX. 5-8B Arcangelo Corelli, Pastorale ad libitum, mm. 8–11, analyzed to show basse fondamentale
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  That ritornello consists of nothing but three sequential repetitions of a three-bar “rocking” motif (Mary cradling the infant Jesus?) and a two-bar cadence. The little episode for the concertino in mm. 8–11 contains the first circle of fifths. As happens so often, the harmonic circle is unfolded through a suspension chain; in this case, somewhat unusually, the syncopated voice that creates the suspensions is the bass. Its dissonances and resolutions identify an essential root progression by fifths that is broken up and somewhat disguised in the voices above (Ex. 5-8b). The first theorist to employ the technique of “root extractions” used in this analysis and the preceding one was Jean-Phillippe Rameau, in his Traité de l’Harmonie or “Treatise on Harmony” of 1722; as usual, a theorist of the next generation has found a way of systematically rationalizing and representing a manner of writing—or rather of thinking musically—that had already become well established in practice.


  THE SPREAD OF “TONAL FORM”


  Having characterized the sequence-and-cadence model as a norm that would usher in an era of “common practice,” we need to justify that remark by demonstrating its chronological and geographical spread. The chronological demonstration will emerge naturally enough in the course of the following chapters, but just to show how pervasive the model became within the sphere of Italian instrumental music, and how quickly it spread, we can sneak a peek at a concerto by a member of the generation immediately following Corelli’s.


  Alessandro Marcello (1669–1747) was a Venetian nobleman who practiced music as a dilettante—a “delighter” in the art—rather than one who pursued it for a living. His work was on a fully professional level, however, and achieved wide circulation in print. (His younger brother Benedetto, even more famous and accomplished as a composer, was also more prominent as a Venetian citizen, occupying high positions in government and diplomacy.) Marcello, like Corelli before him, was a member of the Arcadian Academy, and maintained a famous salon, a weekly gathering of artist-dilettantes where he had his music performed for his own and his company’s enjoyment. It was for such a gathering that he composed his Concerto a cinque (“concerto scored for five parts”) in D minor, which was published in Amsterdam in 1717 or 1718 and attracted the attention of J. S. Bach, who made it famous in an embellished transcription for harpsichord.


  Although published only three or four years later than Corelli’s Concerti Grossi, op. 6, Marcello’s concerto belongs to a different type—one that much more closely resembles the type of concerto we know from the modern concert repertoire. Where Corelli’s concerti were in essence amplified trio sonatas (and while such concerti continued to be written by many composers, particularly George Frideric Handel and his English imitators, long into the eighteenth century), Marcello’s is modeled on the format of the contemporary opera seria aria, such as we encountered in the previous chapter. It is scored for a single solo instrument (replacing Corelli’s “concertino”), in this case the oboe, accompanied by an orchestra (or ripieno, “full band”) of string instruments that chiefly supplies ritornellos.
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  FIG. 5-4 Antonio Vivaldi, caricature by Pier Loene Ghezzi (the only authenticated life drawing of the composer).


  


  Concertos of this type usually dispensed with the opening “Preludio” of the Corellian model and consisted of three movements: fast ritornello movements at the ends, with a slow “cantabile” (lyrical accompanied solo) in between. This new genre of “solo concerto” seems to have originated in Bologna, at the Cathedral of San Petronio. Its earliest exponent was the violinist Giuseppe Torelli (1658–1709), a contemporary and rival of Corelli’s, who led the Cathedral orchestra. Its “classic” exponent was Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741), the outstanding Venetian composer of the early eighteenth century, to whom we will of course return.


  Doubtless Marcello picked up the three movement concerto form from fellow-Venetian Vivaldi. The first movement of his oboe concerto is in a straightforward ritornello form akin to the opening section of a da capo aria. The last movement crossbreeds the ritornello framework with the binary dance form familiar to us from the Corelli “da camera” style. (Marcello, recall, wrote not for the church service but for his own aristocratic salon.)


  Of particular interest is the structure of the main ritornello theme (Ex. 5-9a). It begins with a four-measure “head motive” over a bass that is clearly derived from the old “descending tetrachord” of chaconne and passacaglia fame. It ends, accordingly, on a half cadence. Ground basses remained popular in the Italian string repertory. The last sonata da camera in Corelli’s opus 2, published in 1685, consisted of a single showy ciaccona over a descending tetrachord, and the most famous solo sonata in Corelli’s opus 5, publishedin 1700, was a magnificent set of variations over the eight-bar folia ground, one of the old dance “tenors” that went back to the sixteenth century. Corelli’s “La Folia” has remained a virtuoso warhorse—usually in modernized and “violinistically enhanced” transcriptions—to the present day.


  All resemblance to the ground bass, however, ends with the fifth measure of Marcello’s ritornello. Instead of another four-bar phrase over the same bass, we now get a nine-bar monster consisting of four sequential repetitions of an angular scale-plus-arpeggio idea that unfolds over a single exact and complete circumnavigation of the circle of fifths, finally hooking up with a cadence formula that adds the “extra” ninth measure to its length. The ensuing oboe solo, a variation on the ritornello, reproduces and embellishes its harmonic structure: a four-bar approach to a half cadence followed by a full circle of fifths accompanying a series of melodic sequences (reduced this time to four measures by doubling the harmonic rhythm) and a concluding set of ascending sequences that reaches a cadence on III, the relative major.


  A set of rising sequences, unlike the falling type that arises more or less straightforwardly out of the circle of fifths, requires a different sort of harmonic support. The implied root movement is made explicit in the next oboe solo (mm. 36–52), a fascinating interplay of melodic and harmonic contours (Ex. 5-9b). It begins with the usual four-bar “head,” followed by a sequential elaboration. The sequences in this case begin (mm. 36–41) by rising. The harmonies change bar by bar in a root progression that ascends by fourths and falls by thirds: F (III)-B[image: Image] (VI)-G (IV)-C(VII)-A(V)-D(I). Immediately on reaching the original tonic, the circle of fifths kicks in and the sequences come tumbling down in double time (mm. 41–46), as if to remind us that rising is always more laborious than falling.


  But notice that the rising progression is presented in such a way that if the “functional bass” notes were sampled at the bar lines beginning at m. 36, they would create a rising chromatic line that exactly reversed the old passus duriusculus, the chromatically descending groundbass tetrachord of old: (A)-B[image: Image]-B-C-C[image: Image]-D. In effect we have a series of interpolated leading tones (again familiar from longstanding practice, in this case the downright ancient principles of musica ficta); and if we now interpret those leading tones within the nascent system of harmonic functions (i.e., as the thirds of dominant triads), we have a new principle—the “applied dominant”—that will emerge over the years as the primary means of harmonic and formal expansion within the tonal practice that is just now reaching full elaboration.


  EX. 5-9A Alessandro Marcello, Oboe Concerto in D minor, III, beginning
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  We are witnessing a truly momentous juncture in the history of harmony: the birth of harmonically controlled and elaborated form. In the Italian instrumental music of a rough quarter-century enclosing the year 1700, we may witness in their earliest, “avantgarde” phase the tonal relations we have long been taught to take for granted. And yet from the very beginning this avantgarde style of harmony was easily and eagerly assimilated, both by composers and by listeners. For composers it made the planning and control of ever larger formal structures virtually effortless. To listeners it vouchsafed an unprecedentedly exciting and involving sense of high-powered, directed momentum, and promised under certain conditions a practically visceral emotional payoff. The tonal system at once gave composers access to a much more explicit and internal musical “logic” than they had ever known before, and also gave them the means for administering an altogether new kind of pleasurable shock to their audiences.


  These new powers and thrills made the new style virtually irresistible and assured its rapid spread. Our geographical witness to that spread can be Henry Purcell. Up to now we have viewed Purcell chiefly through a French-tinted lens, as befits a composer for the Restoration stage. He was equally receptive to the new winds blowing from Italy, however, and equally reflective of them, provided one looks for the reflection in the right place. That place, of course, would be string ensemble music, an area in which Purcell’s art underwent an astoundingly quick and thorough transformation at very nearly the beginning of his career. Rarely can one trace so sudden a change of style, or be so sure about its cause.


  EX. 5-9B Alessandro Marcello, Concerto in D minor, III, mm. 36–52, analyzed to show basse fondamentale
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  Purcell was heir to the rich and insularly English tradition of gentlemanly ensemble music for viols that we visited briefly in chapter 3. His first important body of compositions, in fact, was a set of consort “fantazias” that he wrote in the summer of 1680, the year he turned twenty-one. They well exemplify the somewhat archaic imitative polyphony the English held on to so long into the seventeenth century—the “interwoven hum-drum” Roger North affectionately described in his memoirs of rural musicmaking.


  Ex. 5-10, the opening “point” in one of Purcell’s fantasies of 1680, will give us one last look at this style, particularly poignant in its peculiarly English harmonic intensity, replete with false relations of an especially dissonant kind (sevenths “resolving” to diminished octaves!) on practically every cadence. The timing of the entries on the principal motif (first heard in the “tenor”), their progress through the texture, and, most of all, their transpositions seem to be waywardness itself. It is hard to imagine the composer of this piece and the composer of Corelli’s sonatas and concertos as contemporaries, or to believe that Corelli’s first book of trio sonatas was published less than a year after Purcell’s fantasies were composed.


  EX. 5-10 Henry Purcell, “Fantazia 7”a 4, mm. 1–26
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  And yet hard on the heels of those fantasias, in 1683, Purcell published his own book of “Sonnatas of III Parts: Two Viollins And Basse: To the Organ or Harpsecord” that advertise his full capitulation to what old Roger North, who detested it, called the “brisk battuta” of the Italians.1 Battuta is Italian for “beat,” and so it was evidently the fast tempi and the heavy regularity of its rhythm (or maybe just the professional virtuosity that it required) that seems to have affronted traditional English taste in the new Continental fashion. But Purcell, although only six years younger than North, had no such scruple about appropriating for himself and his countrymen “the power of the Italian Notes, or [the] elegancy of their Compositions,” as he put it in the preface to his collection.


  The composer whose work Purcell chiefly aped in his trio sonatas was probably not Corelli (although Corelli’s first book of church sonatas would have been available to him) but rather one Lelio Colista (1629–80), an older Roman contemporary of Corelli’s, best known as a lutenist or “Theorbo man” (to quote an English traveler who heard him perform in church in 1661). His sonatas were never published and consequently fairly little known or admired—except, by chance, in England, where they circulated widely in manuscript. The third sonata from Purcell’s set is modeled closely on the church sonatas of Colista, and therefore (somewhat curiously, but characteristically for the island kingdom) preserves the new Italian style at a slightly earlier stage of development than Corelli had already achieved.


  THE FUGAL STYLE


  There is another element, besides its harmonically driven form, that defines the new Italianate style. The use of the old-fashioned term “Canzona” for the second movement in Purcell’s sonata (Ex. 5-11) is adopted directly from Colista, as are the movement’s form and texture, somewhat more thoroughgoingly and conservatively contrapuntal than the Corellian norm. It is a very competently crafted fugue, worked out with the perhaps excessive regularity and rigor one might expect to find in a selfconscious (and still youthful) imitator. But since it is the first fully developed fugue (or to be painstakingly accurate, the first fully developed specimen of what would later be called a fugue) to be encountered in this book, it is worth studying in some detail. In the description that follows, the standard modern terminology for the fugue’s components and events will be employed (and set off in italics), even though—like the word “fugue” itself—they are not strictly contemporaneous with the piece at hand.


  A fugue is like a single extended and colossally elaborated point of imitation from the older motet or canzona. There is a single main motive or theme, called the subject, on which the whole piece is based. In the opening section of such a piece, called the exposition, the subject is introduced in every voice. In the present example, this has been accomplished by the time the downbeat of the seventh measure is reached. First the subject is heard alone (though doubled by the organ continuo) in the first violin. Then the second violin plays the subject “at the fifth” (meaning a fifth up or, as here, a fourth down); when played at this transposition, it is called the answer. The counterpoint with which the first violin accompanies the answer (here, a chain of syncopations/suspensions) is called the countersubject (CS). Next to enter is the cello, playing the subject in its original form, though down an octave; hence the entering voices continually describe a quasi-cadential “there and back” alternation of tonic and dominant to lend the newly important sense of tonal unity to the exposition. When the third voice to enter plays the subject, the second voice shifts over to the CS (suitably transposed), and the first voice plays a second CS that harmonizes with both the other melodies. These fixed components of the texture are given analytical labels in Ex. 5-11: S (for subject, or when transposed to the “fifth,” the answer), CS1 for the syncopated CS, and CS2 for the second one.


  EX. 5-11 Henry Purcell, Sonnatas of III Parts, no. 3 in D minor, mm. 1–37
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  By now, with all the voices in play, the exposition has performed its function and could end. But this fugue, as already noted, is very demonstratively, even compulsively worked out, and the composer is determined to display his complex of three voices in every possible permutation (for which reason this kind of extremely regular and thoroughgoing fugue is sometimes called a “permutation fugue”). Up to now the subject has always been found in the lowest sounding voice. And so in the seventh measure, still inexorably alternating subjects with answers, Purcell brings it back in the highest voice while keeping the two countersubjects as before.


  The texture is now inverted, with subject above countersubjects rather than below. Thus, Purcell announces, this fugue is of the especially rigorous variety known as double fugue because it is written in “double”—that is, invertible—counterpoint. (As any student who has taken counterpoint knows, in order for counterpoint to be invertible it must conform to especially stringent rules of dissonance treatment.) This “double exposition” does not end until the subject (or answer) has circulated through the texture three times and been in every possible juxtaposition with the other voices. It is in fact a triple exposition.


  The exposition ends in m. 19 and is followed by what is called an episode, which simply means a stretch of music during which the subject is withheld. Even the episode is contrapuntally complex in this very determined fugue: a three-beat phrase in anapests (short–short–long) that on its repetitions cuts across the four-beat bar and is capriciously alternated with its inversion. Also playful (and welcome, in compensation for the dogged regularity of the exposition) is the episode’s asymmetrical five-bar length.


  The subject reappears in m. 24, still whimsically accompanied by the episode figure, now extended and continuous. When the answer comes in at m. 26 (top voice) Purcell pulls one last contrapuntal stunt: the other voices now pile in with overlapping entries on the subject and answer, so that every part is eventually playing some part of it at the same time. This foreshortening device is called the stretto (Italian for “straitened”—tightened or made stricter) and is a common way of bringing fugues to a close. (Strettos have to be worked out in advance while the subject is being cooked up; not every subject will produce one.) Another conventional touch is the concluding passage (or coda, “tail”) over a sustained dominant in the bass: the latter is known as a pedal, or “pedal point,” because the device originated in organ music, where the player produces it by literally planting a foot on the rank of tone-producing pedals with which large built-in church organs are equipped. It is during the pedal point, which projects the cadential harmonic function so forcefully, that Purcell again goes playful, this time with chromatically inflected lines that give a tiny, perhaps nostalgic, whiff of the expressive harmony so endemic to the older English style exemplified in his own fantazia of a few years earlier (cf. Ex. 5-10).


  It is interesting to compare the “canzona” in Purcell’s sonata with the other fugal movement, the fourth (Allegro), which bursts in upon the sarabande-like third movement without pause (Ex. 5-12). Its subject descends from the fifth (dominant) degree of the scale to the first, which calls for a “tonal answer” that in effect transposes the subject (once past the first note) up a degree, so that the V-I descent will be balanced by a complementary descent from I to V (covering a fourth, not a fifth). This movement, too, has a first countersubject in syncopations, producing suspensions. But whereas the suspensions in the second movement resolved the old-fashioned “intervallic” way (sevenths resolving to sixths over a stationary bass), the suspensions in the last movement are channeled—as in the newer, Corellian style—through the bounding circle of fifths. The sense of harmonic purpose, of activity at once more intense and more directed than ever before, was as great a stylistic breakthrough for Purcell as it was for every other composer who took it up.


  And yet to us, at the other end of its history, it can sound, paradoxically enough, like a step backward. “Those weaned on Purcell’s great Fantasias of 1680,” a recent commentator has observed, “with their superlative juxtaposing of archaic longings and innovative yearnings, might all too easily dismiss the composer’s sonatas as formulaic and fashion-bound.”2 But the familiar “tonal” formulas and patterns were what struck late seventeenth-century ears as innovative, just as the harmonic vagaries that can sound so delightfully unexpected and personal to us—even “otherworldly,” to quote the same critic—struck contemporary ears as familiar, hence entitled to what familiarity breeds.


  Purcell was highly conscious that he was “advancing” the music of his homeland by bringing it into contact with the latest emanations from the continent. He underscored the point by retaining “a few terms of Art” from his Italian sources, namely the vocabulary of tempo and expression marks that are familiar to all musicians in the European literate tradition to this day.3 It was Purcell who in his preface to the 1683 Sonnatas first defined words like Adagio, Grave, Largo, Allegro, Vivace, and Piano for English-speaking players.


  EX. 5-12 Henry Purcell, Sonnatas of III Parts, no. 3 in D minor, m. 98–110
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  HANDEL AND “DEFAMILIARIZATION”


  Not that a great and practiced musical imagination could not work refreshing and fanciful changes on the new styles, and keep them fresh. Purcell in 1683 represented the first English adoption of the Corellian (or slightly pre-Corellian) style. It was the style itself that was then new. Merely using it, even at its most basic level, was an innovative act. In a later chapter we will take a long look at the work of George Frideric Handel, a naturalized Englishman who belonged to the generation of Corelli’s or Purcell’s sons and daughters, and who was one of the great representatives of the “High Baroque” style (as it is now so often called) that flourished, particularly in northern Europe, in the first half of the eighteenth century. It will be worthwhile at this point to have a preliminary look at Handel, who knew and played with the venerable Corelli during his apprentice years in Rome, to see what he did with the Corelli style in his set of “Twelve Grand Concertos,” opus 6, published in London in 1740 (more than a quarter of a century after Corelli’s death), one of the very latest major collections of Concerti Grossi.


  The seventh concerto grosso from the set is dated 12 October 1739 on its autograph manuscript. By Handel’s day, and especially in England, the old distinction between church and chamber styles had become meaningless. The Anglican church service did not make room for sonatas or concerti da chiesa; instrumental chamber music was by definition secular entertainment. Handel’s concerto has five movements, of which the first two, a kind of prelude and fugue, are a clear echo of the church style. Just as clearly, the last movement, a dance in binary form, echoes the chamber style.


  The third and fourth movements, paired slow–fast like the first two, are played without repeats but go through an elaborate harmonic “round trip” such as one finds in binary movements. The Andante, with periodic returns of a rhythmically catchy opening melody in different keys (yet without any interplay of solo and tutti) seems to be a hybrid, combining the characteristic features of the ritornello style, typical of arias or concertos, with those of the dance, typical of suites. The whimsical, diverting quality of the whole concerto is most obviously suggested by the adoption of an English national dance, the hornpipe (also known, fittingly enough, as the “delight” or “whim”) for the concluding movement (Ex. 5-13). As danced in the eighteenth century, the hornpipe was a “longways country dance,” meaning (paradoxically) an urban, genteel couples dance in which the dancers assembled in long files. The rather complicated steps were adapted from an older solo dance often done competitively by sailors; the rhythms, as in Handel’s adaptation, were often syncopated. Handel was surprising his English listeners and players with a delightful stylization of a dance they all knew “in situ,” extended delightfully (and somewhat ridiculously) to monumental length. Ex. 5-13 shows just the first half, allowing the first violin part and the bass to stand in for the fourpart texture.


  The same whimsicality, the same aim to amuse, can be seen in the second, fugal movement of Handel’s concerto. Using a style that by then had long since become a standard procedure to which nobody paid much attention qua style, Handel subtly “defamiliarizes” it in order to produce the same kind of diverting piquancy Purcell could achieve simply by using the style when it was as yet unfamiliar. Consider first the one-note subject itself, a famous joke. The impression of mindless jabber, “put on” like a comic mask, is actually the means by which Handel exercises a subtle control over the texture of the fugue and keeps it lucid. The progressive rhythmic diminution from half notes to eighths that must run its course before the subject is allowed to quit its initial pitch, and the continuation of the eighth-note pulse into the sequential patterns of the countersubject insure that the subject’s rhythmic “head” in half notes will stand out against the eighth-note ground rhythm on its every entrance, wherever in the texture it may occur, and gives the composer an unusual freedom in placing or “voicing” surprising subject entries.


  EX. 5-13 G. F. Handel, Concerto grosso in B-flat major, Op. 6, no. 7
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  Another area of potential surprise is the timing of subject entries. We see an example of this within the first exposition (Ex. 5-14) in the little three-bar episode (on material derived from the countersubject) that breaks the implicit pattern defined by the second subject entry in mm. 9–11 and delays the third. Thereafter, the whole fugue consists of a game of hide-and-seek: when and where will the subject next turn up? The game is rendered all the more obviously (and amusingly) a game by the way episodes are made to “mark time” with static or obsessive repetitions (at times virtually denuded of counterpoint) of the four-eighths motif first heard in the second violin at the beginning of the countersubject (m. 5).


  EX. 5-14 G. F. Handel, Concerto grosso in B-flat major, Op. 6, no. 7, Allegro, mm. 1–22
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  So in the hands of its ablest practitioners, a style that derives its identity and its strength from the regularity of its patterns is subjected to calculated disruptions that honor the patterns (as the saying goes) “in the breach,” and that turn “form” into a constant play of anticipations and (dis)confirmations. This process of setting up and either bearing out or letting down the listener’s expectations has quite recently been termed the “implication/realization” model of musical form, and has been the focus of much investigation by psychologists, who regard it as a relatively pristine embodiment of the learning (or “cognitive”) processes by which humans adapt to their environment.4


  In the instrumental music of the early eighteenth century, the listener’s interest is engaged by these abstract processes of “conditioned response” as if in compensation for the absence of a text as cognitive focus. They brought about a virtual revolution in listening, in which the listener’s conscious mind was much more actively engaged than previously in these processes of forecast and delayed fulfillment, and in which the form may even be said to arise out of the play of these cognitive processes. When it was new, such abstract yet intensely engaging instrumental music seemed to some listeners to be very aggressive both in what it demanded from them in the way of active perceptual engagement, and in its effects on them in the way of intense passive experience.


  One particularly uncomprehending listener, an aged French academician named Bernard le Bovier le Fontenelle(1657–1757), who was used to the idea of music not as abstract intellectual process but as “imitation” of feeling, reacted to a bit of Italianate string music with the exasperated question, “Sonate, que me veux-tu?” which means “Sonata, what do you want from me?”5 He was not as uncomprehending as he thought. His indignation was aroused by his correct perception that the sonata wanted his active mental engagement. Music became a more strenuous experience but also a more powerful (and at the same time a more “autonomous”) one. And yet, as we have seen, the process of attending to such an autonomous musical structure can be endlessly diverting. Handel’s fugue, though far more sophisticated than Purcell’s, is also lighter—prankish rather than dogged.


  BACH AND “DRAMATIZED” TONALITY


  We can witness the new instrumental style at its most sublime, and experience its newfound power to deliver both intellectual gratification and a powerful emotional payoff, by stealing an advance look at the work of Handel’s exact contemporary, Johann Sebastian Bach. Bach’s impressive organ Toccata in F major—probably composed between 1708 and 1717 while Bach held the post of organist at the court chapel of Weimar (a town in Eastern Germany, then known as Saxony)—is in some ways an old-fashioned work, but in others it is downright prescient. A virtuoso showpiece for the organist, Bach’s Toccata belonged to an ancient tradition, one that we have traced back to the Gabrielis and Sweelinck at the end of the sixteenth century, and which lay behind the development of the Corellian “church sonata” as well. Toccatas, etymologically, were “touch pieces.” They foregrounded the playing process itself. And what could be more characteristic of the organ’s particular playing process than the activity of the player’s feet? It was in the fancy footwork that organ playing differed from the playing of any other instrument of the time, and Bach spotlights that footwork in various highly contrasting ways.


  The opening section of the piece (Ex. 5-15a) is accompanied through most of its duration by what may well be the longest “pedal point” ever written, one that dramatically


  EX. 5-15A J. S. Bach, Toccata in F, BWV 540, mm. 1–82
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  advertises the derivation of what is often thought of as an abstract harmonic device from the practical technique of organ playing. The organist plunks his foot down on the F pedal and thereby opens up a flue pipe through which air will rush as long as the pedal is depressed. The low F thus produced can last indefinitely; Bach lets it sound for the two minutes or so that it takes to execute the canon that runs up above between the two keyboards (or manuals). The organ is the only instrument capable of sustaining a note of such a length without any break. The implied harmonies that it supports—notably the dominant—are often dissonant with respect to it, but Bach concentrates for the duration of the pedal on the tonic (I) and subdominant (IV) harmonies (both of which contain the F) and on the tonic-plus-E[image: Image], which functions as an “applied dominant” of B[image: Image] (“V of IV”).


  Bach lets the canon in the manuals peter out in mm. 53–54 without any real cadence, whereupon the pedals take over with one of the most extended solos for the feet that Bach or any organ virtuoso ever composed. It lasts 26 measures, roughly half the length of the preceding canon-over-pedal, and consists entirely of sequential elaborations of the canon’s opening pair of measures, itself already a sequential elaboration of a “headmotif” with a characteristic contour consisting of a “lower neighbor” and its resolution, followed by a consonant leap down, a larger consonant leap up, and a return to the original note. The blow-by-blow description is cumbersome indeed, but the contour itself is instantly apprehensible. (Indeed, the sense of triple meter in the piece depends on our apprehending it, since the rhythm is just an undifferentiated stream of sixteenth notes, and the organ cannot produce accentual stresses; thus the only thing that can serve to define the measure as a perceptual unit here is the recurrent pitch contour and its sequential repetitions.)


  A 26-measure section or “period” comprising nothing except sequential repetitions of a single pitch contour is a quintessential display of the technique of melodic elaboration and form-building known as Fortspinnung (“spinning out”). This handy term was actually coined (by the Austrian music historian Wilhelm Fischer) in 1915, but it very neatly defines the techniques of melodic elaboration that arose with the concerto style as a sort of byproduct of the circle of fifths and the other standard patterns of chord succession that we have already observed, the melody arising (for the first time in the history of musical style) out of an essentially harmonic process.


  In Bach’s long passage of pedal Fortspinnung, the circle of fifths acts as a long-range modulatory guide, within which many smaller cadences and sequences take their place. The long-range workings of the circle of fifths can best be gauged by noting accidentals as they occur. The first accidental to appear (in m. 61)is E[image: Image], which has the effect, here as previously, of invoking the scale of B[image: Image] major (IV), which in turn identifies A as leading tone (“vii of IV”). When Enatural occurs (in m. 66) as an accidental that explicitly cancels the E[image: Image], it asserts its function as leading tone to the original tonic (I). The next accidental to appear (m. 70) is B-natural, the leading tone of C (V), and the next one after that (m. 78) is F[image: Image], the leading tone of G (ii, but retaining the B-natural so as to turn ii into “V of V,” and with the E[image: Image] reinstated to suggest—colorfully but falsely, as it turns out—a cadence on C minor).


  The whole passage may be summed up harmonically in terms of a slowly unfolding circle of ascending fifths: B[image: Image] (IV)-F (I)-C (V)-G (ii/V of V), all preparing the bald cadence formula on C (V) in mm. 81–82. That the first explicit cadence in the piece takes place so late is a testimony to the efficacy of the Fortspinnung technique in organizing vast temporal spans. And the same vast span is now replayed on C (V), replete with 54-measure canon-over-pedal and mammoth pedal solo, now expanded to 32 measures in length.


  Again a cadence on C (V) is elaborately prepared and the same cadential formula is invoked. But this time the cadential preparation is detached from the resolution and repeated no fewer than seven times (Ex. 5-15b), dramatically delaying the arrival of the keenly anticipated stable harmony (the “structural downbeat,” as it is often called). When the C major triad in root position is finally sounded, it can no longer be merely taken for granted as the inevitable outcome of a standard harmonic process. The process of delay has “defamiliarized” it and made it the object of the listener’s keenly experienced desire.


  Bach’s Toccata is one of the earliest pieces to so dramatize the working out of its form-building tonal functions, adding an element of emotional tension that is inextricably enmeshed in its formal structure. The listener’s active engagement in the formal process is likewise dramatized. The listener’s subjective reaction to the ongoing tonal drama is programmed into the composition. Subjectivity, one may say, has been given an objective correlate. It even makes a certain kind of figurative sense to ascribe the desire for resolution to the notes themselves, objectifying and (as it were) acting out the listener’s involvement.


  So far we have had a decisive tonal movement from I (the opening pedal) to V (the long-delayed and intensified arrival at m. 176, shown in Ex. 5-15b). We may now expect the usual leisurely return, by way of intermediate cadences on secondary degrees. And that is what we shall get—but not without dramatic withholdings and ever more poignant delays. The measures that immediately follow Ex. 5-15b unfold a sequential progression along the by-now-familiar descending circle of fifths: C (V)-F (I)-B[image: Image] (IV)-E (vii°)-A (iii). The chord on A is expressed as a major triad, connoting an applied dominant to D (vi), just where one might expect the “medial cadence” on the way back to the tonic.


  EX. 5-15B J. S. Bach, Toccata in F, BWV 540, mm. 169–76
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  That expectation will indeed be confirmed, but only after a really hair-raising strategy of delay shown in Ex. 5-15c has run its course. At the short range the A major chord (“V of vi”) is allowed to reach its goal (m. 191), but the D minor chord is immediately given a major third, a seventh, and even a dissonant ninth, turning it in its turn into an applied dominant (“V of ii”) along the same circle of fifths. The G minor chord (ii) is also manipulated and compromised as a goal, first by harmonizing the G as part of a diminished seventh chord (m. 195), then as part of a “Neapolitan sixth” such as we observed in the last chapter in connection with Alessandro Scarlatti (m. 196). The Neapolitan sixth always acts as a cadential preparation to the dominant, and so the A returns (m. 197) with its previously assigned function (“V of vi”) intact. Again (mm. 197–203) we get the elaborately stretched-out preparation we heard previously in mm. 169–76. But this time, the already much-delayed resolution is thwarted (m. 204) by what was probably the most spectacular “deceptive cadence” anyone had composed as of the second decade of the eighteenth century.


  EX. 5-15C J. S. Bach, Toccata in F, BWV 540, 188–219
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  A deceptive cadence (as it is called in today’s analytical language) is not just any avoided or interrupted cadence. In a deceptive cadence the cadential expectation is partially fulfilled, partially frustrated, producing an especially pungent effect. Most often it is the leading tone that is resolved, the fifth-progression that is evaded; the most common way of achieving this is to substitute a submediant chord for the tonic (Ex. 5-15d).


  EX. 5-15D Ordinary deceptive cadences in D major and D minor
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  Bach does something similar, but much spikier. The leading tone, C[image: Image], is resolved to D, the expected tonic, in m. 204; but the bass A proceeds, not along the circle of fifths to another D, but rather descends a half step to A[image: Image], clashing at the tritone with the soprano D. And the tritone is harmonized with one of the most gratingly dissonant chords available in the harmonic language of Bach’s time: a dominant seventh in the “third inversion” (also known as [image: Image] position), in which the bass note is the seventh of the chord, dissonant with respect to all the rest.


  The [image: Image] chord is a chord in drastic need of resolution, and Bach resolves it in timely fashion. That local resolution, however, takes him far afield of his long-range harmonic goal. It is to the Neapolitan sixth chord. Bach first “normalizes” the Neapolitan harmony by treating it as part of a standard sequential progression (mm. 204–209) similar to the one noted in Marcello’s oboe concerto, but made stronger by putting all the applied dominants in [image: Image] position. In m. 210 the Neapolitan is regained, reiterated, and (after yet another set of feints) finally directed “home” to the long-awaited D in mm. 217–19.The process of delay, from the initial adumbration of the cadence to its ultimate completion, has unfolded over an unprecedented span of 32 intensely involving measures, a passage full of finely calculated yet overwhelmingly powerful harmonic jolts and thrills.


  The Toccata’s progress from this point to completion can be briefly summarized. In the section that follows Ex. 5-15c, the familiar cadential formula is used to navigate through a complete circle of fifths and beyond, to a cadence on A minor (iii). Over the next 62 measures, an almost identical harmonic process (dramatically extended by the use of the deceptive cadence) is used to establish G minor (ii). From there to the end it is just a matter of holding off the inevitable V–I that will complete the main cadential circle of fifths, and with it the piece. Once achieved, the dominant pedal is held for twenty-three measures while the hands on the manuals go through a frenzy of sequential writing that descends, ascends, descends again, and ascends again in ever-increasing waves. The pedal gives way to a series of cadential formulas that only reach the home key after yet another eruption, like the one in Ex. 5-15c, of the bizarre deceptive cadence to the “V[image: Image] of the Neapolitan,” a chord of crushing disruptive force that makes the final attainment of the tonic seem an inspiring, virtually herculean achievement.


  The Toccata in F is thus a tour de force not only of manual (and pedal) virtuosity but of compositional virtuosity as well. Bach deserves enormous credit for sensing so early the huge emotional and dramatic potentialities of the new harmonic processes, and for exploiting them so effectively—at first, presumably, in thrillingly experimental keyboard improvisations of which the “composed” Toccata is the distilled residue. By harnessing harmonic tension to govern and regulate the unfolding of the Toccata’s form, he managed to invest that unfolding-to-completion with an unprecedented psychological import. Thanks to this newly psychologized deployment of harmonic functions—in which harmonic goals are at once identified and postponed, and in which harmonic motion is at once directed and delayed—“abstract” musical structures could achieve both vaster dimensions and a vastly more compelling emotional force than any previously envisioned. Harmonic tension could from now on be used at once to construct “objective” form and “subjective” desire, and to identify the one with the other.


  VIVALDI’S FIVE HUNDRED


  The main protagonist and establisher of the three-movement soloistic concerto, as already mentioned, was Antonio Vivaldi, a Venetian priest who from 1703 to 1740 supervised the music program at the Pio Ospedale della Pietà, one of the city’s four orphanages. The word ospedale (cf. hospital), originally meant the same thing as conservatorio (whence “conservatory”); both were institutions that maintained and educated indigent children (orphans, foundlings, bastards) at public expense, and both emphasized vocational training in music. The Pietà housed only girls, and thanks to Vivaldi’s extraordinary talent and energy, its program was outstandingly successful. The Sunday vespers concerts performed by its massed bands and choirs of budding maidens under Vivaldi’s direction were regarded as something of a phenomenon and became one of the city’s major tourist attractions.


  Travelers’ reports are split between those that emphasized the young performers’ allure, and those that emphasized the fiery demeanor of il prete rosso, “the red-haired priest” who presided, when present, with his violin at the ready. “There is nothing so charming,” wrote Charles de Brosses, a French navigator, “as to see a young and pretty nun in her white robe, with a sprig of pomegranate blossoms over her ear, leading the orchestra and beating time with all the grace and precision imaginable.”6 By contrast, Johann Friedrich Armand von Uffenbach, a German music patron who caught Vivaldi in action at the opera house, wrote that his playing “really frightened me.”7


  Vivaldi’s official duties at the Pietà were the spur that caused him to produce concertos in such fantastic abundance. The most popular Venetian composer of opera and oratorio in his day, he was superbly prolific in those genres as well, and internationally famous. But it is with his five hundred surviving concertos (out of who can only guess how many composed?) that his name is irrevocably linked. About 350, almost three quarters, feature a single solo instrument, and of these about 230 (almost half the total) are for the violin, which was not only Vivaldi’s own instrument but the one taught to the largest number of girls at the Ospedale. Runner-up, with thirtyseven concertos, is (perhaps unexpectedly) the bassoon. There are also numerous concertos for flute, for oboe, for cello, and occasionally for rarer instruments, including some (like the mandolin and the “flautino” or flageolet) that were most often used in folk or street music—that is, by nonliterate musicians.


  Some three hundred Vivaldi concertos are found today in unique manuscript copies, many of them autographs, housed since the 1920s in the National Library of Turin in northern Italy. They were deposited there by the musicologist Alberto Gentili, who tracked them down and purchased them for the library with funds provided by a local banker named Roberto Foà and a textile manufacturer named Filippo Giordano. These manuscripts had belonged to Count Giacomo Durazzo (1717–94), the Imperial (Austrian) ambassador to Venice, who later served as the “intendant” or impresario-in-charge of the Vienna opera. It is thought that he purchased the collection—either in Venice or in Vienna, where Vivaldi happened to die in 1741 while visiting on operatic business—intact from the composer’s estate, and that they represented the actual performing repertoire of the Pietà at the time of his death.


  These are the concertos, in other words, that were expressly composed for the outstanding girl musicians—the figlie privilegiati, as they were called—whom Vivaldi trained and led. Published in the aftermath of World War II as a national treasure in a huge series of editions prepared by a leading Italian composer of the day, Gian Francesco Malipiero, these previously unknown Vivaldi concertos were a major spur to the so-called “postwar Baroque boom” that awakened active performing and recording interest in many forgotten repertories of “early music.” They thus have significance in the history of the twentieth century’s musical life as well as the eighteenth’s.


  A concerto in C major for bassoon from the Foà deposit can serve as well as any (and better than most) in the somewhat imaginary capacity of “typical” Vivaldi concerto. It once carried the misleadingly low number 46 in the catalogue of Vivaldi’s works by Marc Pincherle, whose listing, once standard, was based on keys (starting with C); more recently it has carried equally misleading high number 477 in the catalogue of Peter Ryom, whose listings, based on instrumentation, are now supplanting Pincherle’s. In any case it well exemplifies the basic principles of concerto-writing that were à la mode in the early eighteenth century, largely because of Vivaldi’s commanding example.


  Johann Joachim Quantz, a flutist and composer who in 1752 published (in the modest guise of a flute tutor) the most compendious encyclopedia of mid-eighteenth-century musical practice, called this type of concerto “a serious concerto with a large accompanying body” (the italics were his).8 What made it so was the nature of the ritornello, “majestic and carefully elaborated in all the parts,” in Quantz’s words, and containing a variety of melodic ideas. In its full form this complex ritornello functions as a frame, launching the movement and bringing it to an end, as in the main (“A”) section of a da capo aria. Elsewhere, as Quantz describes (or for any composers reading, prescribes), “its best ideas are dismembered and intermingled during or between the solo passages.”


  The twelve-measure ritornello that introduces our bassoon concerto (Ex. 5-16) consists of four distinct melodic ideas. The first (mm. 1–4) is “spun out” of a turn figure and a rising third.The second (mm. 4–7) is a spaciously textured derivation from our old acquaintance the passus duriusculus, the chromatic descent from tonic to dominant degrees, presented not as a bass but as a treble line in the first violins, played against a bass consisting of ostinato repetitions of the opening turn figure. (Mentally connect the first and last notes in every group of four eighths in the first violin part and the chromatically descending line will emerge to the eye as clearly as it does in performance to the ear; the octave Gs in between double the viola’s “pedal.” This kind of “compound” melodic line, containing two registrally separated “voices” in one, was common in Italian string music and in later music, including a lot of Bach’s, that imitated it.) The third characteristic phrase in the ritornello (mm. 8–10) is marked by a radically contrasting texture, called all’unisono because it consists of unharmonized octaves. The fourth and last (mm. 10–12) is a cadential motive that (like the second phrase) makes a playful feint toward the parallel minor.


  EX. 5-16 Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Bassoon in C major, F VIII/13, mm. 1–12
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  If we label these component phrases for reference with the letters from A to D, we can easily compare the partial (or “dismembered”) internal repetitions of the ritornello with the full statement at opposite ends of the movement. In the first of them, the opening phrase (A) is balanced against a consequent phrase that telescopes truncated versions of B and D into a single four-bar span. The next internal ritornello consists of phrase A paired with phrase C, the one omitted in the previous statement. The next time, A is followed by fuller statements of B and D. The last internal ritornello is brief; it consists of nothing more than the second half of phrase B (in the major mode rather than the minor).


  Each of these ritornellos is built on a different scale degree. Only the outer (full-blown) statements are based on the tonic; their harmonic stability reflects their important role in articulating the form of the piece. In between we get statements on V, vi, iii (the remotest point, articulated by the lengthiest internal ritornello), and (briefly) V again, providing a smooth “retransition” to the home key. The whole trajectory comprises a strongly directed tonal sequence embodying a characteristic “binary” or “round trip” motion: the initial swing to the dominant is prolonged through a deceptive cadence and a “regression” along the circle of fifths (that is, a move farther away from the tonic) before the dominant is picked up again and directed home: I–V–[vi–iii]—V–I.


  Thus the sequence of ritornellos defines and unifies the structure of the concerto movement both melodically and tonally. In between come the solos, alternating not only with the ritornellos but with the “ripieni” or backup players who play them. In one sense—the public or “external” sense—the virtuosic solo turns are what the concerto is all about. It is the soloist one pays to hear, after all. In another sense—the structural or “internal” sense—the solos have a much less important role, merely providing modulatory transitions from one “tonicized” scale degree on which ritornellos are played to the next. They are the exact functional equivalent of the “episodes” between the expositions in a fugue.


  In contrast to the ripieni, who are confined to repetitions (whether full or partial) of the ritornello, the soloist never repeats. Each episode (summarized in Ex. 5-17a-e) presents a new hurdle, progressively more challenging in its figuration: arpeggios, fast slurred scales, wide-leaping triplets, etc. Thus the typical concerto movement is a fascinating interplay of the fixed and the fluid: one body of players is confined to a single idea, while the other (here a group of one, plus continuo) is seemingly unconstrained in its spontaneous unfolding. One group only repeats, the other never repeats. One “role” is dramatically subordinate but structurally dominant, the other is dramatically dominant but structurally subordinate. Their effect together is one of complementation, of disparate parts fitting harmoniously into a satisfying, functionally differentiated whole, all of it grounded by the constant auxiliary presence of the basso continuo, everyone’s companion and aide.


  All of this suggests a social paradigm or metaphor. Indeed, the concerto form has always been viewed, in one way or another, as a kind of microcosm, a model of social interaction and coordinated (or competitive) activity. That is one of the things that has always invested its seemingly abstract patterns with “meaning” and fascination for listeners. And that fascination, along with the fascination of tonal relations with their strong metaphorically “forward” drive to completion, is what allowed “large” forms of instrumental music to emerge and to assume a place of central importance in European musical culture.


  EX. 5-17A Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Bassoon in C major, F VIII/13, mm. 12–14


  


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 5-17B Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Bassoon in C major, F VIII/13, mm. 30–25
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  EX. 5-17C Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Bassoon in C major, F VIII/13, mm. 44–48
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  EX. 5-17D Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Bassoon in C major, F VIII/13, mm. 162–165
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  EX. 5-17E Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Bassoon in C major, F VIII/13, mm. 74–78
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  The remainder of the concerto amplifies the sense of kinship with the opera seria. The broad (largo) second movement, scored for soloist and continuo alone, is a study in “florid” song (coloratura) over a static bass—a veritable aria d’affetto (or, more precisely, an arietta, in view of its binary form). The final movement, another ritornello-style composition, brings the ripieno back. Less “serious” than the first movement, it sports a ritornello theme with only two distinct parts and a pervasive all’unisono texture. As might be expected, the two halves of the theme are complementary or, more precisely, reciprocal. Tonally, they reproduce the functions of the binary form: the first phrase makes a half cadence on the dominant, the second a full cadence on the tonic. Melodically, too, the phrases are complementary. Both feature rushing scales, first ascending then descending. Taken as a three-part whole, the concerto reproduces in its texture the effect of a typical da capo aria: outer sections with ritornellos frame a contrasting middle section in which the soloist is accompanied by the continuo instruments only.


  For an idea of Vivaldi not at his most typical but at his most bizarre or “frightening,” consider one of his most unabashedly extravagant compositions, the Concerto in B minor for four violins. Its only rival in excess might be the concertos “per l’orchestra di Dresda,” which Vivaldi wrote on order to show off the famous orchestra maintained by the Elector of Saxony Friedrich August II, whose titles included that of King of Poland, and who kept up a “royal” court in Dresden; this concerto had a colossal concertino consisting of six instruments: an especially showy violin part for the Elector’s “concertmaster” Johann Georg Pisendel, Vivaldi’s former pupil, along with two oboes, two recorders, and bassoon.


  The concerto for four violins is written in what was then a very unusual, indeed hardly used key that was reserved for very special expressive—or (in this case) impressive—effects. In all of Vivaldi’s vast instrumental output the key of B minor turns up only twelve times. One piece that uses it is a sombre “Sinfonia al Santo Sepolcro” (“Sinfonia to be played before the holy tomb”). The four-violin concerto likewise exploits what was thought of as the harsh or crazed quality of the key for expressive effect. Originally played (one may assume) at the Ospedale by the master and three of his most headstrong figlie to an enthusiastic reception, the work is a veritable juggernaut. The four soloists are forever intruding with calculated unruliness on the ripieni and on one other, coopting portions of the ritornellos, vying obsessively for the last word, forcing the music out of its harmonic sanctuaries, so to speak, and into the flux.


  Very significantly, the ritornellos are highly truncated affairs, split between sequential patterning that allows harmonic “movement,” and highly repetitive ostinato patterning (especially in the outermost ritornelli) that builds tension by inhibiting harmonic movement. The soloists jack up the tension further by dividing the ripienists’ eighth notes into relentless chains of sixteenths that are maintained as a virtual rhythmic constant. The combination of this insistent rhythmic commotion with a harmonic plan that alternates between harmonically pent up, static repetition (as in Ex. 5-18a) and periodic harmonic discharge (as in Ex. 5-18b) produces an almost unbearably exciting impression of fluctuating tension and release. The solidification of tonal routines and the forms accommodating them have given the composer access to a kind of musical galvanism, resulting in a newfound ability to shock, startle, and manipulate the responses of the audience.


  Which of course makes one wonder about the kind of expression audiences might have given their responses at the time. One of the most striking things we found when looking in the last chapter into the mores of the opera seria was the spontaneity and the uninhibitedness of the audience response, so unlike the behavior of “classical” audiences today. We might also reflect on the fact that interactive instrumental music—the “concertato” principle, if you will—is still practiced today as a contemporary art in various forms of “nonclassical” music. Audiences still tend to react to these musics, whether improvised (as in jazz) or memorized and reproduced (as in “heavy metal” and other forms of instrumental rock), with an unrestrained, demonstrative enthusiasm that recalls the behavior of eighteenth-century opera audiences. It is probable, therefore, that Vivaldi’s concertos were greeted by their intended audience with the kind of intense reflex response one can find now only at pop performances. The sense of occasion thus created would go a long way toward explaining the extraordinary demand these pieces excited in their time. The immediacy of audience response quickens awareness of what is being responded to. If every solo brings (or fails to bring) applause, players are stimulated to take risks in hopes of keeping the noisy feedback coming.


  To gain the full flavor of a Vivaldi concerto, then, it is probably not enough to listen to even the most aggressive performance. One must imagine an equally aggressive audience—a house full of shouting, clapping, stamping listeners, and the effect their demonstrations of approval may have had on the performers. (One doesn’t have to work hard to imagine such a thing; any rock video will provide a living example.) The decorous audience behavior first demanded by composers and performers of instrumental music in the nineteenth century can cast a real pall on music written earlier, to say nothing of those who play it.


  “CONCERTI MADRIGALESCHI”


  During his lifetime, the Concerto for Four Violins was one of Vivaldi’s best known works, thanks to its publication in his earliest concerto collection, L’estro armonico (roughly, “Music Mania”), op. 3, issued in Amsterdam in 1711. This book, actually printed (like most ensemble publications of the time) as a set of partbooks without score, traveled far and wide, spreading Vivaldi’s fame and making his music a model to many a farflung imitator (including J. S. Bach, who made a boisterous arrangement of the Concerto for Four Violins for four harpsichords). It was followed by several other partbook collections bearing fanciful promotional titles: La stravaganza, La cetra (“The lyre”), and the biggest seller of all, Il cimento dell’armonia e dell’inventione (something like “The trial of musical skill and contrivance”), op. 8, a book of twelve concerti that came out in 1725 and made a sensation thanks to the first four items it contained.


  EX. 5-18A Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Four Violins Op. 3, no. 10, I, mm. 37–39
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  These four concerti, originally written for a foreign patron of Vivaldi’s, the Bohemian count Wenzel von Morzin, were arranged in a set called Le quattro stagioni, “The Four Seasons.” Accompanied by explanatory sonnets that spelled out their imagery, they were inventively detailed evocations or “imitations” of nature as manifested (respectively) in spring, summer, autumn, and winter—and (perhaps more significantly) of the sensory and emotional responses the seasons inspired. The delight audiences took from the very beginning in the composer’s powers of musical description is reflected in the popularity the Seasons already enjoyed in the eighteenth century, a popularity that crossed all national boundaries. Today, thanks to countless recordings, the set is practically synonymous with the composer’s name.


  EX. 5-18B Antonio Vivaldi, Concerto for Four Violins Op. 3, no. 10, I, mm. 68–72
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  In France, where descriptive music had an especially strong tradition, and where one of the earliest important public concert series (the Concert spirituel) got under way exactly in the year of the Seasons’ publication, these concerti, particularly Spring (La primavera), became the very cornerstone of the emerging “standard repertory.” In Italy, too, the Seasons put all the rest of Vivaldi in the shade. In 1761, only a couple of decades after the composer’s death, the playwright and librettist Carlo Goldoni found it necessary to remind his readers that the famous violinist who composed Le quattro stagioni had also written operas.


  La primavera quickly became the most popular one of the lot, and so it has remained. It was arranged for solo flute without accompaniment by none other than Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and even as a motet (for the Concert spirituel) by the French composer Michel Corrette, who simply superimposed choral parts declaiming the words of the psalm Laudate Dominum (“Praise ye the Lord”) over Vivaldi’s instrumental parts.


  As a look at the first movement of La primavera will show, the concerto form, with its constant and fluid components, proved easy to adapt to illustrative or narrative purposes. (From here on we can use the literary critic’s word mimesis—Greek for “imitation”—to encompass the gamut of illustrative or narrative functions.) Here are the first and second quatrains of the accompanying sonnet, corresponding to the movement in question:
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    [Spring has come, and merrily the birds salute it with their happy song. And the streams, at the breath of little Zephyrs, run along murmuring sweetly.

  


  
    Then, covering the air with a black cloak, come thunder and lightning, as if chosen to proclaim her; and when these have subsided, the little birds return once more to their melodious incantation.]

  


  The letters running down the left margin are original. They mark the exact spots in the score to which the words refer—or rather, the exact spots where the music is designed to mime the words in question. There is no question, then, as to the composer’s exact intentions. The imitations are obvious and hardly need pointing out; and yet it will be worth our while to consider the precise relationship at various points between the musical and verbal imagery.


  Letter A corresponds to the ritornello (Ex. 5-19a), which (as befits its mimetic character) is rather unusual. Instead of the usual thematic complex there is a simple bouncy tune in binary form—an imitation folk song, as it were, whose implied words, as if sung by some implied rustics who will actually appear and dance in the last movement, are suggested by the sonnet’s first line. The nature of the mimesis here is “affective,” as one might find in the ritornello of a “happy” aria. Its periodic returns continually reinforce the overall mood of rejoicing at spring’s arrival.


  The remaining images, B through E, correspond exactly to the four episodes that come between the ritornelli. Letter B, the singing of the birds (Ex. 5-19b), is rendered in the most straightforward way that music, the “art of combining sounds,” has at its disposal: onomatopoeia, direct “sound-alike” imitation. Birdsong had indeed long been a violinistic stock-in-trade, to the point where fastidious fiddlers like Francesco Geminiani, a pupil of Corelli who worked in England and wrote a famous treatise on violin playing, were fed up with it. In a celebrated bilious aside, Geminiani complained that “imitating the Cock, Cuckoo, Owl, and other Birds … rather belongs to the Professors of Legerdemain and Posture-masters [i.e., magicians and charlatans] than to the Art of Musick.”9 He wrote this in 1751, twenty-six years after Vivaldi’s Seasons had begun circulating in print and sounding forth from concert stages in France and England, and the composer of La primavera was surely one of the prime offenders.


  EX. 5-19A Antonio Vivaldi, La primavera (Op. 8, no. 1), I, mm. 1–3
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  EX. 5-19B Antonio Vivaldi, La primavera (Op. 8, no. 1), I, mm. 15–18
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  Letter C, the episode of the brook and breezes (Ex. 5-19c), takes us back to a venerable “trope,” or mimetic convention, whereby water is evoked by means of a rising-and-falling contour that suggests its wavelike motion. The technical name for this trope is metonymy, the representation of an object through one of its attributes. Such effects were a stock device for “word painting” in sixteenth century madrigals, and “madrigalism” would not be a bad term to use to characterize Vivaldi’s mimetic devices as well, despite the transfer to the instrumental medium.


  EX. 5-19C Antonio Vivaldi, La primavera (Op. 8, no. 1), I, mm. 37–41
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  Using it would signal the easily overlooked, somewhat paradoxical fact that to incorporate mimesis into an instrumental concerto was actually to fall back on an old practice, one that the new Italian instrumental genres were widely perceived as threatening. (Recall old Fontanelle and his lugubrious plea, “Sonate, que me veux-tu?”) Vivaldi was aware of this. He himself once used the term concerto madrigalesco to denote a piece in somewhat archaic style that used the kind of purply expressive chromatic harmonies the old madrigalists had formerly used to “paint” emotively laden words.


  If we adapt the term to cover other kinds of word-painting as well, then Le quattro stagioni are also concerti madrigaleschi, and so are quite a number of other famous Vivaldi concerti, including La tempesta del mar, the item that immediately follows the Seasons in Vivaldi’s opus 8, which “paints” a storm at sea, or again the eighth concerto in the book, called La caccia, which incorporates hunting signals (and which has vocal antecedents going all the way back to the fourteenth century.


  What all this shows once again, and it is something never to forget, is that new styles and genres do not actually replace or supplant the old in the real world, only in history books. In the real world the new takes its place alongside the old and, during the period of their coexistence, the two are always fair game for hybridization.


  To return to our catalogue: letter D, the sudden storm (Ex. 5-19d), juxtaposes low tremolandi for the ripieni, mimicking thunder, with high scales that depict lightning.


  EX. 5-19D Antonio Vivaldi, La primavera (Op. 8, no. 1), I, mm. 45–46
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  EX. 5-19E Antonio Vivaldi, La primavera (Op. 8, no. 1), I, mm. 60–65
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  Thunder, like birdsong, is onomatopoeia—a natural for music. But how can music imitate lightning, which is a visual, not an aural phenomenon? Again by means of metonymy: the adjectives one might use to describe the violin scales—bright, quick, even “flashy”—apply to lightning as well; the shared attributes are what link the images. Following the storm, the ritornello takes on its minor-mode coloration, as if an affective reflection on the spoiling of the day.


  Letter E, the birds’ return (Ex. 5-19e), is the masterstroke: the way the solo violins steal in diffidently on chromatic scale fragments (yes, the passus duriusculus), as if checking out the weather before resuming their song, adds a “psychological” dimension to the onomatopoetical. This is no longer the work of a professor of legerdemain or a posture-master but the work of an expert musical dramatist. And that is the other obvious resonance that lies behind Vivaldi’s mimetic practices: the opera house, where winds and storms, birds, rustic song, and all the rest were regularly evoked and compared—in the ritornelli of “simile arias”—with dramatic situations and the emotions to which they gave rise.


  


  CHAPTER 6

  Class of 1685 (I)


  CAREERS OF J. S. BACH AND G. F. HANDEL COMPARED;

  BACH’S INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC


  CONTEXTS AND CANONS


  The year 1685 is luminous in the history of European music, because it witnessed the birth of three of the composers whose works long formed the bedrock of the standard performing repertoire, or “canon,” as it crystallized (retrospectively) in the nineteenth century. In fact, the three composers in question—Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750), George Frideric Handel (1685–1759), and Domenico Scarlatti (1685–1757)—were for a long while the three earliest composers in active repertory, and so the number 1685 took on the aspect of a barrier, separating the music of common listening experience from a semiprehistoric repertoire called “early music” (or “pre-Bach music” as it was once actually termed), of concern only to specialists.


  The contents, indeed the very existence, of this book show that this barrier has softened considerably, perhaps (some might argue) to the point of nonexistence. Concert life has been enriched by many performing artists and ensembles who confine themselves to music earlier than that of the class of 1685. Excellent recordings of such music abound. It is widely studied, analyzed, and critiqued. It has become familiar to a degree that would have been unthinkable even half a century ago. And yet artists who perform this music still specialize in it, and one aspect of the popularization of “pre-Bach” music has been an effort to reclaim the class of 1685 as specialist repertoire, which paradoxically means separating it from the “standard performing canon as crystallized in the nineteenth century” and placing it in the “pre-Bach” category.


  Now we are apt to find Bach, Handel, and Scarlatti performed on the resurrected instruments of their time, not the standard instruments of today, by performers who have made a specialized study of the conventions that governed the performance practices of the early eighteenth century, and who are keen to emphasize the differences between those conventions and those to which “modern” listeners have become accustomed. The newfound familiarity of “early music” has led paradoxically to an effort to “defamiliarize” (or even “re-defamiliarize”) it. This is something that happened in the twentieth century, and so the reasons for it are best studied as part of the history of twentiethcentury music.


  The formation (or “canonization”) of the old performing repertory was something that happened in the nineteenth century, and so, it follows, the reasons for it are best studied as part of the history of nineteenth-century music. (The revival of Bach, whose music had temporarily fallen out of use except as teaching material, is an important and revealing part of that story.) And yet there were good reasons—“objective” reasons, one could argue—why the music of the class of 1685 became the foundation stone of the standard repertory once it was formed, and why even today their music (plus a few later rediscoveries like Vivaldi’s Four Seasons) remains the earliest music that nonspecialist performers and “mainstream” performing organizations like choral societies and symphony orchestras routinely include in their active repertoires.


  Theirs is also the earliest music that today’s concertgoers and record listeners are normally expected to “understand” without special instruction, partly because general music pedagogy is still largely based on their work. No child learns to play the violin without encountering Vivaldi, or the piano without encountering Bach and (if one gets serious) Scarlatti. As soon as one is old enough to participate in community singing, moreover, one is sure to meet Handel.


  The main reasons for this were broached in the previous chapter. These composers were the earliest to inherit from the Italian string players of the seventeenth century, and then magnificently enlarge upon, a fully developed “tonal” idiom. From the same Italian virtuosi they also inherited a standardized and highly developed instrumental medium—the “ripieno” string band or orchestra, to which wind and percussion instruments could be added as the occasion demanded. The new harmonic idiom and the new instrumental media acted symbiotically to foster the growth of standard instrumental and vocal-instrumental forms of unprecedented amplitude and complexity, and these were the forms on which the later standard repertory rested.


  It follows, then, that the works of the class of 1685 that loom largest in the standard repertory will be those that coincide with, or that can be adapted to, standard performing media and esthetic purposes. Those of their works that are apt to be familiar today will therefore represent only a portion of their outputs, and not necessarily those portions considered most important or most characteristic by the composers themselves or by their contemporaries. Opera seria, the reigning genre of their day, has long dropped out of the repertoire. Therefore much of the music that both Handel and Scarlatti regarded as the most important music of their careers has perished from active use, while a lot of music that they regarded as quite secondary (Scarlatti’s keyboard music, Handel’s suites for orchestra) is standard fare today. Bach, who never even wrote an opera, was an altogether atypical and marginal figure in his day. Seeing him, as we do, as being a pillar of the standard performing repertory means seeing him in a way that his contemporaries would never have understood.


  Thus to see Bach, Handel, and Scarlatti as standard repertory composers is to see them in a historical context that is not theirs. It will be our job to view them in their own historical context as well as in ours. The most fascinating historical questions about their work will be precisely those that concern the relationship between the two contexts. The most surprising aspect of the comparison will be the realization that Bach and Handel, whom we regard from our contemporary vantage point as a beginning, were regarded more as enders in their own day: outstanding late practitioners of styles and genres that were rapidly growing moribund in their time.


  It was their very “conservativism,” paradoxically enough, that later made them “canonical.” The styles that supplanted theirs were destined to be ephemeral. Meanwhile, Handel’s conservative idiom chanced to appeal to conservative members of his contemporary audience—and as we shall see, these members constituted the particular social group that inaugurated the very idea of “standard” or “timeless” repertory. It was logical that Handel’s music should have been the earliest beneficiary of that concept.


  With Bach the situation was more complicated. He came back into circulation, and achieved a posthumous status he never enjoyed in life, because the conservative aspects of his style—in particular, his very dense contrapuntal textures and his technique of “spinning out” melodic phrases of extraordinary length—made his music seem weighty and profound at a time when the qualities of weightiness and profundity were returning to fashion (and, as we shall see, served political and nationalistic purposes as well).


  A mythology grew up around Bach, according to which his music had a unique quality that lifted it above and beyond the historical flux and made it a timeless standard: the greatest music ever written and (ideologically far more significant) the greatest music that would or could ever be written. That myth of perfection begot in its turn a myth of music history itself. It was given an elegant and memorable expression by the great German musicologist Manfred Bukofzer (1910–55). “Bach lived at a time when the declining curve of polyphony and the ascending curve of harmony intersected, where vertical and horizontal forces were in exact equilibrium,” Bukofzer wrote, adding that “this interpenetration of opposed forces has been realized only once in the history of music and Bach is the protagonist of this unique and propitious moment.”1


  There was indeed a unique moment of which Bach was the protagonist. It took place, however, not during Bach’s lifetime but in the nineteenth century, when the concept of impersonally declining and ascending historical “curves” was born. It was a concept born precisely out of the need to justify Bach’s elevation to the legendary status he had come to enjoy as the protagonist of an unrepeatable, mythical golden age and the fountainhead of the Germanic musical “mainstream.” The “equilibrium” and “interpenetration” of which Bukofzer wrote, and to which he assigned such a high value, were qualities and values created not by Bach but by those who had elevated him. The history of any art, to emphasize it once again, is the concern—and the creation—of its receivers, not its producers.


  CAREERS AND LIFESTYLES


  Bach and Handel were born within a month of one another, about a hundred miles apart, in adjoining eastern German provinces (then independent princely or electoral states). Handel, whose baptismal name was Georg Friederich Händel, was born on 23 February, in Halle, one of the chief cities in the so-called March of Brandenburg (a “march” being a territory ruled by a Margrave). Bach came into the world on 21 March a little to the south and west, in the town of Eisenach in Thuringia, a province of Saxony. Because of their nearly coinciding origins and their commanding historical stature, Bach and Handel are often thought of as a pair. In most ways, however, their lives and careers were a study in contrasts.
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  FIG. 6-1 J. S. Bach’s and G. F. Handel’s career trajectories.


  


  Handel spentonlythefirsteighteenyearsofhislifeinhisnativecity, wherehestudied with the local church organist, Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow, and attended the university. In 1703 he moved to Hamburg, the largest free city in northern Germany, which had a thriving opera house maintained by the municipal government and supported by the local merchants. There he played harpsichord (continuo) in the orchestra and composed two operas for the company. Having found his métier in the musical theater, Handel naturally gravitated to Italy, the operatic capital of the world. He spent his true formative years—from 1706 to 1710—in Florence and Rome, where he worked for noble and ecclesiastical patrons and met and played with Alessandro Scarlatti, Corelli, and other luminaries of the day, and where he was known affectionately as il Sassone, “the Saxon,” meaning really “the Saxon turned Italian” in the musical sense. In 1710 he became the music director at the court of George Louis, the Elector of Hanover, one of the richest German rulers. There, Handel had to assimilate the French style that all the German nobles affected in every aspect of court life, including court music.


  The great turning point in Handel’s life came in 1714, when his employer, without giving up the Electoral throne in Hanover, was elected King George I of England. (Queen Anne had died without a living heir and George Louis, as the great-grandson of King James I, was the closest Protestant blood claimant to the English throne.) George I never learned to speak English and was personally unpopular in England. He continued to spend much or most of his time in Hanover, leaving the running of the English government largely to his ministers of state, chief among them Robert Walpole, the powerful Prime Minister.


  Handel had actually made his English debut as an opera composer before George’s accession to the throne. With the King a virtual absentee ruler, his court composer was left remarkably free of official duties, and gained the right to act as a free agent, an independent operatic entrepreneur on the lively London stage. Over the rough quarter century between 1711 and 1738, Handel presented thirty-six operas at the King’s Theatre in the London Haymarket (with a few, toward the end, at Covent Garden, which is still called the Royal Opera House), averaging four operas every three years. Acting at once as composer, conductor, producer, and, eventually, his own impresario, he made a legendary fortune, the first such fortune earned by musical enterprise alone in the history of the art. (Palestrina also died a very rich man, but his fortune came from his wife’s first husband’s fur business.)


  Beginning in the 1730s, operatic tastes in London began to catch up with the continent. A rival company, the Opera of the Nobility, managed to engage the latest Italian composers and (far more important) the services of the castrato singer Farinelli (see chapter 4), around whom a virtual cult had formed. After a few seasons of cutthroat competition, both Handel and his competitors were near bankruptcy, and Handel was forced out of the opera business. With his practically incredible business sense he divined a huge potential market in English oratorios: Biblical operas presented without staging, along lines already familiar to us from the Lenten work of Roman composers such as Carissimi.


  Handel’s adaptation of this old-fashioned genre was really something quite new: full-length works in the vernacular rather than Latin, without a narrator’s part, but with many thrilling choruses, sometimes participating in the action, sometimes reflecting on it (“Greek chorus” style) to represent as a collective entity the pious yet feisty nation of Israel, with which the musical public in England—a public of “self-made men,” aristocrats of wealth and opportunity, not birth, exulting in England’s mercantile supremacy—strongly identified.
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  FIG. 6-2 J. S. Bach (?) at age thirty. Oil portrait by Johann Ernst Rentsch (ca. 1715), at the Municipal Museum of Erfurt.


  


  Though ostensibly religious in their subject matter, the subtext of Handel’s English oratorios—twenty-three in all, produced between 1732 and 1752—was stoutly nationalistic. It was the first important body of musical works motivated by nationalism—a nationalism in which the composer, a naturalized British subject who had benefited greatly from his adopted country’s economic prosperity and the opportunities it offered, enthusiastically shared—just as England, since the “revolutions” of the mid and late seventeenth century, was the first country larger than a city state to identify itself as a nation in the modern sense of the word: a collectivity of citizens.


  Handel’s was thus the exemplary cosmopolitan career of the early eighteenth century, a career epitomized by his operatic “middle period,” in which a German-born composer made a fortune by purveying Italian-texted operas to an English-speaking audience. Handel’s style was neither German nor Italian nor English, but a hybrid that blended all existing national genres and idioms, definitely including the French as well. France was the one country where Handel, though an occasional visitor, never lived or worked; but its music, an international court music, informed not only the specifically courtly music that he wrote for his kingly patron but the overtures to his oratorios as well, which paid tribute to the “Heavenly King.” Handel was the quintessential musical polyglot and the consummate musical entrepreneur. He commanded “world” (that is, pan-European) prestige. He has been a role model to “free market” composers ever since.
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  FIG. 6-3 A bird’s-eye view of Leipzig in 1712. St. Thomas Church, where Bach would find employment eleven years later, stands by the south wall at right. The churches of St. Paul and St. Nicolai, where he also supervised musical performances, are at the other end of town.
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  FIG. 6-4 St. Thomas Square, Leipzig, in an engraving by Johann Gottfried Krügner made in 1723, the year of Bach’s arrival. The church is at right; the school, where Bach lived and worked, is at left.


  


  Johann Sebastian Bach never once left Germany. Indeed, except for his student years at Lüneburg, a town near Hamburg to the north and west, his entire career could be circumscribed by a small circle that encompassed a few east German locales, most of them quite provincial: Eisenach, his Thuringian birthplace; Arnstadt, where he served between 1703 and 1707 as organist at the municipal Church of St. Boniface; Mühlhausen, where he served at the municipal Church of St. Blasius for a single year; Weimar, where he served the ducal court as organist and concert director from 1708 to 1717; Cöthen, a town near Halle, Handel’s birthplace, where he served as Kapellmeister or music director to another ducal court from 1717 to 1723; and finally Leipzig, the largest Saxon city (but not the capital), where he served as cantor or music director at the municipal school attached to the St. Thomas Church from 1723 until his death.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 6-5 Interior of St. Thomas Church, with a view of the organ loft.


  


  One of the larger German commercial cities even in Bach’s day, Leipzig was nevertheless only a fraction of London’s size and far from a cosmopolitan center. Still, it was a big enough town to have sought a bigger name than Bach as its municipal cantor. He was chosen only after two more famous musicians, Georg Philipp Telemann (1681–1767) and Christoph Graupner (1683–1760), had declined the town’s offer in favor of more lucrative posts (in Hamburg and Darmstadt, respectively). One of the Leipzig municipal councillors grumbled that since the best men could not be had, they would have to make do with a mediocrity. Bach, for his part, felt he had been forced to take a step down the social ladder by going from a Kapellmeister’s position at Cöthen to a cantorate at Leipzig. Until age put him out of the running, he repeatedly sought better employment elsewhere, including the electoral court at Dresden, the Saxon capital. Leipzig was the best he could do, however, and Bach was the best that Leipzig could do. Neither was very happy with the other.


  Bach’s, then, was the quintessential “provincial” career—humble, unglamorous, workaday. He remained for life in the musical environment to which he had been born, and which Handel quitted at his earliest opportunity. Handel had an unprecedented, self-made, entrepreneurial career that brought him glory and a very modern kind of personal fulfillment. Bach’s, by contrast, was entirely predefined: it was the most traditional of careers for a musician of his habitat and class. For a musician of exceptional talent it was downright confining.


  ROOTS (DOMESTIC)


  It was as “predefined” as that because J. S. Bach happened to come from an enormous clan or dynasty of Lutheran church musicians dating back to the sixteenth century. So long and firmly associated was the family with the profession they plied that in parts of eastern Germany the word “Bach” (which normally means “brook” in German) was slang for musician. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians lists no fewer than eighty-five musical Bachs, from Veit Bach (ca. 1555–1619), a baker from Pressburg (now Bratislava in Slovakia) who enjoyed a local reputation for proficiency on the cittern (a plectrum-plucked stringed instrument related to the lute and the mandolin), down ten generations to Johann Philipp Bach (1752–1846), court organist to the Duke of Meiningen.


  Fourteen members of the family were distinguished enough as composers to earn biographical articles in the dictionary. They include two of Johann Sebastian Bach’s uncles (Johann Christoph and Johann Michael), three of his cousins (Johann Bernhard, Johann Nicolaus, and Johann Ludwig), four of his sons (Wilhelm Friedemann, Carl Philipp Emanuel, Johann Christoph Friedrich, and Johann Christian), and his grandson Wilhelm Friedrich Ernst (1759–1845, son of Johann Christoph Friedrich), who died childless and extinguished his grandfather’s line.


  The outward shape of Johann Sebastian Bach’s career did not differ from those of his ancestors and contemporaries, and was far less distinguished than those of his most successful sons, Carl Philipp Emanuel and especially Johann Christian, whom we have already met briefly as a globetrotting composer of opera seria. Most of the elder Bachs were trained as church organists and cantors. That training included a great deal of traditional theory and composition, and as church musicians the elder Bachs were expected to turn out vocal settings in quantity to satisfy the weekly needs of the congregations they served.


  The greatest composers of this type in the generations immediately preceding Bach—or at least the ones Bach sought out personally and took as role models—were three: Georg Böhm (1661–1733), whom Bach got to know during his student years at Lüneburg and whose fugues he particularly emulated; the Dutch-born Johann Adam Reincken (1643–1722), a patriarchal figure who had studied with a pupil of Sweelinck, and who died in his eightieth year; and, above all, Dietrich (or Diderik) Buxtehude (1637–1707), a Dane who served for nearly forty years as organist of the Marienkirche in the port city of Lübeck, one of the most important musical posts in Lutheran Germany.


  Within that cultural sphere Buxtehude’s fame was supreme, and he received numerous visits and dedications from aspiring musicians, including both Handel (who came up from Hamburg in 1703) and Bach (who took a leave from Arnstadt to make a pilgrimage on foot to Buxtehude in the fall and winter of 1705–1706). According to a story related by one of his pupils in a famous obituary, the aged Reincken, having heard Bach improvise on a chorale as part of a job audition, proclaimed the younger man the torchbearer of the old north-German tradition: “I thought this art was dead,” the patriarch is said to have exclaimed, “but I see that in you it lives!” The story may well be apocryphal, but it contains an important truth: Bach did found his style on the most traditional aspects of north German (Lutheran) musical culture—a culture that was by most contemporary standards an almost antiquated one—and brought it to a late and (in the eyes of some of his contemporaries) virtually anachronistic peak of development. The keyboard works he composed early in his career while serving as organist at Arnstadt and Weimar show this retrospective side of Bach most dramatically.
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  FIG. 6-6 Johann Adam Reincken, engraving after a portrait by Gottfried Kneller.


  


  One such apprentice piece, a harpsichord sonata in A minor, was based on a sonata da camera by Reincken himself, originally published in 1687 when Bach was two. Reincken had scored the piece for a trio sonata ensemble of two violins and continuo, enriched by a viola da gamba part that sometimes doubled the basso continuo line, sometimes embellished it, and sometimes departed from it to add a fourth real part to the texture. This kind of saturated texture was very much a German predilection and harks back to the full polyphony of the stile antico. Another Germanic trait was the sheer length of Reincken’s fugal subjects, a length achieved by the use of very long measures ([image: Image] meter being the most note-heavy meter in general use) and through devices of Fortspinnung or “spinning out” such as we have already associated in the previous chapter with Bach.


  In Ex. 6-1, the first section of Reincken’s last movement, a gigue in typical fugal style, is juxtaposed with Bach’s reworking. It is a true emulation: not just an imitation, not just an homage, but an effort to surpass. One way in which Bach sought to accomplish this was by a sheer increase in size—in two dimensions. Reincken’s nineteen measures are swollen to thirty, and his three-voiced exposition is augmented by a fourth fugal entry in Bach’s version. At a time when many composers—especially composers of opera—were pruning and simplifying their styles in the interests of directness of expression, Bach remained faithful to an older esthetic tradition, seeking instead a maximum of formal extension and textural complexity. Throughout his life he was famed for the density of his music—sometimes praised for it, sometimes mocked.


  At the same time, Bach managed, by varying the texture and pacing the harmony, to give his fugal exposition a much shapelier, more sharply focused design than Reincken’s, despite the increase in length and (so to speak) in girth. At the beginning, Bach allows the initial exchange of subject and answer to take place without accompaniment, dispensing with Reincken’s bass line as if getting rid of clutter. Then he gives greater point to the cadence at the end of the subject (m. 3) by spinning the sequence down as far as the leading tone, where Reincken had marked the end by repeating the approach to the tonic pitch.


  This sharpening of tonal focus could be thought of as a modernizing touch: a response to the newly focused tonal style that was emanating from Italy, and that had quickly established itself, for musicians of Bach’s generation, as a norm. Indeed, Bach greatly intensifies the harmony both in color and in “functionality,” accompanying Reincken’s long sequences of three-note descents with explicit circle-of-fifths harmonizations that sometimes (as in the full-textured “fourth entrance” in mm. 11–13) go into a sort of chromatic overdrive thanks to the use of secondary or “applied” dominants. For the rest, Bach expands the length of the exposition by devising an “episode” motive consisting of a decorated suspension chain (first heard in m. 7 between the two subject/answer pairs) that is finally brought rather dramatically into contrapuntal alignment with the subject on its last appearance.


  Both Reincken’s and Bach’s versions are followed a couple of measures into the second section before Ex. 6-1 breaks off, to show the way in which both composers, following an old tradition, invert the subject to complement its initial statement. Here, too, Bach managed to outdo Reincken by building the inverted exposition from the bottom up instead of repeating the original top-down order of entries, thus achieving inversion, as it were, on two compositional levels at once.


  Devices like these, and competition in their ingenious application, were standard operating procedure for church organists, who learned to do such things extemporaneously. More than anything else, they hark back to the learned artifices and contrivances of the stile antico. Bach delighted in these erudite maneuvers that he learned in his prentice years, employed them in every genre, and in his last years brought them to a peak of virtuosity that has been regarded ever since as unsurpassable. His son Carl Philipp Emanuel recalled that when listening to an organist improvise, or even when hearing a composed fugue for the first time, his father would always try to predict all the devices that could be applied to the subject, taking special pleasure in being surprised by one that he had failed to predict, and, contrariwise, reproaching the player or composer if his expectations went unmet.


  EX. 6-1A J. A. Reincken, Hortus musicus, Sonatano. 1, Gigue, mm. 1–21
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  EX. 6-1B J. S. Bach, the same, arranged as a keyboard sonata, mm. 1–34
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  From Buxtehude, Bach inherited the toccata form sampled in the previous chapter. The Toccata in F included there as Ex. 5-15 may have originally been paired with a fugue (in F minor), according to a process that Buxtehude had pioneered, whereby the “strict” and “free” sections of a toccata—that is, the rigorously imitative or “bound” vs. the improvisatory passages—became increasingly separate from one another and increasingly regular in their alternation, with the improvisatory passages serving as introductions to the increasingly lengthy fugal ones.


  By the early eighteenth century these sectionalized toccatas had developed into pairs of discrete pieces, the free one prefacing (or serving as “prelude” to) the strict. Such a pair, although still called “Toccata” or “Toccata and fugue” when the “free” part was especially lengthy or virtuosic (as in Ex. 5-15), or “Fantasia and fugue” when the free part had strongly imitative or motif-developing tendencies, was by Bach’s time most often simply designated “Prelude and fugue.”


  Bach was the latest and greatest exponent of the prelude-and-fugue form, to which he contributed more than two dozen examples for organ, along with works in even more traditional genres, like his famous organ Passacaglia in C minor. Most of these are early works, the bulk of them composed at Weimar, where he was employed primarily as an organ virtuoso. One of Bach’s most famous and mature compositions, however, was a monumental cycle of forty-eight paired preludes and fugues called Das wohltemperirte Clavier, in two books, the first composed in Cöthen in 1722, the second in Leipzig between 1738 and 1742.


  Das wohltemperirte Clavier means “The Well-Tempered Keyboard.” Its subtitle reads “Praeludia und Fugen durch alle Tone und Semitonia,” or “Preludes and Fugues through all the Tones and Semitones.” This meant that each of the books making up Bach’s famous “Forty-Eight” consisted of a prelude-and-fugue pair in all the keys of the newly elaborated complete tonal system, alternating major and minor and ascending by semitones from C major, the “purest” of the keys since it has an accidental-free signature, to B minor (thus: C, c, C[image: Image], c[image: Image], D, d, and so on). Only a keyboard tuned in something approaching “equal temperament,” with pure octaves divided into twelve equal semitones, can play equally well-in-tune throughout such a complete traversal of keys.


  Equally well-in-tune actually means equally out-of-tune. Except for the octave, intervals composed of equal semitones do not correspond to those produced by natural resonance, known (after the well-known legend of their discovery) as “Pythagorean” intervals. The whole history of tuning has been one of compromise between natural resonance and practical utility. Since musical practice almost always demanded the ability to move from key to key—that is, to transpose scales so that their tonics and other harmonic functions are “keyed” to different pitches—and since the musical practice of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries suddenly demanded the ability to do this with increasing freedom and variety within single pieces, it was precisely then that the idea of equalizing the semitones decisively overcame the longstanding resistance of fastidious musicians who objected to the total loss of undeniably beautiful “pure” fourths, fifths, and thirds.


  Bach’s own preferred tuning was probably not yet quite equal. His practice may have accorded with that of Andreas Werckmeister (1645–1706), the author (in 1691) of the earliest treatise on equal temperament, who nevertheless declared himself willing “to have the diatonic thirds left somewhat purer than the other, less often used ones.” Bach and his contemporaries may in fact have relished the dramatizing effect of greater harmonic “impurity” in remote tonalities. And yet Bach’s twofold exhaustive cycle of preludes and fugues in all the keys celebrated what he clearly regarded as an ongoing triumph of practical technology, enabling a greatly enriched tonal practice that Bach, as we already know from the Toccata in F, was very quick to exploit.


  For this, too, Bach had an immediate model. Twenty years before he wrote the first volume of the “WTC,” in 1702, a south German organist and Kapellmeister named Johann Caspar Ferdinand Fischer published a collection of preludes and fugues under the title Ariadne musica, after the mythological princess who led the hero Theseus out of the Cretan labyrinth. The labyrinth, or maze, had long been a metaphor for wide-ranging tonal modulations, and Fischer’s nineteen prelude-and-fugue pairs are cast in as many keys. (The fact that five “remote” keys are missing from his traversal probably means Fischer presupposed one of several tunings in use at the time that, while basically “well-tempered,” were farther from equal than the one used by Bach.) As early as the sixteenth century, modulatory sets of this kind, placing tonics on all the semitones, had been written as curiosities for the lute, whose frets even then were set in something like equal temperament. But Fischer was undoubtedly Bach’s model, for Bach paid him tribute by quoting a few of his fugue subjects, for example the one in E major (no. 8 in Fischer, no. 9 in Bach).


  EX. 6-2A J. C. F. Fischer, Ariadne musica, subject of the E-major Fugue
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  EX. 6-2B J. S. Bach, Das wohltemperirte Clavier, Book II, subject of the E-major Fugue
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  And yet just as in the case of Reincken, Bach far surpassed his model even as he kept faith with it. Not only did Bach complete the full representation of keys; he also greatly expanded the scope and the contrapuntal density of his model. And perhaps most significantly of all, he invested the music with his uniquely intense and emphatic brand of tonal harmony.


  To take the full measure of the WTC in a brief description is impossible; yet something of its range of technique and its intensity of style may be gleaned by juxtaposing the very beginning and the very end of the first book: the C-major prelude and the exposition of the B-minor fugue (Ex. 6-3).


  These are both famous pieces, albeit for very different reasons. The C-major prelude is a piece that every pianist encounters as a child. It is in a classic “preludizing” style that goes back to the lutenists of the sixteenth century. That style had been kept alive through the seventeenth century by the French court harpsichordists (or clavecinistes) who took over from their lutenist colleagues like the great Parisian virtuoso Denis Gaultier (1603–72) both the practice of composing suites of dances for their instrument, and also many “lutenistic” mannerisms such as the strumming or arpeggiated style Bach’s prelude continues to exemplify.


  EX. 6-3A J. S. Bach, Das wohltemperirte Clavier, BookI, Preludeno. 1 (C major)


  


  [image: Image]


  


  The French called it the style brisé or “broken [chord] style”; early written examples, like those of the claveciniste Louis Couperin (ca. 1626–61), preserve many aspects of what was originally an impromptu performance practice akin to the old lute ricercar, in which the player prefaced the main piece with a bit of preparatory strumming to capture the listeners’ attention and to establish the key. Couperin’s “unmeasured” preludes, like the one in Ex. 6-4, are especially akin to improvised lute-strumming. Their notation actually leaves the grouping and pacing of the arpeggios to the player’s discretion.
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  EX. 6-3B J. S. Bach, Das wohltemperirte Clavier, Book I, Fugue no. 24 (B minor), mm. 1–19
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  Thus, descending from a literally improvisatory practice, Ex. 6-3a is cast in a purely harmonic, “tuneless” idiom. (It was so tuneless as to strike later musicians as beautiful but incomplete. The French opera composer Charles Gounod [1818–93] actually wrote a melody, to the words of the antiphon Ave Maria, to accompany—or rather, to be accompanied by—Bach’s prelude. It is a familiar church recital piece to this day.) Even without a tune, though, Bach’s prelude has a very clearly articulated form—as well it might, since as we saw in the last chapter, it is harmony that chiefly articulates the form of “tonal” music even when melody is present.


  EX. 6-4 Louis Couperin, unmeasured prelude
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  The first four measures establish the key by preparing and resolving a cadence on the tonic. Measures 5–11 prepare and resolve a cadence on the dominant: and note that even though all the chords are “broken,” the implied contrapuntal “voice leading” is very scrupulously respected. Dissonances, chiefly passing tones and suspensions, are always resolved in the same “voice.” Thus the suspended bass note C in m. 6 resolves to B in the next measure; the suspended B in m. 8 resolves to A in m. 9; the suspended G in the middle of the texture in m. 9 (its “voice” identifiable as the one represented by the fourth note in the arpeggio—let’s call it the alto) resolves to F[image: Image] in m. 10; while the suspended C in the soprano in that same measure resolves to B in m. 11.(Ex. 6-5 shows this progression in block chords, so that the voice leading can be traced directly.)


  EX. 6-5 J. S. Bach, Prelude no. 1, mm. 5–11, analyzed for voice leading


  


  [image: Image]


  


  Measures 12–19 lead the harmony back to the tonic, characteristically employing a few chromaticized harmonies as a feint, to boost the harmonic tension prior to its final resolution. That resolution turns out not to be final, however: the tonic chord sprouts a dissonant seventh, turning it into a dominant of the subdominant; and the subdominant F in the bass, having passed (mm. 21–24) through a fairly wrenching chromatic double neighbor (F[image: Image]/A[image: Image]), settles on G, which is held as a dominant pedal for a remarkable eight measures (remarkable, that is, in a piece only 35 measures long) before making its resolution—a resolution accompanied by more harmonic feinting so that full repose is only achieved after four more measures. This apparently simple and old-fashioned composition conceals a wealth of craftsmanship, and in particular, it displays great virtuosity in the new art of manipulating tonal harmony.


  That new art is really put through its paces in the B-minor fugue (Ex. 6-3b), famous for its chromatic saturation and its attendant sense of pathos—a pathos achieved by harmony alone, without any use of words. The three-measure subject is celebrated in its own right for containing within its short span every degree of the chromatic or semitonal scale, a sort of maximally intensified passus duriusculus, which at the same time symbolically consummates the progress of the whole cycle “through all the tones and semitones.” What gives the subject, and the whole fugue, its remarkably poignant affect is not just the high level of chromaticism, but also the way in which that chromaticism is coordinated with what, even on their first “unharmonized” appearance, are obviously dissonant leaps—known technically as appoggiaturas (“leaning notes”). The two leaps of a diminished seventh in the second measure are the most obviously dissonant: the jarring interval is clearly meant to be heard as an embellishment “leaning on” the minor sixth that is achieved when the first note in the slurred pair resolves by half step: C-natural to B, D to C[image: Image]. But in fact, as the ensuing counterpoint reveals, every first note of a slurred pair is (or can be treated as) a dissonant appoggiatura.


  A thorough analysis of mm. 9–15, encompassing the entries of the third (bass) and fourth (soprano) voices, will reveal an astonishing level of dissonance on the strong beats, where the appoggiaturas fall. The bass G in m. 9 is harmonized with a tritone; the B on the next beat clashes with the C[image: Image] above; the E on the downbeat makes the same clash against the F[image: Image] above; the C that follows is harmonized with a tritone; the F[image: Image] that comes next, with a fourth and a second; and the D on the fourth beat of m. 10 creates a seventh against the suspended C[image: Image]. Most of these dissonances are created not by suspensions but by direct leaps—the strongest kind of dissonance one can have in tonal music. Turning now to the soprano entrance in m. 13, we find a tritone and a diminished seventh against the D on the third beat; a leapt-to seventh on the fourth; a simultaneous clash of tritone, seventh, and fourth on the ensuing downbeat; a tritone against the sustained B on the second beat; another leapt-to seventh on the third beat, and so it goes.


  It will come as no surprise to learn that these slurred descending pairs with dissonant beginnings were known as Seufzer—“sighs” or “groans”—and that they had originated as a kind of word-painting or madrigalism. The transfer of vivid illustrative effects, even onomatopoeias, into “abstract” musical forms shows that those forms, at least as handled by Bach, were not abstract at all, but fraught with a maximum of emotional baggage. What is most remarkable is the way Bach consistently contrives to let the illustrative idea that bears the “affective” significance serve simultaneously as the motive from which the musical stuff is spun out.


  Structure and signification, “form” and “content,” are thus indissolubly wedded, made virtually synonymous. That was the expressive ideal at the very root of the “radical humanism” that gave rise to what Monteverdi (unbeknown to Bach) had called the seconda prattica a hundred years before. Monteverdi could only envisage its realization in the context of vocal music (where “the text will be the master of the music”). He never dreamed that such an art could flourish in textless instrumental music. That was what Bach, building on a century of musical changes, would achieve within an outwardly old-fashioned, even backward-looking career.


  Clearly, Bach’s art had a Janus face. Formally and texturally it looked back to what were even then archaic practices. In terms of harmony and tonally articulated form, however, it was at the cutting edge. That cutting edge still pierces the consciousness of listeners today and calls forth an intense response, while the music of every other Lutheran cantor of the time has perished from the actual repertory.


  The other traditional genre that Bach inherited directly from his Lutheran organist forebears, and from Buxtehude most immediately, was the chorale setting. This was a protean genre. It could assume many forms, anywhere from a colossal set of improvised or composed variations (the type with which Bach enraptured Reincken and called forth his blessing) to a minuscule Choralvorspiel or “chorale prelude,” a single-verse setting with which the organist might cue the congregation to sing, or provide an accompaniment to silent meditation. The chorale melody in such a piece might be treated strictly as a cantus firmus, or else melodically embellished, or else played off against a ritornello or a ground bass, or else elaborated “motet-style” into points of fugal imitation based on its constituent phrases.


  Toward the end of his Weimar period, ever the encyclopedist and the synthesizer, Bach set about collecting his chorale preludes into a liturgical cycle that would cover the whole year’s services. He had only inscribed forty-six items out of a projected 164 in this manuscript, called the Orgelbüchlein (“Little organ book”), when he was called away to Cöthen. But in their variety, the ones entered fully justify Bach’s claim on the manuscript’s title page, that in his little book “a beginner at the organ is given instruction in developing a chorale in many diverse ways.” We can compare Buxtehude and Bach directly, and in a manner that will confirm our previous comparisons, by putting side by side their chorale preludes—Bach’s from the Orgelbüchlein—on Durch Adams Fall ist ganz verderbt (“Through Adam’s fall we are condemned,” Ex. 6-6).


  Although the first line makes reference to what for Christians was the greatest catastrophe in human history, the real subject of the chorale’s text is God’s mercy by which man may be redeemed from Adam’s original sin through faith in Jesus Christ.


  EX. 6-6A Dietrich Buxtehude, Durch Adams Fall, mm. 1–23
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  EX. 6-6B J. S. Bach, Durch Adams Fall (Orgelbüchlein, no. 38)
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  Nevertheless, it is the first line that sets the tone for the setting, since the first verse is the one directly introduced by the prelude. Both Buxtehude’s prelude and Bach’s, therefore, are tinged with grief. The chorale melody, treated plain by Bach, with some embellishment by Buxtehude, is surrounded by affective counterpoints.


  In Buxtehude’s case the affect is created by chromatically ascending and descending lines that enter after a curious suppression of the bass. In Bach’s setting, the most striking aspect is surely the pedal part. This in itself is no surprise: spotlighting the pedal part was one of Bach’s special predilections, as we already know from the Toccata in F (Ex. 5-15), and fancy footwork was one of his specialties as an organ virtuoso. On the title page of the Orgelbüchlein, which he intended to publish on completion, Bach included a little sales pitch, promising that the purchaser will “acquire facility in the study of the pedal, since in the chorales contained herein, the pedal is treated as wholly obbligato,” that is, as an independent voice.


  What is a powerful surprise, and further evidence of Bach’s unique imaginative boldness, is the specific form the obbligato pedal part takes in this chorale setting: almost nothing but dissonant drops of a seventh—Adam’s fall made audible! And not just the fall, but also the attendant pain and suffering are depicted (and in a way evoked), since so many of those sevenths are diminished. A rank madrigalism, the fall, is given emotional force through sheer harmonic audacity and is then made the primary unifying motive of the composition. Again the union of illustration and construction, symbolic image and feeling, “form” and “content,” is complete. And if, as seems likely, Buxtehude meant the three falling fifths that accompany the first phrase of the chorale in the bass to symbolize the fall, we have another case of Bach’s propensity to emulate—to adopt a model and then surpass it to an outlandish degree, amounting to a virtual difference in kind.


  ROOTS (IMPORTED)


  The same attitude Bach displayed in intensifying and transforming the traditional techniques of his trade characterized his relationship to all the styles of his time. Despite the seemingly cloistered insularity of his career, he nevertheless mastered, and by his lights transcended, the full range of contemporary musical idioms. In part this was simply a matter of being German. At a time when French and Italian musicians were mutually suspicious and much concerned with resisting each other’s influence, German musicians tended to define themselves as universal synthesists, able (in the words of Johann Joachim Quantz, a colleague of C. P. E. Bach’s at the Prussian court) “to select with due discrimination from the musical tastes of various peoples what is best in each,” thereby producing “a mixed taste which, without overstepping the bounds of modesty, may very well be called the German taste.”2 Bach became its ultimate, most universal, exponent.


  But he had many predecessors. We know how eagerly Heinrich Schütz, born a hundred years before Bach, had imported the Italian styles of his day to Germany. A younger contemporary of Schütz, the sometime Viennese court organist Johann Jacob Froberger (1616–67), a native of Stuttgart in southern Germany, traveled the length and breadth of Europe, soaking up influences everywhere. After a period (approximately 1637 to 1640) spent studying with Frescobaldi in Rome, Froberger visited Brussels (then in the Spanish Netherlands), Paris, England, and Saxony. He died in the service of a Frenchspeaking German court in the Rhineland, the westernmost part of Germany.


  The first whole book of pieces by Froberger to be (posthumously) published was eminently Frescobaldian: Diverse curiose partite, di toccate, canzone, ricercate etc. (“Assorted offbeat toccatas, canzonas, ricercars and so on”). Four years later, there followed a book containing Dix suittes de clavessin (“Ten suites for harpsichord”), in a style that comported perfectly with the language of the title page. This book of suites would be by far Froberger’s most influential publication. By century’s end, the French style had become a veritable German fetish, the object of intense envy and adaptation. Envy played an important role because it was envy of the opulent French court on the part of the many petty German princelings that led to the wholesale adoption of French manners by the German aristocracy. French actually became the court language of Germany, and French dancing became an obligatory social grace at the many mini-Versailleses that dotted the German landscape.


  With dancing, of course, came music. Demand for French (or French-style) ballroom music, and for instruction in composing and playing it, became so great that by the end of the seventeenth century a number of German musicians, sensing a ready market, had set themselves up in business as professional Gallicizers. One of these was Georg Muffat (1653–1704), an organist at the episcopal court at Passau, who had played violin as a youth under Lully in Paris. In 1695 he published a set of dance suites in the Lullian mold, together with a treatise on how to play them in the correct Lullian “ballet style.” His rules, especially those concerning unwritten conventions of rhythm and bowing, have been a goldmine to today’s “historical” performers, who need to overcome a temporal distance from the music comparable to the geographical distance Muffat’s original readers confronted.


  Another Gallicizer was J. C. F. Fischer, with whose Ariadne we are already acquainted. His Opus 1 was a book of dance suites for orchestra called Le journal de printems (“Spring’s Diary,” 1695), in which he prefaced the dances, originally composed for the ballroom of the Margrave Ludwig of Baden, with Lully-style overtures. Although the components were all French, this type of orchestral “overture suite” was in fact a German invention, pioneered by Johann Sigismund Kusser (or “Cousser,” à la française) a sort of Froberger of the violin who studied in Paris with Lully and then plied his trade all over Europe, ending up in Dublin, where he died in 1727. Orchestral suites of this kind, actually called ouvertures after their opening items, remained a German specialty. Telemann, cited by the Guinness Book of World Records as the most prolific composer of all time, composed around 150 of them.


  Fischer’s op. 2, titled Musicalisches Blumen-Büschlein (“A little musical flower bush,” 1696), was a book of harpsichord suites on the Froberger model. Between the two of them, Froberger’s publication and Fischer’s managed to establish a standard suite format that provided the model for all their German or German-born successors. Froberger’s contribution was the truly fundamental one: it was he who adopted a specific sequence of four dances as essential nucleus in all his suites, setting a precedent that governed the composition of keyboard suites from then on. Fischer prefaced his suites with preludes, some patterned on the style brisé, others on the toccata. This, too, became an important precedent, albeit not quite as universally observed by later composers. (Bach, for example, composed suites both with and without preludes, but always included Froberger’s core dances.)


  It is worth emphasizing that Froberger’s core dances had, by the time he adapted them, pretty much gone out of actual ballroom use. They had been sublimated into elevated courtly listening-music by the master instrumentalists of France, which meant slowing them down and cramming them full of interesting musical detail that would have been lost on dancers. The typical French instrumental manuscript or publication of the day, whether for lute, for harpsichord, or for viol, generally consisted of several vast compendia of idealized dance pieces in a given key, each basic type being multiply represented. The French composers, in other words, did not write actual readymade suites, but provided the materials from which players could select a sequence (that is, a suite) for performance. It was Froberger and his German progeny who began, as it were, “preselecting” the components, thus casting their suites as actual multimovement compositions like sonatas.


  The four favored dances, chosen for their contrasting tempos and meters (and, consequently, their contrasting moods), were these:


  
    1. Allemande. This dance had a checkered history. As its name suggests, it originated in Germany, but by the time German composers borrowed it back from the French it had changed utterly. In its original form it was a quick dance in duple meter. The first keyboard examples are by the English virginalists, who called it the alman, and Frescobaldi, who called it the bal tedesco or balletto. It was Gaultier and his claveciniste contemporary Jacques Champion de Chambonnières (1602–72) who slowed it down into a stately instrumental solo in a broad four beats per bar and a richly detailed texture. It was this elegantly dignified allemande, never before heard in Germany, that Froberger borrowed back and ensconced permanently in the opening slot of his standard suite.

  


  
    2. Courante. In its older form, more often called (in Italian) corrente, this was a lively mock-courtship dance, notated in [image: Image] or even [image: Image] meter. (Examples can be found in any Corelli sonata da camera; see Ex. 5-1.) The idealized French type borrowed by Froberger was just the opposite: the gravest of all triple-time suite pieces, notated in [image: Image] with many lilting hemiola effects in which [image: Image] patterns cut across the [image: Image] pulse.

  


  
    3. Sarabande. Of all the suite dances, this one underwent the most radical change in the process of sublimation. It originated in the New World and was brought back to Europe, as the zarabanda, from Mexico. In its original form it was a breakneck, sexy affair, accompanied by castanets. Like the passacaglia or chaconne, it consisted originally of a chordal ostinato and is first found notated in Spanish guitar tablatures. Banned from the Spanish ballroom by decree for its alleged obscenity, it was idealized in a deliberately denatured form, becoming (like the chaconne) a majestic triple-metered dance for the ballet stage, often compared to a slow minuet. As borrowed by Froberger, it usually had an accented second beat, rhythmically expressed by a lengthened (doubled or dotted) note value.

  


  
    4. Gigue. Imported to Europe from England and Ireland, the jig was (typically) danced faster in Italy (as the giga), in more leisurely fashion by the more selfconscious bluebloods of the French court and their German mimics. In its idealized form, the gigue usually began with a point of imitation, which (as we have already observed in Reincken and Bach) was often inverted in the second strain.

  


  A “binary” or double-strain structure (AABB), supported by a there-and-back harmonic plan, was a universal feature of suite dances, particularly as adopted by Germans. (In France there was an alternative: the so-called pièce en rondeau, in which multiple strains alternated with a refrain.) In the hands of Bach and his contemporaries, the binary dance became another important site for developing the kind of tonally articulated form that conditioned new habits of listening and formed the bedrock of the standard performing repertory.


  BACH’S SUITES


  As we know, Bach never went to France. Instead, France came to him through the musical publications that circulated widely in the Gallicized musical environment that was Germany. Bach made his most thorough assimilation of the French style when he was professionally required to do so. That was in 1717, when he left Weimar for the position of Kapellmeister in Cöthen. This was an entirely secular position, the only such position Bach ever occupied and an unusual one for any “Bach.” His new employer, Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Cöthen, was a passionate musical amateur, who esteemed Bach highly and related to him practically on terms of friendship. (He even stood godfather to one of Bach’s children.) Leopold not only consumed music avidly but played it himself (on violin, bass viol or viola da gamba, and harpsichord) and had even studied composition for a while in Rome with Johann David Heinichen (1683–1729), a notable German musician of the day. He maintained a court orchestra of eighteen instrumentalists, including some very distinguished ones. And he was a Calvinist, which meant he had no use for elaborate composed church music or fancy organ playing. So Bach had no call to compose or play in church and could devote all his time to satisfying his patron’s demands for musical entertainments.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 6-7 Title page of Anna Magdalena Bach’s music book (Clavier-Büchlein), 1722.


  


  Thus for six years Bach wrote mainly instrumental music. The first book of the WTC dates from the Cöthen period, as we know, but that was done on the side. The kind of entertainments demanded of Bach as part of his official duties would have taken the form of sonatas, concertos, and above all, suites. Bach turned out several dozen of the latter, ranging from orchestral ouvertures through various sets for keyboard, to suites for unaccompanied violin and even cello, the latter unprecedented as far as we know. He even wrote a couple of suites for the practically obsolete lute, the historical progenitor of the idealized suite-for-listening, which still had a few devotees in Germany.


  Most of Bach’s keyboard suites are grouped in three sets, each containing six of them. The earliest is a set of six large suites with elaborate preludes and highly embellished sarabandes, probably composed in Weimar around 1715. They were published posthumously as “English Suites,” and have been called that ever since, although no one really knows why. The set published (also posthumously) as “French Suites” are close to the Froberger model. The four dances standardized by Froberger provide the core, with a smaller group of faster and lighter “modern” dances interpolated between the sarabande and the gigue. Of the six French Suites, five are found in one of the music books of Anna Magdalena Bach, the composer’s second wife. They were probably composed for the private enjoyment of Bach’s family and the instruction of his children.


  The final group of six, though written at Cöthen, were assembled, engraved, and published by Bach himself at Leipzig in 1731, as the first volume of an omnibus keyboard collection unassumingly titled Clavier-Übung (“Keyboard practice”). Bach borrowed the name from his predecessor as Leipzig cantor, Johann Kuhnau, who published a set of keyboard suites under that title in 1689. Bach also followed Kuhnau in calling the suites contained therein by the old-fashioned (and somewhat misleading) title “partitas.” When we last encountered it (chapter 2), the word “partita” referred to a set of variations, in Lutheran countries often based on chorale melodies. Bach’s fame has firmly implanted his unusual usage in the common vocabulary of music. When musicians use the word “partita” now, it almost always means a dance suite.


  A CLOSE-UP


  The nucleus of Bach’s fifth French Suite, in G major, consists of the Frobergerian core of allemande, courante, sarabande, and gigue, augmented by a trio of slighter dances (a gavotte, a bourée, and a loure) interpolated before the gigue. Bach himself used the term Galanterien (from the French galanteries) on the title page of the Clavier-Übung to classify these interpolated dances and distinguish them from the core, describing his suites (or partitas) as consisting of “Präludien, Allemanden, Couranten, Sarabanden, Giguen, Menuetten, und anderen Galanterien.” Note that the obligatory or core dances are listed (after the preludes) in order, while the variable category of “minuets and other galanteries” is mentioned casually, out of order, as if an afterthought. This contrast in manner is very telling.


  Even though the word galanterie can be translated as a “trifle,” it denotes a very important esthetic category. It is derived from what the French called the style galant, which stemmed in turn from the old French verb galer, which meant “to amuse” in a tasteful, courtly sort of way, with refined wit, elegant manners, and easy grace. It was a quality of art—and life—far removed from the stern world of the traditional Lutheran church, and Bach never fully reconciled the difference between the sources that fed his creative stream.


  EX. 6-7A J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 5 in G major, Allemande
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  To put Bach’s allemande (Ex. 6-7a) alongside one written sixty or seventy years earlier by Froberger (Ex. 6-7b) is to marvel at the sheer persistence of the French courtly style in Germany. The old style brisé, in which the harpsichord aped the elegant strumming of a lute, informs both pieces equally, although Froberger learned it directly from the lutenists (one of his best known pieces being a tombeau, or “tombstone,” an especially grave allemande or pavane composed in memoriam, for the Parisian lutenist Blancrocher, a friend), while Bach would have learned it from Froberger, from Kuhnau, and from their followers.


  EX. 6-7B Johann Jakob Froberger, Suite in E minor, Allemande
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  The difference between the pieces is the usual difference between Bach and his predecessors or contemporaries. Although not much longer than Froberger’s (twenty-four measures as against twenty), Bach’s makes a far more distinctive and developed impression thanks to two characteristic features, one melodic and the other harmonic. The opening motive of Bach’s allemande, a three-beat ascent of a third (with pickups and a distinguishing trill), is treated thematically—that is, as a form-definer—in a way that was unknown to Froberger.


  While Froberger had at his disposal characteristic ways of articulating the melodic shape of his composition—for example, the three-note pickup that begins each half—Bach uses the opening motive to lend the two halves of his allemande a sense of thematic parallelism, echoing on the melodic plane the overall symmetry of design that is chiefly articulated by the harmony. Coordination of the harmonic and melodic spheres is additionally confirmed by the use of the opening motive, replete with defining trill, to point the cadences in m. 4 (which establishes the tonic) and in m. 5 (which launches the movement to the dominant). For an even more dramatic illustration of how conscious and deliberate Bach’s motivic writing could be, compare a passage from one of his concertos (for two harpsichords in C major, probably composed later in Leipzig), in which the same opening figure from the allemande is dramatically proclaimed as a “headmotive” that introduces the main ritornello and is also developed antiphonally as an episode (Ex. 6-7c and d).


  As to harmony, both allemandes follow the same there-and-back pendular motion between tonic and dominant that defines the “binary” form of a dance, but Bach’s ranges wider and is at the same time more sharply focused. Each half of Froberger’s dance follows a single motion between harmonic centers with no major stops along the way. Each half of Bach’s, by contrast, is divided into two distinct phrases, keenly marked by cadences. The first phrase, mm. 1–4, begins and ends with the tonic, thus reinforcing it by closure. The balancing phrase, mm. 5–12, establishes the dominant as cadential goal. (Actually, the dominant is reached at m. 8, so that the phrase has two equal components, one that “moves” and the other that “re-arrives” after some interesting chromatic digressions.)


  EX. 6-7C J. S. Bach, Concerto in C for Two Harpsichords, BWV 1061, I, mm. 1–4
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  EX. 6-7D J. S. Bach, Concerto in C for Two Harpsichords, BWV 1061, I, mm. 28–32
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  The second half of Bach’s allemande is divided more equally than the first. Its first phrase, mm. 13–18, moves from the dominant not straight back to the tonic but to a “secondary function” (that is, a chord with opposite quality from the tonic), in this case E minor, the submediant. The concluding phrase finally zeroes back on the tonic, harking back to the “interesting chromatic digressions” from the first half to signal its impending arrival.


  That shape will henceforth serve as paradigm for a fully “tonal” binary form. The new elements include the care with which the tonic is established (almost the way a ritornello might establish it in a concerto movement), and the compensating feint in the direction of some “far out point” (henceforth FOP) in the second half of the piece to redirect the harmonic motion home with renewed force. Once again Bach is out in front of his contemporaries in harnessing the power of tonality to steer the course of a composition through a sort of journey, and to take the measure of its distance, at all points, from “home.”


  The other movements in the French Suite all confirm this basic pattern of harmonic motion, in which the simple “binary” there-and-back is amplified and extended by means of an initial closure on the tonic to emphasize departure, and an excursion to a FOP on the way back, thus: Here-there-FOP-back. In the Italian-style courante or corrente (Ex. 6-8a), the cadential points are distributed with perfect regularity, as follows: m. 8 (I), m. 16 (V), m. 24 (vi), m. 32 (I). Compare the tonally much more elusive French-style courante from the third French Suite in B minor (Ex. 6-8b), in which the cadence points are quite unpredictably and asymmetrically distributed among its 28 spacious measures: m. 5 (i), m. 12 (V), m. 19 (iv), m. 28 (i).


  Note, too, how every precadential measure in Ex. 6-8b (i.e., mm. 4, 11, 18, and 27) foreshadows the cadence by speeding up the harmonic rhythm (that is, the rate of harmony-change) and by regrouping the measure’s six quarter notes by pairs rather than by threes, producing a so-called “hemiola” pattern of three beats in the normal time of two. (The precadential bars are not the only ones that are felt in “[image: Image]” rather than “[image: Image]”: the surest signal for hemiola grouping is the presence of a dotted quarter note, usually trilled, on the fifth beat.) By comparison with the stately old-style French courante (the only kind Froberger knew), the Italianate type—by virtue of its rhythmic evenness, its regular cadences, and its uncomplicated, predominantly two-voiced texture—is practically a galanterie.


  EX. 6-8A J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 5 in G major, Courante
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  EX. 6-8B J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 3 in B minor, Courante
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  In the sarabande (Ex. 6-9), the cadence points again evenly divide the first half. In contrast, the second half is elaborately subdivided into sections cadencing on two FOPs (ii in m. 20 and vi in m. 24), and the trip back to the tonic is subarticulated with stops on the subdominant (m. 28) and the dominant (m. 36) before finally touching down at the end (m. 40). The result is a colorfully lengthened, but also strengthened, harmonic structure.


  EX. 6-9 J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 5 in G major, Sarabande
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  While of course slighter, the galanteries (Ex. 6-10a-c) observe similar tonal proportions. The gavotte (Ex. 6-10a), a buoyant dance with beats on the half note and a characteristic two-quarter pickup, has cadences on mm. 4 (I), 8 (V), 16 (vi), and 24 (I). Notice that the tendency to expand the second half, already apparent in the sarabande, is maintained here as well by doubling the phrase lengths, though without the addition of any supplementary cadence points. The bourrée (Ex. 6-10b), a rambunctious stylized peasant dance in two quick beats per bar, has its cadences more irregularly placed: mm. 4 (I), 10 (V), 18 (vi), 30 (I). That irregularity is part of its galant or witty charm: each phrase is longer than the last, and the listener is kept guessing how much longer.


  The loure (Ex. 6-10c), one of the rarer dances, might be described as a heavy (lourd) or rustic gigue in doubled note values. (In the sixteenth century the word loure was used for a certain kind of bagpipe, but whether that is the source of the dance’s name is unclear.) Its meter and note values resemble those of the “true” French courante (as in Ex. 6-8b), but its rhythms—particularly the pattern [image: Image] already familiar from the Scarlattian siciliano—are giguelike. Altogether unlike those of the courante in Ex. 6-8b, the cadences of Bach’s loure are distributed with perfect regularity (mm. 4, 8, 12, 16). The supertonic (ii), somewhat unusually, is used in place of the submediant (vi) as FOP.


  EX. 6-10A J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 5 in G major, Gavotte
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  EX. 6-10B J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 5 in G major, Bourée
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  EX. 6-10C J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 5 in G major, Loure
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  Finally, the gigue (Ex. 6-11): with its 56-bar length (distributed 24 + 32) and its fugal expositions in three real parts, it is the most elaborate dance of all. Tracking cadences here is complicated by the behavior of the fugal writing, which has its own pendular rhythm. The first fugal exposition makes its final tonic cadence on the third beat of m. 9, and the dominant is reached by the third beat of m. 14, when the bass enters with the subject. Final confirmation of arrival on V comes, after a lengthy episode, in m. 24. The second half begins, just as Bach’s gigue after Reincken (Ex. 6-1b) had begun, with an inversion. As befits a dance (if not a fugue), this inverted exposition ends, somewhat indefinitely, on a FOP (either vi in m. 37 or ii in m. 38). The bass then enters with the subject on the dominant of vi, to start steering the course through a slow circle of fifths toward home.


  “AGRÉMENS” AND “DOUBLES”


  To conclude this little study of the French Suite No. 5, two more comparisons are in order, one “internal,” and the other “external.” The internal distinction, of course, is that between the styles of the traditional “obligatory” dances and the galanteries. Putting the allemande next to the gavotte shows how radically they differ. The textural and harmonic richness of the allemande’s style brisé contrasts with the virtual homophony of the gavotte; the subtle spun-out phrases of the one with the square-cut strains of the other; the placid, equable rhythms of the former with the highly contrasted, vivacious rhythms of the latter.


  These musical (“technical”) differences are symptomatic of a fundamental difference in taste, one that would eventually mark the eighteenth century as a kind of esthetic battleground. With Bach, the galant, while certainly within his range, is nevertheless the exceptional style—the sauce rather than the meat. With most of his contemporaries, the balance had rather decisively shifted to the opposite.


  Here is where the external comparison comes in. Consider another gigue to set beside Bach’s: the one that opens the fourteenth ordre, or “set,” of harpsichord pieces (published in 1722) by Bach’s greatest keyboard-playing contemporary, François Couperin (1668–1733), royal organist and chief musicien de chambre to Louis XIV (Ex. 6-12). Couperin’s is a “set” rather than a suite because, following traditional French practice, the pieces in it, while related by key, are too numerous to be played or heard in one sitting and are not placed in performance order. One fashioned one’s own suite from such a set ad libitum.


  EX. 6-11 J. S. Bach, French Suite no. 5 in G major, Gigue
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  Couperin’s gigue (Ex. 6-12a) is not identified as such by title. It is, rather, identifiable by its rocking [image: Image] meter. That is the normal gigue meter; Bach’s [image: Image] is a diminution, betokening a faster tempo than usual. That tempo, since it is conventional, can be conveyed by the notation alone, without any ancillary explanation. And indeed, none of the dances in Bach’s suite carry any verbal indications as to their tempo. Such indications were not needed. The name of the dance, the meter, and the note values conveyed all the essential information.
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  FIG. 6-8 François Couperin (ex collection André Meyer).


  


  But the situation with Couperin’s gigue, one of his most famous pieces (and rightly so), is just the opposite. It is not called “gigue,” but Le Rossignol en amour, “The Nightingale in Love”! It is not really a dance at all, but a “character piece” or (to use Couperin’s own word) a sort of “portrait” in tones, cast in a conventional form inherited from dance music. The subject portrayed is ostensibly a bird, and the decorative surface of the music teems with embellishments that seem delightfully to imitate the bird’s singing. But since (according to the title) the bird in question is incongruously experiencing a human emotion, the musical imitation is simultaneously to be “read” as a metaphor—a portrait not just of the bird but of the emotion, too, in all its tenderness, its languorousness, its “sweet sorrow.”


  Since the conventional tempo of a gigue contradicts tenderness or languor, Couperin had to countermand it with a very detailed verbal indication, directing the performer to play “slowly, and very flexibly, although basically in time.” At the stipulated tempo there is room for a great wealth of embellishment, all indicated with little shorthand signs that Bach also used, and that are (mostly) still familiar to piano students today. The first sign in order of appearance, which Couperin called the pincée (a “pinched note”) and which we now call a mordant, is a rapid alternation of the written note with its lower neighbor on the scale. The second, which Couperin called tremblement (“trembling”) and we now call a short trill (or, sometimes, a shake), is a rapid and repeated alternation of the written note with its upper neighbor.


  Such conventionalized, localized ornaments, called “graces” in English at the time, and agrémens in French, were learned “orally”—by listening to one’s teacher and imitating, the way instrumental technique has always been (and will always be) imparted. There were tables of reference, of course, and many composers compiled them. Couperin’s (published as an insert to his first book of harpsichord pieces in 1713) is shown in Fig. 6-9. For an even more intense or less conventionalized expression, one resorted to specifically composed embellishments.


  EX. 6-12A François Couperin, Le Rossignol en amour (14th Ordre, no. 1), beginning


  


  Lentement, et tres tendrement, quoy measuré
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  That is what Couperin does in his coda or petite reprise, where he notes that the speed of the written-out trill is to be “increased by imperceptible degrees” for an especially spontaneous (or especially ornithological) burst of feeling. And then he follows the whole piece with a “fancy version” or double (Ex. 6-12b), in which the surface becomes a real welter of notes, and where it becomes the supreme mark of skillful performance to keep the lineaments of the original melody in the foreground. (Perhaps that is why Couperin recommends in a footnote that the piece be played as a flute solo, for the flutist can use flexible dynamic shading and a true legato, while a harpsichordist must “fake” both.) Agrémens are still used plentifully in a double, but they are supplemented with turns and runs that have no conventional shorthand notation. Bach’s most notable doubles are those he wrote for the sarabandes in his “English” suites (although he called them, a little incorrectly, “agrémens”).
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  FIG. 6-9 “Explication des Agremens, et des Signes,” from Couperin’s first book of Pièces de clavecin (Paris, 1713).


  


  Miniatures that display the kind of exquisitely embellished, decorative veneer Couperin knew so well how to apply are often called rococo, a kind of “portmanteau word” formed by folding together two French words: rocaille and coquille, the “rock-” or “grotto-work” and “shell-work” featured in expensively textured architectural surfaces of the period. Were the decorative surface stripped away from Couperin’s pièce, the simplest of shapes would remain: cadences come every four bars (the last one delayed by two bars of “plaintive iterations”), describing a bare-bones tonal trajectory of I–V/V–I. Nor is the emotion expressed one of great vehemence or intensity. Rococo art expressed the same sort of aristocratic, “public” sentiments (including the sort of amorous or melancholy sentiments that can be aired in polite society) that we have already identified as galant. The strong pathos of Bach’s B-minor fugue (Ex. 6-3b) would have been as out of place in such company as it would be in the music of Couperin.


  There was a place for such emotion, of course, and for a style of embellishment that expressed it, in the Italian art associated with the opera; and although Bach wrote no operas, he was well acquainted with the music of his Italian contemporaries and much affected by it. By Bach’s time a great deal of Italian instrumental music aspired to an “operatic” intensity of expression; recall some of the “frightening” work of Corelli and Vivaldi from the previous chapter. And there was a concomitant style of instrumental embellishment, allied to, and perhaps in part derived from, the fioritura of the castrati and the other virtuosi of the Italian opera stage.


  EX. 6-12B François Couperin, Le Rossignol en amour (14th Ordre, no. 1), “Double de Rossignol”
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  Italianate ornamentation was “free,” or so the story went. In fact it was governed by just as many rules or conventions as the French, but it was applied with a much broader brush—not to single “graced” notes, but to the intervals between notes, even to whole phrases. In effect it meant making up your own “double” on the spot. Such a deed required real composing skills—a ready “ear” for harmony and counterpoint at the least—and was therefore far more a creative act than French ornamentation. But of course the extent to which a fully embellished Italian instrumental solo was really a spontaneous invention, rather than a studied and memorized exercise, must have varied greatly from performer to performer, just as it did in the opera house.


  Even more than the French, Italian ornamentation was a practice that had to be learned by listening and emulating. Such written guides as there are consist not of tables or rules but of models for imitation. The most widely distributed and influential publication of this type was an edition of Corelli’s solo sonatas issued in 1716 (two years after the composer’s death) by the Amsterdam printer Estienne Roger, in which all the slow movements were fitted out with an alternate line showing “les agrémens des Adagio de cet ouvrage, composés par M. Corelli, comme il les joue”: “the embellishments to the Adagios, composed by Mr. Corelli, just the way he plays them” (see Ex. 6-13).


  The claim may be doubted. There was no guarantee in those piratical days that any composer had actually written what was published under his name, and it is downright implausible to think that Corelli needed to write such things out for himself. Nevertheless, even if these are not “Corelli’s graces” (as an English publisher who had pirated them from Roger called them), they fairly represented the going style, as attested by many other publications, manuscripts, and compositions in the Italianate manner.


  Among the most telling such corroborating documents is the slow movement—marked “Andante,” but in style a true Adagio—from Bach’s Concerto nach italiänischem Gusto (“Concerto after the Italian Taste”), probably written at Cöthen but published in the second volume of his Clavier- Übung, issued in Leipzig in 1735 (Ex. 6-14). This bracing composition, usually called the “Italian Concerto” in English, is a tour de force for composer and performer alike. The compositional feat is the transfer to a single keyboard instrument of the whole complex Italian concertato style, with its interplay of solo and tutti. A single keyboard instrument, that is, but not a single keyboard: large harpsichords, like pipe organs, had double keyboards that controlled different sets (or “ranks”) of strings. By engaging a device called a coupler that made both keyboards respond to a single touch, Bach could achieve a solo/tutti contrast between keyboards. And so he did in the rollicking outer movements, cast in ritornello style.


  In the slow middle movement, Bach reverted to the older ground bass format, over which he cast a lyrical (“cantabile”) line for a metaphorical Corelli who pulls out all the stops in embellishing a hypothetical “original” tune (suggested in an alternate staff at the beginning of the music as given in Ex. 6-14). Note that Bach throws in a few “French” ornaments as well, especially on entering pitches and melodic high points. These do not so much represent a mixture of styles (though as a German, Bach would not have balked at such a mixture) as they do a means of achieving the equivalent of a dynamic accent, unavailable on the harpsichord. (Indeed, when transferring cantabile lines from the harpsichord to other instruments, as in Le Rossignol en amour, even Couperin suggests leaving out some of the signed graces, suggesting that French ornaments may actually have originated as a way of compensating for the physical limitations of the instrument.)


  Bach’s invigorating keyboard arrangement, so to speak, of an imaginary Italian violin concerto was preceded by many keyboard arrangements of actual concertos. While at Weimar, Bach arranged some nineteen Italian concertos (five for organ, the rest for harpsichord), including several that we looked at in the previous chapter, like Vivaldi’s for four violins and Marcello’s for oboe. Making these arrangements is undoubtedly how Bach gained his mastery not only of the trappings of the Italian style but of the driving Italianate harmonic practices that he took so much further than his models, marking him as not just an imitator but a potent and very idiosyncratic emulator.


  EX. 6-13 Arcangelo Corelli, Sonata in D major, Op. 5, no. 1
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  STYLISTIC HYBRIDS


  By the time he reached creative maturity, Bach had thus assimilated and encompassed all the national idioms of his day. Indeed, like all Germans he made a specialty of commingling them; but his amalgamations were singular, even eccentric. They disclosed what even today can seem an unrivaled creative imagination, but one that was uniquely complicated, inexhaustibly crafty, even (while always technically assured and unfailingly alluring) at times incomprehensible and disturbing.


  EX. 6-14 J. S. Bach, slow movement from the “Italian Concerto” with the Incipit of a hypothetical “original”
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  A relatively mild and sensuously ingratiating example of Bach’s stylistic complexity is the opening movement of his third orchestral suite or ouverture. It was possibly composed at Cöthen, but Bach revised it in Leipzig for performance by the Collegium Musicum, a society of professional instrumentalists and students (founded by Telemann in 1702) that gave weekly afternoon concerts at a popular local “coffee garden.” Bach became its director in 1729.


  In its general outline, the movement follows the plan of a “French overture,” such as we encountered in chapter 3 in the work of Lully and Rameau, although Bach’s is far lengthier and more elaborate than any functional theatrical overture. The use of this format was standard operating procedure for German orchestral suites and the reason why they were called “ouvertures” to begin with. A regal march in binary form, full of pompous dotted rhythms, frames an energetic fugue. The march (Ex. 6-15a) sounds more regal than ever owing to the size and makeup of the orchestra, which in addition to the standard complement of strings includes a pair of oboes to reinforce the violin parts, and a blaring contingent of three trumpets—the first of them in the sky-high clarino register that only specialists could negotiate—plus timpani.


  EX. 6-15A J. S. Bach, Ouverture (Orchestral Suite) no. 3, I, beginning
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  The use of this brass and percussion unit is the first level of stylistic admixture here, for the virtuoso brass ensemble was a fixture of German municipal musicmaking. Such players, known as Stadtpfeiferei (“town pipers”), had been employed by free German towns as combined watchmen and signal corps as long as there had been free towns—that is, since the fourteenth century—and by the eighteenth century they formed a venerable guild or trades hierarchy of highly skilled musicians, to which admission was severely restricted. Their civic duties included performance at all official celebrations and ceremonial observances, and also regular morning and evening concerts (called Turmmusik or “tower music” because they were played from the tower of the Rathaus, the town council hall) that signaled the beginning and end of the public day.


  Along with Nuremberg to the south, Leipzig was one of the greatest centers for municipal music. The most illustrious Stadtpfeifer in history, to judge by his contemporary reputation and his written legacy, was a Silesian named Johann Pezel (or Petzoldt, 1639–94), who worked in Leipzig from 1664 until 1681 (even at one point aspiring to the position of town cantor) and published five books containing tower and occasional music of all kinds. But if Pezel was the greatest of his line, surely the runner-up was the long-lived Gottfried Reiche (1667–1734), a renowned trumpeter whose period of service in Leipzig overlapped with Bach’s. Although Reiche was nearing sixty by the time Bach came to Leipzig, he was a uniquely qualified clarino specialist, and Bach wrote many of his most brilliant first trumpet parts for him, including the one in the third orchestral suite.


  Thus far we have a French courtly overture played by a band that included German town musicians. But stylistic mixture does not stop there. In the fugal middle section of the overture (Ex. 6-15b), the expositions are played by the full orchestra, the Stadtpfeifers capping them off with a blast at cadences. The episodes, however, are scored for a virtuoso solo violinist backed up with a string ripieno—an Italian concerto ensemble! And the fugue indeed behaves like a concerto if we regard the expositions, which after all always have the same thematic content, as ritornellos. So the panorama is complete: specifically French, Italian, and German elements have fused into a unique configuration that at the same time uncovers unsuspected affinities between forms and genres of diverse parentage and customary function.


  FIG. 6-10 Gottfried Reiche, the Leipzig clarino trumpeter. Portrait by E. G. Haussmann, 1727.
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  Indeed, it can seem as though Bach’s special talent—or special mission—was to uncover the hidden affinities that united the ostensibly diverse. Or to put it another way, by creating his unique and unsuspected joinings of what were normally separate entities, Bach knew how to make the familiar newly strange. As a selfconscious artistic tendency, such an aim is usually thought to be quintessentially “modern”; it sits oddly with Bach’s reputation (in his own day as well as ours) as an old-fashioned composer. And yet his way of uniting within himself both the superannuated and the unheard-of was perhaps Bach’s crowning “synthetic” achievement.


  EX. 6-15B J. S. Bach, Ouverture (Orchestral Suite) no. 3, I, end of fugal exposition and beginning of episode
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  THE “BRANDENBURG” CONCERTOS


  These ideas apply with particular conviction to Bach’s most familiar body of instrumental music and can serve to “defamiliarize” it interestingly, perhaps illuminatingly. In 1721, while serving at Cöthen, Bach gathered up six instrumental concertos that he had composed over the last decade or so, wrote them out in a new “fair copy” or presentation manuscript, and sent them off with a suitably obsequious calligraphic dedication page, elegantly composed in French (the German court language), to Christian Ludwig, the Margrave of Brandenburg (Fig. 6-11), hoping for an appointment to the latter’s court in Berlin. (Several of Bach’s best known compositions, in fact, were written or assembled in connection with job-or title-hunting, often unsuccessful; they include his “B-minor Mass,” about which more in the next chapter.)


  The rest of the story is well known: the Margrave never acknowledged receipt of the manuscript and seems never to have had the concertos performed. Their fame dates from the acquisition of the calligraphic manuscript by the royal library in Berlin and their subsequent publication as a set. To the Margrave they must have seemed bizarre, and they were most likely quite unsuited to the resources of his court, for in their scoring they all differ radically from one another, and not one of them uses a standard orchestral complement. Their fame, plus the sheer fact that “The Brandenburg Concertos” have so long been standard repertory works, has hidden their strangeness behind a cloak of canonical familiarity. (So has the esthetic attitude that in the nineteenth century gave rise to the very idea of a standard repertory, which paradoxically regarded uniqueness as a “standard” feature of masterworks worthy of inclusion.) Perhaps the most absorbing exercise of the historical imagination, where Bach’s music is concerned, is the recovery of that hidden strangeness.


  Merely to list the ensembles the concertos call for is to make a start toward grasping their eccentricity. The first concerto, in F major, has for its concertino or solo group a weirdly assorted combination of two horns, three oboes, a bassoon, and a violino piccolo (a smaller, higher-pitched type of violin, then rare, now altogether obsolete). The movements are an equally weird assortment, mixing ritornello movements and courtly dances. The second concerto, also in F major, uses four soloists, their instruments starkly contrasting in their means of tone production and strength of voice: in order of appearance they are violin, oboe, recorder (end-blown whistle flute), and clarino trumpet. Balancing the recorder’s whisper with the trumpet’s blast must have been as daunting a prospect then as it is now. The third concerto, in G major, has no concertino at all; it is scored for a unique ripieno ensemble comprising nine string soloists: three violins, three violas, and three cellos, plus a continuo of bass and harpsichord. The fourth, also in G major, uses a violin and two unusual recorders pitched on G (designated flûtes d’echo in the score).
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  FIG. 6-11 Bach’s calligraphic dedication of the Brandenburg Concertos.


  


  The last two concertos are the most bizarrely scored of all. The fifth, in D major, has for its concertino a violin, a transverse flute (the wooden ancestor of the modern metal flute), and—of all things!—a harpsichord in a fully written-out, soloistic (rather than continuo) capacity. This is apparently the earliest of all solo keyboard concertos. To us it seems the beginning of a long line, but no one could have foreseen that when Bach had the idea. The sixth concerto, in B-flat major, finally does away with the otherwise ubiquitous solo violin. Indeed, it banishes the violin from the orchestra altogether—something for which there seems to be no precedent in the prior (or for that matter, the subsequent) history of the concerto, which is so intimately bound up with the history of the violin.


  Instead, the sixth concerto promotes two violas, normally the least conspicuous members of the ripieno, to soloist position, and dragoons a pair of viols (viole da gamba), not normally a part of the orchestra at all but soft-toned chamber music instruments, to fill the gap left in the middle of the texture by the “elevation” of the violas. Like the third concerto, the sixth minimizes the distinction between solo and ripieno; the concerto requires only seven instruments for performance—the two violas, the two gambas, and a continuo of cello, bass, and harpsichord.


  Were these bizarrely fanciful and colorful scorings the product of sheer caprice, meant as “ear candy” and nothing more? Were they the product of immediate need or personal convenience? (Bach’s patron at Cöthen played the gamba; Bach himself, of course, was a matchless keyboard virtuoso.) Or were they somehow meaningful, in a way that more normally scored or “abstract” instrumental music was not? These are questions to which answers can only be speculative. Such questions, to the historian, are in one sense the most frustrating kind, but in another sense the most fascinating.


  To answer them, it is necessary to ask other questions. Was the standard concerto scoring, or the standard makeup of an orchestra, really “abstract” and nonsignificant? Or did it, too, mean something? If so, what did its alteration or negation mean? And even more basically, to whom did it mean whatever it meant?


  Recent research on the history of the orchestra shows that, from the very beginning, the orchestra—the most complex of all musical ensembles—was often explicitly (and even more often, it would probably follow, tacitly) regarded as a social microcosm, a compact mirror of society. The orchestra, like society itself, was assumed to be an inherently hierarchical entity. This assumption was already implicitly invoked a few paragraphs back when the violas were casually described as the “least conspicuous members of the ripieno.” Their inconspicuousness was the result of the kind of music they played: harmonic filler, for the most part, having neither any substantial tunes to contribute nor the harmonically defining function of the bass to fulfill. Musically, their role could fairly be described as being, while necessary, distinctly less important than those of their fellow players above (the violins) and below (the continuo instruments). Even today, the violas (and the “second violins”) in an orchestra—the “inner parts”—are proverbially subordinate players, by implication social inferiors. Our everyday language bears this out whenever we speak of “playing second fiddle” to someone else.


  And if “second fiddle” implies inferiority, then “first fiddle” tacitly implies a superior condition. In Bach’s day, before there were baton conductors, the first violinist was in fact the orchestra leader. (Even today, when the leadership role has long since passed to the silent dictator with the stick, the first violinist is still called the “concertmaster.”) So when Bach banishes the violins from the ensemble, as he does in the sixth concerto, and puts the violas in their place, it is hard to avoid the impression that a social norm—that of hierarchy—has been upended.


  Or consider the fifth concerto, which begins (Ex. 6-16a) with a fiery tutti played by every instrument in the ensemble except the flute. For one actually watching the performance as well as listening to it—a point that may require some underscoring in an age when our primary relationship to musical sound may be to its recorded and therefore disembodied variety—the clear implication is that the flute is to be the protagonist, and that the rest of the instruments belong to the ripieno. So the fact that the violin and the obbligato harpsichord continue to play after the first tutti cadence is already a surprise.


  At first it is not entirely clear that the harpsichord part in the solo episodes is a full social equal to the flute and the violin; continuo players often improvised elaborate righthand parts in chamber music, and Bach himself was known to be especially adept at doing so. The triplets in measure 10, unprecedented in the opening tutti but later much developed by the other soloists, can be read in retrospect as the first clue that the harpsichord is to be no mere accompanist. The triplets, like the slurred pairs of eighth notes in the second solo episode (already identified in the B-minor fugue from the WTC as “sighs”), are unmistakable emblems of what Bach would have called the affettuoso (tender) style. (They were conspicuous in the castrato music sampled in chapter 4.) In their contrast with the agitated repeated sixteenth notes of the ritornello, recalling the dramatic concitato style that goes all the way back to Monteverdi, the triplets and slurs are a signal to us that the dulcet solos and the spirited tuttis are going to be somewhat at odds in this concerto, and that the “scenario” of the piece will involve their reconciliation—or else their failure to achieve reconciliation.


  It is the harpsichord that impedes reconciliation. By the time the first “remote” modulation gets made (to B minor), the harpsichord has already made it clear that it will not be content with its usual service role. Indeed, it is determined to dominate the show. In m. 47 it actually abandons the bass line (leaving it contemptuously to the viola and ripieno violin) and launches into a toccata-like riff in thirty-second notes that lasts for only three measures (Ex. 6-16b), but that succeeds in knocking things for a loop—a condition symbolized first by the failure of an attempted tutti in the tonic to achieve its cadence, and then by the long dreamlike tutti that marks the movement’s FOP in the very unusual mediant key of F[image: Image] minor (iii).


  EX. 6-16A J. S. Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, I, opening
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  In this long section (mm. 71–101) a new theme, related neither to the ritornello nor to the original soloist’s material, is traded off between the flute and violin soloists (Ex. 6-16c) while the harpsichord keeps up a relentless tramp of sixteenth notes. Eventually the other soloists’ stamina gives out and the music becomes entirely harmonic, a slow march around the circle of fifths in which nothing sounds but arpeggios at various levels of speed. At m. 95 the motion is further arrested (Ex. 6-16d), with the long-held dissonances in the flute and violin, trilled pianissimo, seeming to go out of time as if everyone were falling asleep—everyone, that is, except the harpsichord and its continuo cohort, the cello.
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  EX. 6-16B J. S. Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, I, mm. 47–51
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  At m. 101 everyone snaps out of their trance with a ritornello on the dominant that seems to be pointing the way toward home. The flute and violin conspire to direct the harmony tonicward with a sequential episode, and succeed in bringing about a small cadence on I that the harpsichord seems to abet with an entrance that apes its very first solo. The flute and violin join in with reminiscences of their first solos, and when the ripieno chimes in to cap things off with a full repetition of the opening ritornello—the normal ending for a movement like this—the piece seems about to end on the expected note of fully achieved concord.


  But it has all been a diabolical ruse, and the movement, which has already reached more or less average Vivaldian length, turns out to be only half over. On the third beat of m. 125 the end so agreeably promised is aborted by a classic deceptive cadence, engineered by the bass, which (in a manner that recalls the Toccata in F, explored in the previous chapter) assaults the tonic D with a fiercely dissonant and chromatic C-natural that forces the music out of its tonal bed, so to speak, and forces it to keep going at least long enough to repair the abruption. A new purchase on the same ritornello is thwarted again, once more by the bass, which feints to the third of the chord rather than the root, producing an inversion that cannot support a close.


  There will be no more attempts at closure for a long time, because the harpsichord, as if seizing its moment, launches once again into the toccata riff it had initiated some ninety or so measures earlier, and this time it proves to be truly irrepressible. The thirty-second notes keep up for fifteen measures, changing in figuration from scales to decorated slow arpeggios, to very wide and rapid arpeggios. With every new phase in the harpsichord’s antics comes a corresponding loss of energy in the other instruments (now clearly their former accompanist’s accompanists), until they simply drop out, leaving their obstreperous companion alone in play (Ex. 6-16e).


  What follows is something no eighteenth-century listener could ever have anticipated. It had no precedents of any kind in ensemble music—and (outside of a few outlandish violin concertos by latterday Italian virtuosi like Pietro Locatelli and Francesco Maria Veracini, who probably never heard of Bach) it would have no successors, either. The unimaginably lengthy passage for the cembalo solo senza stromenti, as Bach puts it (“the harpsichord alone without [the other] instruments”), is an absolutely unique event in the “High Baroque” concerto repertory.


  EX. 6-16C J. S. Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, I, mm. 71–74
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  EX. 6-16D J. S. Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, I, mm. 95–99
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  It is often called a cadenza, on a vague analogy to the kind of pyrotechnics that opera singers like Farinelli would indulge in before the final ritornello in an opera seria aria. And perhaps Bach’s listeners might eventually have made such a connection as the harpsichord’s phantasmagoria wore on and the remaining instruments sat silent for an unheard-of length of time. But the actual style of the solo is more in keeping with what Bach’s contemporaries would have called a capriccio—a willfully bizarre instrumental composition that made a show of departing from the usual norms of style. (Locatelli would actually call the extended—and optional—unaccompanied display passages in his violin concertos capriccii, and later collected them into a book of études in all the keys called L’Arte del violino; but even these were passages for the expected soloist, not a usurping wouldbe Farinelli from the continuo section!) Bach’s capriccio begins like a virtuoso reworking of the original soloist’s themes—the previously “dulcet” music now played with fiery abandon. Later there is a return to the relentless tread of sixteenth notes that had accompanied the F[image: Image]-minor episode described above. Finally, there is a mind-boggling explosion of toccata fireworks that lasts for over twenty measures before resuming the earlier thematic elaboration and bringing it at last to cadence. By the time it has run its course and allowed the tutti finally to repeat its opening ritornello one last time and bring the movement to a belated close, the harpsichord’s cadenza/cappriccio/toccata has lasted sixty-five measures, close to one-third the length of the entire movement, and completely distorted its shape.


  EX. 6-16E J. S. Bach, Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, I, mm. 151–59
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  “OBBLIGATO” WRITING AND/OR ARRANGING


  The remaining movements in the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto have nothing to compare with this disruption. By now the harpsichord has made its point, and its status as a full partner to the other soloists is something the listener will take for granted, so there is no need to insist on it. The middle movement, explicitly marked affettuoso, is actual chamber music, scored for the soloists alone. Although played by three instruments, it is really a quartet, since the left and right hands of the keyboard have differing roles. The left hand, as always, is the continuo part, sometimes joined in this function by the right hand (where figures are marked) to accompany the other soloists at the imitative beginnings of sections. Elsewhere, the right hand takes part on an equal footing with the flute and violin, sometimes participating in imitative textures along with them, at other times alternating with them in a kind of antiphony.


  This kind of obbligato harpsichord writing in chamber music is something one finds a great deal in Bach and in other German composers, too, especially Telemann. It may have been the conceptual origin of the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto, in which an obbligato-style chamber ensemble is turned into a concertino. Usually, in ensembles of this kind, the obbligato harpsichord is paired with one other instrument to make a sort of trio sonata in which the right hand at the keyboard is a “soloist” and the left hand the “accompanist.” Bach wrote three sonatas of this kind for flute and harpsichord, six for violin and harpsichord, and (at Cöthen, where his patron was an amateur of the instrument) three for viola da gamba and harpsichord.


  The first gamba and harpsichord sonata actually began life as a trio sonata for two flutes and basso continuo before Bach transcribed it for the more compact medium. This suggests that any trio sonata might be performed with a harpsichordist taking two of the parts. (Bach surely did this sort of thing often at Cöthen and later with his Collegium Musicum at Leipzig.) In other words, the use of the obbligato harpsichord, at least when it does not involve highly idiomatic toccata-like passagework, could be looked at as a performance practice rather than a hard-and-fast compositional genre. The second gamba sonata does have a toccata-like passage in the last movement, suggesting that it was originally written for the obbligato medium, not merely adapted to it. The third gamba sonata, in G minor, is especially odd and interesting: a very extended affair with a first movement cast like a concerto in ritornello form. This, too, is a type of sonata for which there are precedents in Germany and only in Germany, where it was called a Sonata auf Concertenart (“Sonata in concerto style”).


  The point is that performance genres and media were much more fluid in Bach’s day than they later became. For Bach, a piece did not necessarily have the kind of definitive form it later assumed with, say, Beethoven (and which, thanks largely to Beethoven, we now expect all pieces to have). A piece was always fair game for cannibalization in other pieces, for transplantation to other media, or seemingly arbitrary adaptation. The line between creating it and performing it was not as finely drawn as we might nowadays tend to assume. Thus it should not surprise us to learn that Bach arranged many violin concertos, including some otherwise lost ones by himself, to perform as harpsichord concertos with his Collegium Musicum, or that individual movements from the Brandenburg Concertos turn up in other works, even vocal ones.


  The final movement of the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto is an excellent example of “fused” genres. It seems to have a hard time deciding whether it is a fugue, a gigue, or a concerto. But of course it is all of those things at once. We have already seen how often the two sections of a gigue begin with little fugal expositions. In the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto, the exposition is extended into quite an elaborate affair—in four parts, two of them assigned to the harpsichord—that lasts 28 measures before the ripieno joins in to second it with another extended exposition of 50 measures’ length, the whole 78-bar complex in effect making up one huge ritornello.


  WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?


  Here, too, there is significant role reversal: in a way the soloists, who begin alone, and the ripieno, who follow, have exchanged functions. Once again a breach of traditional social hierarchies is suggested, albeit nothing on the scale of the colossal trespass or transgression committed by the harpsichord in the first movement, which one commentator has aptly compared to a hijacking.3 What do all these reversals, mixtures, and transgressions signify?


  For a long time they were thought to signify only the fertility of Bach’s composerly imagination. And yet (without wishing to slight that imagination in any way) interpreting them so may not do their strangeness justice. Historians have lately begun to wonder whether, given the frequency with which the orchestra was compared with a social organism and described in terms of social or military hierarchy, Bach’s musical transgressions might not resonate with ideas of social transgression.


  Two such hypotheses have attracted scholarly attention (and provided the grounds, it should be obvious, for a great deal of scholarly debate). One, put forth by Susan McClary in an article that appeared during Bach’s tricentennial year, 1985, straightforwardly compared the harpsichord’s behavior with political subversion. By suggesting “the possibility of social overthrow, and the violence implied by such overthrow,” McClary argued, Bach may have been weighing the pros and cons of “an ideology that wants to encourage freedom of expression while preserving social harmony.”4 Such a vision or fantasy did indeed preoccupy many social thinkers in the eighteenth century. Historians refer to the period during which this vision gained ground as the age of “Enlightenment,” an age of secularism and anti-aristocratic thinking during which the ideals of an economically empowered middle class were cast as “universal” progressive ideals. In McClary’s view, the harpsichord’s behavior was a kind of symbolic “storming of the Bastille” some seventy years before the French Revolution turned Enlightened fantasy into political reality.5 She suggested that the concerto as a whole symbolically enacted “the exhilaration as well as the risks of upward mobility, the simultaneous desire for and resistance of concession to social harmony.”


  Resistance to this hypothesis was swift and stout, fueled on the one hand by the absence of any corroborating evidence that Bach was interested in—or even knew about—the political theories of the Enlightenment, and on the other hand by an unwillingness to let the music alone provide the evidence. Yet once the idea had been broached that unusual musical behavior could be, and probably was, motivated by (or at least resonant with) ideas or circumstances that were abroad in the wider world, it became difficult to ignore the possibility without appearing to slight or disregard the unusualness of the music, and thereby diminish it.


  An alternative proposal was offered by Michael Marissen, a Bach scholar who sympathized with McClary’s general tendency to seek explanations for exceptional musical phenomena in the world of historical ideas, but who had misgivings about her ascription to Bach of social ideas that were so little shared among German Lutherans. Following Luther himself, Bach and his coreligionists entertained conservative social attitudes and placed great value on the stability of existing institutions—exactly what Bach’s harpsichordist (indeed, Bach himself, as the imagined protagonist of the part) seemed bent on destroying.


  And yet, as Marissen pointed out, Lutheran theologians, while supporting the necessity of social hierarchies on earth, have always reminded believers that there will be no social hierarchy in the world to come. Bach is known to have actively endorsed the notion that accepted musical hierarchies also represent “the God-ordained order of things in this world.”6 And therefore, Marissen suggests, if Bach appears to violate or transgress those musical hierarchies, the aim “is not to show that Bach advocated or foresaw revolutionary action against contemporary social hierarchies but rather to suggest that he may be telling or reminding his listeners of the significant Lutheran viewpoint that such figurations have only to do with the present world and therefore are without ultimate significance.” If this view is accepted, then an apparent contradiction in McClary’s argument would seem to have been resolved, while leaving the social commentary in place. And yet to accept this view of the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto may require of us an even greater tour de force of historical imagination, leading to an even greater sense of Bach’s strangeness. McClary’s reading of the concerto, even if it is anachronistic or foreign to Bach himself, nevertheless resonates strongly with the beliefs and values of many listeners today, especially in the United States of America, a country founded on the Enlightenment principles that occupy the foreground of McClary’s discussion (a discussion that perhaps could only have been authored by a twentiethcentury American).


  Marissen’s reading, while it attributes to Bach himself no foreign or anachronistic belief, is fundamentally foreign to the beliefs and values of Bach’s likely listeners today and to the “use” that we are likely to make of the music. It asks us to believe that a set of instrumental concertos, composed in one secular environment (the domestic musical establishment of a German prince) and destined to be consumed in another (today’s public concerts and recording industry), nevertheless expresses in its essence a fundamentally religious outlook on the world. By implication it requires us to be prepared to regard all of Bach’s secular music as possibly containing a hidden religious advisory.


  Of course (as Marissen reminds us), Bach wrote for a very different audience from the one that he willy-nilly addresses today, and a much smaller one. That audience might well have been primed to receive messages we no longer look for in such music. And the enthusiastic embrace today’s audience has given Bach’s music is surely enough to show that appreciating its religious message is by no means a requirement for enjoying it. And yet there may be ways in which the idea that Bach was an essentially religious composer even in his secular instrumental works might nevertheless enhance modern understanding and enjoyment of his music, even by listeners who will never set foot in a Lutheran church or set much store by the religious message Bach’s works might embody.


  To test the notion, we will return in the next chapter to Handel, of all Bach’s German contemporaries perhaps the most secular in inspiration and expression, and give his work a look of comparable closeness. That work will chiefly be vocal, since Handel’s chief contribution was to vocal genres. But then so was Bach’s, although the place of his instrumental music in the standard repertory has somewhat occluded and belied that important fact. And so after revisiting Handel, we will return once more to Bach and to the vocal music that reveals him as an explicitly, not merely an implicitly, religious composer.


  


  CHAPTER 7

  Class of 1685 (II)


  HANDEL’S OPERAS AND ORATORIOS; BACH’S CANTATAS AND PASSIONS; DOMENICO SCARLATTI


  HANDEL ON THE STRAND


  The paradox is that Handel, the worldly spirit, is most characteristically represented in today’s repertory by his vocal music on sacred subjects, while Bach, the quintessential religious spirit, is largely represented by secular instrumental works. And yet it may be less a paradox than a testimonial to the thoroughly secular, theatrical atmosphere in which all music is now patronized and consumed, and the essentially secular, theatrical spirit that informs even Handel’s ostensibly sacred work—a spirit that modern audiences instinctively recognize and easily respond to. The modern audience, in short, recognizes and claims its own from both composers; and in this the modern audience behaves the way audiences have always behaved. Nor is it in any way surprising: Handel, not Bach, was present at the creation of “the modern audience.” Indeed, he helped create it.


  Not that Handel’s secular instrumental output was by any means inconsiderable or obscure. We have already had a look at one of his two dozen concerti grossi, works that (simply because they were published) were far better known in their day than the Brandenburg Concertos or any other instrumental ensemble works of Bach (see Exx. 5-13 and 14). Handel also composed a number of solo organ concertos for himself to perform between the acts of his oratorios. In their origins they were thus theatrical works, but two books of them were published (one of them as a posthumous tribute) and became every organist’s property.


  In addition, more than three dozen solo and trio sonatas by Handel survive, of which many also circulated widely in print during his lifetime. Except for a single trio sonata and some instrumental canons in a miscellaneous collection called The Musical Offering, and a single church cantata published by a municipal council to commemorate a civic occasion, the only works of Bach that were published during his lifetime were the keyboard compositions that he published himself.
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  FIG. 7-1A Portrait by Christoph Platzer, ca. 1710, believed to be the twenty-five-year-old Handel, who was then completing his Italian apprenticeship.
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  FIG. 7-1B Full-length statue of Handel by Louis François Roubillac (1705–1762).


  


  Handel’s largest instrumental compositions, like Bach’s, were orchestral suites. And as befits the history of the genre, Handel’s orchestral suites were among the relatively few compositions of his that arose directly out of his employment by the Hanoverian kings of England. One was a kind of super-suite, an enormous medley of instrumental pieces of every description (but mostly dances) composed for performance on a barge that kept abreast of George I’s pleasure boat during a royal outing on the River Thames on 17 July 1717, later published as “Handel’s Celebrated Water Musick.” A whole day’s musical entertainment, it furnished enough pieces for three separate sequences (suites in F, D, and G) as arranged by the publisher.


  Handel’s other big orchestral suite was composed for an enormous wind band (twenty-four oboes, twelve bassoons, nine trumpets, nine horns, and timpani, to which strings parts were added on publication) and performed on 27 April 1749 as part of the festivities surrounding the Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle that ended the War of the Austrian Succession. This was a great diplomatic triumph for George II, who had personally led his troops in battle (the last time any British monarch has done so) and won important trade and colonial concessions from the other European powers, including a monopoly on the shipping of slaves from Africa to Spanish America. Handel’s suite was published as “The Musick for the Royal Fireworks.” In arrangements for modern symphony orchestra by the English conductor Sir Hamilton Harty, these suites of Handel’s were for a while staples of the concert repertoire—especially in England, where they served as a reminder of imperial glory. They are the only Handelian instrumental compositions ever to have gained modern repertory status comparable to that enjoyed by the “Brandenburgs,” and they lost it when England lost her empire. Handel’s instrumental music was always a sideline, and so it remains for audiences today, even though modern audiences value instrumental music far more highly than did the audience of Handel’s time and are much more likely to regard instrumental works as a composer’s primary legacy.


  For Handel was first and last a composer for the theater, the one domain where Bach never set foot. His main medium was the opera seria, the form surveyed in chapter 4. There we had a close look at the genre as such. Here we can concentrate on Handel’s particular style as a theatrical composer. For our present purpose it will suffice to boil his entire quarter-century’s production for the King’s Theatre on the London Strand down to a single consummate example. Such an example will of course have to be a virtuoso aria giving vent to an overpowering emotional seizure; for an opera seria role, as we know, was the sum of the attitudes struck in reaction to the complicated but conventionalized unfolding of a moralizing plot in a language that was often neither the composer’s nor the audience’s. The great opera composer was the one who could give the cut-and-dried, obligatory attitudes a freshly vivid embodiment, and who could convey it essentially without words.


  Nothing could serve our purpose better than an aria from Rodelinda, one of Handel’s most successful operas, first performed at the King’s Theatre on 13 February 1725, right in the brilliant middle of Handel’s operatic career, and revived many times thereafter. The libretto was an adaptation—by one of Handel’s chief literary collaborators, Nicola Francesco Haym, an expatriate Italian Jew who also acted as theater manager, stage director, and continuo cellist—of an earlier opera libretto, produced in Florence, that was based on a play by the French tragedian Pierre Corneille that was based on an episode from a seventh-century chronicle of Lombard (north Italian) history.


  The title character is the wife of Bertrarido, the heir to the throne of Lombardy, who has been displaced and forced into exile by a usurper, Grimoaldo, the Duke of Benevento, who has succeeded in his plan with the treasonable aid of Garibaldo, the Duke of Turin, a former ally of Bertrarido. The moral and emotional center of the plot is the steadfastness of Rodelinda’s love for Bertrarido and his for her, enabling both their reunion and Bertrarido’s restoration to his rightful throne.
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  FIG. 7-2 Caricature of the alto castrato Senesino, the natural soprano Francesca Cuzzoni, and the alto castrato Gaetano Berenstadt in a performance of Handel’s opera Flavio at the King’s Theater, London, in 1723.


  


  The aria on which we focus, Bertrarido’s “Vivi, tiranno!” (Ex. 7-1), was actually added to the opera for its first revival, in December 1725, so as to give the noble Bertrarido a more heroic aspect and also to favor the famous alto castrato Senesino with a proper vehicle for displaying his transcendent vocal artistry. It is sung when Bertrarido, having killed Garibaldo off stage, returns to confront Grimoaldo. Instead of killing him outright, he hurls his sword to the ground at his rival’s feet and sings, contemptuously:
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  Like a good seria character, Grimoaldo capitulates to this demonstration of austere magnanimity and gives up his claim to the throne.


  “Vivi, tiranno!” is a perfect—and perfectly thrilling—specimen of aria as “concerto for voice and orchestra.” Its “A” section is structured exactly like a Vivaldi concerto, with a three-part ritornello that frames the whole, and returns piecemeal in between the vocal episodes (Ex. 7-1a). It symbolizes the aria’s affect—stormy indignation, thundering wrath (both as felt by Bertrarido and as summoned forth from Grimoaldo)—with string tremolos that can be related either to the old stile concitato or to the onomatopoetical writing we encountered in the storm episode from Vivaldi’s “Spring” concerto. As we know from chapter 4, such devices were standard procedure in the “simile arias” that formed the opera seria composer’s stock-in-trade. The tremolo clearly retains its meaning in Handel’s aria, even though there is no explicit simile (that is, no direct textual reference to the storm to which the characters’ emotions are being musically compared).


  As in the most schematic concerto movement, the vocal part in “Vivi, tiranno!” never quotes or appropriates the music of the ritornello and never carries material over from episode to episode. It is a continually evolving part cast in relief against the dogged constancy of the ritornello. Indeed the opposition of solo and tutti is dramatized beyond anything we have seen in an instrumental concerto. It is made exceptionally tense—even hostile—by having the instruments continually insinuate the ritornello within the episodes whenever the singer pauses for breath, only to be silenced peremptorily on the voice’s return. This, too, is expressive of an unusually tense and hostile affect.


  The most spectacular representation of rage, however, is reserved to the singer and takes the most appropriate form such a thing can take within a dramatic context. The progressively fierce and florid coloratura in this aria is calculated to coincide on every occurrence with the word furor—“rage” itself. The singer literally “pours it out” as the text enjoins, setting Grimoaldo a compelling and exhausting example. The most furious moment of all comes when one of the singer’s rage-symbolizing roulades is cast in counterpoint against the stormy tremolandos in the accompanying parts (Ex. 7-1b).


  EX. 7-1A George Frideric Handel, “Vivi, tiranno!” from Rodelinda, Act III, scene 8, mm. 1–18
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  EX. 7-1B George Frideric Handel, “Vivi, tiranno!” from Rodelinda, Act III, scene 8, mm. 68–81
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  The aria, in short, is a triumph of dramatically structured music—or of musically structured drama, if that seems a better way of putting it. The “purely musical” or structural aspects of the piece and the representational or expressive ones are utterly enmeshed. There is no way of describing the one without invoking the other. An intricately worked out and monumentally unified, thus potentially selfsufficient, musical structure serves to enhance and elevate the playing-out of a climactic dramatic scene. And the structure, in its lapidary wholeness, with contrasting midsection and suitably embellished reiteration, enables the singer-actor to reach a pitch that is both literally and figuratively beyond the range of spoken delivery.


  Comparing Handel’s aria with the opera seria arias examined in chapter 4—mostly by actual Italian composers writing for actual Italian audiences—points up the somewhat paradoxical relationship of this great outsider to the tradition on which he fed. It is Handel who, for many modern historians and the small modern audience that still relishes revivals of opera seria, displays the genre at its best, owing to the balancing and tangling of musical and dramatic values just described. Handel’s work is indeed more craftsmanly and structurally complex than that of his actual Italian contemporaries, who were much concerned with streamlining and simplifying those very aspects of motivic structure and harmony that Handel continued to revel in.


  His work, in short, was at once denser (and, to an audience foreign to the language of the play, perhaps more interesting) and stylistically more conservative. In his far more active counterpoint (just compare his bass line to Vinci’s or Broschi’s in chapter 4) he affirms his German organist’s heritage after all, for all his Italian sojourning and acclimatizing. And by making his music more interesting in its own right than that of his Italian contemporaries, he gave performers correspondingly less room to maneuver and dominate the show.


  In this way, for all that Handel seems to dominate modern memory of the opera seria, and despite his unquestioned dominance of the local London scene (at least for a while), he was never a truly typical seria composer, and as time went on, his work became outmoded. Unlike the actual Italian product, his operas never traveled well but remained a local and somewhat anomalous English phenomenon, admired by foreign visitors but nevertheless regarded as strange. A crisis was reached when Farinelli—the greatest of the castratos, with whose typical vehicles we are already familiar—refused to sing for Handel and in fact joined a rival company set up in ruinous opposition to him. The 1734 pastiche production of Artaserse sampled in chapter 4 was in fact a deliberate effort, on the part of the rival Opera of the Nobility, to depose Handel from his preeminence and, Grimoaldo-like, usurp his place in the affections of the London opera audience.
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  FIG. 7-3 A scene from Gay and Pepusch’s Beggar’s Opera as painted in 1729 by William Hogarth. The wife and the lover of Macheath the highwayman plead with their respective fathers to spare his life.


  


  Handel’s grip on the London public, or at least its most aristocratic faction, had already been challenged somewhat in the 1720s by a series of easy, tuneful operas by Giovanni Bononcini (1670–1747) imported to London together with their composer, a somewhat older man than Handel but one whose style was more idiomatically Italian and up-to-date. Another bad omen for Handel, the worst in fact, was the huge success in 1728 of The Beggar’s Opera, a so-called “ballad opera” by John Gay, with a libretto in English, spoken dialogue in place of recitative, and a score consisting entirely of popular songs arranged by a German expatriate composer named Johann Pepusch (1667–1752).


  This cynical slap in the face of “noble” entertainments like the seria had an unprecedented run of sixty-two performances during its first season (for a Handel opera a run of fifteen performances was considered a great success), and, altogether amazingly, was revived every season for the rest of the eighteenth century and beyond. (It has had hit revivals even in the twentieth century and spawned a huge number of spinoffs and adaptations, including some very famous ones like the Threepenny Opera of Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill.) On every level from its plot (set among thieves and other London lowlifes) to its “moral” (namely, that morals are sheer hypocrisy) to its musical and dramatic allusions (full of swipes at operatic conventions and lofty “Handelian” style), The Beggar’s Opera has been characterized as “frivolously nihilistic.”1 But it also played into a prejudice that was the very opposite of frivolous or nihilistic—namely, a peculiarly English version of the old prejudice (as old, we may recall, as Plato) against “delicious” music as a corrupting force that was inimical to the public welfare. The “soft and effeminate Musick which abounds in the Italian Opera,” wrote the playwright John Dennis (1657–1734), a particularly vociferous London critic, “by soothing the Senses, and making a Man too much in love with himself, makes him too little fond of the Publick; so by emasculating and dissolving the Mind, it shakes the very Foundation of Fortitude, and so is destructive of both Branches of the publick Spirit.”2 In an Essay upon Publick Spirit published in 1711, the year of Handel’s London debut, Dennis even argued that British wives should keep their men away from the opera lest they become “effeminate” (by which he meant homosexual). And he proceeded to attach this issue to one that mattered in Britain as it mattered at that time nowhere else on earth—the issue of patriotism, and its attendant religious bigotry:


  
    Is there not an implicit Contract between all the People of every Nation, to espouse one another’s Interest against all Foreigners whatsoever? But would not any one swear, to observe the Conduct of [opera lovers], they were protected by Italians in their Liberty, their Property, and their Religion against Britons? For why else should they prefer Italian Sound to British Sense, Italian Nonsense to British Reason, the Blockheads of Italy to their own Countrymen, who have Wit; and the Luxury, and Effeminacy of the most profligate Portion of the Globe to British Virtue?

  


  One need hardly add that all of these fears and intolerances intersected on the sexually ambiguous figure of the castrato, the very epitome of Italian license and excess, who added insult to injury by commanding princely fees far beyond the earning power of domestic singers. In the same year that Dennis’s essay appeared, Joseph Addison, the eminent satirist, poked malicious fun at the castrati and their fans through an invented character, “Squire Squeekum, who by his Voice seems (if I may use the Expression) to be ‘cut out’ for an Italian Singer.”3


  The Beggar’s Opera gave all of these resentful views a colossal boost. Its success was a presage that the opera seria, even Handel’s, could no longer count on the English audience to take it seriously. And indeed, within a decade of its production, both Handel’s own opera company and the Opera of the Nobility had gone bankrupt. Neither Handel nor the castrati were the losers, though. As Christopher Hogwood, a notable performer of Handel’s music and a leader in the revival of an “authentic” period style of presenting it, has shrewdly observed, if The Beggar’s Opera was a bad omen it was because it “killed not the Italian opera but the chances of serious English opera”4—something that would not emerge until the twentieth century, and then only briefly.


  LOFTY ENTERTAINMENTS


  Meanwhile, if Handel was to continue to have a public career in England, it would have to be on a new footing. It would take another kind of lofty entertainment to recapture his old audience. Here is where Handel’s unique genius—as much a genius for the main chance as for music—asserted itself. Whenever opera had encountered obstacles on its Italian home turf—for example, those pesky ecclesiastical strictures against operating theaters during Lent—its creative energies had found an outlet in oratorio, especially in Rome, where Handel had served his apprenticeship. Handel had even composed a Roman oratorio himself (La resurrezione, 1708) and on a trip back to Germany in George I’s retinue he composed a German oratorio on the same Easter subject: Der für die Sünde der Welt gemartete und sterbende Jesus (“Jesus, who suffered and died for the sins of the world”), usually called the Brockes Passion after the name of the librettist.


  In fact, Handel had already composed some minor dramatic works on English texts, including Acis and Galatea (1718), a mythological masque, and another masque, Haman and Mordecai on an Old Testament subject, both commissioned by an English patron, the Duke of Chandos, for performance at his estate, called Cannons. Handel had also enjoyed great success with some English psalm settings he had written on commission from the same patron (now called the Chandos Anthems), in which he had drawn on indigenous choral genres for which Purcell had set the most important precedents: anthems and allegorical “odes” to celebrate the feast day of St. Cecilia (music’s patron saint), royal birthdays, and the like.
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  FIG. 7-4 Handel directing a rehearsal of an oratorio, possibly at the residence of the Prince of Wales.


  


  A pastiche revival of Haman and Mordecai, expanded and refurbished (though not by Handel) and retitled Esther, was performed in 1732 in the explicit guise of “an oratorio or sacred drama” and attracted so much interest that Handel himself conducted a lucrative performance on the stage of the King’s Theatre, where business that year was otherwise slow. The next year Handel wrote a couple of English oratorios himself (Deborah, Athalia). As operatic bankruptcy loomed, these experiences gave Handel an idea that the English public might welcome a new style of vernacular oratorio tailored to its tastes and prejudices. The result was Saul (1739), a musical theater piece of a wholly novel kind that differed in significant ways from all previous oratorio styles. As a genre born directly out of the vicissitudes of the British entertainment market, the Handelian oratorio was a unique product of its time and place.


  How was it new? The traditional Italian oratorio was simply an opera seria on a biblical subject, by the early eighteenth century often performed with action, although this was not always allowed. In England, the acting out of a sacred drama was prohibited by episcopal decree, but Saul was still more or less an opera in the sense that its unstaged action proceeded through the same musical structures, its dramatic confrontations being carried out through the customary recitatives and arias, making it easy for the audience to supply in their imagination the implied stage movement (sometimes vivid and violent, as when Saul, enraged, twice throws his spear, although the actual singer of the role makes no move).


  The listener’s mind’s eye was helped in other ways as well. The imaginary action was “opened out” into outdoor mass scenes unthinkable in opera, with opulent masquelike choruses representing the “people of Israel.” Among the main advertised attractions, moreover, was an especially lavish orchestra replete with a trombone choir, with evocative carillons, and with virtuoso instrumental solos, as if to compensate for the diminished visual component. All the same, Saul—like Esther and Deborah before it, and Samson, Belshazzar, Judas Maccabeus, Solomon, and Joshua after it—remained centered in its plot on dramatized human relations, the traditional stuff of opera. It was in a sense the most traditionally operatic of all of Handel’s oratorios, since the title character—the melancholy and choleric ruler of Israel, racked by jealousy and superstition—is complex, and the action implies a judgment of his deeds.


  The other Old Testament oratorios listed above (excepting only Belshazzar) are all tales of civic heroism and national triumph. Esther, Deborah, Samson, Judah Maccabee, and Joshua were all saviors of their people, the Chosen People. All were heroes through whom the nation, over and over again, proved invincible. (And even Belshazzar, while not directly about Israel’s heroism, depicts the destruction of Israel’s adversary.) Here is where Handel truly showed his mettle in catering to his public, for the English audience—an insular people, an industrious and prosperous people, since the revolutions of the seventeenth century a self-determining people ruled by law, and (as we have seen) a latently chauvinistic people—identified strongly with the Old Testament Israelites and regarded the tales Handel set before them as gratifying allegories of themselves. “What a glorious Spectacle!” wrote one enraptured observer


  
    to see a crowded Audience of the first Quality of a Nation, headed by the Heir apparent of their Sovereign’s Crown [the future George III], sitting enchanted at Sounds, that at the same time express’d in so sublime a manner the Praises of the Deity itself, and did such Honour to the Faculties of human Nature, in first creating those Sounds, if I may so speak; and in the next Place, being able to be so highly delighted with them. Did such a Taste prevail universally in a People, that People might expect on a like Occasion, if such Occasion should ever happen to them, the same Deliverance as those Praises celebrate; and Protestant, free, virtuous, united, Christian England, need little fear, at any time hereafter, the whole Force of slavish, bigotted, united, unchristian Popery, risen up against her, should such a Conjuncture ever hereafter happen.5

  


  As the historian Ruth Smith has observed, the author of this letter “deploys the analogy of Britain with Israel to present the idea of a unified nation as natural, desirable, and, in the face of foreign aggression, essential,” and praises Handel’s music as an impetus that “can not only allude to, but actually create, national harmony and strength.”6 Handel’s oratorios, in short, were the first great monuments in the history of European music to nationalism. That was the true source of their novelty, for nationalism was then a novel force in the world.


  The letter just quoted, printed in the London Daily Post in April 1739, referred to the première performance of Israel in Egypt, the next oratorio Handel composed after Saul, which transformed the genre yet further away from opera and made it yet more novel and more specific to its time and place. For Israel in Egypt almost completely abandons the dramatic format—that is, the representation of human conflicts and confrontations through recitatives and arias—in favor of impersonal biblical narration, much of it carried out by the chorus (i.e., the Nation) directly, often split into two antiphonal choirs as in the Venetian choral concerti of old. It is thus the most monumental work of its kind, and in the specific sense implied by the writer of the letter, which relates to vastness and impressiveness, the most sublime.


  This specifically Handelian conception of the oratorio as an essentially choral genre—an invisible pageant, it would be fair to say, rather than an invisible drama—completely transformed the very idea of such a piece. So thoroughly did Handel Handelize the oratorio for posterity that it comes now as a surprise to read contemporary descriptions of his work that emphasize its novelty, indeed its failure to conform to prior expectations. One contemporary listener wrote in some perplexity about Handel’s next biblical oratorio after Israel in Egypt—namely Messiah, now the most famous oratorio in the world and the one to which all others are compared—that “although called an Oratorio, yet it is not dramatic but properly a Collection of Hymns or Anthems drawn from the sacred Scriptures.”7 That is precisely what the word “oratorio” has connoted since Handel’s day. Now it is the dramatic oratorio that can seem unusual.


  Israel in Egypt, the prototype of the “anthem oratorio,” recounts the story of the Exodus, with a text compiled from scripture by Charles Jennens, a wealthy dilettante who paid Handel for the privilege of collaborating with him, and who had already written the libretto for Saul. This new “libretto” was no original creation but a sort of scriptural anthology that mixed narrative from the Book of Exodus with verses from the Book of Psalms. Its first ten vocal numbers (seven of them choruses) collectively narrate the story of the Ten Plagues of Egypt. In musicodramatic technique they collectively embody a virtual textbook on the state of the “madrigalistic” art—the art of musical depiction—in the early eighteenth century, an art of which Handel, perhaps even outstripping Vivaldi, was past master.


  Even the little recitative that introduces the first chorus contains a telling bit of word painting—the dissonant harmony and vocal leap of a tritone illustrating the “rigor” with which the Israelites were made to serve their Egyptian masters (Ex. 7-2a). The fact that these effects of melody and harmony do not exactly coincide with the word they illustrate does not lessen the pointedness of the illustration: the sudden asperities, incongruous with the rest of the music in the recitative, send the listener’s imagination off in search of their justification, which can only be supplied by the appropriate word.


  EX. 7-2A George Frideric Handel, Israel in Egypt, no. 2, recitative, “Now there arose a new king”


  


  [image: Image]


  


  The first of the plagues—the bloody river—is a choral fugue (Ex. 7-2b), in which we again encounter some time-honored devices: melodic dissonance in the subject (a diminished seventh) to portray loathing, and a passus duriusculus to combine that loathing with the river’s flow as the fugue subject recedes from the foreground to prepare for the answer. The next plague (no. 5, “Their land brought forth frogs”) is set not as a chorus but as an “air”—a truncated aria (very common in Handel’s oratorios) in which the “da capo” is represented by its ritornello alone (Ex. 7-2c). Handel chose to make this number a solo item not only to provide some variety for the listener (and some respite for the choristers) but also because he evidently thought the illustrative idea—leapfrog!—would work better as an instrumental ritornello for two violins than in the voice.


  The idea of purely instrumental “imitation of nature” was a Vivaldian idea, as we know from the Four Seasons, but no other composer had ever taken instrumental imitations to such lengths as Handel resorted to in Israel in Egypt—epoch-making lengths, in fact, since the art of “orchestration” as “tone-color composition,” serving expressive or poetic purposes and requiring an extended instrumental “palette,” achieved a new level in Handel’s oratorios, and nowhere more spectacularly than in no. 6, “He spake the word” (Ex. 7-2d). The word here, of course, is the word of God, and so the burnished sound of the trombone choir, associated with regal and spectacular church music since the Gabrielis in Venice at the end of the sixteenth century, was the inevitable choice to echo the choral announcement that God had spoken. Later, the two insects mentioned in the text (flies and locusts) are imitated by string instruments in two sizes. The massed violins are treated especially virtuosically. Demanding of ripienists all a soloist’s skills is another mark of “gourmet” orchestration, marking not only the player but the composer as a virtuoso.


  EX. 7-2B George Frideric Handel, Israel in Egypt, no. 4, chorus, “They loathed to drink of the river,” mm. 1–13
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  EX. 7-2C George Frideric Handel, Israel in Egypt, no. 5, aria, “Their land brought forth frogs,” mm. 1–11
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  EX. 7-2D George Frideric Handel, Israel in Egypt, no. 6, chorus, “He spake the word,” mm. 1–3
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  The gathering storm leading to the representation of the “hailstones for rain” in no. 7 (Ex. 7-2e) calls a large assortment of new (woodwind and timpani) colors into play. Here Handel had a precedent in the French court opera, where orchestrally magnificent storm scenes had been a stock-in-trade since Marin Marais’s Alcyone (1706), which spawned a legion of imitators (culminating with a volcanic eruption in Rameau’s Les Indes galantes of 1735) and which, like many court operas, had been published in full score. No. 8, “He sent a thick darkness” (Ex. 7-2f), introduces a new, unheard-of color—high bassoons doubling low violins, but later descending to their normal range and trilling—as well as softly sustained but very dissonant chromatic harmonies to represent the covering gloom. The huge tutti chords slashing on the strong beats in no. 9 (“He smote all the first-born of Egypt”) make almost palpable the grisliest calamity of all (Ex. 7-2g).


  Yet no matter how lofty or how grisly the theme, Handel’s representation of the plagues remains an entertainment—an entertainment that an exhaustive description like the one offered here threatens to impair. It has indeed been a tiresome exercise, and apologies are offered to those rightly exasperated by it, for tediously cataloguing the means by which such vivid effects are achieved has the same dampening effect as does the explanation of a joke.


  But although the dampening may dull the joke, it may also serve a good purpose if it forces us to realize and confront, through our annoyance, what might be otherwise overlooked or forgotten—that these marvelous and musically epochal illustrations are indeed, for the most part, no more (and no less) than jokes. Like all “madrigalisms,” they depend on mechanisms of humor: puns (plays on similarities of sound), wit (apt conjunctions of incongruous things), caricature (deliberate exaggerations that underscore a similarity). And, as Handel knew very well, audiences react to such effects, despite the awfulness of the theme, as they do to comedy. We giggle in appreciation when we “get” the representation of the leaping frogs and the buzzing flies, and we guffaw when the latter give way to the thundering locusts.


  But what of the smiting of all those Egyptian boys? Do we laugh at that, too? We do—or, at least, so the music directs us—just as we have laughed at crop failures, bloody rivers, “blotches and blains.” The withholding of empathy for the Egyptians is an essential part of the biblical account of the Exodus, and the scorn of the biblical Israelites and their religious descendants for the ancient oppressor is what enables the success of Handel’s strategy. This separation of self and other plays also into the ideology of nationalism; a great deal of English national pride (or any nation’s national pride) depends on a perception of separateness from other nations, and superiority to them. Of all of Handel’s oratorios, it is perhaps easiest to see in Israel in Egypt how the manifest religious content coexists with, enables, and is ultimately subordinate to the nationalistic subtext. Hence the essential secularism of its impulse and its enduring appeal.


  MESSIAH


  This applies even to Messiah (1741), the one Handel oratorio that was performed within the composer’s lifetime in consecrated buildings and could count, therefore, as a religious observance. The work, or excerpts from it, is still regularly performed in churches, Anglican and otherwise, especially at Christmas time (although its original performances took place at the more traditional Eastertide). But it is much more often performed in concert halls by secular choral societies. That is appropriate, since, like the rest of Handel’s oratorios, Messiah’s true affinities remain thoroughly theatrical.


  EX. 7-2E George Frideric Handel, Israel in Egypt, no. 7, chorus, “He gave them hailstones,” mm. 22–26
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  EX. 7-2F George Frideric Handel, Israel in Egypt, no. 8, chorus, “He sent a thick darkness,” mm. 1–13
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  EX. 7-2G George Frideric Handel, Israel in Egypt, no. 9, chorus, “He smote all the first-born of Egypt,” mm. 1–4
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  What distinguished it from its fellows and gave rise to its occasional special treatment was its subject matter. Practically alone among Handel’s English oratorios, it has a New Testament subject and a text, again compiled by Jennens, drawn largely from the Gospels. That subject, the life of Christ the Redeemer with emphasis first on the portents surrounding his birth, and then on his death and resurrection, brings the work into line with the most traditional ecclesiastical oratorios, and with the even older tradition of narrative Passion settings.


  Messiah may have been commissioned by the Lord Lieutenant of Dublin to raise money for the city’s charities. Handel wrote the music with his usual legendary speed—in twenty-four days, from 22 August to 14 September 1741—and finished the orchestral score on 29 October, setting out for Dublin two days later. The first performance took place at the New Music Hall on Fishamble Street on 13 April 1742.


  The première performance of Messiah is an especially important date in the history of European music because Handel’s atypical New Testament oratorio is the very oldest work in the literature to have remained steadily in active repertory ever since its first performance. Unlike any other music so far mentioned or examined in this book, with the single equivocal exception of Gregorian chant—and even the chant lost its canonical status at the Second Vatican Council in 1963—Messiah has never had to be rediscovered or “revived,” except in the sense the word is used in the theater, whereby any performance by a cast other than the original one is termed a revival. The continuous performing tradition of European art (or literate) music—which we can now (and for this very reason) fairly call “classical music”—can therefore be said to begin with Messiah, the first “classic” in our contemporary repertoire, and Handel is therefore the earliest of all “perpetually-in-repertory” (“classical”) composers.


  Handel himself conducted yearly London “revivals” of Messiah, beginning the next year at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden. The work became a perennial and indispensable favorite with the London public when Handel began giving charity performances of it in the chapel of the London Foundling Hospital, starting in 1750. These were the “consecrated” performances that led to the work’s being regarded as an actual “sacred oratorio,” although that was not the composer’s original intention. By the time of Handel’s death on 14 April 1759 (nine days after conducting his last Foundling Hospital Messiah), the British institution of choral festivals had been established, and these great national singing orgies (particularly the Three Choirs Festival, which has continued into our own day) have maintained Messiah as a unique national institution, vouchsafing the unprecedented continuity of its performance tradition (although the style of its performances has continued to evolve over the years, in accord with changing tastes—another sign of a “classic”).
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  FIG. 7-5 Chapel at the Foundling Hospital, Dublin, where Messiah was first performed.


  


  By the end of the eighteenth century Messiah was accepted and revered as true cathedral music. It is all the more illuminating, therefore, to emphasize and demonstrate its secular and theatrical side. This aspect of the work can be vividly illustrated both from its fascinatingly enigmatic creative history and from its performance history.


  “BORROWING”


  In order to compose at the kind of speed required by the conditions under which they worked, seventeenth-and eighteenth-century composers frequently resorted to what have come to be called “parody” techniques—that is, to the reuse or recycling of older compositions in newer ones. Every church and theater composer indulged in the practice. There was really no choice. The only question involved the nature of the sources plundered and the specific means or methods employed. Was it only a process of “cannibalization”—eating one’s own young (adapting one’s own works)—or did it involve what would now be regarded as plagiarism? And if the latter, did the practice carry the ethical stigma now attached to plagiarism—or, for that matter, any stigma at all?


  The question comes up with particular inevitability in connection with Handel, since he seems to have been the champion of all parodists, adapting both his own works and those of other composers in unprecedented numbers and with unprecedented exactness. Indeed, ever since the appearance in 1906 of a book (by one Sedley Taylor) entitled The Indebtedness of Handel to Works by Other Composers, the matter has been a cause for inescapable concern on the part of the composer’s admirers, and a whole literature on the subject has sprouted up—two literatures, in fact: one in prosecution of the case, the other in Handel’s defense.


  The prosecutors have built an astonishing record. Several of Handel’s works consist largely—in extreme cases, almost entirely—of systematic “borrowings,” as they are euphemistically called. Israel in Egypt is among them. Of its twenty-eight choruses, eleven were based on pieces by other composers, some of them practically gobbled up whole. Three of the plagues choruses—including “He Spake the Word” and “He gave them hailstones,” both singled out for their epoch-making orchestration—were based on a single cantata (or more precisely a serenata, music for an outdoor evening entertainment) by Alessandro Stradella (1639–82), a Roman composer whose music Handel encountered during his prentice years. Compare, for example, Ex. 7-3 with Ex. 7-2d.


  Other famous cases detailed by Taylor include a setting of John Dryden’s classic Ode for St. Cecilia’s Day, performed in 1739, the same year as Israel in Egypt, based practically throughout on themes and passages appropriated from a then brand-new book of harpsichord suites (Componimenti musicali) by the Viennese organist Gottlieb Muffat. More recently it has been discovered that no fewer than seven major works composed between 1733 and 1738 draw extensively on the scores of three old operas by Alessandro Scarlatti that Handel had borrowed from Jennens. Perhaps Handel’s most brazen appropriation involved the “Grand Concertos” (concerti grossi), op. 6, familiar to us from chapter 5. They were composed in September and October of 1739 and rely heavily for thematic ideas on harpsichord compositions by Domenico Scarlatti, a fellow member of the Class of 1685, which had been published in London the year before.


  Noticing how many of Handel’s “borrowings” involved works from the 1730s, and particularly the exceptionally busy years 1737–39, some historians have tried to connect his reliance on the music of other composers with a stroke suffered in the spring of 1737, brought on by overwork, that temporarily paralyzed Handel’s right hand and kept him from his normal labors. Whether as evidence of generally deteriorated health or as a reason for especially hurried work following his enforced idleness, the stroke has been offered as an extenuating circumstance by some who have sought to defend Handel from the charge of plagiarism.


  EX. 7-3 Alessandro Stradella, Qual prodigio e ch’io miri, plundered for Israel in Egypt
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  Stronger defenders have impugned the whole issue as anachronistic. To accuse Handel or any contemporary of his of plagiarism, they argue, is to invoke the Romantic notion of “original genius” at a time when “borrowing, particularly of individual ideas, was a common practice to which no one took exception” (as John H. Roberts, one of Handel’s ablest “prosecutors,” has stated the case for the defense).8 Going even further, some of Handel’s defenders have claimed his “borrowing” to have been in its way a good deed. “If he borrowed,” wrote Donald Jay Grout (paraphrasing Handel’s contemporary Johann Mattheson), “he more often than not repaid with interest, clothing the borrowed material with new beauty and preserving it for generations that otherwise would scarcely have known of its existence.”9


  The philosopher Peter Kivy, in a general discussion of musical representation, once cited a piquant example of such “improvement”: a bit of neutral harpsichord figuration from one of Muffat’s suites that Handel transformed into an especially witty “madrigalism” by summoning it to illustrate Dryden’s description, in the Ode for St. Cecilia’s Day, of the cosmic elements—earth, air, fire, and water—leaping to attention at Music’s command (Ex. 7-4).10 And surely no one comparing the choruses in Ex. 7-2 with their models in Stradella can fail to notice that everything that makes the Israel in Egypt choruses noteworthy in historical retrospect—the lofty trombone chords, the insect imitations, the storm music—came from Handel, not his victim.


  Historical distance affects the case in other ways as well: Handel and his quarries being equally dead, it may no longer be of any particular ethical or even esthetic import to us whether Handel actually thought up the themes for which posterity has given him credit. (Nor could he, or any other composer of his day, have had an inkling of the eventual interest posterity would take in his reworkings.) Indeed, comparing Handel’s dazzling reworkings with their often rather undistinguished originals can even cast some doubt on the importance of inventio (as Handel’s contemporaries called facility in the sheer dreaming up of themes) in the scheme of musical values, and cause us to wonder whether that is where true “originality” resides.


  And yet it does considerably affect our view of Handel and his times to know that recent scholarship, and particularly John Roberts’s investigations, have pretty well demolished the foundations of the old “defense.” Roberts has shown that what we call plagiarism was so regarded in Handel’s day as well; that, while widespread, “it frequently drew sharp censure”11; and that Handel was often the target of rebuke. One of his critics, ironically enough, was Johann Mattheson, so often cited in Handel’s defense, who openly and angrily accused Handel of copping a melody from one of his operas. Another was Jennens, of all people, who wrote to a friend (in a letter of 1743 that came to light only in 1973) that he had just received a shipment of music from Italy, and that “Handel has borrow’d a dozen of the Pieces & I dare say I shall catch him stealing from them; as I have formerly, both from Scarlatti & Vinci.”12


  EX. 7-4A Gottlieb Muffat, Componimenti musicali, Suite no. 4
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  We know from chapter 4 that Leonardo Vinci, unlike Alessandro Scarlatti, was a contemporary and a rival of Handel’s. Handel “borrowed” from Vinci as a way of making his style more up-to-date, which is to say more profitable. This begins to sound like a familiar plagiarist’s motive for “borrowing,” and Roberts has discovered a unique case where Handel both borrowed from a Vinci score (Didone abbandonata, first performed in 1726) and “pastiched” it as well—that is, arranged it for performance in London under its original composer’s name. Sure enough, Handel rewrote the passages he had borrowed for his own recent operas so as to obscure his indebtedness to Vinci’s. If the old defense—that borrowing carried no stigma—were correct, there would have been no reason for Handel to cover his tracks. And that may also explain why, of all the borrowings securely imputed to him, Handel altered the ones he made from Domenico Scarlatti the most. It may well have been because, of all the music he borrowed, Scarlatti’s keyboard pieces were most likely to be recognized by the members of his own public.


  EX. 7-4B George Frideric Handel, Ode for St. Cecilia’s Day
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  In the case of Messiah, Handel’s known borrowings were of the “cannibalistic” kind—the kind that even now entails little or no disrepute. Self-borrowings, which do not raise any question of ownership, can be called borrowing without euphemism. They are generally regarded, even in the strictest accounting, as a legitimate way for a busy professional to economize on time and labor. And yet they, too, can be revealing in what they tell us about Handel’s (and his audience’s) sense of what was fitting—in a word, about their taste.


  Several of the most famous choruses in Messiah are of an airy, buoyant, affable type that contrasts most curiously with the “sublime” and monumental style of Israel in Egypt. Ornately melismatic, they require a kind of fast and florid, almost athletic singing that is quite unusual in choruses, and they sport an unusually light, transparent contrapuntal texture, in which the full four-voice choral complement is reserved for climaxes and conclusions only. Their virtuosity and their trim shapeliness of form are completely unlike anything one finds in the actual sacred choral music of the day—that is, music meant for performance in church, whether by Handel (who, never having an ecclesiastical patron, wrote very little) or by anyone else.


  They are, however, utterly in the spirit of latterday “madrigalian” genres—genres based on Italian love poetry—such as the chamber cantata pioneered by Carissimi and Alessandro Scarlatti (a genre in which Handel especially excelled during his Italian apprenticeship), and related breeds like the serenata or the duetto per camera.


  The last-named (the “chamber duet” as it is sometimes called, rather stiltedly, in English) was simply a cantata for two voices. It became popular enough by A. Scarlatti’s time to be regarded as a separate genre—replete with specialist composers, like Agostino Steffani (1654–1728)—partly because in matters of love, two, as they say, is company. Of all the postmadrigalian genres, the duetto was likeliest to be explicitly pagan and erotic. A typical text for such a piece might address or reproach Eros (Cupid) himself, the fickle god of amorous desire:
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  These are the words of a duetto by Handel himself, and as a glance at Ex. 7-5a will show, he wove his paired vocal lines into garlands that wrap around one another to illustrate the “netting” to which the text refers (and behind that, of course, the physical writhing for which the textual words are a metaphor). Should it surprise or dismay us to discover that this erotic duet became the basis for not one but two choruses in Messiah? Handel reworked the opening section into “For unto us a Child is born” (no. 12, Ex. 7-5b) and the closing section (not shown) into “All we like sheep have gone astray” (no. 26).


  EX. 7-5A George Frideric Handel, duetto, No, di voi non vo’ fidarmi
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  In fashioning the chorus shown in Ex. 7-5b, Handel tossed the duet material as a unit between the high male/female pair (sopranos and tenors) and the low one (altos and basses). Only once, briefly, near the end, does Handel amplify the duet writing into a quartet by doubling both lines at consonant intervals. Elsewhere the choral tutti consists of a chordal outburst (“Wonderful Counsellor!”) that is newly composed for Messiah and caps every section of the chorus with a climax. In “All we like sheep,” we have another case where one of Handel’s happiest descriptive ideas (the wayward lines at “gone astray”) turns out to have been not composed but merely adapted to the words it so aptly illustrates.


  EX. 7-5B Messiah, no. 12 (“For unto us a child is born”), mm. 1–14
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  The use of such material as the basis for an oratorio on the life of Christ has tended to bemuse those for whom the sacred and the secular are mutually exclusive spheres. One way of excusing the apparent blasphemy has been to declare that the duetti, composed during the summer of 1741, were actually sketches for Messiah, composed that fall, and that therefore the text was merely a matter of convenience—“little more than a jingle, words of no significance whatever, serving merely as a crystallizing agent for music which was later to be adapted to a text that had not even yet been chosen,” according to one squeamish specialist.13 Another writer, the influential nineteenth-century formalist critic Eduard Hanslick, used the apparent incongruity to argue that the expressive content of music was unreal, and that any music could plausibly go with any text!


  These circumlocutions are easily refuted, for the esthetic discomfort that gave rise to them was not Handel’s. It is obvious, for one thing, that the main melody of “For unto us a Child is born” was modeled carefully on the Italian text, simply because the very first word of the English text is quite incorrectly set. (Say the first line to yourself and see if you place an accent on “for.”) But then, the texts (and, consequently the music) of the duetti will seem incongruous, something to be explained away, only if we regard Messiah as being church music, which it was not. Despite its embodying the sacredest of themes, it was an entertainment, and its music was designed to amuse a public in search of diversion, however edifying. The musical qualities of the duets, being delightful in themselves, could retain their allure in the new context and adorn the new text—and even, thanks to Handel’s “madrigalistic” genius, appear to illuminate its meaning.


  The character of the entertainment Messiah provided—in particular, the absence of any contradiction between the oratorio’s means and aims and those of the secular shows with which it originally competed—is also clarified by its performance history. The aria “But who may abide the day of His coming?” (no. 6) was originally assigned to the bass soloist, and like many oratorio arias, was cast in a direct and simple two-part form that harked back to the earlier style of Alessandro Scarlatti. The Scarlattian resonance is especially marked in this aria (Ex. 7-6a) because of its slowish (larghetto) giguelike meter and its rocking siciliana rhythms, relieved only by some fairly perfunctory coloratura writing on the word “fire.”


  In 1750, Handel replaced the bass aria with a new one for alto that retained the original beginning, but regarded the two halves of the text as embodying a madrigalian antithesis, requiring a wholly contrasting setting for the part that compares God to “a refiner’s fire.” Here the music suddenly tears into a duple-metered section marked Prestissimo, the fastest tempo Handel ever specified, heralded by string tremolos and reaching a fever pitch of vocal virtuosity. A return to the larghetto seems to mark the piece as an operatic da capo aria, but a second prestissimo, even wilder than the first, turns it into something quite unique in both form and impact (Ex. 7-6b).


  One way of explaining the replacement is to regard the first version as unsatisfactory and the alteration as an implicit critique, motivated by sheer artistic idealism. In this variant, Handel, on mature reflection, decided that the aria demanded the change of range and character, and then went looking for the proper singer to perform it. If that is what happened, it was a unique occurrence in the career of a theatrical professional who always had to know exactly for whom he was writing in order to maximize his, and his singers’, potential effect.


  In the case of “But who may abide,” he knew, and we know, for whom the new aria was intended: the alto castrato Gaetano Guadagni (1729–92), one of the great singers of the eighteenth century, who was then near the beginning of his career, and who had just come to England with a touring troupe of comic singers. Guadagni’s virtuosity, his histrionic powers, and his ability to improvise dazzling cadenzas had taken London by storm. Handel rushed to capitalize on his drawing power, transferring to him all the alto arias in Samson (his latest oratorio) and the perennial Messiah, and specially composing for Guadagni, in the form of the revised “But who may abide,” what his oratorios otherwise lacked: a true virtuoso showpiece for a castrato singer. “But who may abide” was the obvious candidate for this operation, since its “fire” motif gave Handel the opportunity to revert to his old operatic self and compose a simile aria in the old “rage” or “vengeance” mode typified by “Vivi, tiranno!” (Ex. 7-1).


  EX. 7-6A Messiah, no. 6 (“But who may abide”), 1741 version, mm. 1–18
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  EX. 7-6B Messiah, no. 6 (“But who may abide”), 1750 version, m. 139–end
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  It has been the great showstopper in Messiah ever since. And it all at once erased the distinction between Italianate sissification and manly British dignity that the institution of the English oratorio was supposed to bolster. For here a symbol of “Italian-Continental degradation,”14 as the cultural historian Richard Leppert puts it (or what Lord Chesterfield, in his famous “Letters to His Son,” would call “that foul sink of illiberal vices and manners”15), was holding forth in the very midst of what had even by then become an official emblem of proud British piety.


  Handel must have loved the moment. He was getting his own back in many ways. By hiring the latest divine “ragazzo” or Italian boy, he was getting his own back against Farinelli, who had so disastrously snubbed him. By scoring such a hit with his new aria di bravura he was vindicating the exotic entertainments he had been forced so long ago to give up. And by making the British public love the infusion of Italian manners into the quintessential British spectacle (for the original “Who May Abide” was never revived, although the British have often rather incongruously tried to give the florid alto version back to the cumbrous bass), he may have been taking a sweetly secret personal revenge on the stolid tastemakers who had forced him to deny his predilections in more ways than one—for as many scholars now agree, Handel, a lifelong bachelor, was probably what we would now call a closeted gay man.


  But what chiefly mattered was the success. Again the old theatrical entrepreneur had seized the main chance. His protean nature, his uncanny ability continually to remake himself and his works in response to the conditions and the opportunities that confronted him—that was Handel’s great distinguishing trait. It marks him as perhaps the first modern composer: the prototype of the consumer-conscious artist, a great freelancer in the age of patronage, who managed to succeed—where, two generations later, Mozart would still fail—in living off his pen, and living well.


  BACK TO BACH: THE CANTATAS


  Turning back now to Bach, and to his very different world, we are ready to assess the music he and his coreligionists unanimously regarded as his major contribution. That music is his vocal music, composed to a large extent in forms familiar to us from our acquaintance with Handel’s operas and oratorios, but serving an entirely different audience and an entirely different purpose. With only the most negligible exceptions (birthday odes and the like) chiefly arising out of his Collegium Musicum activities or his nominal role as civic music director, Bach’s vocal music is actual church music.


  We have seen in the previous chapters how even in his eminently enjoyable instrumental secular music, and in his sometimes monumentally thrilling keyboard music, Bach managed to insinuate an attitude of religious contempt for the world, the polar antithesis to Handel’s posture of joyous acceptance and enterprising accommodation. In his overtly religious vocal music we shall of course encounter that attitude in a far more explicit guise, even though it was often communicated through the outward forms of secular entertainment.


  By the time of Bach’s Leipzig tenure even the music of the Lutheran church had made an accommodation with the music of the popular theater, and this new style of theatricalized music became Bach’s medium. Even though he never wrote an opera and maintained a lifelong disdain of what he called “the pretty little Dresden tunes” (Dresden being the nearest city with an opera theater, which Bach occasionally visited), Bach became a master of operatic forms and devices. But he managed—utterly, profoundly, hair-raisingly—to subvert them.


  The forms of opera came to Lutheran music through the work of Bach’s older contemporary Erdmann Neumeister (1671–1756), a German poet and theologian, who revolutionized the form and style of Lutheran sacred texts for music. Traditionally, Lutheran church music, even at its most elaborate, had been based on chorales. By the 1680s a Lutheran “oratorio” style had been developed, in which chorales alternated with biblical verses and—the new ingredient—with little poems that reflected emotionally on the verses the way arias reflected on the action in an opera seria. This style was used especially for Passion music at Eastertime. Bach would write Passion cycles of this kind as well, more elaborate ones that reflected some of Neumeister’s innovations. In his early years (up to his stint at Weimar), Bach also wrote shorter sacred works in the traditional style, closely based on chorales and biblical texts.
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  FIG. 7-6 Erdmann Neumeister, the German religious poet who adapted the forms of Italian opera to the requirements of Lutheran church services.


  


  Around the turn of the century, Neumeister began publishing little oratorio texts in a new style, for which he borrowed the name of the Italian genre that had inspired him. Consisting entirely of vividly picturesque, “madrigalesque” verses, and explicitly divided into recitatives and arias, they were dubbed “cantatas” by their author, and they provided the prototype for hundreds of church compositions by Bach (who, however, continued to designate such pieces with mixed voices and instruments as “concertos,” retaining the term in use since the time of Schütz and the latter’s teacher, Gabrieli).


  Neumeister’s cantata texts were published in a series of comprehensive cycles covering the Sundays and feasts of the whole church calendar, and they were expressly meant for setting by Lutheran cantors like Bach, whose job it was to compose yearly cycles of concerted vocal works according to the same liturgical schedule. Bach wrote as many as five cantata cycles during the earlier part of his stay at Leipzig, of which almost three survive complete. This remainder is still an impressive corpus numbering around 200 cantatas (a figure that includes the surviving vocal concertos from Bach’s earlier church postings). Only a handful of Bach’s surviving cantatas were composed to actual Neumeister texts, but the vast majority of them adhere to Neumeister’s format, mixing operalike recitatives and da capo arias with the chorale verses. Bach at Leipzig became, willy-nilly, a sort of opera composer.


  But cantatas were reflective, not dramatic works. The singers of the arias were not characters but disembodied personas who “voiced” the idealized thoughts of the congregation in response to the occasion that had brought them together. Indeed, the Lutheran cantata could be viewed as a sort of musical sermon, and its placement in the service confirms this analogy.


  The numbering system used for Bach’s cantatas has nothing to do with their order of composition. It was merely the order in which the cantatas were published for the first time, by the German Bach Society (Bach-Gesellschaft), in an edition that was begun in 1850, the centennial of Bach’s death. (The numbering was later taken over in a thematic catalogue called the Bach-Werke-Verzeichnis, published in the bicentennial year, 1950, and is now called the “BWV” listing.) Dating the Bach cantatas, as a matter of fact, has been one of the knottiest problems in musicology.


  In dating a body of compositions like the Bach cantatas, one starts with those for which the date is fortuitously known thanks to the lucky survival of “external” evidence. One such is the Cantata BWV 61, on whose autograph title page Bach happened to jot down the year, 1714, which puts it near the middle of his Weimar period.


  Cantata No. 61 also happens to be one of Bach’s few settings of an actual text by Neumeister, and it was probably the earliest of them. For all these reasons, it can serve us here as an model of the new “cantata” style, to set beside an older “chorale concerto.” It bears the title Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland—one of the most venerable Lutheran chorales (Ex. 7-7b), adapted by the Reformer himself from the Gregorian Advent hymn Veni, redemptor gentium (“Come, Redeemer of the Heathen”) (Ex. 7-7a). The cantata was composed for the first Sunday of Advent, the opening day of the liturgical calendar (in 1714 it fell on 2 December), and was therefore based on the opening text in one of Neumeister’s cycles, perhaps indicating that Bach was planning to set Neumeister’s whole book to music, as several of his contemporaries, including Telemann, did.


  EX. 7-7A Gregorian hymn, Veni redemptor gentium
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  EX. 7-7B Chorale: Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland
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    Now come, redeemer of the heathen, known as the Virgin’s child;

    Let all the world marvel, that God chose such a birth.

  


  THE OLD STYLE


  For its chorale-concerto counterpart, Cantata BWV 4, one of Bach’s earliest surviving cantatas but also one of the best known, would make an appropriate choice. First performed at Mühlhausen—possibly on Easter Sunday (24 April) 1707 as part of Bach’s application for the organist’s post there—it consists of a set of variations on another venerable chorale, Christ lag in Todesbanden (“Christ lay enchained by death”), which Luther had adapted from the Gregorian Easter sequence Victimae paschali laudes.


  The text of Cantata no. 4 is exactly that of the chorale, its seven sections corresponding to the seven verses of the hymn, with a diminutive sinfonia introducing the first verse. That first verse setting is almost as long as the rest of the cantata put together. The sinfonia (Ex. 7-8a), which serves a kind of “preluding” function, is cleverly constructed out of materials from the chorale melody. The first line of the tune is quoted by the first violin in mm. 5–7; the second line, minus its cadential notes, is played by the second violin in mm. 8–10; the expected cadence is finally made by the first violins at the end. The first four measures are built on a neighbor-note motif derived from the melody’s incipit (first in the continuo, then in the first violins). The obsessive repetitions, a seeming stutter before the first line of the tune is allowed to progress, effectively suggest constraint—“death’s bondage.”


  The elaborate first chorus is an old-fashioned cantusfirmus composition in “motet style,” in which the successive lines of the unadorned chorale tune in the soprano are pitted against points of imitation (some of them “Vorimitationen,” pre-echoes of the next line) in the accompanying voices. Although adapted here to a more modern harmonic idiom, and further complicated by the intensely motivic instrumental figuration (often drawn from the neighbor-note incipit), the procedure dates back in its essentials to the sixteenth century. By 1707 such a piece would have been considered entirely passé (or at best an exercise in stile antico) in any repertory but the Lutheran. For the final Hallelujah!, Bach livens things up by doubling the tempo and shifting over to an integrated motet style in which the soprano part moves at the same healthy speed as the rest of the choir. Still, the whole piece, like the church whose worship it adorned, fairly proclaims its allegiance to old ways.


  And so does verse 2 (Ex. 7-8b), in which a somewhat “figural” version of the chorale melody in the soprano is shadowed by a somewhat freer alto counterpart, while the two sung parts are set over a ground bass the likes of which we have not seen, so to speak, since the middle of the seventeenth century. The style of verse 3, with its neatly layered counterpoint, is like that of an organ chorale prelude: the tenor sings the cantus firmus in the “left hand,” while the massed violins play something like a ritornello in the “right hand,” and the frequently cadencing continuo supplies the “pedal.” Verse 4 is perhaps the most old-fashioned setting of all. It is another cantusfirmus setting (tune in the alto) against motetlike imitations, with a very lengthy Vorimitation at the beginning that takes in two lines of the chorale. The continuo is of the basso seguente variety, following (in somewhat simplified form) the lowest sung voice whichever it may be, never asserting an independent melodic function of its own. This usage corresponds to the very earliest venetian continuo parts, circa 1600. Like the earliest Venetian “ecclesiastical concertos,” this verse could be sung a cappella without significant textural or harmonic loss. It is, in short, a bona fide example of stile antico.


  EX. 7-8A J. S. Bach, Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4, Sinfonia
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  EX. 7-8B J. S. Bach, Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4, Verse II, mm. 1–8
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  By contrast, verse 5 (Ex. 7-8c), with its initial reference to the ancient passus duriusculus (chromatic descent) in the bass, shows how the chorale may be recast as an operatic lament, for which purpose Bach adopts a somewhat (though only somewhat) more modern stance. For the first time Bach relinquishes the neutral “common time” signature and employs a triple meter that has ineluctable dance associations. With its antiphonal exchanges between the singer and the massed strings (in an archaic five parts), this setting sounds like a parody of a passacaglia-style Venetian opera aria, vintage 1640, or (more likely) of an earlier German ecclesiastical parody of such a piece, say by a disciple of Schütz.


  When, toward the end (Ex. 7-8d), the textual imagery becomes really morbid (blood, death, murderer, etc.), Bach seems literally to torture the vocal part, forcing it unexpectedly to leap downward a twelfth, to a grotesquely sustained low E[image: Image] on “death,” and leap up almost two octaves to an equally unexpected, even lengthier high D on “murderer,” while the violins suddenly break into a rash of unprecedented sixteenth notes. Comparing this tormented imagery with the jolly imagery we encountered in Handel’s Israel in Egypt (albeit equally grisly and violent, at times, in its subject matter), we may perhaps begin to note a widening gulf between the two masters of the “High Baroque.” It is an important point to ponder, and we will return to it.


  In verse 6, Bach expands the scope of his imagery to incorporate, possibly for the first time in his music, the characteristic regal rhythms of the French overture as a way of reflecting the meaning of So feiern wir (“So mark we now the occasion”), which connotes an air of great solemnity and ceremony (Ex. 7-8e). Later, when the singers break into “rejoicing” triplets, the dotted continuo rhythms are probably meant to align with them. (There was no way of indicating an uneven rhythm within a triplet division in Bach’s notational practice.)


  EX. 7-8C J. S. Bach, Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4, Verse V, mm. 1–12
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  The final verse (composed later for Leipzig, probably replacing a da capo repeat of the opening chorus) is set as a Cantionalsatz, or “hymnbook setting,” the kind of simple “Bach chorale” harmonization one finds in books meant for congregational singing. (The term was actually coined in 1925 by the musicologist Friedrich Blume, but it filled an annoying terminological gap and has been widely adopted.) Bach ended many cantatas with such settings (enough so that his son Carl Philipp Emanuel could publish a famous posthumous collection of 371 of them), and it is possible that the congregation was invited to join in. We do not know this for a fact, but it does make sense in terms of Leipzig practice as Bach once listed it, where “alternate preluding and singing of chorales” by the congregation customarily followed the performance of the “composition.”


  EX. 7-8D J. S. Bach, Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4, Verse V, 64–74
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  EX. 7-8E J. S. Bach, Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4, Verse VI, mm. 1–5
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  THE NEW STYLE


  The text of Cantata no. 61 has the more varied structure prescribed by Neumeister, with “madrigals” (recitative-plus-aria texts) and biblical verses intermixed with the chorale stanzas. Such a text is more literally homiletic, or sermonlike, than the chorale concerto. In the present case, for example, only the first verse of the actual chorale is used; the rest is commentary. That single verse (Ex. 7-9a) is given a remarkable setting: not just in “French overture style” but as an actual French overture—a stately march framing a jiglike fugue—scored, as Lully himself would have scored it, for a five-part string ensemble (two violins, two violas, cello plus bassoon continuo) supporting the usual fourpart chorus (perhaps even, in Bach’s own church performances, only one singer to a part). This unusual hybrid, the kind of thing we have learned to expect from Bach, resonates in multiple ways with the chorale’s text and the cantata’s occasion.


  With respect to the text, the overture format gives Bach a way of emphasizing its most madrigalian aspect—the antithesis between the stately advent of Christ and the joyous amazement of mankind (marked gai, à la française) that greets him. By depicting Christ’s coming with the rhythms that accompanied the French king’s entrée, Bach effectively evokes Christ as King. Most notable of all is the absolute avoidance, in this first section, of choral counterpoint: a single line of the chorale is given a unison enunciation by each choral section in succession, and then they all get together for the second line in a “hymnbook” texture.


  In this way the traditional, generic use of imitation in the fast middle section of the overture gains by way of contrast a symbolic dimension, evoking in its multiple entries a crowd of marveling witnesses. With respect to the cantata’s function, it has been suggested that by actually—and, from the liturgical point of view, gratuitously—labeling his chorus “Ouverture,” Bach meant to call attention to its placement at the very opening of the liturgical year. (Or else, conversely, the chorus’s placement at the beginning of the first Advent cantata may have prompted Bach’s choice of the Ouverture format.) Again, we are struck by the singlemindedness of Bach’s expressive purpose. For the sake of the affective contrast between the stern beginning and the “gay” continuation, he is willing to “harden” and distort the chorale melody on its every appearance with a dissonant, indeed downright ugly, diminished fourth. Such a choice reveals an altogether different scale of values from those of the ostensible model, the brilliant French court ballet. In fact, Bach appears deliberately to contradict, even thwart that brilliance with his dissonant melodic intervals and clotted texture.


  EX. 7-9A J. S. Bach, Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland, BWV 61, Overture, mm. 1–7
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  From the French court we now move to the Italian opera theater—or at least to the aristocratic Italian salon (where the original “cantatas” were sung)—for a tenor recitative and aria on a reflective text by Neumeister. But both the recitative and the aria differ enormously from any that we have encountered before. The recitative itself (Ex. 7-9b) ends with a little aria, where the bass begins to move (m. 10), and engages in imitations with the singer to point up the metaphorical “lightening” of the mood. This sort of lyricalized recitative, called mezz’aria (“half-aria”) in the Italian opera house, was a throwback to the fluid interplay of forms in the earliest operas and cantatas. By the eighteenth century it was a German specialty (and one of the ways, incidentally, in which Handel often betrayed his German origins in his Italian operas for English audiences).


  EX. 7-9B J. S. Bach, Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland, BWV 61, no. 2, recitativo
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  The aria (Ex. 7-9c), a sort of gloss on the word “Come” from the chorale, is a gracious invitation to Christ set as a lilting [image: Image] gigue. The ritornello, unlike the Vivaldian type with its three distinct ideas, is all “spun out” of a single five-note phrase. It is played by the whole orchestra, massed modestly in a single unison line, creating with the voice and the bass a typical (that is, typically Bachian) trio-sonata texture. The singer’s entry would come as a surprise to connoisseurs of Italian opera, but not to connoisseurs of trio sonatas, for the voice enters with the same melody as the “ritornello” and spins out the same fund of motives. For this reason Bach can dispense with the lengthy instrumental ritornello on the da capo. Instead, he writes dal segno (“from the sign”), placing the sign at the singer’s entry, which fulfills the “return” function perfectly well. This hybridization of operatic and instrumental styles is rarely if ever encountered in the opera house but standard operating procedure in Bach’s cantatas.


  EX. 7-9C J. S. Bach, Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland, BWV 61, no. 3, aria, mm. 1–5, 17–21


  


  [image: Image]


  


  The next recitative/aria pair is of a kind equally rare in Italian cantatas or operatic scenes: the recitative is sung by one singer and the aria by another. That is because Neumeister has cast the recitative (Ex. 7-9d) as Christ’s answer to the invitation tendered in the previous aria. It is a biblical verse, sung by the bass, the only voice of sufficient gravity to impersonate the Lord. The singer emphasizes the word klopfe (“I knock”) in two ways, first by a short melisma, and then by a quick repetition. And that is our signal as to the reason for the curious accompaniment senza l’arco (“without the bow,” or pizzicato in more modern, standard parlance). The periodic plucked chords (with a top voice that is as stationary as Bach could make it) are Bach’s way of rendering Christ’s knocking at the church door.


  EX. 7-9D J. S. Bach, Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland, BWV 61, no. 4, recitativo, mm. 1–4
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  The soprano aria (Ex. 7-9e), sung by a disembodied soul-voice to its heart, is the Christian’s answer to Christ’s knock. Scored for voice and continuo only, it is an even more modest aria than the one before. Again the two parts share melodic material. Although only the motto phrase (“Open ye!”) is obviously repeated when the voice enters, the whole vocal melody turns out on analysis to be a simplified version of the cello’s ritornello, shorn of the gentle string-crossings. The fact that the singer’s part is simpler than its accompaniment—especially when the high range of the part is taken into account—is already proof that although an operatic form has been appropriated, we are worlds away from the theater.


  Indeed, soprano arias are likely to be the least adorned of all (and therefore especially suitable for “heartfelt” emotions, as here) because they were sung not by a gaudy castrato or a haughty prima donna but by a choirboy. (As in the Catholic church, so in the Lutheran, only male voices could be heard within its walls.) A Bach soprano aria, even one as simple as this one, was likely to strain the vocal and musicianly resources of the boy called upon to sing it. And yet when the text required it, Bach did not hesitate to write very difficult parts for the boys he trained.


  EX. 7-9E J. S. Bach, Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland, BWV 61, no. 5, aria, mm. 1–16
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  MUSICAL SYMBOLISM, MUSICAL IDEALISM


  Nor did he hesitate to write music of utter magnificence, despite the wan forces at his disposal. Undoubtedly his most splendid cantata was BWV 80, written at Leipzig for performance on the Feast of the Reformation, 31 October 1724. (Several of its parts were based on a much smaller cantata written at Weimar.) The Reformationsfest, as it is called in German, is the anniversary of the famous Ninety-five Theses, or articles of protest, which Luther posted on the door of the Castle Church at Wittenberg, 31 October 1517. It is thus the most important feast day specific to the German Protestant church and is always given a lavish celebration.


  Bach’s Cantata BWV 80 takes its name from Ein’ feste Burg (“A mighty fortress”), Luther’s most famous chorale, with a tradition of polyphonic settings going back to the early sixteenth century. It takes its musical shape from an alternation of choral movements based on chorale verses with recitatives and arias drawn from Evangelisches Andachts-Opffer (“Evangelical devotional offering,” 1715), a book of devotional verse à la Neumeister by Salomo Franck, the Weimar court poet. At some later time, Bach’s eldest son, Wilhelm Friedemann (1710–84), made the piece even more splendid by adding a Stadtpfeifer contingent (three trumpets and timpani) to the scoring, possibly for a special performance to celebrate (in 1730) the bicentenary of the “Augsburg Confession,” the official creed of the Lutheran church, which Protestants regard as their declaration of independence from the authority of Rome. A tour of the chorale movements from this work in its final, collaborative realization will be a trip to the very summit of traditional Lutheran church polyphony in its latest and ripest phase.


  To get the full effect of the tour, we will survey the four settings in reverse order, beginning with the concluding Cantionalsatz (no. 8), a setting of the final hymn verse, included here simply as a reminder of the famous tune (Ex. 7-10a). Passing back over a tenor recitative (no. 6) and an alto/tenor duet (no. 7), praising those who show a steadfastness comparable to Luther’s and promising them a reward in the next world, we come to no. 5, a setting of the third chorale verse, which speaks of Christians standing firm in their faith, and through it repelling a host of devils and fiends.


  EX. 7-10A J. S. Bach, Ein’ feste Burg, BWV 80, the four chorale movements, the concluding Cantionalsatz
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  What a natural for a concerto-style setting! The steadfast Christians are represented by the chorus, singing the successive lines of the hymn in unison (or to be literal, in octaves), alternating with a richly raucous instrumental ensemble—trumpets, alto and tenor oboes, and strings—that portrays the grimacing surrounding host with a wild Vivaldian ritornello, which begins with a diminution of the chorale incipit (Ex. 7-10b), continues through a sequence, and ends with “thundering” rage-tremolandi in the strings and literally unplayable lip-trills for the clarino trumpet that produce the aural equivalent of a scowl or an obscene gesture (Ex. 7-10c). A close look at the score will turn up many extra diminutions of the chorale, thrown in wherever they can be made to fit by dint of a deceptive cadence.


  Once again we skip over a recitative/aria pair on a text by Franck (nos. 3–4), except to note that (Franck being a literary disciple of Neumeister) it is a virtual replay of the second recitative-aria pair in Cantata no. 61: exhortations from the bass (concluding in an arioso) followed by an invitation, addressed by the chastened soprano to Jesus, to “Komm in mein Herzens Haus” (“Come dwell within my heart’s abode”). The aria that comes before them (Ex. 7-10d), marked no. 2, is actually a fascinating hybrid: a duet that underscores the relationship between the reflective poetry and the emblematic chorale by combining text and gloss in a single contrapuntal texture.


  The soprano sings the second chorale verse to a highly decorated or “figural” variant of the original melody, while the bass carols away to Franck’s commentary on the same verse, set in an unusual (for bass) coloratura style that, by imitating the virtuoso manner of a soprano or even a castrato, seems to reflect the text’s promise that all who accept Christ will triumph over the limitations of the flesh. (As we have already observed, and as we shall observe again, this preoccupation with human limitations was a particularly important principle for Bach. It found reflections of all kinds in his music, with the emphasis sometimes on their exposure, sometimes on their overcoming.) The heterogeneous result could be called a “cantusfirmus aria” or a “sung chorale prelude.” It might be better, though, not to try to give such unique symbolic contrivances names; for they, too, are meant to display transcendence of normal (that is, humanly ordained) categories. At any rate, the unfolding of the cantus firmus takes precedence over the normal aria form, which, shorn of a contrasting section and da capo, resembles a concerto movement more than ever. Both vocal soloists are given instrumental correlates. The chorale-singing soprano is doubled by an oboe that contributes extra decorative contortions to the “figuration” of the traditional melody. Sometimes voice and instrument can even be heard ornamenting a melodic phrase in two different ways at once.


  EX. 7-10B J. S. Bach, Ein’ feste Burg, BWV 80, the four chorale movements, no. 5, chorus, “Und wenn die Welt voll Teufel wär,” beginning of ritornello
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  The bass, meanwhile, is paired with massed strings in unison (another typically Bachian effect we first saw in Cantata no. 61) to provide a “spun-out” ritornello at the beginning and the end and elsewhere to act as the bass’s “obbligato” or accompanying counterpoint. The basic motive out of which this string ritornello is spun is enunciated in the very first measure: it is easily recognized as a stylized bugle call, a military tattoo that encapsulates the pervasive martial imagery of Luther’s chorale poem, as it also did in operatic or madrigalian “rage” music going all the way back to Monteverdi.


  Having traced the chorale now through three musical incarnations, at last we are ready to take on the cantata’s opening number, a grandiose “chorale fantasia” of a kind peculiar to Bach’s larger Leipzig cantatas. Even here, as everywhere in Bach’s choral music, the method is basically archaic, albeit updated by the most sophisticated handling of tonal harmony anyone anywhere had yet achieved. The form, in its essentials, is that of the motet—a form that goes back to pre-Reformation times and had been discarded everywhere save the Lutheran church, where alone it continued in living and evolving use. (When Catholic composers used the motet style, as we know, it was in the guise of an officially retrospective stile antico in which stylistic evolution was forbidden; eighteenth-century Catholics, when they wrote motets, adopted—or tried to adopt—the sixteenth century “Palestrina style”: not a style whose history went back to Palestrina, but a style whose history had stopped with Palestrina.)


  EX. 7-10C J. S. Bach, Ein’ feste Burg, BWV 80, the four chorale movements, no. 5, end of ritornello
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  A motet, takes shape as a series of discrete points of imitation (rather than a series of expositions of a single idea, like a fugue). In the opening fantasia of Cantata No. 80, the successive points of imitation (all accompanied by an independent and very active continuo and punctuated in Wilhelm Friedemann’s arrangement by jocund ejaculations from the Stadtpfeifer band) are based on the successive lines of the chorale. The first of them sets the procedure that will be followed consistently throughout. The chorale line is transformed by passing tones and a cadential flourish into a flowing “subject,” which is then treated according to the rules of tonal counterpoint, in alternation with its “tonal answer,” in which the first (tonic) and fifth (dominant) scale degrees are exchanged reciprocally. (Thus the tenors, entering with the subject, descend a fourth from D to A; the altos, entering with the answer, descend a fifth from A to D, and so on.) This sounds like a normal enough fugal exposition, but in fact it would be hard to find another fugue that begins with the tenor and alto entries. All the fugues we have seen thus far have proceeded either from top to bottom or from bottom to top. Deviations from this pattern, being deviations, require reasons, and such reasons are most often to be sought in the “poetic” or symbolic realm. In this case, the reason for opening out from the middle of the choral texture to the extremes becomes clear after the vocal exposition of the first “point” is complete. Unexpectedly, it is capped by the instruments (Ex. 7-10e), playing the cantusfirmus melody, sans figuration, in a marvelous canon that is close-spaced in time but could hardly be wider-spaced in pitch register. Both instrumental lines are doubled at the octave in Wilhelm Friedemann’s arrangement: the oboe by the clarino trumpet above (replacing Bach’s original scoring for three oboes in unison), and the continuo both by the violone or double bass and by the 16-foot “trombone” (Posaune) pedal stop on the organ.


  EX. 7-10D J. S. Bach, Ein’ feste Burg, BWV 80, the four chorale movements, no. 2, Aria con Choral, “Mit unser Macht,” mm. 9–13
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  EX. 7-10E J. S. Bach, Ein’ feste Burg, BWV 80, the four chorale movements, no. 1, Choral Fantasia, “Ein’ feste Burg,” mm. 23–30
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  EX. 7-10F J. S. Bach, Ein’ feste Burg, BWV 80, the four chorale movements, no. 1, harmonic “Far-Out Point”
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  Bach hardly ever specified organ “registration,” that is, the precise choice of “stops,” the settings that determined exactly which ranks of pipes were to be activated by which keys and pedals. This, too, was a deviation from his normal practice and had a special “poetic” motivation. Thanks to these octave doublings, the capping statement of the “symbolum”—the emblem or article of faith—exceeds at both ends the range of the human voice, betokening transcendence. The special nature of this fugal exposition, then, has a multiple poetic purpose. The chorale is literally heard to spread out from the “midst” of the chorus—the human vehicles of the word—and pass into the all-encompassing universal reach of the divine.


  This symbolism informs the exposition of the chorale’s every line. What varies, once the basic format has been established through repetition (and recalling that the chorale is in the venerable AAB form), is the order of vocal entries. Bach’s virtuosity in controlling this teeming contrapuntal microcosm is joyously displayed at a level that few composers, if any, could match. Study of the piece will bring many exhilarating discoveries, beginning with the way the fugal entries of the second line are dovetailed with those of the first, so that the chorale melody is actually set in counterpoint with itself.


  Perhaps most noteworthy of all is the way Bach contrives a FOP—the harmonic far-out point, requisite for a fully articulated “tonal” form—between the penultimate line of the chorale and the final one. The penultimate line of the chorale melody ends on F[image: Image]. Bach interprets this note as an applied dominant (“V of vi”) and follows it with a choral exposition (Ex. 7-10f) in which the last line of the text is sung to an adjusted version of the first phrase of the tune that goes through a circle of fifths—tenors cadencing on B (vi), basses on E (ii), sopranos on A (V), and altos on D (I), thence to the instruments who bring in the actual last phrase of the melody for a properly “achieved” conclusion in the tonic. In this way Bach supplies a “modern” harmonic structure that is unavailable in the original chorale melody (which of course was composed in “pre-tonal” times), without actually departing from or interrupting the progress of the tune.


  The wonder is that, from all that we know of the conditions under which Bach worked, he never had at his disposal the musical forces that could do anything approaching justice to this mighty fortress of a chorus. Documents survive that inform us both as to the puny resources Bach had to work with, and those that he would have thought adequate if not ideal. The most telling document of this kind is a memorandum he submitted to the Leipzig Town Council on 23 August 1730, a couple of months before the celebrations at which Cantata no. 80 may have been performed in his son’s “big band” arrangement.16 The title already tells the story: “A Short but Most Necessary Draft for a Well-Appointed Church Music; Together with Certain Modest Reflections on the Decline of Same.”


  Bach’s main concern was the choir, which consisted in large part of the boys he trained himself as head of the church music school. “Every musical choir should contain at least 3 sopranos, 3 altos, 3 tenors, and as many basses,” he wrote, “so that even if one happens to fall ill (as very often happens, particularly at this time of year, as the prescriptions written by the school physician for the apothecary must show) at least a double chorus motet may be sung. (And note that it would be still better if the classes were such that one could have 4 singers on each part and thus could perform every chorus with 16 persons.)” Next Bach lists the minimum stable of instrumentalists who should be at the disposal of any self-respecting music director. It hardly seems a coincidence that (with the exception of the bassoons, which were probably assumed to be doublers of the continuo line) the ensemble he describes is exactly that called for in Cantata no. 80. Indeed, Bach immediately follows the list below with a supplementary list of instruments—flutes, recorders, etc.—that are also needed from time to time. But this is the minimum:
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  summa 18 persons at least, for the instrumental music


  


  By Bach’s own avowal, then, he considered thirty-four persons (plus himself and another keyboard player, who went without saying) to be the bare minimum required for a performance of a maximal piece like Cantata No. 80—and that number would have been thought puny indeed at any aristocratic, let alone royal, court. (Just recall Handel’s Music for the Royal Fireworks, with its band of fifty-five wind players.) Except for avowed attempts to recreate the conditions of Bach’s time (as in the so-called “historically authentic” performances that have been popular since the 1970s), the number would be considered stingy for a professional performance today. Yet Bach declares himself content with it, if only.


  For the same memorandum reveals that in reality Bach could only count on eight regular instrumentalists (relying on local students or his own choristers to pinch-hit when possible), and that of the choristers at the school, whose services were required not just at Bach’s own church, St. Thomas’s, but at all four Leipzig churches (and who also had to pinch-hit as instrumentalists, as noted), Bach considered only 17 to be “usable” for music of “artistry” and “gusto” (taste). It has been suggested (by Bach scholar and performer Joshua Rifkin) that Bach’s church music was normally performed by no more than one singer or player to a part, if that (for, as Bach complains, most of the time some parts had to be omitted from the texture altogether due to absences).17 One often daydreams about what the music heard today sounded like when first performed. It would seem that in the case of Bach, it might be better not to know.


  WHAT MUSIC IS FOR


  Or perhaps not. We might actually learn a good deal about music and its purposes if we could hear a Bach cantata at its first performance—but only if we are prepared for a lesson that challenges our most basic assumptions about the nature and purpose of music.


  Those assumptions were given a classic articulation by Charles Burney (1726–1814), the great English music historian, who knew Handel in his youth and played occasionally in his orchestras. “Music is an innocent luxury, unnecessary, indeed, to our existence, but a great improvement and gratification of the sense of hearing,” wrote Dr. Burney, who went on to define it more precisely as “the art of pleasing by the succession and combination of agreeable sounds.”18 These words, probably written in the early 1770s, were published in the front matter of Burney’s General History of Music, which began appearing in 1776. They are still paraphrased in most English dictionaries, and few readers of this book will find them surprising. They will seem to most music lovers merely commonsensical.


  But even “common sense” has a history, and Burney’s definition of music reflects the intellectual history of the eighteenth century, when a complex of rationalistic (that is, antimystical, antimetaphysical) ideas now referred to as “The Enlightenment” rose to prominence and eventual dominance in Europe. They will receive a more extended discussion in a later chapter, when their musical manifestations (which we now call “Classicism”) come into view. We have had a glimpse of them already in Handel, whose career was shaped by a taste comparable to the one Burney described, and who regarded all of his music, even the most exalted or profound, as a distinguished entertainment.


  They have much less to do with Bach, and virtually nothing to do with Bach’s church music, which embodied a pre-Enlightened—and when push came to shove, a violently anti-Enlightened—temper. Such music was a medium of truth, not beauty, and the truth it served—Luther’s truth—was often bitter. Some of Bach’s most striking works were written to persuade us—no, reveal to us—that the world is filth and horror, that humans are helpless, that life is pain, and that reason is a snare. Even in his most exuberant work, like Cantata no. 80, Bach’s purpose in church was never just to please, and the sounds he combined there were often anything but agreeable.


  When his music was pleasing, it was usually in order to indoctrinate or cajole. Just as often Bach aimed to torture the ear. When the world of man rather than that of God was his subject, he could write music that for sheer, deliberate ugliness has perhaps been approached (mainly by much later composers, after Bach’s momentous nineteenth-century “rediscovery”), but never surpassed. The daring it took to write such passages is perhaps the best testimony to Bach’s unique genius. They would have ruined Handel. But Bach’s pious congregation would have understood his purpose in a way that we can do only by dint of great imaginative effort.


  Take Ex. 7-11 to begin with. It is the ritornello to a bass aria, “Ächzen und erbärmlich Weinen/hilft der Sorgen Krankheit nicht” (“Groaning [literally, saying ‘Ach’] and pitifully wailing or worrying won’t relieve sickness”) from Cantata BWV 13, Meine Seufzer, meine Tränen (“My sighs, my tears”). Despite its low BWV number, this is one of the later Leipzig cantatas, first performed 20 January (the second Sunday after Epiphany) 1726. With Seufzer in the title and Ächzen in the text, it is no wonder to see lots of slurred descending half steps—“sighs”—in all the parts. That was a conventional symbol that evoked the thing represented precisely the way a word does. Also to be expected were lots of dissonant appoggiaturas, a high degree of chromaticism, and (recalling Handel’s “They loathed to drink of the river”) chords of the diminished seventh.


  But now consider the counterpoint in mm. 3–4: namely, the way in which the parallel “sighs” in the obbligato line and the basso continuo are harmonized. At the beginning of m. 3, the two voices move in parallel at the distance of nine semitones. This unusual way of specifying the interval is necessary here because, in terms of spelling and function, the intervals, though produced by parallel motion, are different. One voice progresses from one scale degree to another (E[image: Image]–D), while the other inflects a single degree (F[image: Image]–F). Thus the first harmonic interval formed between them is a diminished seventh, while the second is a major sixth. The harmonic progression, while unusual, can be rationalized as a “7–6 suspension” according to the traditional rules of counterpoint.


  In the middle of m. 3, the intervals are still 7–6, even though the sixth is augmented and the constant parallel distance between the two voices is ten semitones, an interval always heard as a dissonance. This is a truly pungent progression that will take most listeners by unpleasant surprise, although on reflection it can be “justified” both in terms of counterpoint, and of course in terms of expression, since affliction and pain is the theme.


  Only expression can justify what happens on the downbeat of m. 4, when the parallel doubling is again at the distance of ten semitones but both parts make degree progressions, so that both intervals are sevenths. By the rules—or, more pertinently, by customary practice—a progression of parallel sevenths is a solecism, a mistake. The writing is diseased. The effect on the naivest ear, all the more on a schooled one, is almost literally nauseous. This kind of direct analogy goes beyond Handel’s ingratiating ways of representing horror. There is no way this passage could be described as pleasant or entertaining. That is not its purpose.


  EX. 7-11 J. S. Bach, Cantata: Meine Seufzer, meine Tränen, BWV 13, bassaria, “Ächzen und erbärmlich Weinen” (ritornello), mm. 1–8
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  One can find such examples in abundance in Bach, many of them much stronger than this one. The text, of course, is the key to finding them. Cantata BWV 101, composed in Leipzig for performance on 13 August 1724, opens with a chorale fantasia that pits the melody of the Lutheran Lord’s Prayer (“Vater unser im Himmelreich”) as cantus firmus against a choral counterpoint that carries the text of a sixteenth-century hymn:


  
    Nimm von uns, Herr, du treuer Gott

    Die schwere Straf und große Not,

    Die wir mit Sünden ohne Zahl

    Verdienet haben allzumal.

    Behüt für Krieg und teurer Zeit,

    Für Seuchen, Feur und großem Leid.

  


  
    [Take from us, O Lord, thou faithful God

    The heavy punishment and great distress

    That we with our numberless sins

    Have only too well deserved.

    Preserve us against war and famine,

    Plague, fire and devastation.]

  


  Ex. 7-12 is a “piano reduction” of Bach’s setting of the second line, so that the scarcely credible dissonances with which he evoked punishment, distress, war, famine, plague, fire, and devastation can be most compactly represented and easily observed. Almost all of them, semitonal clashes, false relations and all, arise out of a reckless deployment of “nonharmonic tones” that arise in turn out of expressive “sigh” motives or their inversions, equipped with pickups that render the first notes under the slurs maximally discordant both harmonically and melodically. This music will never bring a smile, the way Handel’s famine, plague, fire, and devastation did in Israel in Egypt. And that is only partly because of the extremity of the musical means, which goes so far beyond the boundaries of what Handel or Burney or their audiences would have identified as good taste. It is also because the sufferers depicted are not “them” but “us.”


  EX. 7-12 J. S. Bach, Nimm von uns, Herr, du treuer Gott, BWV 101, opening chorus
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  Even more unsettling are the choruses and arias where Bach—following what Carl Friedrich Zelter, a choral conductor who played a major role in Bach’s nineteenth-century rediscovery, called his “altogether contemptible German chuch texts”—gave vent to what not only Zelter but all “Enlightened” thinkers of his day despised as the “earnest polemic of the Reformation.”19 Indeed, many of Bach’s texts express ideas that most listeners, not only in Zelter’s day but in our own, would find abhorrent, for almost all modern ideas of social justice, reasoned discourse, and personal integrity are derived from the ideas of the Enlightenment.


  There is no evidence that Bach believed in them. On the contrary: we have every reason to assume that he believed not in freedom, equality, and human institutions of justice as saving forces in the world, but in faith and God’s grace—as we may learn from a harrowing tenor aria, “Schweig nur, taumelnde Vernunft!” (“Shut up, stumbling reason!”) from Cantata BWV 178, composed in Leipzig in the summer of 1724. The text is a paraphrase of a verse from a sixteenth-century hymn. Past the first line the message of the text is one of comfort, but Bach is fixated on that fierce and derisive opening line—indeed, on just the opening word. Out of it he builds practically the whole first section of his da capo aria, crowding all the rest into a cursory and soon superseded middle section.


  Over and over the tenor shrieks, “Schweig nur, schweig!” leaping now a sixth, now a seventh, now an octave (Ex. 7-13). Meanwhile, the accompanying orchestra, Reason’s surrogate, reels and lurches violently. The effect is nothing short of terrifying—perhaps even more now than in Bach’s own time, since we who remember the twentieth century have greater reason than Bach’s contemporaries ever had to wince at the sound of a high-pitched German voice stridently shouting reason down.


  EX. 7-13 J. S. Bach, Cantata: Wo Gott der Herr nicht bei uns hält, BWV 178, tenor aria, “Schweig nur, taumelnde Vernunft!”, mm. 11–17
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  Even when Bach is not expressing actively anti-Enlightenment sentiments like these in his cantatas, his settings are pervaded with a general antihumanism such as we encountered (at least according to one interpretation) in the Brandenburg Concertos, with their implied religiously motivated contempt for human hierarchies and power relations. The contempt is much more overt in the cantatas and shows up precisely in Bach’s seeming unconcern for practical performance considerations. A work like Cantata no. 80, plausibly beyond the capabilities of the performers to whom it was perforce assigned, could be looked upon as “idealistic” in this sense, deliberately contriving a splendor and suggesting a perfection beyond terrestrial accomplishment (though certainly not beyond imagining or aspiring to).


  There is another side to this as well, when Bach seems deliberately to engineer a bad-sounding performance by putting the apparent demands of the music beyond the reach of his performers and their equipment. Ex. 7-14 contains two “middle sections” from cantata arias. The first (Ex. 7-14a), “Liebster Gott” (“Beloved God”) from Cantata BWV 179, composed for Leipzig in 1723, is scored for a (boy) soprano and two oboi da caccia or “hunting oboes,” ancestors of the modern English horn. The aria begins and ends in A minor, but the middle section weirdly modulates ever “flatward,” so that it makes its final cadence in C minor.


  Not only is the flatward modulation symbolic of catabasis, or “falling” in the theological sense (as a sharpward modulation symbolizes anabasis or elevation), the specific key chosen for the cadence also puts the instruments in a harmonic region where they are simply incapable of playing in tune, especially when playing, as Bach forces them to do, in their lowest, least tractable range.20 The boy, too, is asked to descend to the very bottom of his range and even beyond, where he loses all tonal support. The whole performance will inevitably come out sounding loathsome and disgraceful. And these are the words (adapted from the prophet Habbakuk): “My sins sicken me like pus in my bones; help me, Jesus, Lamb of God, for I am sinking in deepest slime.”


  EX. 7-14A Cantata: Siehe zu, daß deine Gottesfurcht, BWV 179, soprano aria “Liebster Gott,” mm. 62–81
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  Nowadays, with instruments that have undergone more than a century of adaptation and with no strictures to prevent a secular performance by a well-trained mezzo-soprano, the technical demands of the aria could be easily met. But would the performance thereby become a better one? Or would an important part of the religious message of the piece—that humans are helpless and hopeless in their fallen state—be lost for the sake of mere sensory gratification?


  The bass aria, “Beglückte Heerde, Jesu Schafe” (“O lucky herd of Jesus-sheep”), from the pastoral Cantata no. 104, Du Hirte Israel, höre (“Hear us, O shepherd of Israel”) is on the face of it a sweet and gentle (if slightly macabre) lullaby, but it harbors within a veritable assault by the composer on the performer. The text of the middle section (Ex. 7-14b) reads, “Here you shall taste of Jesus’s goodness and look forward, as your reward for faith, to the sweet sleep of death.” The vocal line extends for eighteen measures in a stately[image: Image] meter without a single rest, and with notes lasting as much as nine beats. It will reduce any singer who assays it at an appropriate tempo to a gasping, panting state in which, were the aria to continue another two minutes, he would surely receive his reward.


  EX. 7-14B Cantata: Du Hirte Israel, höre, BWV 104, bassaria“Beglückte Heerde,” middle section
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  This undermining of human agency is something that Bach engineers again and again. Unlike Handel’s music, Bach’s church music serves the purposes of the church—that is, ministering to the soul’s salvation—and presents modern secular performers with a dilemma: either adapt the performance to the tastes of the modern secular audience (whether by modernizing the performing forces, for example, or by “secularizing” the tempos or the general demeanor) and risk losing the full force of the expressive message encoded in the music, or perform the music in an appropriate manner and risk perplexing, fatiguing, or even insulting the audience. That is why only a handful of Bach’s cantatas can be said to have really joined the modern performance repertory, and a thoroughly unrepresentative handful at that.


  Besides a couple of amusing secular items like the so-called “Coffee cantata” (about a young girl’s passion for coffee—then a novelty—and the headaches it causes her father), composed for Bach’s Collegium Musicum (which actually performed in a coffee shop), the “popular” cantatas include no. 51, Jauchzet Gott in allen Landen (“Rejoice in God in every land”), a brilliant display piece for soprano and the only church cantata Bach ever composed for a women’s voice (and one of the few pieces he actually called a cantata); and no. 140, Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme (“Wake up, the [watchman’s] voice is calling”), in which Bach set a couple of love duets between Christ and the Christian soul in the style of “the pretty little Dresden tunes.”


  BACH’S “TESTAMENTS”


  Bach’s best-known religious pieces are the ones most comparable to Handel’s oratorios and to even later, Catholic religious music. They include two Passion settings (out of five he is once reported to have composed), one based on the Gospel of Matthew and the other on the Gospel of John. And, a bit paradoxically, they include a grandiose concerted setting, for chorus in as many as eight parts and an exceptionally variegated orchestra, of the Latin Mass, a text for which there was no liturgical use at all in the Lutheran church. These were the works through which Bach was “rediscovered” and reclaimed for the performing repertoire in the nineteenth century.


  The Mass was assembled out of settings that had accumulated over a period of more than two decades. About half of it is derived from known prototypes (cantata choruses, mainly), and most of the rest is presumed to consist of “parodies” of this kind as well, even though their prototypes are no longer extant. The work is therefore cast in a mixture of styles that reflects its miscellaneous origins. Some of the choruses, although never without an elaborate instrumental accompaniment, are written in a deliberately archaic style that comes closer than ever to the official Catholic stile antico. Some of the arias, by contrast, are cast in the kind of showy, courtly (“galant”), somewhat operatic idiom that Bach associated with Dresden.


  The Catholic electoral court at Dresden, in fact, seems to have been the original destination of the Mass, or at least of the Kyrie and Gloria, which Bach sent in 1733 to the newly ascended Elector, Friedrich August II, who also reigned (as Augustus III) as the titular king of Poland. Friedrich August was already a notable patron of the arts, from whom Bach was now seeking a favor—not a job but a title (Hofkomponist) that would entitle him to better treatment and higher pay from the Leipzig town council. Bach eventually did receive the title but not until 1736, after sending another petition.


  The music, meanwhile, languished unheard. Bach returned to it in the late 1740s, after he had effectively retired from his cantorate at Leipzig, and by adding to it a Sanctus he had partly composed as early as 1724 and assembling from parodies a Credo and an Agnus Dei, he turned it into a kind of testamentary piece—a summary of all types of ecclesiastical composition unified by the ancient Latin text of the Mass, but far too long and elaborate to have been intended for actual performance anywhere.


  Performances began only when Bach had been assimilated to the secular concert repertory in the nineteenth century. (Hence the curiously secular name by which it is generally known: “Mass in B Minor,” or “The B-Minor Mass,” after the key of the opening Kyrie, although most of the music is actually in D major.) Thus it is a work that has existed, in a sense, only posthumously; and it is to later music only that it can be compared. The first of many “oratorio-style” Masses in the repertoire, it is the largest of them all, but it is in no real sense the progenitor of the line. That line originated in Austria and reached its peak some decades after Bach’s death with the work of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven. But as we will learn in a later chapter, the antecedents to this Austrian genre were Italian, not German. Bach’s Mass, although a famous work today and therefore an essential part of the history of music from our perspective, was from the perspective of its own time an isolated curio—or, given its size, perhaps a white elephant.


  A description of the Gloria, part of the original offering to the Saxon elector, can be our entrée into this glorious anomaly. The text is broken up into nine separate segments, if one counts the two contrasting halves of the first chorus as two separate settings. Bach certainly did, because he is known to have adapted them from two separate preexisting pieces. The first, a quick gigue, marked vivace (“lively”) and scored for an oversized orchestra of twenty or more (as per Bach’s “Short but Most Necessary Draft”), features the trumpets and drums for a brilliant evocation of the title word (which, as we know, is merely intoned by the priest in an actual liturgical Mass). The second, a hushed evocation of “peace on earth,” is suddenly in the slow “common time” of the stile antico. The trumpets and drums are silent for the most part, reintroduced only toward the end so that the piece can end grandly. Like Monteverdi’s eight-part Gloria from the Selva morale (see chapter 1), Bach’s “Gloria” chorus, with its vividly projected antithesis, is in effect a vaulting madrigal.


  Thereafter, the Gloria proceeds as an alternation of choruses with arias for each of the five soloists in turn. The first aria (“Laudamus te”), for the second soprano, sets words of praise in an ingratiatingly ornate and courtly chamber style. The ritornello is a veritable violin concerto, and the vocal writing, with its trills and roulades, is as close to a castrato idiom as Bach ever came. This music was obviously meant for no choirboy, but for a Dresden court “canary.” The chorus that follows (“Gratias agimus tibi”) sets words of thanks in an austere, archaic idiom. Bach first used this music when setting the German equivalent of its text (“Wir danken dir, Gott”) in a Leipzig cantata two years before.


  Next comes another operatic showpiece (“Domine Deus”), a duet for the first soprano and the tenor, in which the consubstantiality of the Father and the Son is symbolized by the twinning of the two voices. Each sings in turn about the Father and the Son, but whenever the soprano is singing “Domine Deus” the tenor is singing “Domine Fili,” and vice versa. Here the concertizing instrument in the ritornellos is the solo flute, playing for the most part in its most brilliant range, with typically “galant” affectations in the phrasing, such as slurred pairs (possibly also symbolic of consubstantiality) and long appoggiaturas.


  The chorus that follows—“Qui tollis peccata mundi,” “[O Thou] who takest away the sins of the world”—maintains the lightness of the preceding duet as it describes the gentle cleansing action of the Lamb of God. The music had previously served to introduce a Leipzig cantata, on the words “Schauet doch und sehet, ob irgend ein Schmerz sei” (Behold and see if there is any pain). In both of its contexts, then, the music represented the alleviation of distress.


  The last part of the Gloria puts two arias back to back before a concluding chorus. The first aria (“Qui sedes”) is an alto solo, with an obbligato for the oboe d’amore (halfway in size between modern oboe and English horn) that implies an affettuoso style of performance. The instrument closely matches the singer’s range and twines all around the vocal part as the singer pleads operatically with the Son, sitting at the right hand of the Father, for mercy. The second aria (“Quoniam tu solus,” “For only Thou”), a commanding item for the bass, features a rare obbligato for corno da caccia (“hunting horn,” now called French horn) accompanied by not one but two bassoons, thus adding two more instruments to the already swollen instrumental roster. This aria may well have been adapted from a cantata in which the text used words like hunting, chasing, or pursuit as metaphors—words for which the horn itself could stand as a further metaphor. As adapted here to the Mass text, the singularity of the scoring may symbolize the singularity of Christ, as thrice detailed by the text.


  The final chorus, “Cum sancto spiritu,” invokes the glory of the Trinity with a return to the vivace tempo and the brassy scoring of the opening chorus. It is in three sections, the middle being a fast melismatic fugue somewhat reminiscent of the ones in Messiah, and adding an element of showy virtuosity to the choral writing that is as rare in Bach as it is frequent in the oratorios of Handel, his great expatriate contemporary.


  There is nothing like this chorus in Bach’s surviving Passion oratorios, which were written for church use on the afternoon of Good Friday, the most solemn day in the Christian year. The one based on the Book of John, written earlier, was first performed in Leipzig in 1724, during Bach’s first year as Cantor there, and revived several times thereafter. Its text includes arias and a chorus drawn from the Passion poem by Brockes that Handel had set earlier. The St. Matthew Passion—conceived as a unity but on an enormous scale both as to duration and as to performing forces (two antiphonal choirs, each with its own supporting orchestra)—was probably first performed in 1727.
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  FIG. 7-7 Bach’s autograph manuscript of the opening double chorus from the St. Matthew Passion.


  


  In both Passions, following the post-Neumeister conventions of the genre, the text operates on three levels, which interact to produce a sort of biblical opera-with-commentary. The original Gospel text is set as semidramatic recitative. There is a narrator (called the Evangelist), but all direct discourse (lines spoken directly by the actors in the story) is assigned to other solo voices, and lines spoken collectively by the “people,” following the “turba” (crowd) convention that goes back to the sixteenth century, were sung by the chorus, often in imitative textures that emphasized heterogeneity.


  These recitatives are interrupted at strategic moments, just as they are in opera, by reflective arias—or “madrigals,” as the Lutheran poets continued to call them—meant to be set in da capo form. As in the cantatas (where, however, there is no plot line), these arias are not sung by characters but by “voice-personas” who represent and give utterance to the poet’s own meditations on the events of the biblical narration, and instruct the congregation on their Christian significance. In the St. Matthew Passion, all the arias, as well as the reflective choruses that open and close each part, are adapted from a single long Passion poem in Erbauliche Gedancken (“Edifying thoughts”), a cycle of texts for music by a friend of Bach’s, a Leipzig lawyer and playwright named Christian Friedrich Henrici (1700–64), who wrote under the name Picander and provided the texts for many of Bach’s Leipzig cantatas. The third textual element in Bach’s Passions consisted of chorales in “Cantional” or hymnbook style that are frequently interpolated to provide an additional level of commentary (and, possibly, congregational participation).


  The two Bach Passion settings are quite distinct in character. The shorter and faster-moving St. John Passion is as close to an opera as Bach ever wrote (if for the moment we ignore a few minor civic or coffeehouse comedies that Bach called dramma per musica). The turba scenes before Pontius Pilate, in particular, show the Roman viceroy, the crowd, and the Evangelist interacting with great dispatch. In the excerpt given in Ex. 7-15, Pontius Pilate offers Jesus back to the crowd, who reject him and call for his crucifixion. The sharp dactylic rhythms in the orchestra recall the cry of “Kreuzige!” (“Crucify!”) from the previous chorus.


  The St. Matthew Passion places more emphasis on contemplation than on action. Its emblematic sections are not the turba choruses but the monumental framing choruses on words by Picander. The one that opens the work, “Kommt, ihr Töchter, helft mir klagen” (“Come, O daughters, help me in my lamentation”) is a conception of unparalleled breadth. By the use of antiphonal choruses (and orchestras) asking and exclaiming about the tragic scene at Golgotha, a panoramic scene is conjured up. The heavy bass tread and the slow harmonic rhythm in a broad [image: Image] meter at once sketches the movement of the procession of the cross and conveys the mournful affect of a traditional lamento.


  And it all turns out to be a gigantic chorale prelude, when a third choir of boys (soprano ripieno as Bach puts it) chimes in with the so-called Passion Chorale (Ex. 7-16), set as a cantus firmus above the fray: O Lamm Gottes unschüldig/am Stamm des Kreuzes geschlachtet (“O spotless Lamb of God, slaughtered on the Cross’s trunk”). The innocence of the victim is cast in relief against the enormity of the sacrifice by playing the G major of the chorale against the E minor of its environment. A whole panoply of tonal and harmonic effects of which Bach was then uniquely the master—modulations, deceptive cadences, and other feints—is enlisted to underscore this tragic contrast. Even without the external trappings of drama, Bach was able through his manipulation of tonal (“purely musical”) procedures to express the essence of the dramatic conflict embodied in the Passion story as viewed from the Christian perspective.


  EX. 7-15 J. S. Bach, St. John Passion, turba, “Weg! Weg!,” mm. 40–51
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  Bach was well aware of the special place the St. Matthew Passion occupied within his vast output. He regarded it, too, as a testamentary work. He prepared a lavish calligraphic score of the work, replete with inks of different colors, to preserve it at a time when most music, including his, was composed for specific occasions, to be used and thereafter discarded. That fair copy passed into Carl Friedrich Zelter’s possession and provided the vehicle for Bach’s rediscovery and canonization as a musical Founding Father when the twenty-year-old Felix Mendelssohn, a pupil of Zelter who would have a distinguished career as composer in his own right, conducted a performance of the St. Matthew Passion at the Berlin Singakademie on 11 March 1829, a little over a century after its first performance in Leipzig.


  THE BACH REVIVAL


  This was an event of immense cultural significance. It placed Bach in a new context, one in which the very aspects of his style that had led to his temporary eclipse—its complexity, its conservatism, its uncompromising religiosity, its very asperity, which caused it to be dismissed by some critics even during his lifetime as showing an “excess of art” and a “turgid and confused style”—could now be prized and held up as a model for emulation.21 The conditions that brought about this change in Bach’s status had a great deal to do with the burgeoning of Romanticism, to which we will return in a later chapter. There was another aspect to the reassessment of Bach, however, which needs our attention now.


  EX. 7-16 J. S. Bach, St. Matthew Passion, opening chorus, mm. 34–36
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  The nineteenth-century Bach revival focused mainly on just a few works: the Passion oratorios, the B-minor Mass, the Well-Tempered Clavier, and a few later masterworks of an old-fashioned, abstract nature in which Bach gave full rein to his unrivaled contrapuntal virtuosity. This last group included the Goldberg Variations, a huge cycle of thirty keyboard pieces, including a series of intricate canons, all based on a single “aria” (ostinato) bass line. (The set is named—not by Bach but by posterity—after Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, one of Bach’s pupils, who supposedly commissioned it on behalf of his patron, Count Kayserling, the Russian ambassador to the Saxon court, an insomniac who needed some engrossing music to divert him during sleepless nights.) For a really dazzling quick idea of Bach’s contrapuntal wizardry we might look, not at the Goldberg Variations themselves, but at a little extra that he tossed off one day, and that remained undiscovered until the 1970s. In the flyleaf of his own personal copy of the printed edition of the work (the fourth volume of the Clavier-Übung, issued in 1747), Bach inscribed fourteen riddle canons, all based on the first eight notes of the Goldberg “aria” bass. Ex. 7-17 shows the bass line, the last canon (“Canon à 4, per Augmentationem et Diminutionem”) as Bach wrote it, and a realization (by Christoph Wolff, who discovered and authenticated the canons). The first eight sixteenth-notes of the single notated line in Ex. 7-17b are an inversion of the Goldberg bass, transposed to the upper fifth and subjected to a threefold rhythmic diminution. The realization accompanies the notated part with its inversion at the upper fourth with note values doubled; with its literal transposition at the lower fourth with note values doubled again; and inverted at the lower fifth, with the note values doubled a third time, thus restoring the original bass.


  EX. 7-17A Goldberg bass
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  EX. 7-17B Canon no. 14 as written by Bach
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  It is probably fair to say that the sheer technical dexterity in the art of composition that Bach exhibits here has never been surpassed; it is all the more impressive in the context of little joke pieces like these, for only the truly learned can afford to wear their learning lightly. (Why exactly fourteen canons, by the way? Because the name Bach, if translated into numbers according to the positions of its constituent letters in the alphabet—a device called gematriya that goes back to Hebrew cabbalistic lore—comes out 2 + 1 + 3 + 8 = 14. Bach’s numerological virtuosity has only begun to be investigated. Some scholars suspect that it may rival his musical skills; others, favoring a more “Enlightened” view of Bach, remain skeptical.) A more formal exhibition of skill was the Musikalisches Opfer (“Musical offering”), a miscellany of canons, complicated ricercars (old-fashioned fugues), and a trio sonata, all based on a weirdly chromatic “royal theme” given Bach as a subject for improvisation by none other than Frederick the Great, the Prussian king, during a visit by Bach in May of 1747 to the Prussian court at Potsdam, where his son Carl Philipp Emanuel was employed. The ultimate “speculative” work, Bach’s intended final testament, was Die Kunst der Fuge (“The art of fugue”), a collection of twenty-one contrapuncti, including canons, double fugues, triple fugues, fugues with answers by augmentation and diminution, inversion, and cancrizans (“crab motion,” or retrograde), all based on a single D-minor subject.


  EX. 7-17C Canon no. 14 as realized by Christoph Wolff
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  Bach was working on this collection on the day he died, leaving unfinished the last Fuga a 3 soggetti, in which the musical anagram of his name was to be worked in as a chromatic countersubject (Ex. 7-18). The so-called B–A–C–H cipher has been a potent musical emblem ever since the Art of Fugue was published, in 1751, in an edition supervised by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, who refrained from finishing the last fugue (as he could easily have done), but let it trail off into a sketch, followed by a note explaining the reason.


  It was no accident that the German musicians who created the Bach revival in the early nineteenth century fastened on just these pieces—the Passion oratorios and the encyclopedic, testamentary works. The Passions were the only vocal works by Bach that could find any sort of place in early nineteenth-century secular musical life. Their revival took place within the nineteenth-century German “concert oratorio” movement, something that had nothing to do with Bach or with the Lutheran tradition. Rather, it went back to Handel, or (more accurately) to the London Handelian tradition, both a prime fosterer and a beneficiary of British national sentiment.


  As we will later observe in greater musical detail, the Handelian oratorio (the earliest type of oratorio meant expressly for concert performance) had been imported to the German-speaking lands by the Austrian composer Franz Joseph Haydn (1732–1809), who had encountered Handel’s work on a visit to England, been bowled over by it, and emulated it in two oratorios of his own, “The Creation,” first performed in 1798, and “The Seasons” (1801). Like most of Handel’s oratorios, and like the German oratorios that followed them, Haydn’s oratorios were performed in theaters and concert halls, not churches.


  By the time Bach’s Passions were revived, the main German venue for oratorio performances had become the music festival, first instituted in 1818. As the critic and historian Cecilia Hopkins Porter has shown, these festivals transformed the German musical establishment and created a new public—the first “mass public”—for music.22 Their other main achievement was the creation of a sense of German national identity through music. It was Bach who provided a focal point for that, as Handel had done in England. (Of course, Handel—or rather, Händel—was “repatriated” and “reclaimed” by the Germans as well, and given back his umlaut, during this period.)


  So burgeoning nationalism, perhaps the nineteenth century’s signal contribution to European politics and culture, which had turned Handel into an institution in England a bit ahead of schedule thanks to British “national” precocity, caught up with Bach and turned him into a competing institution just when the familiar institutions of modern concert life were being established.


  EX. 7-18A The B-A-C-H cipher
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  EX. 7-18B B-A-C-H cipher at end of The Art of Fugue
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  The specific nature of German nationalism also favored Bach’s canonization. Where the British prided themselves on their commerce and industry, and on their liberal political institutions, the Germans, then lacking political unity, very backward industrially, and economically ruined by the Napoleonic wars, prided themselves on “art and learning,” as the composer and critic Carl Kossmaly declared shortly after the Bach revival had got underway. Their nationalism was a nationalism of culture. “In the realm of ideas,” Kossmaly averred, “in everything concerning intelligence and spiritual capacity, not only inner unity and national independence but also a decided superiority must be granted to the Germans.”23 In music, Bach was the proof. His profundity and complexity were all of a sudden national treasures; and the abstract musical speculations of his late years became harbingers of “absolute music,” the highest of all the arts, where the Germans most vehemently asserted their supremacy.


  This appropriation of Bach to the politics of German secular nationalism was already evident in the earliest biography of Bach, by Johann Nikolaus Forkel (1749–1818). This book, which appeared in 1802 (one year after Haydn’s Seasons), was a landmark: it was not only the first biography of Bach, it was the first full-scale scholarly biography of any composer and one of the earliest books to be recognizably a work of musicology in the modern academic sense. It is dedicated to “patriotic admirers of true musical art.” Its preface declares that “Bach’s works are a priceless national patrimony; no other nation possesses anything to compare with it.”24 And this is its final paragraph:


  
    This man, the greatest orator-poet that ever addressed the world in the language of music, was a German! Let Germany be proud of him! Yes, proud of him, but worthy of him too!25

  


  So modern academic musicology, the tradition out of which (but also, in certain ways, against which) this book is written, originated, like the Bach revival and the musical canon of which Bach is now regarded as the cornerstone, as a byproduct of German nationalism.


  CURSED QUESTIONS


  Does that matter? More generally, does it matter that Bach’s music, little known in his time and forgotten soon after his death, has been called back to active cultural duty by a cultural program unrelated and perhaps alien to it? And does it matter that it is now admired for reasons that may have little to do with what motivated it?


  Many lovers of the music will have no trouble answering these questions. Indeed, the Bach revival can seem a miraculous salvage operation, hardly in need of defense or excuse. But the “universalization” of music originally created within a narrowly specific cultural context does entail some difficulties, and cannot help raising some problems, especially if the original context was a religious one.


  Look again at Ex. 7-15 and consider it from a different perspective. No mention was made the first time around of the fact that the turba in the St. John Passion, following the Book of John itself, is identified not as “das Volk” or “the people” (as it is in the Matthew Passion), but as “die Juden” or “the Jews.” An accusation is being made, one that is no longer supported by responsible historical or theological scholarship, that the Jews rather than the Romans were responsible for Christ’s death. That accusation, now often called the “blood libel,” has had a bearing on a history of bloody persecutions, culminating in perhaps the most horrible page in the history of the twentieth century.


  Obviously, Bach had no part of that. Nor was he, as far as anyone today can guess, personally anti-Semitic as the term is understood today, except insofar as he probably subscribed to Luther’s doctrine that the Jews should submit to conversion on pain of punishment. In all likelihood he rarely, possibly never, met a Jew and thought little about them. The St. John Passion was intended for performance before a congregation of Christian believers for whom the Gospel text was … well, Gospel. The insult it contains to Jews was wholly incidental to its purpose.


  But today it serves other purposes and is performed before other audiences. Bach is long dead, but the St. John Passion lives on. Jews not only hear it nowadays, they often participate in performances of it, and are sometimes shocked to learn what it is that they are singing. Are they wrong? Does Bach’s music redeem the text? Would it impair Bach’s work from the standpoint of its present social use if the text were emended to exclude the blood libel? And if people disagree about the answers to these difficult questions, on what basis can they be adjudicated?


  It is no part of the purpose of this book to provide the answers to these questions. But it is integral to its purpose to raise them, for they crystallize important historical problems—problems of appropriation, universalization, recontextualization—that have arisen along with the practice of historiography itself, and that historiography not only poses but in large part creates. Precisely because these problems are part and parcel of historiography’s essence and its legacy, historiography often remains blind to them, not regarding itself as a part of its own subject matter. But responsible historiography, most historians now concede, must contain an element of reflexivity—concern with itself as a historical entity and with its own potential cultural and social influence, alongside the entities it purports to study.


  The problem of the anti-Semitic message in the St. John Passion, from which some people today may actually “learn” the “fact” that the Jews killed Christ, would never have become a problem had Bach never been revived. What was merely a latent message in Bach’s time, stating an accepted truth to which no one would have paid much attention per se, has become a potentially explicit message in our time, and a potentially mischievous one. We have history—or rather the sense of history fostered by romantic nationalism—to thank for that. The peculiarly romantic sense of the timeless relevance of history, called “historicism,” is what vouchsafed the work’s survival. The problem comes in deciding just what it is in the treasured legacy of the past that should be regarded as timelessly relevant.


  SCARLATTI, AT LAST


  Bach lived his life in defiance of the Enlightenment and was revived in reaction to it. The remaining member of the class of 1685, Domenico Scarlatti, exemplified the esthetic of Enlightenment better, perhaps, than any other musician of his time.


  The son of Alessandro Scarlatti, one of the giants of the opera seria, Domenico Scarlatti was at first groomed for a career in his father’s footsteps, for which he showed a precocious aptitude. His first opera, Ottavia ristituita al trono (“Octavia restored to the throne”), was produced at Saint Bartholomew’s in Naples, Alessandro’s stamping ground, for the 1703 carnival season, when Domenico was all of seventeen years old. His last, the archetypical Berenice, regina d’Egitto, ovvero Le gare di amore e di politica (“Bernice, Queen of Egypt;” or, the “Contest of love and politics”), was produced for the Roman carnival fifteen years later, whereupon Scarlatti retired from the opera stage, at the age of thirty-two, with almost forty years of life still ahead of him.


  The next year, 1719, he took a position as maestro di cappella at the cathedral of Lisbon, in Portugal, where he produced several oratorios and other sacred vocal works (some in a very chaste stile antico), and also supervised the musical education of the Infanta (crown princess) Maria Barbara, a gifted keyboard player. On her marriage to Fernando, the crown prince of Spain, in 1728, he followed Maria Barbara to Madrid, where he was known as Domingo Escarlatti, and served as courtier until his death in 1757, the last twenty years alongside the great castrato Farinelli, who (as we have seen) also retired to a sinecure at Madrid.
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  FIG. 7-8 Domenico Scarlatti, by Domingo Antonio de Velasco.


  


  Scarlatti spent his years at Madrid as a pampered retainer, later a knight, and was free to compose whatever he wanted. What he wanted to compose was virtuoso harpsichord music for himself (and, presumably, his royal pupil) to perform. Unconstrained by any set requirements, yet prompted by a tremendous musical curiosity and imagination, he invented what amounted to a new style of composition, which he called “ingenious jesting with art.”26 The phrase is pregnant. It jibes presciently with Dr. Burney’s comments on the nature and value of music, and reveals a wholehearted commitment to the ideal of delighting—rather than edifying, instructing, awing, or stirring—the listener. Nothing could be farther away from the monumental worlds of Bach and Handel.


  Accordingly, Scarlatti became the great miniaturist of his age, spendingthelast thirty to forty years of his life turning out upwards of 550 short, freestanding compositions for the harpsichord (and, to an undeterminable extent, for other keyboard instruments to which they are adaptable, namely organ, clavichord, and early forms of the pianoforte). These pieces were individually called sonatas, but they were in only a single “movement” and were often published under different names (such as essercizi, “studies”), or even as pièces grouped in suites. None survives in the composer’s autograph, and it is impossible to know, therefore, exactly what he called them or how he grouped them.


  The reason for occasionally calling them pièces is clear enough: like those of Couperin and the other French clavecinistes, Scarlatti’s pieces are uniformly in “binary” form—far more uniformly than Couperin’s, which are often rondeaux (with recurrent refrains) or passacailles (variations over a ground). Scarlatti himself never gathered them into suites. Early copyists and editors liked to group them in pairs, similar in key but contrasting in tempo. This, too, is a practice that (while effective, and widely followed in performance) cannot with any certainty be associated with the composer.


  Rather, Scarlatti evidently preferred to provide delight in single short doses—“by the shot,” one could say. But unlike Couperin, who also deserves credit for pioneering the single characteristic piece (albeit published in “ordres” or suites), Scarlatti liked to make brash statements as well as tender ones. Like any jester, he had an exhibitionistic streak. He could never have said, with Couperin (in the preface to his first book of pièces de clavecin, 1713), that “I would rather be moved than astonished.” Scarlatti’s sonatas, though occasionally tender and lyrical, are, as a corpus, the most astonishing pieces of their time.


  Their astonishing character draws on several sources. One is the outstanding instrumental virtuosity they require and display (particularly in the use of special effects like crossed hands and even glissando). Another is their harmonic extravagance, manifested both in terms of boldly handled dissonance and an often flamboyant, yet exquisitely graded use of modulatory chromaticism. Still another is the fantastic variety with which their single basic shape is treated.


  Finally, there is a singular imprint of local color—a local color that to listeners in countries where the international music trade flourished seemed exotic (as it must have seemed to the foreign-born Scarlatti himself, hence his penchant for noticing and drawing on it). The Scarlatti sonatas are a very early instance of exotic local color being sought and valued for its “pure” musical allure, without any symbolically nationalistic overlay. (A century or more later, this allure was exploited nationalistically by Spanish musicians, notably the pianistcomposer Enrique Granados, who pioneeringly programmed, edited, and emulated Scarlatti at a time when his work had largely lapsed into “historical” limbo.)


  The most remarkable aspect of Scarlatti’s sonatas, in fact, may be the absence in them (despite their frequent vivid “pictorialisms”) of anything symbolic at all. At a time when music, like the other arts, was mainly valued for its mimetic properties, Scarlatti sought to convey what Thomas Twining, a friend of Dr. Burney, called “a simple original pleasure, … no more imitative than the smell of a rose, or the flavor of a pineapple.”27 In this, Scarlatti was true to the spirit, not of his father, but of the Italian string composers of his father’s generation. His sonatas, unlike Couperin’s character pieces, were works at which old French academicians like Fontanelle might have railed.


  What made them the darlings of connoisseurs and epicures from the beginning—or at least from 1739, when a selection of them was published for the first time and immediately pirated far and wide (as well as plundered by Handel for his “Grand Concertos”)—was what their British publisher Thomas Roseingrave, a famous harpsichordist in his own right, called “their Delicacy of Stile, and Masterly Composition.”28 The Scarlatti sonatas, from which the following examples have been drawn, were chosen to exemplify all these traits in turn—except sheer virtuosity, which is exemplified throughout. They are numbered here according to the catalogue of Ralph Kirkpatrick (1911–84), an eminent harpsichordist who in his biography of Scarlatti (1953) tried to put the sonatas in something resembling a chronological order. (The previously standard listing by Alessandro Longo had been an arbitrary one like the Bach-Gesellschaft ordering of Bach’s cantatas.)


  The Sonata in G, K. 105, has an overall shape that can be regarded as typical for Scarlatti: the usual swing from tonic to dominant in the first half, followed by a return in the second half by way of a FOP or “far-out point” (in this case, the cadence on B minor (iii) in mm. 118–19). As is also typical for Scarlatti, the endings of each binary half match up with their counterparts more closely than the beginnings, so that a drive to completion is achieved. What makes the sonata unforgettable, though, is not its general contours but the specific harmonic content, which is also “typically Scarlattian,” but in an unusually, almost uniquely concentrated fashion. Beginning halfway through the first half, and even more pervasively in the second half, the harmony is rife with dissonant seconds, few of which can be considered “chord tones,” and even fewer of which resolve in normally prescribed fashion to consonances. In mm. 39–41 (the beginning of Ex. 7-19) their actual function is best perceived. The harmony is clearly A major. The Ds in the left hand, however, show no tendency whatever to resolve to C[image: Image] instead, they seem to cling to the E in a sort of decorative cluster.


  In fact, this pungent decoration was widely employed by harpsichordists. Francesco Geminiani, an Italian violinist who worked in England, called particular attention to it in his Treatise of Good Taste in the Art of Musick (1749): “No performer should flatter himself that he is able to accompany well till he is master of this delicate and admirable secret which has been in use above a hundred years.”29 But before Scarlatti it was rarely written down (which was why it was a “secret”). A sort of simultaneous mordent, it was called acciaccatura (from acciaccare, to bruise or batter). Scarlatti was uniquely drawn to its use and, by notating it, put it “on the map.”


  The deliciously grotesque passage shown in Ex. 7-19, where the acciaccaturas are maintained throughout like a sort of pedal (or—more to the point—like a constantly strummed open string), discloses the reason for Scarlatti’s seeming obsession with them. By combining the acciaccaturas with “Phrygian” neighbor notes (B[image: Image] applied to A in the first half, E[image: Image] applied to D in the second), Scarlatti unmistakably conjures up the sound of “Flamenco” guitars, the Andalusian gypsy style that has become pervasive in Spanish popular music, and that must have already been a conspicuous part of the sonic landscape in Scarlatti’s day.


  EX. 7-19 Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata in G, K. 105, mm. 39–54
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  The Sonata in E major, K. 264, is one of Scarlatti’s most vagarious essays in modulation. The first half already contains chords whose roots lie the very maximum distance—namely, a tritone—away from the tonic on a complete (rather than diatonically adjusted) circle of fifths. The second half begins with a remarkable excursion (Ex. 7-20) in which the traditional FOP seems to be pushed much farther than ever before, requiring an enharmonic alteration of the key signature to avoid a huge proliferation of double (or even triple) sharps. The harmonic distance covered in Ex. 7-20, though covered very unconventionally (by a sequence of three successive ascending whole steps adding up to another tritone: B−C[image: Image] [= D[image: Image]]−E[image: Image]−F), turns out to be not all that great; the cadence point at the end of the example is C, merely the “minor vi” or “flat submediant” of E (that is, the submediant of the parallel minor), and though played around with at length, it is never exceeded. Far more significant, perhaps, is the fact that the strange modulation is carried by a melodic sequence drawn from the sonata’s opening pair of measures, so that it could be regarded as a motivic development.


  EX. 7-20 Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata in E major, K. 264, mm. 127–46
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  The “perhaps” is necessary, because a modulatory motivic development at the beginning of the second binary half, culminating in the FOP, was something that would later become a virtual sine qua non or mandate for “classical” sonata composers; but it happens only ad libitum (“when he pleases”) with Scarlatti. For him it is only one of many ways of proceeding, and a rather exceptional one at that. Its “significance” is something that we judge, inevitably, with a hindsight the composer did not possess.


  The same goes for the overall shape of the Sonata in F minor, K. 481, a plaintive andante cantabile, in which the beginning of the second half features another bold enharmonic modulation over a motive derived from the first half (compare Ex. 7-21a with Ex. 7-21b), again arriving at a bizarre FOP that is the exact reciprocal of the one in the previous sonata. Instead of the submediant of a major tonic’s parallel minor, we have the submediant of a minor tonic’s parallel major.


  But there is something else to notice. In this sonata, the return of the original tonic happens to coincide with a return of the opening thematic material. This dramatic “double return” (original key arriving together with the original theme) was something else that would become practically de rigueur by the last quarter of the eighteenth century, and a defining attribute of the “classical” sonata form. The double return is often thought typical of Scarlatti, because the most famous Scarlatti sonata of all—C major, K. 159, a favorite of piano teachers everywhere (Ex. 7-22)—happens to have one (compare the beginning with m. 43).


  EX. 7-21A Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata in F minor, K. 481, mm. 9–12
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  EX. 7-21B Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata in F minor, K. 481, mm. 36–44
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  But the double return is actually a great rarity in Scarlatti’s work. If we take an exclusively “horizontal” or synchronic view of his output (that is, comparing it only to what was going on in its own time), the double return will seem an insignificant caprice, even an eccentricity. If, on the other hand, we take a “vertical” or diachronic view (comparing it to what came before and after), it will appear momentously significant, even prophetic. Which view is the true view?


  Obviously, it is a question of perspective. Both are true views, but neither is the true view. To Scarlatti’s contemporaries, his sonatas, while much admired by connoisseurs, were admired as “original and happy freaks,”30 to quote Dr. Burney—the offbeat products of an imaginative but isolated and pampered genius. (It was no doubt the self-indulgent quality of his work that gave rise to the rumor, contradicted at last by recently discovered portraits, that in his late years Scarlatti became too fat to reach the keyboard when seated.) As Ralph Kirkpatrick put it, a composer as fertile, as prolific, and as nonchalant as Scarlatti “would have been perfectly capable of discovering the classical sonata form and then throwing it away.”31 And yet to many other modern historians and performers, Scarlatti’s harmonic and formal experiments have made him seem no mere eccentric, but “an epoch-making composer,”32 to quote Fernando Valenti (1926–90), an eminent harpsichordist who did a great deal to popularize Scarlatti’s work. According to this view, Scarlatti was a more “advanced” composer than Bach or Handel, his fellows in the class of 1685. There are facts that may be cited to justify such a view. The most persuasive one, paradoxically enough, would be Scarlatti’s retarded development.


  EX. 7-22A Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata in C, K. 159, mm. 1–6
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  EX. 7-22B Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata in C, K. 159, mm. 38–47
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  Surely one of the latest bloomers among the major names in music history, Scarlatti only came into his own as a composer in 1738, with the publication of his first book, Essercizi per gravicembalo. By then the class of 1685 were all aged fifty-three, and Bach’s and Handel’s careers were largely behind them. Scarlatti was just beginning to be “Scarlatti,” and thus his effective starting point coincided with Bach’s and Handel’s finish lines. As a composer, then, Scarlatti might better be regarded not as a contemporary of J. S. Bach but rather as an elder member of the generation of Bach’s sons.


  Such a view of Scarlatti, of course, reflects a general historical view that places the highest premium on teleological evolution, and on innovation, evolution’s handmaiden. It is known as the “Darwinian” theory of history, after a fundamental misreading of the work of Charles Darwin, the biologist whose (entirely non-teleological) theory of evolution has dominated natural history since 1859, the year in which his masterwork, The Origin of Species, was published. By then, of course, the members of the class of 1685 had all been dead a hundred years or more. It is clearly anachronistic from the point of view of Scarlatti and his contemporaries. Does that make it an altogether irrelevant criterion of judgment?


  Many historians and musicians in the twentieth century have not thought so. The Darwinian view of music history was given a memorable expression by Igor Stravinsky, a highly innovative modern composer, when commenting on an extravagantly Darwinian historical study by Edward Lowinsky called Tonality and Atonality in Sixteenth-Century Music. Lowinsky had contended that if a historian can show a trend or an accomplishment, no matter how small or how isolated, to have been “pregnant with the seed of future developments,” then “it does not seem a matter of decisive importance whether it represents, say ten, fifteen, or twenty per cent” of the total musical output its time.33 “Or, indeed, a smaller per cent still,” Stravinsky enthusiastically chimed in, perhaps recalling the recent history of Russia, his native country, and the “Three Who Made a Revolution” (to cite the title of an influential study of Lenin, Stalin, and Trotsky by Bertram D. Wolfe).34


  In back of an apparently scientific view, then, is a more general cultural assumption that significant history is the creation of small elites. When it is put in this way, the political implications (or foundations) of the view are more easily noticed. Exclusively diachronic views of historical phenomena, and the concomitant tendency to overrate innovation, have lost some ground as a result. But an exclusively synchronic view may tend to overrate eccentricity and obscure the reality of “trends and accomplishments.” Again, it is more important for us right now to understand the question than it is to adjudicate it. Rather than attempt to decide the matter of Scarlatti’s “true” significance or to harmonize the vividly conflicting perspectives on his achievement, we can regard him as an archetype of “peripheral” composers—composers who are geographically and temperamentally remote from the centers of institutional and commercial music making, but (perhaps seemingly, perhaps truly) “ahead of their time.” Whether “seemingly” or “truly” depends on the manner in which the times make contact with the individual, and (inevitably) on the interests and biases of the historian.


  


  CHAPTER 8

  The Comic Style


  MID-EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY STYLISTIC CHANGE TRACED TO ITS SOURCES IN THE 1720S; EMPFINDSAMKEIT, GALANTERIE; “WAR OF THE BUFFOONS”


  YOU CAN’T GET THERE FROM HERE


  “Bach is the father, we are the kids” (Bach ist der Vater, wir sind die Buben), Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was once quoted, perhaps apocryphally, as saying.1 Only it was not J. S. Bach of whom he said it. “Old Sebastian,” as Mozart called him, was just a dimly remembered grandfather until the last decade of Mozart’s career, when (slightly in advance of the public revival described in the previous chapter) Mozart first got to hear the works of J. S. Bach and G. F. Handel, then virtually unperformed outside of the composers’ home territory—northern Germany in the case of Bach and Great Britain in the case of Handel. It was at the home of Baron Gottfried van Swieten, a Dutch-born Viennese aristocrat who maintained a sort of antiquarian salon, that Mozart made their acquaintance. The baron commissioned from Mozart modernized scores of Handel’s Messiah and other vocal works for performance at his soirées. Although the works of Handel and Bach made a big impression on the van Swieten circle, the very fact that they needed to be updated for performance in the 1780s shows how far their works had fallen out of the practical repertoire.


  The Bach whom Mozart regarded as a musical parent was old Sebastian’s second son, Carl Philipp Emanuel (1714–88), who was indeed old enough to be Mozart’s father (or even his grandfather), and who along with his much younger half-brother Johann Christian (1735–82) was indeed regarded by the musicians of the late eighteenth century as a founding father. Their eminence has much receded, though, owing to the historical circumstances that attended the rise of the modern “classical” repertory and the writing of its history. That modern repertory (we still call it “standard”) began with the works of Mozart himself and his contemporaries, notably Franz Joseph Haydn. When J. S. Bach was revived in the nineteenth century, he was appended to an already-established “canon” of works and, along with Handel, was proclaimed its founding father. The work of his sons, however, was not revived.


  The false genealogy thus implied, in which the generation of Bach and Handel was cast in a direct line that led straight to the generation of Haydn and Mozart, was responsible for a host of false historical assumptions. Because of them, the interest and attention of historians was diverted away from the music and the musical life of the mid-eighteenth century, when the Bach sons, along with the later composers of opera seria (with whom we are already somewhat familiar from chapter 4) were at their height of activity and prestige. The result has been something of a historiographical black hole. The earliest attempts to plug it amounted to assertions and counterassertions that this or that repertory formed the “missing link” between the Bach–Handel and Haydn–Mozart poles. First came Hugo Riemann (1849–1919), a great German scholar who identified a once-famous but chimerical “Mannheim School” as “the so-long-sought predecessor of Haydn.”2 The Italian musicologist Fausto Torrefranca (1883–1955) found the missing link in Italian keyboard sonatas;3 the Viennese Wilhelm Fischer (1886–1962) found it in the Viennese orchestral style; and so it went.4


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 8-1 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, J. S. Bach’s second son, master of the empfindsamer Stil and author of the Essay on the True Art of Keyboard Playing.


  


  Finally, in 1969, the American music historian Daniel Heartz blew the whistle on the game in an explosive four-page wake-up call of an article (“Approaching a History of 18th-Century Music”), and made the first comprehensive attempt at a new historiography in a magisterial eight-hundred-page book published twenty-six years later (Haydn, Mozart and the Viennese School: 1740–1780).5 Heartz accounted for the notorious void by noting the fact—which many at the time found maddening to acknowledge—that the historiography of eighteenth-century music “has been done largely by, for, and about Germans.”6 But as he went right on to point out in a truly delicious passage, the Germanic historiography has affected everyone who conceives the history of eighteenth-century music in terms of the modern canon and its masters. The death of Bach in 1750, which seems so dramatically (and conveniently) to split the century into its early and late phases, Heartz observed,


  
    has a sentimental meaning for all music lovers today. It meant nothing at the time. For all that the Leipzig master participated upon the European musical scene of his day he might as well have died a generation earlier. He did not take the extra step that made [the opera seria composer Johann Adolf ] Hasse the darling of Dresden and of Europe … and thank God for that! With Handel the case is different. Had he remained in the North we should probably honor him now no more than we do a hundred other Lutheran worthies. Italy coaxed him beyond his originally turgid and unvocal mannerisms. Had he remained to bask in Southern climes he might have joined the Neapolitan thrust into the mainstream of 18th-century music. But he went instead to Augustan England. There, musical backwater though it was, he found himself in a land that led the world with regard to the freedom and dignity of the human spirit. To England, then, we owe thanks that Handel became one of the greatest of all masters. At the same time it should be borne in mind that Handel in London stood aside from the main evolution nearly as much as Bach.

  


  We tend nowadays to recoil a bit from phrases like “mainstream” and “main evolution,” seeing in them the likely pitfall of substituting one sort of blinkered or biased view for another. Evolutions are only “main” to the extent that their outcomes are valued. Heartz’s “main evolution” is so described because of where it led—namely, to Haydn and Mozart. Meanwhile, the fact that Bach and Handel have returned to the canon in glory, and have exerted a potent influence on composers ever since their return, shows that the evolution from which they stood apart was not permanently or irrevocably “main.” “Main-ness,” in short is not something inherent in a phenomenon but something ascribed to it—inevitably in hindsight, and for a reason. But whether or not we wish to promote the slighted evolutionary line in this way, its reality must be accepted and coped with. Otherwise we have no history, if (to quote Heartz once more) history is an attempt “to seek the interconnection between events.”


  So in this chapter we will try to fill in the picture a bit, although the full story is still far from tellable. No period is in greater need of fundamental research than the period that extended from the 1730s to the 1760s: the period, in other words, in which the composers born in the first two decades of the century dominated the contemporary scene. That period, long commonly known as “Preclassic” (and thus relegated by its very name to a status of relative insignificance, a sort of trough between peaks), has been until recently the most systematically neglected span of years in the whole history of European “fine-art” music.
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  FIG. 8-2 Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, eldest son of J. S. Bach, who followed in his father’s footsteps as a North German church organist.


  THE YOUNGER BACHS


  One very dramatic way of pointing up the problem and suggesting solutions to it (even though it means staying for a while with the Germans) would be to begin with a close look at the work of Bach’s sons, starting with the eldest, Wilhelm Friedemann (1710–84). We last heard of him as the arranger of his father’s huge Reformation cantata for a gala performance on the anniversary of the Augsburg Confession. Thereafter, W. F. Bach (henceforth “WF”) followed a career in his father’s footsteps as Lutheran organist and cantor. Although far less successful than old Sebastian’s in terms of steady employment, owing to what we would probably now diagnose as personality disorders, it was by no means an undistinguished career. WF’s most prominent job, and the one he held longest, was as successor to Zachow, Handel’s teacher, at the Liebfrauenkirche (Church of the Virgin Mary) in Halle, Handel’s birthplace. And despite his career difficulties, WF inherited his father’s reputation as the finest German church organist of his time.


  It would be reasonable to expect his music basically to resemble old Sebastian’s. Some of it, notably his church cantatas, did. And yet as the harpsichord sonata in F (Ex. 8-1) suggests, much more of it does not.


  Although composed around 1745, that is to say within J. S. Bach’s lifetime, the work occupies a different stylistic universe than anything the elder Bach composed. The very word “sonata” had come to mean something different to WF from what it meant to JS. For JS the word meant chamber music in the Italian style—basically trio sonatas, not keyboard works at all. For keyboard one wrote suites, not sonatas. The only exceptions were keyboard arrangements of chamber sonatas (like the one by Reincken we looked at in chapter 6), or else deliberate imitations of such works, like the set of six sonatas for organ composed in Leipzig around 1727, in which the two hands of the organist represent the two “melodic” parts of a trio sonata and the feet on the pedals played the very active and thematic bass. (The organ trios were thus pedal studies in effect; they were actually composed for WF to practice.) Even JS’s sonatas for solo instrument and harpsichord were usually trio sonatas, thanks to obbligato writing for the keyboard. The most common formal approach in all of these works, especially in the outer (fast) movements, was to spin them out in fugal style.


  JS never dreamt of writing keyboard sonatas like WF’s (not just the one given here, but all of them), in which all three movements were in binary form and in which the texture is either two-part or else makes free use of harmonic figuration. But these large formal and textural differences, though significant, are really the least of it. The stylistic and rhetorical gulf is the mind-boggler, and it widens with each movement.


  At first blush WF’s first movement does not look all that “un-Bachlike.” It actually begins with a canon. That canon, though, lasts all of two measures, and contains a repeated phrase that turns it into mere “voice exchange.” Imitative counterpoint, though clearly something at WF’s beck and call, is for him an occasional device, more a decorative touch than the essential modus operandi. But even that is not the most basic difference of approach between WF and his father. The most basic differences lie in the interpenetrating dimensions of melodic design and harmonic rhythm.


  WF’s melodic design, at the opposite pole from JS’s powerfully spinning engine, is based on the dual principle of short-range contrast and balance. The first four measures tell the whole story. Both melodically and harmonically, they divide in the middle, two plus two. The first pair (our “canon”) continually circles around the tonic, touching down on it at every second beat. The second pair of measures does the same with the dominant harmony and underscores the harmonic contrast with a motivic one. Melodically, the second pair has nothing to do with the first. But the contrast is forged into a sort of higher unity by the principle of balance when the tonic is restored in m. 5.


  EX. 8-1 W. F. Bach, Sonata in F (Falck catalogue no. 6), first movement


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  Melodic contrast then seems to run rampant. The fifth measure has a new motive (based on the opening rhythm in m. 1), and so does the sixth (no longer related to anything previous), and so does the seventh! These little melodic cells qualify as “motives” through independent repetition: in m. 5 directly in the right hand, in m. 6 by a twofold exchange between the hands, and in m. 7 by a single exchange; from this perspective, too, variety seems at first to know no bounds. Measure 8 continues with the same motive as m. 7, which once again creates a symmetrical divide (that is, a divide at the middle); measures 5–8 break down into (1 + 1) + 2.


  Parenthetically, let us also note that these motives are cast in rhythms that carry definite associations to the “galant”—the “affable” (lightweight, courtly, “Frenchy”) style that JS Bach tended to shy away from, even in the actual galanteries (the “modern” dances) from his suites. The fast triplets alternating freely with duple divisions are one specifically galant rhythm (exploited somewhat ironically by JS, we may recall, in the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto with its most ungallant juggernaut of a harpsichord solo). The “lombard” rhythms (quick short–long pairs) are even more distinctly galant, and even rarer in the work of Bach the father.


  But all the surface variety and decorative dazzle in WF’s writing is a feint that covers, and somewhat occludes, a very deliberate and structurally symmetrical tonal plan. Like any binary movement, this one will follow a there-and-back harmonic course, moving from tonic to dominant in the first half and from dominant to tonic, by way of a “far-out point” (FOP), in the second. What distinguishes one piece from another is not the foreordained basic plan they all share but rather the specific means of its implementation. Some pieces rush headlong from harmonic pole to pole. This one, to a degree we have never before encountered in instrumental music, takes time to smell the daisies (and, in the form of unpredictably varied motives, takes care to provide a lot of daisies to smell). That placidity is also part and parcel of what it meant to be galant. It’s a bad courtier or diplomat who’ll allow strong emotion to show.


  A stroll around a garden, then—and a very meticulously laid out garden it is. Taking in the first half at a glance now, we count sixteen measures—and it’s no accident. It means that the portion we have examined so far, exactly half of the total span, will be balanced by the rest, so that our observations about short-range harmonic and melodic symmetries will hold at the long range as well: 16 = (8 + 8) = (4 + 4 + 4 + 4), and so on down to pairs and units. The longest-range symmetry governing this half of the movement concerns harmonic balance. The establishment of the dominant as local tonic, or modulatory goal, takes place exactly on the downbeat of m. 9 and is repeatedly confirmed thereafter, thus dividing the whole span into 8 bars of tonic, 8 of dominant. Within the second 8 (that is, mm. 9–16), the motivic contrasts take place in a fashion that continues to emphasize symmetrical divisions on various levels simultaneously. Thus m. 9 introduces syncopes; m. 10 has exchanges of triplets between the hands; mm. 11–12 coalesce into one exchange of triplets and larger syncopes; mm. 13–14 feature a twofold exchange of motives; m. 15 has a single exchange, and m. 16 provides the cadence. Thus in summary we get (1 + 1) + 2 + 2 + (1 + 1), which adds a kind of palindromic symmetry to the mix. The ideal, far from the “Baroque” aim of generating a great motivic and tonal momentum, seems to be to provide a maximum of ingratiating detail over a satisfyingly stable ground plan.


  The second half starts off like a palindrome or mirror reflection of the first. Its first four measures (mm. 17–20) are a simple transposition to the dominant of the four-measure gambit that got the whole piece moving, and that we analyzed in some detail above. In m. 21, however, we hit a big jolt, expressed at once in every possible dimension—harmonic, textural, melodic. The harmony is a diminished-seventh chord, the most dissonant chord (as opposed to contrapuntal or “nonharmonic” dissonance) in the vocabulary of the time. The texture is disrupted by it: in fact this is the first actual chord we have heard in what up to now has been a strictly two-part texture, one that implied its harmonies rather than stating them outright. Melodically, too, there is disruption: obsessive (or constrained) syncopated repetition of single tones and dissonant leaps rather than smooth melodic flow. (And there is disruption in phrase length, too, as we shall see.)


  In a way this is not unexpected, since it is time to move out to the FOP. But never yet have we seen the move so dramatized. The diminished-seventh at m. 21 is built over the leading tone of vi (d minor); and when resolution is made, the opening motive, familiar from both halves of the piece, returns, only to be brusquely shunted aside by a new diminished-seventh disruption on the third beat of m. 24. This is a far more serious disruption, because it is built over D[image: Image], the leading tone to E, which is the seventh degree of the scale, and the only pitch in the scale of F major that cannot function as a local tonic because it takes a diminished triad. Therefore, when resolution is made to E major in m. 26, there can be no sense of stable arrival, even at a FOP, because the harmony still contains a chromatic tone and expresses no function within the original key.


  Harmonic restlessness continues through an asymmetrical (because binarily indivisible) five measures—during which, with a single exception (find it!), every degree of the chromatic scale is sounded—before settling down on A minor (iii), the true FOP. At this point, stable thematic material is resumed for two measures—literally resumed at the very point at which it had been interrupted (compare mm. 31–32 with mm. 5–6)—only to be superseded by another five bars’ restless modulation, aggravated this time by quickened syncopes, during which every degree of the chromatic scale is sounded without exception.


  This last, extraordinarily chromatic, modulatory passage lets us off in m. 38 within hailing distance of the tonic—on IV, which proceeds to V, thence home. Again the return of stable harmonic functions is signaled, or accompanied, by the return of stable thematic material. The “retransitional” bar, the one that zeroes in on the tonic, brings back the “lombard” motives first heard in m. 7. When the tonic is reached in m. 39, however, the original melodic opening abruptly supersedes the lombards. This is the “double return”—original key and original theme simultaneously reachieved with mutually reinforcing or “synergistic” effect—that we first encountered, but only as an anomaly, in Domenico Scarlatti. Two bars later, in m. 41, the whole section originally cast in the dominant (mm. 7–16) returns transposed to the tonic and finishes the piece off with a sense of restored balance and fully achieved harmonic reciprocity.


  In the music of W. F. Bach and his contemporaries, the double return and the large-scale melodic-recapitulation-cum-harmonic-reciprocation that it introduces are no longer anomalous features, as they had been with Scarlatti. They have become standard. Whereas Scarlatti’s use of it created a little historiographical problem (what, precisely, was its relationship—or his—to the “main evolution”?), there is no question of its absolute centrality to the musical thinking of WF’s generation and the ones that followed. Indeed, it would not be much of an exaggeration to dub the whole later eighteenth century the Age of the Double Return, so definitive did the gesture become.


  The last movement of the present sonata, a rollicking Presto, offers immediate confirmation. Although it contrasts with the first movement in mood and texture, it follows the very same formal model and achieves the very same sense of roundedness and stability. Practically the whole of the first section of the piece is recapitulated in the second half. The first six measures are actually restated twice: at the very beginning of the second half, where they are transposed to the dominant, and towards the end, where they provide the double return. The middle movement (Ex. 8-2), a minuet (or a pair of minuets to be exact), is a simple galanterie such as J. S. Bach might have included in a suite. Simpler, in fact: JS would never have settled for such an uncomplicated texture, or for so much artless alternation of tonics and dominants, bar by bar, such as one finds here (especially at the beginning of the second minuet or “trio”). Yet we sense that WF is not “settling” for anything, but using the simplicity and “naturalness” of the unaffected dance as a foil for the very sophisticated constructions in the outer movements.


  EX. 8-2 W. F. Bach, Sonata in F (Falck catalogue no. 6), second movement (Minuet and Trio)
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  By the use of this foil, the composer points up that very sophistication by reminding us that all the movements in his sonata are cast in what is basically the same form, and also showing us how much variety of surface detail and structural elaboration that basic form can accommodate. The outer movements, with their tremendous profusion of motives, their cunningly calculated harmonic jolts, and their dramatically articulated unfoldings, are teased-up versions of the old galanterie, set on either side of a basic version that provides a moment of repose.


  But where did all these teasing-up devices come from? And where did WF learn them, if he did not learn them at home? Every distinctive feature of the son’s style—its melodic profligacy, its reliance on the contrast and balance of short ideas, its frequent cadences, its self-dramatizing form, its synergistic harnessing of melodic and harmonic events, even its characteristic melodic and harmonic rhythms—were absolutely antithetical to his father’s style, and to Handel’s as well. To see this style surfacing all at once in Germany explains nothing; it merely makes the problem more acute. Its apparent suddenness is but the result of our skewed perspective on it—our skewed Germanocentric perspective, as Heartz might wish to warn us.


  SENSIBILITY


  Before trying to solve the problem, let’s savor it for a while by making it “worse.” We can expand the scope of our comparison by noting that the new “teasing” techniques not only created a stylistic contrast with the old but an esthetic and psychological one as well. A composition by J. S. Bach or one of his contemporaries was nothing if not musically unified. There is usually one main inventio or musical idea, whether (depending on the genre) we call it “subject,” “ritornello,” or by some other name, and its purpose is to project, through consistently worked out musical “figures” or motives, a single dominant affect or feeling-state, writ very large indeed.


  The melodic surface of WF’s sonata, as we have seen, presents not a unified but a highly nuanced, variegated, even fragmented, exterior. The many short-term contrasts, and their implicit importance, seem to undermine the very foundations of his father’s style in both its musical and its expressive dimensions. In contrast to the inexorable consistency of JS’s “spinning-out,” the only predictable aspect of WF’s melodic unfolding is its unpredictability. In place of a heroic affect, “objectively” displayed, there is consciousness of subjective caprice, of impressionability, of quick, spontaneous responsiveness or changeability of mood—in a word, of “sensibility,” as eighteenth-century writers (most famously, Jane Austen) used the word.


  The German equivalent of sensibility, in this sense, was Empfindung, meaning the thing itself, or Empfindsamkeit, meaning susceptibility to it. It was a new esthetic, which aimed not at objective depiction of a character’s feelings, as in an opera, but at the expression and transmission of one’s own; and, being based on introspection, it was “realistic” in the sense that it recognized the skittishness and fluidity of subjective feeling. “The rapidity with which the emotions change is common knowledge, for they are nothing but motion and restlessness,” wrote the Berlin composer Friedrich Wilhelm Marpurg (1718–95) in a famous treatise on music criticism.7


  Yet while that rapidity was presumably as well known to the composers of theatrical and ecclesiastical music as it was to anyone else, it was not thought by them to be the most appropriate aspect of the emotions for musical imitation. Rather, they sought to isolate, magnify, and “objectify” the idealized moods of gods, heroes, or contemplative Christian souls at superhuman intensity, and use that objective magnification as the basis for creating monumental musical structures that would impress large audiences in theaters and churches. Composers of the empfindsamer Stil, composing on a much smaller scale for intimate domestic surroundings, sought to capture the way “real people” really felt. They sought to create an impression of self-portraiture in which the player (and purchaser) of their music would recognize a corresponding self-portrait.


  The origins of artistic “sensibility” were literary. Its first great conscious exponent was the poet Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock (1724–1803), who established the style with his odes (love poems) in the 1740s, and who lived in Hamburg beginning in 1770. The Hamburg connection is important to us because Klopstock’s neighbor there was Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (henceforth “CPE”), who in 1768 assumed the post of cantor at the so-called Johanneum (Church of St. John) after almost thirty years of service to the court of Frederick the Great, the King of Prussia, in Berlin and at the other royal residences. He and Klopstock were kindred spirits and quickly became friends. CPE set Klopstock’s odes to music and carried on a lively and sympathetic correspondence with him about the relationship of music and poetry. He was in effect a musical Klopstock and the chief representative in his own medium of artistic Empfindsamkeit. The term is now firmly, if retrospectively, associated with him, and with his keyboard music in particular. He took to an extreme the kind of wordless “expressionism” we have already noted in the work of his elder brother.


  He did it quite consciously and even wrote about it (though without using the actual E-word) in his famous treatise, An Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments (Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen), published in Berlin in two volumes (1753, 1762). (It was to this book that Mozart was supposedly paying tribute in the comment quoted at the beginning of this chapter.) CPE’s Essay is of course full of technical information—about ornamentation, for example, and continuo realization—that is of great value to the historian of performance practice. But it also deals in less tangible matters, and that is what was new about it.


  “Play from the soul,” CPE exhorted his readers, “not like a trained bird!”8 And then, lending his novel idea authority by casting it as a paraphrase of a famous maxim by the Roman poet Horace:


  
    Since a musician cannot move others unless he himself is moved, he must of necessity feel all of the affects that he hopes to arouse in his listeners. He communicates his own feelings to them and thus most effectively moves them to sympathy. In languishing, sad passages, the performer must languish and grow sad. … Similarly, in lively, joyous passages, the executant must again put himself into the appropriate mood. And so, constantly varying the passions he will barely quiet one before he rouses another.9
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  FIG. 8-3 Frederick the Great performing as flute soloist (probably in his own concerto) at a soirée in Sans Souci, his pleasure palace at Potsdam. His music master, Johann Joachim Quantz, watches from the left foreground. C. P. E. Bach is at the keyboard; leading the violins is Franticek Benda, a member of a large family of distinguished Bohemian musicians active in Germany, who spent fifty-three years in Frederick’s service. Oil painting (1852) by Adolf Friedrich Erdmann von Menzel.


  


  Although the author takes the point for granted, it is important for us to realize that he is describing not only a style of performance but a style of composition as well. The kind of mercurial changeability of mood he emphasizes, and the impetuous sincerity he demands of the player, would both be out of place in a work by his father or in a formalized aria by Handel. For practical examples of musical Empfindsamkeit we must turn to CPE’s own works, like the Sonata in F (Ex. 8-3), chosen for the sake of its outward similarity to WF’s sonata in the same key.


  EX. 8-3A C. P. E. Bach, “Prussian” Sonata no. 1 in F (Wotquenne catalogue no. 48/1), first movement, mm. 1–4, 32–37
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  EX. 8-3B C. P. E. Bach, “Prussian” Sonata no. 1 in F (Wotquenne catalogue no. 48/1), second movement
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  This sonata is the first in a set of six, composed in Berlin between 1740 and 1742, as much as a decade before the death of J. S. Bach, and published with a dedication to Frederick the Great, for which reason they are called the “Prussian” sonatas. In style and texture the first movement is even simpler than WF’s sonata and even more mercurial. The second half, for example, does not begin with a direct reference to the opening material but rather a fascinatingly oblique one. The first measure is a kind of free inversion of its counterpart; the left hand enters the way it did in the first half, but there is a new countermelody above it in the right, and so on (Ex. 8-3a). Thus when the double return comes, it is the first time the opening melody has been heard in anything like its original form since the beginning of the piece.


  The magic movement, however, is the second (Andante). There is nothing like it in WF’s sonata, and nothing remotely like it in the works of J. S. Bach. It is the kind of piece for which the term empfindsamer Stil was coined. The key is F minor, traditionally a key of tortured moods. But no key signature is used—not because the key is in any way unreal, but because the very wayward harmonic digressions from it would entail a lot of tedious cancellations of accidentals. Even before the digressions take place the harmonic writing is boldly “subjective” and capricious: in m. 2, for example, a sigh figure is immediately followed by a leap of a diminished octave.


  After the half cadence in m. 3 the melody breaks off altogether in favor of something that at first seems a contradiction in terms: an explicitly labeled instrumental recitative! Even without the label, the texture and the nature of the melodic writing would have labeled it conclusively. The giveaways are the pairs of repeated eighth notes on the first three downbeats, representing the prosody of “feminine endings” (line-endings in which the last syllable is unaccented). A knowing performer would recognize the notational conventions of opera here and perform them like a singer, interpolating an accented passing tone (or “prosodic appoggiatura”) in place of the first eighth as indicated in the score.


  The recourse here to a patently operatic style—and the style associated in opera with “speaking,” at that—suggests that the empfindsamer Stil communicates, as it were, an unwritten or unspoken text. An operatic recitative (or scena, to cite the type of scene in which recitative alternates, as it does in CPE’s sonata, with a rhythmically steady melody) is traditionally a “formless” style of music that follows the shape of its text—in this case its unwritten text. Without an actual text to set, the music comes, as CPE puts it in his treatise, directly “from the soul,” and communicates, inchoately and pressingly, an Empfindung that transcends the limiting medium of words.


  Thus instrumental recitative, the signature device of musical Empfindsamkeit, implies a direct address from the composer to the listener, who is taken into the composer’s confidence, as it were, and confided in person to person. The impression created is that of an individual intimately addressing a peer—and CPE’s favorite instrument for creating such an impression was the clavichord, an instrument capable of dynamic gradations unavailable on the harpsichord, but so soft that one has to be as near the performer in order to hear it as one would have to be in order to carry on a private conversation.


  Also inchoate and pressing are the harmonies that support this wordless recitative—chromatic harmonies that deliberately depart from the model sequences of “normal” music and, if anything, recall the vagaries of the latest, most “decadent” madrigals. If a G natural is interpolated as a prosodic appoggiatura in m. 8, then the first recitative section (like WF’s already rather empfindsamer modulations in the first movement of his sonata) contains every degree of the chromatic scale. While the wildest, most disruptive touch is surely the immediate progression of the [image: Image] chord of B[image: Image] in m. 4 to the vii°[image: Image]of B in the next measure, surely the most sophisticated progression is the enharmonic succession in mm. 7–8, whereby G[image: Image]is transformed to A[image: Image], reversing its tendency and smoothly restoring the original key.


  CPE would not have called this style of his madrigalian, of course; nor, as already observed, did he himself use the word empfindsamer to describe it. His term for this inchoate, pressing idiom, with its rhythmic indefiniteness and harmonic waywardness, was the “fantasia” style. It was a style more often improvised than actually composed, as he tells us in his Essay, giving us a helpful reminder that the written music on which we base our historiography was still—is always—just the tip of the iceberg. Indeed, the vogue for Empfindsamkeit lent improvisation a new prestige, CPE strongly implying that the ability to improvise is the sine qua non of true musical talent: “It is quite possible for a person to have studied composition with good success and to have turned his pen to fine ends without his having any gift for improvisation. But, on the other hand, a good future in composition can be assuredly predicted for anyone who can improvise, provided that he writes profusely and does not start too late.”10


  A fantasia, then, might be characterized as a transcribed improvisation. J. S. Bach, a master improviser, wrote down only a few, notably a famous “Chromatic fantasia and fugue” inDminor. For hima fantasia was the equivalent of a prelude—not a fully viable piece in its own right but an introduction to a strict composition. CPE wrote down many more, especially in his later years, and was inclined, in the spirit of Empfindsamkeit, to regard them as freestanding, complete compositions.His most famous fantasia is the one in C minor, which he published as a Probestück, or “lesson piece,” to illustrate the Essay in 1753. Its beginning is shown in Ex. 8-4. Its many dynamic indications show it to have been conceived specifically in terms of the clavichord or the pianoforte, which was just then coming into widespread use.


  The recitative style is again invoked at the outset, but a recitative sung by a supersinger with a multioctave range. There is a purely conventional signature denoting “common time,” but there are no bars and hence no measures to count, signaling (according to CPE’s instructions in the Essay) a restlessly fluctuating tempo. Approximately halfway through the piece, however, a time signature of [image: Image] will supersede the original signature, bars will be measured out so that the new tempo (Largo) is to be strictly maintained, and what amounts to an “arioso” will temporarily succeed the recitative. Here the power of dynamics to delineate quick emotional changes comes into its own; rapid-fire alternations of fortissimo and piano, with the fortissimos on the offbeats, amount to virtual palpitations. Once again, by casting the fantasia in a recognizable vocal form and employing an idiom that apes the nuances of passionate singing, an imaginary text is suggested, of which the music is the intensified expression, faithfully and “truthfully” tracking every fugitive shade of meaning and feeling.


  EX. 8-4 C. P. E. Bach, Fantasia in C minor
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  So clearly does “empfindsamer” instrumental music aspire to the condition of speech-song in its emotional immediacy, and so convincingly does this fantasia conjure up an imaginary or internal theater, that in 1767 the poet Heinrich Wilhelm von Gerstenberg (1727–1823), a close friend of Klopstock and an acquaintance of the composer, was moved to furnish the fantasia with not one but two vocal lines that mainly doubled what was singable in the righthand figuration. The first is fitted to a German translation of Socrates’s speech before committing forced suicide in Plato’s dialogue Phaedo; the second carries a paraphrase in fevered doggerel of the celebrated suicide soliloquy (“To be or not to be …”) from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. These texts, the most searingly emotional outpourings Gerstenberg could find in all of literature, are overlaid to the beginning of the fantasia in Ex. 8-5. The Shakespearean travesty runs as follows:
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  Invoking Shakespeare was a particularly pointed commentary on the empfindsamer Stil. Gerstenberg was a leader in the so-called Sturm und Drang (“Storm and stress”) movement, a loose literary association that sought to exalt spontaneous subjectivity and unrestrained “genius” over accepted rules and standards of art. Shakespeare (discovered by the Germans in the 1760s, in translations by the poet Christoph Martin Wieland) was their hero, worshiped and emulated for the way in which his plays “freely” mixed prose and poetry, tragedy and comedy, elevated and lowly characters and diction in a manner that—compared to the “neoclassical” style of the French theater or the Metastasian opera seria—seemed to subvert all restraints in the name of unmediated passionate expression.


  A style that combined the declamatory freedom of recitative with the concentrated expressivity of the new instrumental music and the semantic specificity of words would synthesize, and hence surpass, all previous achievements in drama and music, thought Gerstenberg. He certainly implied as much when describing his Shakespearean adaptation of CPE’s fantasia in a letter to a friend:


  
    I assume, first, that music without words expresses only general ideas, and that the addition of words brings out its full meaning. … On this basis I have underlaid a kind of text to some Bach keyboard pieces which were obviously never intended to involve a singing voice, but Klopstock and everybody have told me that these would be the most expressive pieces for singing that could be heard. Under the fantasy in the Essay, for example, I put Hamlet’s monologue as he fantasizes on life and death. A kind of middle condition of his shuddering soul is conveyed.11

  


  And Carl Friedrich Cramer, a professor of classics who edited a music magazine where he published Gerstenberg’s experiment in 1787, described it to his readers in terms that capture the very essence of Sturm und Drang, and that may even remind us of the theorizing that had attended the birth of opera two centuries before:


  
    I believe that this eccentric essay belongs among the most important innovations that have ever been conceived by a connoisseur, and that to a thinking artist, one who does not always cringe in slavery to tradition, it may be a divining rod for discovering many deep veins of gold in the secret mines of music, in that it demonstrates in itself what can result from this dithyrambic union of instrumental and vocal music: an effect quite different from the customarily confined possibilities of self-willed forms and rhythms.12

  


  EX. 8-5 C. P. E. Bach, Fantasia in C minor with Shakespeare text overlaid by Gerstenberg


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  But in an important and quite obvious sense both Gerstenberg and Cramer had missed the point. CPE Bach’s intention, in creating his empfindsamer Stil, was not to express texts, however finely. For doing that, needless to say, there was plenty of precedent. Rather, his aim was to transcend texts—that is, to achieve a level of pure expressivity that language, bound as it was to semantic specifics, could never reach. This transcendently expressive music of which CPE was the fully selfconscious harbinger was later dubbed “absolute” music. It marked the first time that instrumental music was deemed to have decisively surpassed vocal music in spiritual content, and to be consequently more valuable as art.


  And yet, to compound the paradox, the means by which the new instrumental music would transcend the vocal were nevertheless all borrowed from the vocal. To Gerstenberg himself, CPE once wrote that “the human voice remains preeminent”13 as an expressive medium, and in his Essay he advises keyboard players to “miss no opportunity of hearing capable singers,” for “from this one learns to think in terms of song.”14 Only thus can one translate one’s ever fleeting, ever changing feelings into tones. And here at last we begin to get an inkling into the source of the tremendous metamorphosis in musical style and esthetics that took place over the course of the eighteenth century, ineluctably transforming the work of the Bach sons, along with everyone else’s, and ineluctably opening up a gaping generation gap. The ferment was caused by opera. That was the “main evolution” to which Daniel Heartz drew attention.


  But if the empfindsamer Stil was the most obviously and consciously “operatic” instrumental style of the period (taking “operatic” figuratively to mean intensely passionate and grandly eloquent), it was rather one-sidedly so. It placed emphasis on the formally unstable aspects of opera, particularly on recitative—musical “speech.” (That is what can make it seem a throwback to the earliest days of opera, the days of the seconda prattica and the stile rappresentativo.) It was a kind of dramatic music that, as it happened, was practiced exclusively by composers who never wrote operas.


  THE LONDON BACH


  To see another side—a more direct and “purely musical” side—of opera’s stylistic impact on instrumental music, we need to examine the work of a composer who wrote both operas and sonatas. And that means examining the work of one more son of JS Bach—the youngest one, Johann (or John) Christian (1735–82, henceforth “JC”), the half brother of WF and CPE, who by the end of his life was far and away the most famous of the eighteenth-century Bachs.


  Unlike his elder brothers, and as we may remember from chapter 4, JC followed a career completely at variance with his father’s. In some ways, in fact, it resembled Handel’s—in its restlessness, in its worldliness, and even in its geographical trajectory.  His main teacher was his half brother CPE, with whom he went to live in Berlin after their father’s death. In 1755, aged nineteen, he made the fateful trip to Italy. He took some additional instruction in Bologna from Giovanni Battista Martini (known as “Padre Martini”), a priest who was also a legendary music pedagogue; he found himself a patron in a Milanese count; and in 1760 he became an organist at Milan Cathedral, having first converted to Catholicism in order to qualify for the job. During the same year he wrote his first opera seria, Artaserse, to Metastasio’s libretto (see chapter 4). From there he was summoned to Naples, the very nerve center of the opera seria, and in 1762 received an invitation to compose for the King’s Theatre in London, Handel’s old stamping ground.
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  FIG. 8-4 Portrait of J. C. Bach by Thomas Gainsborough.


  


  Just as in Handel’s day, music in London was to a larger extent than anywhere else a public, commercial affair. JC’s career followed the ups and downs of the market. Squeezed out of the opera scene for a while by a jealous rival, he got himself appointed music master to Queen Charlotte, the German-born wife of King George III. Not only did this gain him a royal stipend, it also gave him a privilege to publish his works. The most lucrative prospects for printed music lay in keyboard and chamber music for domestic use (“such as ladies can execute with little trouble,” to quote Dr. Burney, an admiring friend of the composer).15


  In another entrepreneurial venture, JC joined forces with Carl Friedrich Abel, a composer and viola da gamba virtuoso whose father had been the gambist at the Cöthen court during J. S. Bach’s tenure as music director there, and who was also by chance living in London. Together they founded the British capital’s most successful concert series, the “Bach-Abel Concerts,” which lasted until JC’s death. At the same time he maintained his ties with the opera stage—ties as much personal as professional, since he married an Italian soprano, Cecilia Grassi, the prima donna at the King’s Theatre. His fame brought operatic commissions from the continent—notably from the famously musical court at Mannheim, in the Rhineland, and even from Paris, where he set some ancient librettos that had previously served Lully.


  All in all, John Christian Bach was the most versatile—and for a while, the most fashionable—composer of his generation, turning out music in every contemporary medium and for every possible outlet. Like Handel, he could boast of being a self-made man. But unlike Handel, he did not die a wealthy one. His last years were marked by several reverses in fortune and the declining popularity of his music. He died so deeply in debt that it took the queen’s intervention to get him decently buried and enable his widow to return home to Italy.
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  FIG. 8-5 Portrait of Carl Friedrich Abel by Thomas Gainsborough.


  


  John Christian Bach’s first set of six keyboard sonatas was his opus 5 (“for the Piano Forte or Harpsichord” as the title page stipulates), printed in London in 1768. The second item in the set, sampled in Ex. 8-6, is in D major, a brilliant orchestral key in which strings and brass alike were at their most naturally resonant. The sonata catches a bit of that brilliance. It sounds like a transcribed orchestral piece—more specifically, like a transcribed operatic overture of a kind JC had composed by then in quantity. (It was literally child’s play for the fifteen-year-old Mozart, already an experienced composer—and who had already met John Christian Bach in London during one of his early concert tours as an infant prodigy—to “restore” the sonata to full orchestral dress a few years later in the guise of a piano concerto.)


  In style the sonata is in the purest “galant” idiom, witty and ingratiating. The balanced phrases and short-range contrasts that we have observed in the sonatas of JC’s half brothers have become even more pronounced, to the point where they were regarded as J. C. Bach’s personal signature. “Bach seems to have been the first composer who observed the law of contrast as a principle,” wrote Dr. Burney in his History, exaggerating only slightly.16 “Before his time, contrast there frequently was, in the works of others, but it seems to have been merely accidental,” he went on (exaggerating a bit more, perhaps, in his enthusiasm), whereas Bach “seldom failed, after a rapid and noisy passage to introduce one that was slow and soothing.”


  And so it certainly is at the outset of JC’s first movement (Ex. 8-6): two bars of loud chordal fanfare followed immediately by two bars of soft continuous music, followed next by a balancing repetition of the whole four-bar complex. Contrast and balance operate in other dimensions as well: the loud bars describe an octave’s descent, for example, while the soft ones describe an octave’s ascent; the loud bars are confined to the tonic harmony, for another example, while the soft ones intermix tonic and dominant. Meanwhile the texture is the work of a composer who seems (despite his surname) never to have heard of counterpoint. It is, throughout and in many different (contrasting) ways, the kind of texture we nowadays call “homophonic,” consisting of a well-defined melody against an equally well-defined accompaniment.


  In overall form the sonata meets what by now must be our expectation: all three movements are binary structures. But the ways in which that same “there and back” structure is delineated differ very tellingly each time. The first movement, by far the  longest, manages to cram a huge amount of finely contrasted and balanced material into its generous yet orderly unfolding. How that orderliness is achieved despite that abundance is the fascinating thing to observe. It is what made J. C. Bach the greatly influential figure that he was. Notwithstanding all appearances of profligacy, the movement is a study in economy and efficiency.


  EX. 8-6 J. C. Bach, Sonata in D, Op. 5, no. 2
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  The arresting fanfare idea heard at the outset, for example, is heard only once again (not counting its “automatic” repetition as part of the unwritten sectional repeat)—namely, at the “double return” (m. 73). Despite its small share of the movement’s running time, its strategic placement lends it an enormous structural importance, for it serves both to launch the movement’s harmonic trajectory and to signal its completion. It thus plays the defining role in articulating a musical form that is equally the product of thematic and harmonic processes. The shape of the movement depends on our recognition of significant melodic and harmonic goals, and on our noticing their achievement. The “fanfare” theme is there to facilitate that recognition, and that makes it the movement’s mainspring.


  A similar functional efficiency characterizes all the other themes and melodic ideas in the movement. It is as if the older motivic (and “affective”) prodigality we noticed and admired in the work of JC’s brother WF—short-range contrast as its own reward—had been sorted and organized by JC into a higher and more energetic unity by assigning roles to each component. Thus the new idea—arpeggios in the left hand accompanied by tremolandos in the right—that follows at m. 9 introduces an unbroken span that lasts an asymmetrical ten bars until the next silent beat or caesura, and that seems to have as its assigned task the progressive introduction of new leading tones (first G[image: Image], then D[image: Image]) along the circle of fifths so as to accomplish the “there” of the “there and back” on which all binary forms depend. On its completion, it is the quarter rest or caesura (a term borrowed from poetry, where it means an empty foot) that serves to mark the arrival at the new tonic, A, in m. 19. Silence plays as important a role in articulating the form of a piece like this as the notes ever do.


  We have seen this “modulatory” maneuver countless times by now, in arias, concertos, suites, and sonatas; but we have never before seen anyone make such a look-Ma-I’m-modulating production of it as here. From this point (m. 19)to the double bar, the music is stably in the key of A major. Stable tonality implies stable (that is, symmetrical) phrase structures, and so we are not surprised to find at this point a new, full-blown melody—the longest self-contained musical “section” in the piece so far—whose tuneful abundance is artfully organized into balanced “antecedent” and “consequent” phrases.


  Its opening section, four bars ending with a caesura at m. 22, can be broken down into two sequential halves, the first ending with a piquant “lombard” rhythm, the second with a half cadence (i.e., a cadence on the dominant). Phrases ending on the dominant, requiring continuation, are “antecedents”; their balancing “consequents,” as here, often begin like repetitions (compare the beginnings of m. 19 and m. 23), creating “parallel periods.” The four balancing bars (mm. 23–26) also end with a half cadence, requiring yet another phrase to reach the (local) tonic.


  This requirement is met—or (alternatively) this function is supplied; or (yet another way of putting it) this role is played—by a new eight-bar phrase (mm. 27–34), itself full of contrasts and balances, to balance the first. Its first four bars consist of two quick (one-measure) upward sweeps balanced by a slow (two-measure) undulating descent. The concluding four, which also break down into 1 + 1 + 2, finally bring back the A-major triad in root position, which alone can mark a “closure.” From here on it’s confirmation all the way: a pair of contrasting two-bar phrases, immediately repeated for a total of eight measures, that regularly reapproach the (local) tonic, reinforcing the sense of arrival and, finally, of closure (for which purpose a witty reference is made to the opening chordal idea).


  To sum up the contents of the first half of the movement: it does what all such binary openings do, but does it in a newly dramatic and functionally differentiated way. Four main melodic/harmonic “areas” can be distinguished, which contrast and balance one another just as they are themselves made up of internal contrasts and balances:


  
    1. The first eight measures, in which the tonic and dominant of the main key are introduced and alternated, provide the harmonic launching pad.

  


  
    2. The next ten measures (asymmetrically divided 7 + 3) accomplish a “bridging” or “modulatory” function; the fact that their purpose is basically connective is equally apparent from their harmonic instability and from their melodic asymmetry. The two factors are always interdependent.

  


  
    3. The next sixteen measures reestablish harmonic stability (in a new area) and melodic symmetry: the first eight are a parallel period that ends on a half cadence. They are balanced by eight bars ending on a full cadence.

  


  
    4. The last eight measures, which contrast two-by-two and balance four-by-four, confirm arrival and effect closure. Now it is time to come “back” via the FOP. Again the familiar process unfolds through a remarkable diversity of material, but an equally remarkable functional organization.

  


  The first thing heard after the double bar is a new melody(m. 43) over a characteristic arpeggiated accompaniment (three-note chords broken low-high-middle-high) that has been known ever since the eighteenth century as the “Alberti bass” after Domenico Alberti (d. 1746), an Italian composer who famously abused it. At first the new tune seems to be a stable melody in the dominant, but it makes its cadence after a telltale five measures, and its lack of symmetry is enhanced by the way the expected caesura is elided at its conclusion. Another obviously “modulatory” phrase of four bars impinges at that moment (“obviously” modulatory because it is modeled on the bridging material from the first half). It leads through a bass A[image: Image] to an eight-bar melody (m. 52) consisting of a loud four-bar phrase and its echo that fully establishes a cadence on B minor (vi), the expected FOP.


  And just as a four-bar bridge and a brief but full-blown symmetrical melody had led away from the dominant to the FOP, the same melodic complex leads from the FOP to the “double return.” Note particularly how A, the dominant pitch, is sustained as a pedal through the whole eight-bar melody (mm. 65–73) that immediately precedes the return, creating a harmonic tension demanding especial relief. The double return palpably impends, creating the kind of suspense we associate with drama. Once again we may say that a familiar form is being newly “dramatized.”


  From the double return to the end of the movement, the music consists entirely of material introduced in the first half. Indeed, except for the shrinking of the bridge material (since it is no longer needed for modulatory purposes), the music is a veritable replay of the first half, with all the tunes stably confined to the tonic key, thus creating a sense of structural balance, of melodic invention governed by harmonic function, at the very longest possible range.


  What we have just traced could be described, then, as a “maximized” binary form, in which harmonic departures and arrivals are dramatized and elaborated by drawing on a seemingly inexhaustible melodic well. The melodies draw on a common fund of figures and turns: note, for example, how the “new” material immediately after the double bar employs a skipping “lombard” heard previously (compare m. 20 with m. 43). But the dominant impression is one of maximum variety of material organized by the overriding harmonic motion into a maximum unity of concept.


  The remaining movements of the sonata, like most sonata movements of the “Bach’s sons” generation, are also cast in binary form—but not in the “maximized” version that gives the first movement (like most first movements, beginning with J. C. Bach) its special preeminent character. The second movement reverts to a procedure much closer to that of Bach the Father: the two halves closely mirror one another melodically as they trace the customary tonal progression, beginning and ending similarly though with reversed harmonic poles, and differing chiefly in the middle, where the second half makes its customary deflection toward the FOP—no actual cadence this time but just a chromatic color: an augmented-sixth harmony over [image: Image] VI (E-flat).


  The last movement, while also cast in a seemingly familiar traditional form—a pair of minuets (old-style galanteries), the second (marked “Minore”) in the parallel minor—actually displays an interestingly novel feature. Like the first movement (and unlike any actual binary dance movement we have as yet encountered) both minuets sport “double returns” in their second halves. The functional association of theme with key has truly become a standard form-defining feature. Another feature that has (or will shortly) become standard is the substitution of III (the so-called relative major) as opposite harmonic pole for pieces in the minor mode, such as the second minuet.


  SOCIABILITY MUSIC


  Although it is notoriously easy to overdraw such matters, comparison of the sonata by C. P. E. Bach with that of his younger half brother shows up the two complementary sides of what might be called the “bourgeois” or “domestic” music of the mid-eighteenth century. Stylistically and formally they are similar enough, but “attitudinally” they contrast markedly. CPE’s is solitary, introspective, “inner-directed” music; JC’s is sociable, outgoing. The one explores personal, private, even unexpressed feelings; we easily imagine it performed for an audience of one (or even none but the player, seated at the clavichord), late at night, in a mood of emotional self-absorption. It implies a surrounding hush. The other is party music, implying bright lights, company, a surrounding hubbub of conversation. That about sums up the difference between Empfindung and galanterie, and it is no accident that the one word is German and the other French.
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  FIG. 8-6 “French concert” (actually a salon). Engraving by Duclos after a painting by St.-Aubin.


  


  It was the spirit of galanterie—conviviality, pleasant “causerie” (another French word in international use)—that gave rise to what we now call chamber music in its modern sense. The first pieces of this kind, in fact, grew directly out of the keyboard sonata, and it happened first in France. The earliest composers to attempt the transformation of keyboard sonatas into sociable ensembles were a couple of forgotten Parisian violinists: Jean-Joseph Cassanéa de Mondonville (1711–72) and Louis-Gabriel Guillemain (1705–70).
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  FIG. 8-7 Jean-Joseph Cassanea de Mondonville, by Maurice Quentin de la Tour.


  


  Their inclinations are well illustrated by the titles of Guillemain’s sonata sets: Premier amusement à la mode (op. 8, 1740), for example, or Six sonates en quators ou conversations galantes et amusantes (op. 12, 1743). (In light of these titles, it is irresistible to mention that, in the words of the sonata-historian William S. Newman, Guillemain was “a neurotic, alcoholic misanthrope, who could not bring himself to perform in public, squandered his better-than-average earnings, and finally took his own life.”17 In this case, anyway, the style was not the man.) These were still old-fashioned continuo pieces, but as early as 1734 Mondonville—whose wife Anne Jeanne Boucon was a well-known harpsichordist who had studied with Rameau—took a decisive and much-imitated step in the name of galanterie that completely reversed the textural perspective. He published as his opus 3 a set of Pièces de clavecin en sonates avec accompagnement de violon, “harpsichord pieces grouped into sonatas, accompanied by a violin.” What he offered merely as a piquant novelty quickly took root as a new musical genre. By the 1760s it had turned into a craze that finally marked curtains for the basso continuo style.


  The “accompanied keyboard sonata” initiated by Mondonville was (in theory, at least) a fully composed, selfsufficient keyboard sonata to which an obbligato for the violin or flute could be added ad libitum. In theory this was something that could be done to any keyboard sonata, and there is evidence that accompanied sonatas existed for some time as a “performance practice” before the first expressly composed specimens saw the light. Indeed, we have already seen an instance—Couperin’s “Le rossignol-en-amour” (EX. 6-12)—where a composer explicitly suggested turning one of his keyboard pieces into an ensemble piece by giving its melody part to a flute.


  In practice, from the very earliest composed specimens, the “accompanying” part added something indispensable to the texture, turning the piece into a true duo, to which a cello or viol could be added to double and lightly embellish the bass line, making a trio. Unlike Guillemain’s continuo pieces, the result was a “conversation galante et amusante” for truly equal conversational partners, each with a melodic life of its own. As the excerpt in Ex. 8-7 from the minuet in Mondonville’s fourth accompanied sonata shows, even at this early stage the texture is quite different from that of J. S. Bach’s trio sonatas with obbligato harpsichord. There is no imitative polyphony, for one thing; the bass figuration shows Alberti-ish tendencies, for another; and for a third (possibly most crucial) thing, the texture is not so clearly laid out in contrapuntal “voices.” The two hands of the harpsichord frequently combine in parallel motion to become a single “voice,” and the violin (especially at such moments) is apt to dip beneath and take over the “bass.”


  Mondonville’s earliest imitators were Rameau, his musical father-in-law (whose 1741 collection of Pièces de clavecin en concert for harpsichord solo and two obbligato parts contains a sarabande called “La Boucon,” dedicated to Mondonville’s wife), and Guillemain, who published a collection exactly modeled on Mondonville’s, and identically titled, in 1745.


  By the 1760s, accompanied keyboard sonatas were being written everywhere, and J. C. Bach and his London cohort Abel had become preeminent in the genre, of all musical forms and media the most quintessentially galant. In fact, JC published exactly twice as many accompanied keyboard sonatas (forty-eight) as unaccompanied ones, which gives an idea of the genre’s quick ascendancy, a rise that testifies above all to its social utility. Even CPE was moved to try his hand at this profitable genre, but half-heartedly; according to a famous quip of JC’s (like all such reported comments, possibly apocryphal), “my brother lives to compose and I compose to live.”18 It would be hard to come up with a better encapsulation of Empfindsamkeit vis-à-vis galanterie!


  EX. 8-7 Jean-Joseph Cassanéa de Mondonville, Accompanied Sonata in C, Op. 3, no. 4
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  For a last midcentury sonata let us turn to the fourth item in Abel’s opus 2, a set of Six Sonatas for the Harpsichord with Accompaniments for a Violin or German [i.e., transverse or modern] Flute and Violoncello, published in London (with a dedication to the Earl of Buckinghamshire) in 1760. The style will be familiar from JC’s sonata, but the piece is shorter, simpler, more schematic. There are only two movements, a moderately “expanded” or maximized binary followed by a minuet. This is commercial fare par excellence.


  The principle of contrast is taken to such an extreme at the beginning of the first movement (Ex. 8-8a) as to amount practically to a spoof—“ingenious jesting with art,” as Domenico Scarlatti, galant avant la lettre (galant before it had a name), might have said. The tonic is established with a deliberately over-pompous four-measure fanfare in orchestral style, thumped out with octaves in the bass. It is followed by a three-bar transition to a half cadence, after which the key, the texture, and even the scoring (thanks to the entrance of the obbligato) all change suddenly: a long, lyrical, legato melody in two distinct halves, accompanied by a counterpoint-dissolving Alberti bass.


  EX. 8-8A Carl Friedrich Abel, Sonata in B-flat, Op. 2, no. 4, first movement, mm. 1–11
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  EX. 8-8B Carl Friedrich Abel, Sonata in B-flat, Op. 2, no. 4, end of second movement
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  The second half embarks on its journey from the dominant to the tonic with a reference to the opening fanfare—treating it, in other words, in the manner of a ritornello. Thus invoking or alluding to the concerto genre is another way of jesting ingeniously. This time the fanfare dissolves into a new melody whose job it is to lead (through some chromatic harmony and some asymmetrical phrase lengths) to the FOP, in this case D minor (iii), articulated by a reference to the second part of the lyrical theme introduced before the double bar.


  The D minor cadence is followed unceremoniously by a brusque return to the tonic through the briefest of transitional motives in the bass. When the tonic arrives, of course, so does the opening fanfare (ritornello), and the movement proceeds to its conclusion through an only slightly abbreviated replay of the whole first half of the movement, the only differences being the omission of the no longer necessary transition to the dominant half cadence (mm. 5–7 in Ex. 8-8a) and the transposition of the long lyrical tune from its original pitching in the key of the dominant to the tonic. The second half of the piece could be described as containing virtually the whole first half, plus a bridging section devoted to harmonic caprice.


  The minuet is about as ingratiating, unproblematic, and “popular” as the composer could have made it. The first half does not even leave the tonic; it consists of two parallel periods, the first ending on a half cadence, the second on a full—the sort of thing called “open” and “closed” as far back as the Middle Ages and still common in the eighteenth century in folk (i.e., “popular”) tunes, of which Abel’s minuet thus counts as a sort of sophisticated—or, in the etymological sense, “urbane”—imitation. Because the first half does not leave the tonic, the dominant can function in the second half as the FOP. There are no cadences at all on secondary functions, just an occasional whiff of chromaticism (including a lone diminished seventh) on the way to the last dominant cadence.


  When the piece is effectively complete, the composer tacks on a 16-bar coda (Ex. 8-8b) over a satisfying tonic pedal, reasserting both tonal and rhythmic stability at maximum strength. The whole passage might as well have been written for the sake of this book, to provide a demonstration of phrase symmetry. The sixteen bars are really eight plus an exact repetition, and each eight breaks down to four plus four, in which the first four consists of a two-bar plagal cadence and its literal repetition, and the second four consists of the very same plagal cadence joined to an authentic one. More naively “natural” than this—as opposed to cunningly “artificial”—music could hardly get. (But of course to be this “natural” takes a lot of artifice.) It is in the second half of the minuet, by the way, that the harpsichord and the “accompanying” instrument get to engage in a bit of dialogue (the only imitative or even contrapuntal writing in the whole sonata), effectively precluding a performance of the piece as a straight keyboard sonata. It is genuine chamber music for actual chamber (that is, domestic) use, and its style and tone are wholly typical of the genre in its earliest stage.


  “NATURE”


  But whence this cult of the “natural”? And where, once and for all, did the style we have been tracking in this chapter originate? We still have not traced this very important river to its source, for all the hints and suggestions thrown out along the way. Far from solving the historical problem (the problem of the “black hole”) with which we launched this chapter, all we have been doing is restating it over and over again, da capo, with variations and embellishments.


  As the very existence of the “Alberti bass” already suggests, there was a slightly earlier but mainly concurrent repertoire of sonatas by Italian composers who deserted the violin family for the keyboard. Their work may indeed be compared with the music of the Bach sons and their friends, and has often been cited as its main model. Besides Alberti himself, whose name mainly lives on thanks to the term associated with it, the most famous member of this group was the Venetian opera composer Baldassare Galuppi (1706–85), a major international figure, who left in addition to his stage works almost one hundred keyboard sonatas of which only a fraction were published, mainly in two books of six issued by the London publisher John Walsh in the late 1750s.


  In style, Galuppi’s sonatas (and Alberti’s, too) are eminently galant (see Ex. 8-9): their textures are homophonic, replete with arpeggiated basses and similar figurations; they consist of two or three movements, almost uniformly in binary form; and the keyboardists proceed not by spinning out motives in great waves and sequences in the manner of the older violinists (or their best pupil, Bach the Father), but through short-breathed contrast and balance, and through lyrical, symmetrically laid-out and cadentially articulated melodies. Their evident model was not tireless bowing, but graceful singing. And what else would one expect from composers who worked mainly for the stage?


  EX. 8-9A Domenico Alberti, Sonata in C, Op. 1, no. 3 (London, 1748), mm. 1–4.
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  EX. 8-9B Baldassare Galuppi, Sonata no. 2 (London, 1756), I, mm. 69–79
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  Once again we are returned to opera as source of it all; but now, having named Galuppi, we are in a position to make a more positive and specific identification of the operatic source. Beginning in the 1740s, Galuppi was the first major international protagonist of a new operatic genre, one that he and his main librettist Carlo Goldoni called dramma giocoso (“humorous drama”), but that took Europe by storm (and is now remembered) as opera buffa—from buffo, Italian for buffoon or clown. If the opera seria was a form of nobly sublimated musical tragedy, opera buffa was musical comedy—the earliest form of full-fledged comic opera.


  Here at last is where the body, as the saying goes, is buried. Here is the great stylistic transformer of European music, the spark that ignited what Daniel Heartz called the “main evolution” that somehow managed to take place behind the backs of Bach the Father and Handel. In the comic opera lies the common source for all the musical styles we have been tracking, even the nominally melancholy empfindsamer Stil. And as we shall see, by the late eighteenth century, opera buffa would decisively replace (or more precisely, displace) the seria as the most vital—and even serious!—form of musical theater.


  But to appreciate the role of “humorous drama” as a hotbed of stylistic transformation or a plugger of historical holes, which after all is what we have set out to do in this chapter, we must look beyond it to its own antecedents. Then we shall have a proper starting point from which to tell at least the beginnings of a coherent story about the musical eighteenth century, and its relationship to the general social and intellectual currents of the time. One more flashback is necessary.


  INTERMISSION PLAYS


  During opera’s first century, especially at the public theaters of Venice (and as we have known since chapter 1), it was considered good form to mix serious and comic scenes and characters, producing a kind of heterogeneous “Shakespearean” drama that afforded audiences the very utmost in varied entertainment. Then the reformers got to work. Seeking to restore the dignity of the earliest “neoclassical” (courtly) operas and justify the genre in light of classical poetic theory, librettists began to regard comic scenes as breaches of taste. Such scenes were banished, at first by the highminded dilettantes who ran the learned academies, finally by the frosty Metastasio.


  But what is kicked out the front door often climbs back in through the window. The public, especially in Venice, was unwilling to give up a favorite operatic treat—nor, more to the point, were they willing to forgo the pleasure of seeing and hearing their favorite buffi, many of whom had large followings. So a curious compromise was reached. The newly standardized opera seria remained free of any taint of comedy, but little comic plays with music were shown during the intermissions. These, naturally enough, were called intermezzos (“intermission plays”). They were usually in two little acts (called parte, “parts”) to supply the intermissions required by a typical three-act opera seria, and almost always featured two squabbling characters, a soprano and a bass, these being the most typical ranges for buffi. Often enough they were at first loosely based on the comedies of Molière or his many imitators.


  The first set of intermezzos for which a libretto survives was given in Venice in 1706 (it was called Frappolone e Florinetta after its bickering pair). Immediately specialist librettists and composers sprang up for the genre, and it assumed a very particular style. It is that style, which directly reflected the strange nature of the relationship between the intermezzos and their host operas, that played such a colossal—and entirely unforeseen—role in the evolution of eighteenth-century music. We have already seen some of the unforeseen products of that evolution. Their existence is the famous “problem” we have been addressing. Here, at last, are the beginnings of a solution to it, based on recent investigations and speculations by a number of scholars, particularly Piero Weiss and Wye J. Allanbrook, who have made progress at filling the black hole.19


  The first big international hit scored by an intermezzo composer was Il marito giocatore e la moglie bacchettona (“The gambler husband and the domineering wife”) by Giuseppe Maria Orlandini (1676–1760), a Florentine composer active in Bologna who was even older than Bach the Father, and who actually spent most of his life composing opera seria to lofty “Arcadian” libretti. The set contains three intermezzos, each depicting an episode in the rocky married life of the title characters: in the first, the wife, exasperated at the husband’s behavior, resolves to divorce him; in the second the husband, disguised as the judge at the divorce court, promises to find in the wife’s favor if she will sleep with him and, after she agrees, reveals himself and throws her out of the house; in the third, the wife comes back disguised as a mendicant pilgrim and soothes the husband into a reconciliation.


  First performed in 1715 (as Bajocco e Serpilla, after the names of the title characters), Orlandini’s intermezzos made the rounds of all the Italian theaters as actual intermission features, and, performed in sequence as a sort of three-act comic opera in their own right, conquered foreign capitals as well, reaching London (as The Gamester) in 1737, and Paris (as Il giocatore) aslateas 1752. Everywhere it made a sensation. Perhaps the aria in which the distraught husband hurls imprecations at his wife will show why (Ex. 8-10).


  In keeping with the strictest Aristotelian principles, according to which tragedy portrayed “people better than ourselves” and comedy “people worse than ourselves,” this aria is “low” music with a perfect vengeance.20 Everything about it is impoverished. The texture is reduced to unisons. The vocal line is reduced to barely articulate ejaculations of rage. The melody is reduced to asthmatic gasping and panting with insistently repeated cadences that prevent phrases from achieving any length at all. The structure is reduced to a patchwork or mosaic of these little sniffles, snorts, and wheezes. It might be thought a mere parody, and so the music of the early intermezzos is often described. And yet it came, particularly to foreign audiences, as a revelation.
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  FIG. 8-8 “Instrument making” (Lutherie) from Diderot’s Encyclopédie.


  


  One of the most precious testimonials to that revelation came from the pen of Denis Diderot, the famous French encyclopedist, in his satire Rameau’s Nephew, written early in the 1760s, while the elder Rameau was still alive.


  EX. 8-10 Bajocco’s aria from Giuseppe Maria Orlandini’s Il giocatore
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  From the mouth of this fictional character (albeit based on a real person, a nephew of the great French composer who plied a modest trade as a music teacher and who had a considerable reputation in society as a “character”), Diderot voiced the widespread amazement of French artists and thinkers at the art of the buffi: “What realism! What expression!” he exclaims. And to those who might scoff—“Expression of what?!”—he spells it out with ardor bordering on anger, and with characteristically bizarre imagery:


  
    It is the animal cry of passion that should dictate the melodic line, and these moments should tumble out quickly one after the other, phrases must be short and the meaning self-contained, so that the musician can utilize the whole and each part, varying it by omitting a word or repeating it, adding a missing word, turning it this way and that like a polyp, but without destroying it.21

  


  What the fictionalized nephew of Rameau is describing here is nothing other than the revolutionary new style of musical discourse we began investigating with the music of Bach’s sons: short phrases that are musically and expressively self-contained so that they may be balanced and contrasted, so that they can express emotions the way they really present themselves in the real physical—or “animal”—world: the natural world.


  The strange reference to the “polyp” is the most telling touch of all. In the eighteenth century the word referred not to a tumorous growth but to a class of marine animals that included the octopus and the squid—animals with soft, amorphous bodies and many feet. They were a symbol of changeability: an association, as Allanbrook has pointed out, that resonates with the more familiar word “protean,” also nautical, which comes from Proteus, the Old Man of the Sea in Greek mythology, who could change himself into any shape he pleased.


  It was its protean changeability—the very quality we have already isolated as the essential, inexplicable newness of midcentury instrumental music—that, coupled with its freshness and its elemental simplicity, gave the lowly comic music of the intermezzos its air of perfect naturalness and made it so influential. In an age that still regarded the nature and purpose of art as imitation of nature, this could be viewed as an improved art. Comparing Orlandini’s imitation of rage with Handel’s in Vivi, tiranno! (Ex. 7-1), we can be struck anew by its directness, compared with which Handel’s elaborate melismas on the emblematic word furore can seem the height of stilted “baroque” contrivance.


  The grand Handelian rhetoric stood revealed as the product of labored, unnatural artifice. Orlandini’s simple syllabic setting with its frequent repeated notes and wide vocal leaps was “the animal cry of passion,” intensified by an orchestral accompaniment that in its close tracking of the vocal part seemed to mirror not only the singing but even the gestures of the actor. The art of tragedy was the high rhetorical style. The low art of comedy was born of nature. It was “true.” The music of change in the eighteenth century—Heartz’s “main evolution”—was the music of comedy. What we have already traced has been its transfer into the wordless medium, which it transformed into another medium of nature and truth. The later eighteenth-century style was in effect the comic style.


  THE “WAR OF THE BUFFOONS”


  The great masterwork of the intermezzo genre—if such a contradiction in terms can be admitted—was La serva padrona (“The servant mistress”) by the precocious Giovanni Battista Pergolesi (1710–36), a Neapolitan, who died of consumption at the age of 26 and who became, for that reason among others, a figure of enduring romantic fame. In his short life (with an active career lasting only five years) Pergolesi managed to compose ten works for the stage, of which four were opere serie (two to texts by Metastasio) and three were two-part intermezzos.


  La serva padrona, written expressly to be played between the acts of one of Pergolesi’s own serie, was first performed with it at the Teatro San Bartolomeo on 5 September 1733 in honor of the birthday of Elisabeth Christina, the consort of the Austrian Emperor Charles VI, then nominal ruler of Naples. The evening’s main event, Il prigioniero superbo (“The proud prisoner”), was soon forgotten. The intermezzo, however, quickly became world famous, at first thanks to performances by traveling troupes of buffi who within ten years of its first performance took it all around Italy and as far away as Munich, Dresden, and even Hamburg in the north of Germany.


  By the end of the 1740s it had been heard in Paris, and by the end of the ’50s it had conquered London, St. Petersburg, and Madrid. And as we can tell from its printed librettos, it was (with a single main exception) still being performed then pretty much intact, the way it was originally written. That was extremely unusual for any opera in the eighteenth century, but particularly for a “low” piece. It means that the work was already regarded as a classic, a work exemplifying its type to perfection. And so it remains: La serva padrona is still occasionally performed and recorded as a twoact opera, the earliest comic opera in the standard repertory.
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  FIG. 8-9A Caricature, ca. 1734, of Giovanni Battista Pergolesi, by Pier Leone Ghezzi. This is the only extant depiction of the composer from life.


  


  Its plot and cast of characters are of the usual kind. There are two sung roles, Serpina (soprano) and her master and guardian Uberto (bass), plus a mute role (Vespone, another servant) who gets to laugh once. The importance of conventions even to this supposedly“natural”genre is epitomized by the heroine’s name. Like Serpilla in Il marito giocatore it comes from serpe (snake), identifying Serpina as another “sharp-tongued” female, a stock figure ultimately derived from the old improvised commedia dell’arte, the traditional theater of masks and clowns. Her sharp tongue is the source of a great deal of the fast-paced patter that made the comic style so irresistible.
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  FIG. 8-9B Late eighteenth-century portrait of Pergolesi, done after his early death had made him a figure of romantic legend.


  


  Both scenes contain little arias for each of the characters and a culminating duet. In the first, the master frets and stews over the maid’s insolent behavior, finally ordering Vespone to go out and find him a wife. Serpina orders Uberto to marry her; he won’t hear of it; she locks the doors to prevent Vespone from leaving, and the two of them erupt in sarcastic bickering. In the second, Serpina disguises Vespone as “Capitan Tempesta” (“Captain Storm”), her threatening bully of a fiancé, who is demanding from Uberto an impossible dowry. The only way out of a fight with the captain, she insinuates, is for him to agree to marry her himself. After a lot of coaxing and some agonized reflection, he gives in; Vespone removes his disguise; Uberto’s been had, but he’s happy. The newly engaged couple sing a duet of reconciliation.


  Ex. 8-11 contains a sampling from the second half of the second intermezzo, beginning with Serpina’s coaxing aria, “A Serpina penserete” (“Think of Serpina!”). She addresses Uberto to the strains of a melting larghetto; the repetitive bass, marking at least two cadences every measure, “truly” mimics the affection of cajolery. In between her approaches to Uberto, however, Serpina addresses us, the spectators, through ironic asides, set as perky little jigs of joy, in which she throws off her mask and revels in the effect she is having (Ex. 8-11a). This was a new dramatic situation for opera, and a new musical effect: contrast as irony—the very essence of comedy—replaces the “unity of affect” in which the opera seria had found its version of truth. Here we see the psychological, dramatic, and representational roots of the contrast-and-balance technique that became the universal stylistic medium of art music by century’s end.


  Uberto’s little “tizzy aria,” “Son imbrogliato io già” (“I’m really all snarled up”), is also full of irony. There is only one meter and tempo this time, but the whole joke of the piece lies in the contrast between his opening “fret motive” in eighth notes at a breakneck, practically unsingable tempo—a rapid-patter effect that became the very hallmark of the basso buffo—and his periodic attempts to take himself in hand, intoning in stately whole notes, “Uberto, pensa a te” (Uberto, think of yourself!), as if in ironic answer to Serpina. At those moments, the music slips into rather “distant” parallel-minor tonalities—another jokey contrast that became a standard operating procedure by century’s end. A tantalizing question is whether there is any dramatic significance in the fact that the drolly repetitive cadential bass that underlies Uberto’s fretting is the same as the one that underlaid Serpina’s blandishments in the preceding aria. Or was it just a cliché of the style—one of the allurements that made it so popular and, for all its levity, so weighty in history?


  The final lovers’ duet, with its adorably silly imitations of Serpina’s little heart-hammer and Uberto’s thumping heart-drum, was originally composed for another opera of Pergolesi’s—his last one, a full-length commedia musicale called Il Flaminio. Its passages in parallel thirds (that is, tenths) served as well as the original finale to symbolize the “harmonious” resolution of the little domestic farce, and by the 1750s it had already become customary to replace the original giguelike finale with this no less affectionate, but funnier, duet.


  EX. 8-11A Giovanni Pergolesi, La serva padrona, Act II, Serpina’s aria, mm. 8–18
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  EX. 8-11B Giovanni Pergolesi, La serva padrona, Act II, Uberto’s aria, mm. 12–15, 31–39
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  This slightly revised version of La serva padrona was the one brought to Paris, along with Orlandini’s Giocatore and a dozen other intermezzos and newfangled comic operas, by a troupe of buffi under the direction of a canny impresario named Eustachio Bambini, for a run beginning in August 1752. The furor they touched off with their performances, and the debates to which it led, had extraordinary repercussions in the French capital, and in all of its cultural satellites both in France and abroad. The so-called Querelle des Bouffons (“press controversy about the buffi” or, more literally, “War of the Buffoons”), with its stellar cast of characters, presaged not only musical but also social and political change.


  Press wars had always been a feature of France’s lively intellectual life. There had been one only shortly before between the “Lullistes” and the “Ramistes,” proponents of Lully’s and of Rameau’s operas. And there would be later ones too (including one to which we will have to pay attention, between the “Gluckistes” and the “Piccinnistes”). Always there were political and social subtexts, because under an absolute monarchy, where political, religious, and social issues could not be debated openly, they had to go underground, into highly suggestive and allusive art and literary criticism, among other things, for discussion. Such covert argumentation, often called “Aesopian discourse” because of the unstated but obvious “moral,” has been a feature of modern intellectual life in totalitarian societies ever since. A great deal of music criticism—and of music, too—has carried hidden messages since the eighteenth century, which, precisely because they are necessarily hidden, are ever subject to conflicting interpretation.
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  FIG. 8-10 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, by Maurice Quentin de la Tour.


  


  Diderot’s pamphlet, Rameau’s Nephew, which has already been quoted, may be viewed as an aftershock of the Querelle des Bouffons. One of the most powerful salvos was fired off by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in a scathing “Letter on French Music,” published in November 1753, which elicited more than thirty rejoinders. Rousseau gave no quarter, ridiculing the tragédies lyriques performed by the royal musical establishment as stilted, labored, devoid of naturalness, ugly in harmony, and ungainly in prosody (text-setting). He went so far as to maintain that there was not and could not be such a thing as a truly French opera, for the phrase, he asserted, was a veritable contradiction in terms.


  An enthusiastic if rudimentarily trained amateur composer, Rousseau had geared up for his attack with a one-act “intermède” of his own, Le devin du village (“The Village Soothsayer”), composed in obvious emulation of the Italian intermezzos and performed at Fontainebleau, a Paris suburb, on 18 October 1752, only a couple of months after Bambini’s buffi had made their début. Although written to a French text (his own), and in a style that recalled French folksongs (pastourelles)more than anything Italian, this was nevertheless “comic” music, intended as an object lesson to his musical countrymen.


  Its typical pastoral plot, concerning the triumph of “natural” rustic virtue over courtly sophistication, was a somewhat more didactic version of the usual intermezzo triumph of pluck over rank. But it was Rousseau’s only successful opera (previous attempts to write tragédies lyriques having brought him nothing but ridicule). It played both in France and abroad until the end of the century and even a little beyond. Despite its implied politics, its catchy tunes even made it a court favorite for a while. After hearing it, Louis XV was observed by his palace staff tunelessly humming the opening number (Ex. 8-12) for the rest of the day.


  But Rousseau was much more than a musician. His appeals to natural virtue and his denigrations of the traditional musical repertoire of the royal court were linked: both were veiled expressions of his philosophical and political hostility to the monarchical order. Diderot, too, expressed otherwise unprintable liberal ideas through his fictionalized “nephew of Rameau,” who wished to cast his detestable uncle’s work wholesale into oblivion while reveling in “the modern style” of the Italians.


  For “modern style” here, we can read “modern philosophy” between the lines. For the likes of Rousseau and Diderot, the Querelle des Bouffons was a covert forum for disseminating the complex of ideas now collectively referred to as “Enlightened.” Rousseau came close to making all of this explicit in his Confessions, where he gloated that Bambini’s buffi “struck a blow from which French opera never recovered.” It could be claimed with equal (imperfect but pithy) justice that the Querelle des Bouffons, a long generation before the French revolution, struck the beginnings of a blow from which not only the tragédie lyrique but the absolutist monarchy itself never fully recovered.


  But were Diderot’s and Rousseau’s reasons for welcoming the comic style the same as the average composer’s? The average keyboard player’s? The average concertgoer’s or music buyer’s? To what degree did the spread of the “comic style” in music coincide with, or even abet, the spread of Enlightened philosophy? Did the philosophy carry the music in tow? Or did the music carry the philosophy? These are questions that can hardly be answered with any precision. But the reality of the connection between the music and the philosophy, avidly acknowledged and as avidly resisted at the time, can hardly be denied.


  EX. 8-12 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Le devin du village, no. 1, “J’ai perdu mon serviteur”
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  CHAPTER 9

  Enlightenment and Reform


  THE OPERAS OF PICCINNI, GLUCK, AND MOZART


  NOVELS SUNG ON STAGE


  Throughout the eighteenth century, opera and its endless “reforms” continued to encode the social history of the age. That is why opera criticism so often makes good and exciting reading, even when the composers and the operas of which it treats have been long forgotten. Both by design and by its nature, it can mean far more than it says.


  And again both by design and by its nature, the burgeoning comic opera continued to bear the heaviest freight of what is now called “subtext” (that is, the stuff you read between the lines) even as it continued to be “the best school for today’s composers,” in the words of the German musician Johann Adam Hiller (1728–1804), who reacted to it both as composer and as critic.1 “Symphonies, concertos, trios, sonatas—all, nowadays, borrow something of its style,” Hiller wrote in 1768.


  The composer whom Hiller had first in mind was his exact contemporary Niccolò Piccinni (1728–1800), who certainly qualifies today as “long forgotten.” In his day, however, Piccinni was not only a prominent figure but a controversial one as well. He became the focal point of a “cause” and, in his rivalry with the somewhat older (and today much better-remembered) Christoph Willibald Gluck (1714–87), the object of a querelle, a Parisian press war. The issues his career raised for contemporary audiences, critics, and composers continued to reverberate long after the decades of his greatest fame. They were issues of social as well as musical import.


  The best way of approaching Piccinni’s “cause” and its social repercussions might be to note that his most famous opera, La buona figliuola (“The good little girl,” or “Virtuous maiden”), was one of the earliest to be based on a modern novel, then a new literary genre with distinct social implications of its own. The opera’s success was virtually unprecedented: between its Roman première (with an all-male cast) in 1760 and the end of the eighteenth century, La buona figliuola played every opera house in Europe, enjoying more than seventy productions in four languages.


  Its plot came by way of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela; or, Virtue Rewarded (1740), a novel in the form of letters that tells of a chaste maidservant who so resourcefully resists the crass advances of her employer’s son that the young man finally falls seriously in love with her and marries her with his family’s blessing. Pamela achieved phenomenal popularity with a new class of readers, the same “bourgeois” readership that made the novel the paramount literary genre for centuries to come, and who were especially susceptible to Richardson’s idealistic moral: to wit, that natural virtues and emotions—pertinacity, honesty, love—can be practiced both high and low, and can level artificial barriers of rank.


  This is only a variation, of course, on an ancient pastoral prototype, in which virtuous maids fend off or are rescued from lascivious aristocrats. But it was indeed a novel variation, and a telling one, this sentimental version in which the bar of class is actually overcome and maid and aristocrat find happiness together. For aristocrats, then, the moral “love conquers all” could be a socially ominous one. The eighteenth-century English novel was, among other things, a celebration—and, potentially, a breeding ground—of social mobility. The Pamela motif has been a stock-in-trade of bourgeois fiction ever since, though by now more a cliché of “romance novels” and soap operas (like Our Gal Sunday, a radio staple from the 1930s to the 1950s: “the program that asks the question, Can a young girl from a small mining town in West Virginia find happiness as the wife of a wealthy and titled Englishman?”) than of serious fiction.


  Richardson’s novel was soon translated into Italian, and attracted the attention of Carlo Goldoni, whom we met briefly in the previous chapter as the chief librettist of the early opera buffa. Actually, librettos were only a sideline for Goldoni, the leading Italian dramatist of the century. His main mission in life, as he saw it, was replacing the old improvised commedia dell’arte with literary comedies that had fully worked-out scripts and modern realistic situations, worthy of comparison with Molière and Congreve, the mainstays of the French and English stage. Goldoni saw in Pamela the makings of a hit, but as often happened, some funny things happened to the story on its way to the stage.


  The trouble was that an Italian audience would not have found the plot sufficiently believable. Nor could such a thing be shown in the theater, which, being a site of public assembly, was in Italy (as elsewhere) far more strictly policed by censors than the literary press. The sticking point was the happy ending—or rather, what made it happy. The elevation of a poor commoner through marriage was not possible in Italy. According to Italian law, such a marriage would bring about not the ennobling of the commoner but the disgrace and impoverishment of the noble.


  Hence Goldoni was forced to find another motivation or excuse for the happy marriage. He found it in the device of mistaken identity: Pamela’s father turns out to be not a poor schoolteacher but an exiled count, and so she can marry her noble lover with impunity. As Goldoni put it in the preface to his adaptation,


  
    The reward of virtue is the aim of the English author; such a purpose would please me greatly, but I would not want the propriety of our Families to be altogether sacrificed to the merit of virtue. Pamela, though base-born and common, deserves to be wed by a Nobleman; but a Nobleman concedes too much to the virtue of Pamela if he marries her notwithstanding her humble birth. It is true that in London they do not scruple to make such marriages, and no law there forbids them; nevertheless it is true that nobody would want his son, brother, or relative to marry a lowborn woman rather than one of his own rank, no matter how much more virtuous and noble the former.2

  


  The emphasis was thus shifted away from the potential disruption of traditional social norms, but the satisfaction of natural love in a happy marriage was nevertheless retained, and the story could still capture the imaginations of idealistic lovers. Whereas we may think the device of mistaken identity a threadbare stratagem, in the context of eighteenth-century continental society and its rules, the device made the story more realistic and convincing, not less.


  When Goldoni finally adapted his Pamela adaptation as an opera libretto, he had to make even more changes in order to satisfy the musical requirements of the opera stage. Now Pamela (rechristened La Cecchina) and her pursuer (Il Marchese della Conchiglia) are in love from the beginning, at first hopelessly. They are the main soprano/tenor pair, and sing duets. The Marchese’s sister, Lucinda, also based on a Richardson character, is there to oppose the social mismatch. She is given a lover (Il Cavaliere Armidoro) who threatens her with rejection if her brother takes a common wife. There is a basso buffo, Mengotto, a gardener in love with Cecchina, and a sharp-tongued servant girl, Sandrina, in love with Mengotto. (She also gets a sidekick, Paoluccia, with whom she sings gossipy patter duets.)


  The last of the newly invented characters is the swashbucking German mercenary soldier Tagliaferro, another basso buffo who gets wheezy laughs by mangling Italian. It is he who clears up the matter of Cecchina’s parentage in the last scene. All the tangled pairs are sorted out, and multiple happy weddings are forecast: Cecchina with the Marchese; Lucinda with the Cavaliere; Mengotto with Sandrina. The libretto ends with an invocation to Cupid from all hands: “Come unite each loving heart,/And may true lovers never part.”


  That would henceforth be the stock ending of the buffa, so that operas eventually divided into those in which people die (tragic) and those in which they marry (comic)—but both, increasingly, for love, not duty. That substitution was the great sentimental innovation and the great hallmark of “middle-class” (as opposed to aristocratic or “Family”) values. It flew directly in the face of the opera seria, at first its chief competitor, which celebrated noble renunciation in dramas where people (or title characters, at any rate) neither died nor married. It marked the point at which the comic opera could begin to surmount the farce situations of the intermezzos and carry a serious or uplifting message of its own. That serious message was nothing less than a competing set of class aspirations—the aspirations of a self-made class whose power had begun to threaten that of hereditary privilege.


  In Italian the new genre was eventually christened semiseria; in French, more revealingly, it was called comédie larmoyante (“tearful comedy”). In both, the happy end was reached by way of tears and therefore carried ethical weight. But instead of the weight of traditional social obligation, it was the weight of an implied injunction to be “authentic”—artlessly true to one’s natural feelings. (And yet, as the opera historian William C. Holmes observes, the Marchese nevertheless “seems quite relieved when, in the dénouement, Cecchina is revealed as a German baroness.”3) We know the device of mistaken identity the only way we can know it now—through a screen of cynical nineteenth-century satires (as in the operettas of Gilbert and Sullivan) that returned it to the realm of farce. Originally it was just as thrilling a concept as the intervention of a deus ex machina had been in an earlier age: it was the device through which the genre’s approved values—true love and artless virtue—could find their just reward.


  For even though unwittingly a baroness by accident of birth, Cecchina is by nature and by her true character just “una povera ragazza,” a poor girl with a pure heart. The Italian phrase is the title of her main aria, the opera’s most famous number (Ex. 9-1a), in which she exposes that heart for all to see—or rather hear (its very beating is famously represented by the second violins)—since the music, as in any opera, is the ultimate arbiter of truth. The social idealism that was the essence of the comédie larmoyante is made explicit by Piccinni’s music and its canny contrast of styles. For Cecchina’s aria, with its folklike innocence, is immediately contrasted with one that depicts the artful scheming of Lucinda (Ex. 9-1b), who as a “noble” character is given all the appurtenances of an opera seria role—in particular the virtuoso coloratura style of singing, replete with melismas on emblematic words (in this case disperato, “hopeless”). Of course in this ironic context it is just the “noble” aspects of Lucinda’s music that cast her as ignoble, for she schemes to thwart the rightful consummation of true love. It is she, of course, who is thwarted in the end.


  EX. 9-1A Niccolò Piccinni, La buona figliuola, “Una povera ragazza”(Act I, scene 12), mm. 5–9
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  EX. 9-1B Niccolò Piccinni, La buona figliuola, “Furie di donna irata” (Act I, scene 14), mm. 21–31
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  So even if it typically ended with a perfunctory nod at aristocratic propriety, the comédie larmoyante was a genre in which the bourgeoisie, the optimistic “self-made” class, glorified itself and celebrated its dream of limitless opportunity. It was no accident, then, that the prototype was English. Indeed, the spread of Pamela, and of Pamela-inspired spinoffs, into continental artistic consciousness is an index by which to measure the spread of bourgeois ideals. Aristocratic audiences, needless to say, found the genre insufferable, and it quickly became just as popular a target for lampooning as the opera seria had been. Indeed, the adjective larmoyante, which in normal usage is just as disparaging in its implications as the English “lachrymose,” was originally applied to the new genre by contemptuous aristocrats.


  One aspect of comic opera, noticeable already in Pergolesi’s Serva padrona, received a notable boost from Piccinni in La buona figliuola. The shape of a comic libretto depended on a plot that is first hopelessly tangled, then sorted out. The musical shape of the opera followed and epitomized this plan in a fashion that set the comic genre completely apart from the contemporary seria. Both the tangle (imbroglio) and the sorting were symbolized in complex ensemble finales in which all the characters participated. In an intermezzo like La serva padrona these were mere duets. In full-length opera buffa, they could be scenes of great length and intricacy, in which the changing dramatic situation was registered by numbers following on one another without any intervening recitative, all to be played at a whirlwind pace that challenged any composer’s imaginative and technical resources. The first two acts of La buona figliuola end with quintets, the third and last with nothing less than an octet, representing the full cast of characters.


  The second-act finale represents the height of imbroglio. Tagliaferro has just persuaded the ecstatic Marchese that Cecchina must be the lost baroness Mariandel on account of a distinctive blue birthmark on her breast. The Marchese rushes off to prepare their wedding forthwith, leaving Tagliaferro alone with the sleeping Cecchina. She calls tenderly in her sleep on her lost father. Tagliaferro, moved, responds in kind. Unfortunately this curious exchange is witnessed by Sandrina and Paoluccia. It is here that the finale begins.


  At first it is dominated by the buffi, the characters most nearly recognizable from the earlier farce intermezzos like La serva padrona—namely Sandrina and Paoluccia, the sharp-tongued gossips, and Tagliaferro, the bumbling bass. They accuse him of trying to seduce Cecchina, and when the master returns (his entry underscored with a modulation to the subdominant), they denounce the hapless Tagliaferro. The Marchese, however, does not believe them, rejecting their malicious tale in a melting siciliano that expresses the purity of his love and faith. A quick change of tempo turns the siciliano into a madcap jig as the two girls argue back with the two men, finally reaching a peak of frenzied raving that is captured musically in a breathless prestissimo (Ex. 9-2) that returns to the opening patter tune of the finale, thus tying the whole imbroglio into a tidy musical package.


  EX. 9-2 Niccolò Piccinni, La buona figliuola, Act II finale
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  NOBLE SIMPLICITY


  The comédie larmoyante was only one of many new departures in theater and theatrical music that burgeoned shortly after the middle of the eighteenth century. Another came to a head in an opera—ostensibly, an opera seria—that had its première performance in Vienna two years later than La buona figliuola, and is remembered today as the very model of “reform” opera, thanks to a deliberate propaganda campaign mounted on its behalf by the composer, the librettist, and their allies in the press. Although in many ways almost diametrically opposed to the style and the attitudes of Piccinni’s masterpiece of sentimental comedy, it embodied a similar infusion of what was known as “sensibility.” It too was in its way a quest for the “natural” and the “authentic.”


  The opera was called Orfeo ed Euridice, a knowing retelling of the legend that had midwifed the very birth of opera a century and a half before. The composer was Gluck, who was famous for declaring that when composing he tried hard to forget that he was a musician. What he meant by that, of course, was that he strove to avoid the sort of decorative musicality that called attention to itself—and away from the drama. The implicit target of Gluck’s reform, like that of the comic opera in all its guises, was the Metastasian opera seria and all its dazzling artifices.


  But where the buffa, as practiced by Piccinni, sought to replace those artifices with the “modern” truth of the sentimental novel, Gluck sought to replace them by returning to the most ancient, uncorrupted ways, as then understood. His was a selfconsciously “neoclassical” art, stripped down and, compared with the seria, virtually denuded. In the prefaceto Alceste (1767), his second “reform” opera (based on a tragedy by Euripides), Gluck declared that in writing the music he had consciously aimed “to divest it entirely of all those abuses, introduced either by the mistaken vanity of singers or by the too great complaisance of composers, which have so long disfigured Italian opera and made the most splendid and most beautiful of spectacles the most ridiculous and wearisome,” just as his librettist, Ranieri Calzabigi, had sought to eliminate “the florid descriptions, unnatural paragons and sententious, cold morality” of the unnamed but obviously targeted Metastasio.4
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  FIG. 9-1 Christoph Willibald Gluck, by Joseph Siffred Duplessis (1725–1802)


  


  Thus in place of the elaborate hierarchy of paired roles that Metastasio had decreed, Gluck’s Orfeo has only three characters—the title pair plus Cupid, the hero’s ally in his quest. The music they sing, despite the loftiness of the theme, is virtually devoid of the ritualized rhetoric of high passion—namely, the heroic coloratura that demanded the sort of virtuoso singing that had brought the opera seria its popular acclaim and its critical disrepute. That sort of musical “eloquence” was now deprecated as something depraved if not downright lubricious, and shed. Gluck’s “reform” was in fact a process of elimination.


  Gluck’s ideals, and (even more) his rhetoric, derived from the ideals and rhetoric of what in his day was called “the true style” by its partisans. (Only later, in the nineteenth century, was it labeled “neoclassic” or “classical,” and then only to deride it). The high value of art, in this view, lay in its divine power, sadly perverted when art was used for purposes of display and luxury. The legitimate connection between this attitude and notions of classicism or antiquity came about as a result of contemporary achievements in archaeology (most spectacularly the unearthing of Herculaneum and Pompeii between 1738 and 1748) and the theories to which they gave rise.


  The main theorizer was the German archaeologist and art historian Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717–68), Gluck’s near-exact contemporary, whose most influential work in esthetics, Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek Works, appeared in 1755. The phrase he used to summarize the qualities in Greek art that he wanted to see imitated—“a noble simplicity and a calm grandeur” (eine edle Einfalt und eine stille Grösse)—became a watchword of the age, echoed and reechoed in the writings of his contemporaries, including Gluck.


  (There was a characteristic irony here, since many of the features of Greek art and architecture that Winckelmann most admired—its chaste “whiteness,” for example—were the fortuitous products of time, not of the Greeks; we now know that the Athenian Parthenon, Winckelmann’s very pinnacle of white plainness and truth, was actually painted in many colors back when it functioned as a temple rather than a “ruin.” The “classicism” of the eighteenth century, a classicism of noble ruins, was in every way that very century’s tendentious creation.)


  Yet the heritage of the opera seria nevertheless survives in Gluck’s Orfeo—most obviously in the language of the libretto, but also in the use of an alto castrato for the male title role, and in the high ethical tone that continues, newly purified and restored, to reign over the telling of the tale. Where Peri’s or Monteverdi’s Orpheus had looked back on Eurydice and lost her again out of sheer weakness (the inability to resist a spontaneous impulse), Gluck’s hero does so out of stoic resolution and strength of character: in response to Eurydice’s bewildered entreaties, Orpheus turns and looks to reassure her of his love, even though it means he must lose her. His act, in other words, has been turned into one of noble self-sacrifice: the classic seria culmination.


  In other ways, the opera follows the conventions of the French tragédie lyrique, the majestic spectacle of the “ancient” and “divine” Lully, lately declared a classical model for imitation by French artists eager to relive the glorious achievements of the “grand siècle,” the Great Age of Louis XIV. This unique mixture of what were normally considered inimical ingredients was typical of Gluck, the ultimate cosmopolitan. He had grown up in Austrian Bohemia. According to his pupil Antonio Salieri, his native language was Czech; “he expressed himself in German only with effort, and still more so in French and Italian …. Usually he mixed several languages together during a conversation.”5And so he did in his music, too.
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  FIG. 9-2 Gluck’s Il Parnasso confuso as performed at the Schönbrünn Palace, Vienna, in 1765.


  


  His early career was practically that of a vagabond: from Prague to Vienna, from Vienna to Milan (where he worked with Giovanni Battista Sammartini, one of the lions of the operatic stage), from Milan to London (where his operas failed, but where he met Handel), thence as far north as Copenhagen and as far south as Naples. By 1752 he had resettled in Vienna, where he worked mostly as staff composer for a troupe of French actors and singers for whom he composed ballets and opéras comiques. That is where he absorbed the idioms of French musical theater.


  The tragédie lyrique, the type of French musical theater Gluck chose to emulate in Orfeo, was, as we know, the courtliest of all court operas, and it might seem that Gluck’s reform was aimed in the opposite direction from Piccinni’s innovations. It was to be a reassertion of the aristocratic values that the latterday seria had diluted with singerly excess, the values that the opera buffa owed its very existence to deriding. Here the main impetus came from Gluck’s librettist, Calzabigi, an Italian-born poet then resident in Vienna, who had boldly set himself up as rival to the lordly court poet Metastasio. Calzabigi had actually trained in Paris, where he had learned to value the “Greek” dancing-chorus manner of the French opera-ballet over “i passaggi, le cadenze, i ritornelli and all the Gothick, barbarous and extravagant things that have been introduced into our music” by the pleasureloving, singer-pleasing Italians, as he put it in a memoir of his collaboration with Gluck, published years later in a French newspaper.6 (The English translation is by Dr. Burney.)


  Thus the very first scene in the Gluck-Calzabigi Orfeo is a very formal choral elegy, sung by Orpheus’s entourage of nymphs and shepherds, that corresponds roughly with the one at the end of the second act of Monteverdi’s Orfeo. Eurydice is already dead. The horrifying news of her demise and Orpheus’s reaction to it, so central to Monteverdi’s confrontational drama, is dispensed with so far as the spectacle is concerned. This will be an opera of reflection—of moods savored and considered, not instantaneously experienced.


  The aim of austerity—of striking powerfully and deep with the starkest simplicity of means—is epitomized by the role of Orpheus in this first scene. His whole part amounts to nothing more than three stony exclamations of Eurydice’s name—twelve notes in all, using only four pitches (Ex. 9-3). It would be hard to conceive of anything more elemental, more drastically “reduced to essentials.” Gluck once advised a singer to cry the name out in the tone of voice he’d use if his leg were being sawn off—Diderot’s “animal cry of passion” in the most literal terms.


  Orpheus then sends his mourning friends away in a grave recitative, whereupon they take their ceremonious leave of him through another round of gravely eloquent song and dance à la française. Orpheus’s recitative is accompanied by the orchestral strings with all parts written out, not just a figured bass. “Accompanied” or “orchestrated recitative” (recitativo accompagnato or stromentato) had formerly been reserved for just the emotional highpoints of the earlier seria, to set these especially fraught moments off from the libretto’s ordinary dialogue, for which ordinary or “simple” recitative—recitativo semplice, later known as recitativo secco or “dry” recitative—would have sufficed. In Gluck’s opera, there was to be no “ordinary” dialogue, only dialogue fraught heavily with sentiment, hence no recitativo semplice, only stromentato.


  EX. 9-3 Christoph Willibald Gluck, Orfeo ed Euridice, Act I, scene 1, chorus, recitative and pantomime
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  As a result, Orfeo ed Euridice became the first opera that can be performed without the use of any continuo-realizing instruments. Considering that the basso continuo and the opera itself arose side by side as kindred responses to the same esthetic ferment, there could hardly be any greater “reform” of the medium than this. Paradoxically, the elimination of the continuo had the same purpose as its invention: to adapt an existing (but constantly changing) medium to ever greater, and ever more naturalistic, expressive heights.


  The same combination of high pathos and avoidance of conventional histrionics characterizes both of Orpheus’s arias. The one in the third act, which takes place after Eurydice’s second death, was very aptly described by Alfred Einstein, an admiring biographer of the composer, as “the most famous and most disputed number of the whole opera,” possibly of all opera (Ex. 9-4).7 Orpheus sings in grief—but in a noble, dignified grief that is in keeping with the nobility of his deed. That nobility and resignation constitute the aria’s dominant affect, expressed through a “beautiful simplicity” (bella simplicità) of musical means, as Gluck put it (after Winckelmann, with Calzabigi’s help) in the preface to Alceste. And that meant no Metastasian similes, no roulades, no noisy exits—for such things only exemplified pride.


  The structure of the aria is French, not Italian: a rondeau with a periodic vocal refrain, not a da capo with an orchestral ritornello. The episodes between refrains are set in related keys—the dominant, the parallel minor—so that the return is always a refreshment. That and the shapely C-major melody of the refrain are what have given rise to the “dispute” to which Einstein referred—a dispute between those who have found its “beautiful simplicity” simply too beautiful (and not expressive enough), and those who have seen in it the ultimate realization of music’s power of transcendence.


  EX. 9-4 Christoph Willibald Gluck, Orfeo ed Euridice, Act III, scene 1: “Che faro senza Euridice?”, refrain, mm. 7–16
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  The French composer Pascal Boyé, a friend of Diderot, used the aria as ammunition for a treatise entitled L’expression musicale mise au rang des chimères (“Musical expression exposed as an illusion”). Citing the aria by the opening words of the French version premièred in Paris in 1774—“J’ai perdu mon Eurydice!” (I’ve lost my Eurydice!)—Boyé commented drily that the melody would have served as well or better had the text read “I’ve found my Eurydice!”8 Nearly a century later, the critic Eduard Hanslick tried to generalize this remark of Boyé’s and apply it to all music. “Take any dramatically effective melody,” he suggested:


  
    Form a mental image of it, separated from any association with verbal texts. In an operatic melody, for instance one that had very effectively expressed anger, you will find no other intrinsic expression than that of a rapid, impulsive motion. The same melody might just as effectively render words expressing the exact opposite, namely, passionate love.9

  


  And so on. Gluck would surely have found this notion bizarre, and might well have attributed it to the inability of “bourgeois” ears to appreciate a noble simplicity of utterance, awaiting completion (as Boyé recognized, but not Hanslick) by the expressivity of the singer’s voice and manner. The singer for whom the aria was written, it so happens, is one whom we have already met—Gaetano Guadagni, for whom, a dozen years before, Handel had revised Messiah for showy “operatic” effect. Over that time Guadagni had transformed himself into a paragon of nobly simple and realistic acting under the influence of David Garrick, the great Shakespearean actor, with whom he had worked in London and whose then revolutionary methods of stage deportment he had learned to emulate. These, too, could be described with the phrase bella simplicità. A comparison of Handel’s revised “But who may abide” (Ex. 7-6b) and Gluck’s Che farò senza Euridice?, both written for Guadagni, makes a good index of simplicity’s ascendancy. It was resisted by many among the aristocracy, however, who associated “natural” acting and stage deportment with comedy, and therefore with a loss of high “artfulness.”


  ANOTHER QUERELLE


  Piccinni’s rustic sentiment and Gluck’s classical simplicity, though the one was directed at a bourgeois audience and the other at an aristocratic one, were really two sides of the same naturalistic coin. Both were equally, though differently, a sign of the intellectual, philosophical, and (ultimately) social changes that were taking place over the course of the eighteenth century. The famous rivalry that marked (or marred) their later careers might thus seem entirely gratuitous and therefore ironic from our historical vantage point. But although the two composers could have had no inkling of it in the 1760s, when they first became international celebrities, they were on a collision course.


  Gluck naturally gravitated toward Paris, the half-forgotten point of origin for most of his innovatory departures. Having Gallicized the opera seria, he would now try his hand at the real thing—actual tragédies lyriques, some of them to librettos originally prepared as much as ninety years earlier for Lully. He arrived in the French capital in 1773 at the invitation of his former singing pupil in Vienna, none other than the princess Marie-Antoinette, the eighteenyear-old wife of the crown prince (dauphin) who the next year would be crowned Louis XVI (“Louis the last,” as it turned out).


  Under Marie-Antoinette’s protection, Gluck at first enjoyed fantastic success. He even got old Rousseau to recant the brash claim he had made twenty years before, in the heat of buffoon-battle. After seeing Iphigénie en Aulide, Gluck’s first tragédie lyrique, on a much-softened libretto after Euripides’s bloody tragedy of sacrifice (adapted by Jean Racine), Rousseau confessed to Gluck that “you have realized what I held to be impossible to this very day”—namely, a viable opera on a French text.10 The irony was that the same stylistic mixture that had spelled “Gallic” reform of Italian opera in Vienna was now read by the French as a revitalizing Italianization of their own heritage. Only a Bohemian—a complete outsider to both proud traditions—could have brought it off.


  The best symbol of this hybridization of idioms was Orphée et Eurydice, a new version of Gluck’s original “reform” opera, which amounted to a French readaptation of what had already been a Gallicized version of opera seria. Besides translating the libretto, this meant recasting the male title role so that an haut-contre, a French high tenor, could sing it instead of a castrato. Gluck also added some colorfully orchestrated instrumental interludes portraying the beauties of the Elysian fields, which are now performed no matter which version of the opera is employed.


  In the summer of 1776, Gluck learned that the Neapolitan ambassador had summoned Piccinni to Paris for no other purpose than to be Gluck’s rival, and had even “leaked” to him a copy of the very libretto Gluck was then working on (Roland, adapted from a tragédie lyrique formerly set by Lully, with a plot taken from French medieval history). Gluck, mortified, pulled out of the project, feeling with ample justification that he was being set up for a flop. “I feel certain,” he wrote to one of his old librettists after burning what he’d written of the opera, “that a certain Politician of my acquaintance will offer dinner and supper to three-quarters of Paris in order to win fans for M. Piccinni ….”11 A couple of years later, though, it happened again, when Piccinni was induced to write an opera on the same story (albeit to a different libretto) as Gluck’s last Parisian offering, a mythological tragedy loosely based on Iphigenia in Tauris, afamous play by Euripides whose story had already furnished the plot for quite a number of operas. The two settings were performed two years apart, Gluck’s in 1779 and Piccinni’s in 1781.


  Their partisans (especially Jean François Marmontel, Piccinni’s French librettist and sponsor) worked hard to cast the two composers as polar opposites—Gluck as the apostle of “dramatic” opera, Piccinni of “musical.” Compared with the Querelle des Bouffons, however, the querelle des Gluckistes et Piccinistes was just a tempest in a teapot. The stakes, for one thing, were much lower. The main battle—the “noble simplification” and sentimentalization of an encrusted court art—was won before this later quarrel even started, and its protagonists, privately on friendly terms, were more nearly allies than rivals.


  WHAT WAS ENLIGHTENMENT?


  So perhaps it is from the operatic masterpieces of the age that we can best learn an important lesson: it is a considerable distortion of the way things were to describe the so-called Enlightenment exclusively as an “age of reason”—especially if we persist in assuming (as the romantics would later insist) that thinking and feeling, “mind” and “heart,” are in some sense opposites. Gluck and Piccinni show us how far from true this commonly accepted dichotomy really is. The impulse that had led them and their artistic contemporaries to question traditional artifice and attempt the direct portrayal of “universal” human nature was equally the product of “free intellect” and sympathy—community in feeling. This last was based on introspection—“looking within.” The community it presupposed and fostered was one that in principle embraced the whole of humanity regardless of race, gender, nationality, or class. The objective of “enlightened” artists became, in Wye J. Allanbrook’s well-turned phrase, “to move an audience through representations of its own humanity.”12 And not only move, but also instruct and inspire goodness: free intellect and introspective sympathy went hand in hand—or in a mutually regulating tandem—as ministers to virtue.


  The notion of free intellect—or “Common Sense,” as the American revolutionary Thomas Paine put it in the title of his celebrated tract of 1776—was the one that tended to attract attention by dint of its novelty and its political implications. “Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains,” wrote Rousseau at the beginning of his Social Contract (1762), perhaps the most radical political work of the eighteenth century, and the obvious source of Paine’s main ideas. The chains to which he referred were not only the literal chains of enforced bondage, but also intellectual chains that people voluntarily (or so they may think) assume: religious superstition, submission to time-honored authority, acquiescence for the sake of social order or security in unjust or exploitative social hierarchies. The remedy was knowledge, which empowered an individual to act in accord with rational self-interest and with the “general will” (sensus communis) of similarly enlightened individuals.


  Dissemination of knowledge—and with it, of freedom and individual empowerment—became the great mission of the times. The most concrete manifestation of that mission was the Encyclopédie, the mammoth encyclopedia edited by Diderot and Jean d’Alembert with help from a staff of self-styled philosophes or “lovers of knowledge” including Rousseau, who wrote the music articles among others. The first volume appeared in 1751, and the final supplements were issued in 1776. By the end, the project had been driven underground, chiefly by the Jesuits, who were enraged at its religious skepticism and persuaded the government of Louis XV to revoke the official “patent” or license to print. Even the clandestine volumes were subjected to unofficial censorship by the printer, who in fear of reprisal deleted the most politically inflammatory passages. These embattled circumstances only enhanced the prestige of the Encyclopédie, giving it a heroic aura as a new forbidden “Tree of Knowledge,” and contributing to its enormous cultural and political influence.


  That influence can be gauged by comparison with the famous essay Was ist Aufklärung? (“What Is Enlightenment?”) by the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. It was published in 1784, eight years after the Encyclopédie was completed. The answer to the question propounded by the title took the form of a popular Latin motto, originally from Horace: Sapere aude! (“Dare to know!”).13 “Enlightenment,” Kant declared, “is mankind’s exit from its self-incurred immaturity,” defined as “the inability to make use of one’s own understanding without the guidance of another.”


  “Enlightened” ideas quickly spread to England as well, where free public discussion of social and religious issues—both in the press and also orally, in meeting places like coffee houses—was especially far advanced. From England, of course, they spread to the American colonies, as already suggested by comparing Rousseau and Paine. Whether or not (as often claimed in equal measure by its proponents and detractors) the Enlightenment led directly to the French revolution of 1789, with its ensuing periods of mob rule, political terror, and civil instability, there can be no doubt that it provided the intellectual justification for the American revolution of 1776—a revolution carried out on the whole by prosperous, enterprising men of property and education, acting in their own rational and economic self-interest. The Declaration of Independence, and the American Constitution that followed, can both be counted as documents of the Enlightenment. As mediated through two centuries of amendment and interpretation, moreover, the American Constitution, as a legal instrument that is still in force, represents the continuing influence of the Enlightenment in the politics and social philosophy of our own time.


  It would be wrong, however, to think of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment within its own time as nothing but a vehicle of civic unrest or rebellion. The philosophes themselves believed in strong state power and saw the best realistic hope of freedom in the education of “enlightened despots” who would rule rationally, with enlightened sympathy for the interests of their subjects. A number of European sovereigns were indeed sympathetic to the aims of the Encyclopedists. Frederick II (“the Great”) of Prussia—C. P. E. Bach’s employer and a great patron of the arts and sciences, many of which (including flute-playing and even musical composition) he practiced himself—corresponded with Voltaire (François Marie Arouet, 1694–1778), the “godfather” of the Enlightenment, and entertained d’Alembert at Sans Souci (“Without-a-Care”), his pleasure palace in Potsdam. Catherine II (“the Great”), the German-born Empress of Russia and a protégée of Frederick’s, corresponded enthusiastically with Diderot himself, whose much-publicized praise of Catherine and her liberality was largely responsible for her flattering sobriquet.


  The liberality of an autocrat had its limits, though. Kant was a bit cynical about Frederick’s: “Our ruler,” he wrote, “says, ‘Argue as much as you want and about whatever you want, but obey!’”14 And after the French revolution, which Frederick did not live to see, his protégée Catherine turned quite reactionary and imprisoned many Russian followers of her former correspondents.


  The prototype of all the “enlightened despots” of eighteenth-century Europe was the Austrian monarch, Joseph II (reigned 1765–90). Beginning in 1780, when he came to full power on the death of his mother, the co-regent Maria Theresia, Joseph instituted liberal reforms on a scale that seemed to many observers positively revolutionary in their extent and speed. He wielded the powers of absolutism, just as the philosophes had envisaged, with informed sympathy for the populace of his lands. He annulled hereditary privileges, expropriated church properties and extended freedom of worship, and instituted a meritocracy within the empire’s civil service. Above all, he abolished serfdom. (Catherine, by contrast, notoriously extended the latter institution into many formerly nonfeudalized territories of the Russian empire.) Yet few of Joseph’s reforms outlived him, largely because his brother and successor, Leopold II, was impelled, like Catherine, into a reactionary stance by the revolutionary events in France, and Leopold’s successor Francis II (reigned 1792–1835) created what amounted to the first modern police state. This anxious response to the French Revolution on the part of formerly “enlightened” autocrats is one of many reasons for regarding the political legacy of that great historical watershed as ambiguous at best.


  MOZART


  Joseph II was not a great patron of the arts. His sociopolitical reforms were his all-consuming interest, leaving little room for entertainment or intellectual pursuits. Music historians have tended to despise him a bit, because of his failure to give proper recognition or suitable employment to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–91), the great musical genius of the age, whose music often perplexed him. (Joseph II is now best remembered by musicians not for his heroic reforms but rather for telling Mozart one day that there were “too many notes” in one of his scores.) But in fact Josephine Vienna, where Mozart made his home in the last decade of his life, and to whose musical commerce he made an outstanding contribution despite his failure to achieve a court sinecure, provides an ideal lens through which to view the work of one of European music’s great iconic figures in a truly relevant—and “enlightening”—cultural context.
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  FIG. 9-3 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.


  


  Posterity has turned Mozart into an “icon”—the “image of music,” replete with an aura of holiness—for many reasons. One was his phenomenal precociousness; another was his heartbreaking premature demise. These as-if-correlated facts have long since converted his biography into legend. His earliest surviving composition, an “Andante pour le clavecin” in his sister Nannerl’s notebook, was composed just after his fifth birthday (if his father, who inscribed the little harpsichord piece, can be believed). His last, as fate would have it, was a Requiem Mass, on which he was still working when he died, just 30 years, 10 months, and one week later. In that short span Mozart managed to compose such a quantity of music that it takes a book of a thousand pages—the Chronological-Thematic Catalogue by Ludwig Köchel, first published in 1862 and now in its seventh revised edition—just to list it adequately. And that quantity is of such a quality that the best of it has long served as a standard of musical perfection.
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  FIG. 9-4 Mozart as a boy in Salzburg court uniform.


  


  Mozart was born in Salzburg, an episcopal city-state near the Bavarian border, where his father, Leopold Mozart, served as deputy music director in the court of the Prince-Archbishop. By 1762, when the child prodigy was six years old, his father relinquished most of his duties and gave up his own composing career so that he could not only see properly to his son’s musical education but also begin displaying his astonishing gifts to all the courts and musical centers of Europe. By the age of ten the boy Mozart was famous, having performed at courts throughout the German Catholic territories, the Netherlands, Paris, and finally London, where he stayed for more than a year, was fêted at the court of George III, became friendly with John Christian Bach, and submitted, at his father’s behest, to a series of scientific tests by the physician and philosopher Daines Barrington, to prove that the boy truly was a prodigy and not a musically accomplished dwarf. Barrington’s report, “Account of a Very Remarkable Musician,” read at the Royal Society, a prestigious scientific association, marked an important stage in the formation of the Mozart legend, the “myth of the eternal child,” as Maynard Solomon, the author of an impressive psychological biography of the composer, has called it.15


  It is because of his uncanny gifts and his famously complicated relations with his father that Mozart has been the frequent subject of fiction, dramatization, “psychobiography,” and sheer rumor (including the persistent legend of his death by poisoning at the hand of Gluck’s pupil Salieri, a jealous rival). Before Solomon’s sober psychological study there was a reckless one by the Swiss novelist Wolfgang Hildesheimer, not to mention Alexander Pushkin’s verse drama “Mozart and Salieri” of 1830 and its subsequent Broadway adaptation by Peter Shaffer as Amadeus, later a popular movie. But Mozart’s iconic status was also due to his singular skill at “moving an audience by representations of its own humanity.” His success at evoking sympathy through such representations has kindled interest in his own human person to an extent to that point unprecedented in the history of European music, partly because the creation of bonds of “brotherhood” through art had never before been so central an artistic aim.


  It is also for this reason that Mozart’s music, in practically every genre that he cultivated, has been maintained in an unbroken performing tradition from his time to ours; he is the true foundation of the current “classical” repertoire, and has been that ever since there has been such a repertoire (that is, since the period immediately following his death). Except for Handel’s oratorios, nothing earlier has lasted in this way. Franz Joseph Haydn, Mozart’s great contemporary, whom we will meet officially in the next chapter, has survived only in part. (His operas, for example, have perished irrevocably from the active repertoire.) Bach, as we know, returned to active duty only after a time underground.


  Mozart’s operas have not only survived where Haydn’s have perished. A half dozen of them (roughly a third of his output in the genre) now form the earliest stratum of the standard repertory. But for the Orfeos of Monteverdi and Gluck, they are the earliest operas now familiar to theatergoers. They sum up and synthesize all the varieties of musical theater current in the eighteenth century, as we have traced them to this point, and they have been a model to opera composers ever since.


  Mozart composed his first dramatic work, a rather offbeat intermezzo composed to a libretto in Latin (!) for performance at the University of Salzburg, at the age of eleven, shortly after returning from London. It is a mere curiosity, like the composer himself at that age. Within a couple of years, however, Mozart was equipped to turn out works of fully professional calibre in all the theatrical genres then current. In 1769, the thirteen-year-old’s first opera buffa, La finta semplice (“The pretended simpleton”), to a libretto by Carlo Goldoni, was performed at the Archbishop’s Palace in Salzburg. (An earlier scheduled performance at Vienna was cancelled on suspicion that the opera was really by father Leopold.) Its style is most often compared with that of Piccinni. About eighteen months later, in December 1770, Mozart’s first opera seria, called Mitridate, re di Ponto (“Mithridates, King of Pontus”), to a libretto based on a tragedy of self-sacrifice by Racine, was produced in Italy, opera’s home turf, where the Mozarts, father and son, were touring. It was so successful that the same theater, that of the ducal court of Milan, commissioned two more serie from the boy genius over the next two seasons. Another early success was Bastien und Bastienne, a singspiel (a German comic opera with spoken dialogue) based loosely on the libretto of Rousseau’s popular Devin du village, whichwas performed, possibly as early as the fall of 1768 when the composer was twelve, at the luxurious home of Franz Mesmer, the pioneer of “animal magnetism” or (as we would now call it) hypnotherapy.


  These three—Italian opera both tragic and comic, and German vernacular comedy—were the genres that Mozart would cultivate for the rest of his career. What his early triumphs demonstrated above all was his absolute mastery of the conventions associated with all three: a mastery that enabled him eventually to achieve an unprecedented directness of communication that still moves audiences long after the conventions themselves have been outmoded. Mastery, rather than originality, was the objective all artists then strove to achieve. The originality we now perceive in Mozart was really a secondary function or byproduct of a mastery so consummately internalized that it liberated his imagination to react with seeming spontaneity to the texts he set and achieve a singularly sympathetic “representation of humanity.”


  IDOMENEO


  Mozart’s first operatic masterpiece was Idomeneo, re di Creta (“Idomeneus, King of Crete”), an opera seria composed in 1780, first produced in Munich in 1781 and extensively revised five years later for performance in Vienna. By then, having quarreled over terms with the Archbishop of Salzburg and having requested and ungraciously received release from his position (“with a kick in the ass,” he wrote to his horrified father), Mozart, with a wife and eventually a child to support, was living in the capital as a “free lance” musician, accepting commissions and giving “academies,” or self-promoted concert appearances. Although he had craved the freedom to compose as he saw fit, the precariousness of his livelihood (exacerbated by gambling debts) and the attendant stress and overwork undoubtedly contributed to his early death, adding another leaf to the legend of his life—a legend that maintains, romantically but erroneously, that he died a pauper.


  Idomeneo, a tragedy of child-sacrifice, was composed to a translation of a very old libretto, one that had served almost seventy years earlier as the basis of a tragédie lyrique (with music by André Campra) that was performed before Louis XIV during the last years of his reign (see Ex. 3-5). Mozart cast his opera, accordingly, in the severe style of Gluck’s neoclassical “reform” dramas, two of which (on the myth of Iphigenia) had also treated the painful subject of a father sworn to sacrifice his child. By modeling his opera on Gluck’s, Mozart completed his assimilation of all the theatrical idioms to which he was heir.
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  FIG. 9-5 Act II of Mozart’s Idomeneo as staged at the Metropolitan Opera House, New York.


  


  At Mozart’s request, his librettist, a Salzburg friend, added several choruses to the original libretto and also provided some exalted accompanied recitatives for a high priest and an oracle. As Daniel Heartz has shown, prototypes for all of these interpolations and more can be found in the French version of Gluck’s Alceste, performed in Paris in 1776. This was the opera that carried, in the first edition of its score, the preface that set forth Gluck’s famous principles of operatic reform. It had enormous prestige. Mozart’s successful appropriation of Gluck’s ideals and methods, in a manner that vividly illustrates the eighteenth century’s outlook on artistic creativity, not only transcended his predecessor’s achievement but at the same time went a long way toward transforming the reformer’s innovations into conventions.


  Both Mozart’s indebtedness to Gluck and the astonishing boldness with which the twenty-four-year-old former prodigy exceeded his model can be judged from the High Priest’s chilling recitative in the third act of Idomeneo, in which he exhorts the title character not to shrink from his obligation, incurred by a rash vow, to sacrifice his son Idamante to the god Neptune. It is modeled on the lengthy temple scene in the first act of Alceste, in which the high priest of Apollo issues a similar exhortation to the title character to prepare to sacrifice her life so that her husband, King Admetus of Thessaly, may recover from an illness and continue his propitious reign. Mozart in effect conflates several moments from Gluck’s scene, of which the most prominent is an imperious unison arpeggio figure that modulates to the dark key of B[image: Image] minor (Ex. 9-5).


  EX. 9-5A Christoph Willibald Gluck, Alceste, ActI, scene 4, High Priest’s exhortation, mm. 1–18
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  EX. 9-5B W. A. Mozart, Idomeneo, no. 23, mm. 2–23
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  Mozart’s intensification of the harmony, his transformation of the leading motive by obsessively repeating a nasty unison trill, and his antiphonal deployment of it over a restless modulation all contribute to a gruesome effect that some have interpreted as sarcastic, in keeping with the composer’s presumed enlightened attitudes. The trills, according to Heartz, “tell us pretty plainly what Mozart thought of this particular high priest and how we are to respond to the ‘holy’ crime he exhorts.”16 Heartz relates this observation to a remark by Mozart’s older contemporary, Baron Melchior von Grimm (1727–1807), one of the leaders of the German enlightenment who, as a result of his devotion to Voltaire, Rousseau, and Diderot, became a naturalized citizen of France. “What I want to see painted in the tragedy of Idomeneo,” Grimm wrote, “is that dark spirit of uncertainty, of fluctuation, of sinister interpretations, of disquiet and of anguish, that torments the people and from which profits the priest.”17


  Whether Mozart’s portrayal of the high priest actually intends or conveys such a judgment may be debated. What is certain, however, is that dramas like Idomeneo were becoming unfashionable in enlightened Vienna, where Mozart would shortly establish his permanent residence. Joseph II had an aversion to the opera seria (ostensibly because of its costliness). Although Mozart made an elaborate revision of Idomeneo in hopes of a performance in the capital, he succeeded only in having it done privately (possibly in concert form, as a sort of oratorio) at one of Vienna’s noble residences during Lent in 1786 when the theaters were closed. Not until the end of Joseph’s reign would Mozart have another opportunity to compose in the tragic style.


  DIE ENTFÜHRUNG AUS DEM SERAIL


  The 1780s, then, became Mozart’s great decade of comic opera, a genre he utterly transformed. First to appear was a singspiel, composed in response to Joseph II’s avid patronage of vernacular comedies, for which the Emperor had established a special German troupe at the Vienna Burgtheater (Court Theater), henceforth to be officially—though never colloquially—named the “Nationaltheater.” It was there that Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail (“The abduction from the Seraglio”) was first performed, on 16 July 1782. (The production was to have been mounted in honor of the visiting Grand Duke Pavel Petrovich of Russia, who would later reign briefly as Tsar Paul I, but the visit was delayed.)


  Although composed in the national language and performed in the national theater, the opera has an exotic rather than a national subject and locale. There had long been a great Viennese vogue for “Oriental” (or “Turkish”) subject matter in the wake of the unsuccessful siege of the city by the Ottoman Turks in 1683. Making fun of the former enemy was a national sport, and Turkish military (or “Janissary”) percussion instruments that had once struck fear in the hearts of European soldiers were now appropriated by European military bands—and eventually by opera orchestras. (The Janissaries, from the Turkish for “recruits,” were originally Christian captives pressed into military service by the Ottoman Empire and forced to convert to Islam; the drafting of Christians waned during the seventeenth century, and the regiment gradually became the hereditary elite corps of the Turkish army.)
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  FIG. 9-6 The Vienna Burgtheater in 1783, engraving by Carl Schuetz (1745–1800).


  


  The raucous jangling of the Janissary band (also imitated in a piano sonata by Mozart, concluding with a famous “Rondo alla Turca” that children often learn) is a special effect in the merry overture to Die Entführung (whose orchestra includes timpani, bass drum, cymbals, and triangle) and at various colorful points thereafter. The plot of the opera revolves around the efforts of Belmonte, a young Spanish grandee, to rescue Constanze, his beloved, who has been kidnapped by pirates, together with her English maidservant Blonde and Belmonte’s servant Pedrillo, and sold into the harem of Pasha Selim—who turns out to be a runaway Christian himself and shows the lovers mercy. In the end the Christian lovers are reunited: Belmonte with Constanze (who, true to her name, had remained faithful to him despite temptation) and Pedrillo with Blonde (who had been wooed by the blustery and ridiculous Osmin, the keeper of the harem).


  While at work in Vienna on Die Entführung, Mozart kept up a lively correspondence with his father, back home in Salzburg. One of his letters, dated 26 September 1781, has become famous for its very revealing descriptions of the arias he was writing for the various characters. About the frenzied last section of Osmin’s rage aria in act I, where the “Janissary” instruments have a field day, he wrote:


  
    Just when the aria seems to be over, there comes the allegro assai, which is in a totally different measure and in a different key; this is bound to be very effective. For just as a man in a towering rage oversteps all bounds of order, moderation and propriety, and completely forgets himself, so must the music too forget itself. But as passions, whether violent or not, must never be expressed in such a way as to excite disgust, and as music, even in the most terrible situations, must never offend the ear, but must please the hearer, or in other words must never cease to be music, I have gone from F (the key in which the aria is written), not into a remote key, but into a related one, not, however, into its nearest relative D minor, but into the more remote A minor.18

  


  The oft-quoted words italicized above have been justly taken as a sort of emblem of “Enlightened” attitudes about art and its relationship to its audience. Bach, on one side of the Enlightenment, would have heartily disagreed; but so too would many composers on the other side of it, as we shall see, and even Mozart himself in at least one famous instance that we will encounter at the end of this chapter.


  Mozart continues, in the same letter, with a description of the very next item in the singspiel, the brilliantly scored aria in which Belmonte expresses his anxieties about Constanze’s fate (Ex. 9-6 a and b). This passage from the letter has also become a locus classicus—a place everyone cites—for its account of how finely Mozart calculated the orchestral effects to imitate the physical manifestations (or, as psychologists would say, the “iconicity”) of Belmonte’s feelings.


  
    Let me now turn to Belmonte’s aria in A major, “O wie ängstlich, o wie feurig.” Would you like to know how I have expressed it—and even indicated his throbbing heart? By the two violins playing octaves. This is the favorite aria of all those who have heard it, and it is mine also. You feel the trembling—the faltering—you see how his throbbing breast begins to swell; this I have expressed by a crescendo. You hear the whispering and the sighing—which I have indicated by the first violins with mutes and a flute playing in unison.19

  


  EX. 9-6A W. A. Mozart, Die Entführung aus dem Serail, Belmonte’s aria, “O wie ängstlich,” mm. 1–8
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  Mozart’s list is far from exhaustive. He might also have mentioned the harmonic shifts toward the minor as Belmonte’s thoughts darken, recalling the pain of separation. He might have mentioned the continuing heartbeat rhythm that underlies the “whispering and sighing” violins and flute, played by divided violas plucking fourpart chords, pizzicato (Ex. 9-6b). (Such detailed writing for the lowly viola was practically unheard of at the time.) He might have mentioned the strangely lurching dynamic patterns and accents—an irregular pulse?—when Belmonte sings of trembling and wavering. The list could go on.


  While not exactly a new technique—in cruder form we encountered it in the final duet from Pergolesi’s Serva padrona—Mozart’s mastery of iconic portraiture set a benchmark not only in subtle expressivity but in refinement of orchestration as well. These were new areas in which one could “move an audience through representations of its own humanity.” Mozart’s success was a dual one. In the first place it attracted, and continues to attract, an unprecedented “human interest” in the composer as a person. His portraits of his characters have been read, persistently though of course unverifiably, as self-portraits.


  Nowhere is this more apparent than in the biographical interpretations often advanced to explain his composing, in swift succession, exemplary works in two such contrasting genres as opera seria (Idomeneo) and singspiel (Die Entführung). With another composer, adept powers of assimilation and mastery of convention might suffice to explain it. With Mozart, “mere” mastery of convention does not seem sufficient to account for such immediacy and versatility of expression. And so the grim Idomeneo is associated with Mozart’s unhappy courtship of the German soprano Aloysia Weber, who spurned him in favor of the court actor and painter Joseph Lange, whom she married in 1780. And the blithesome Entführung is associated with Mozart’s


  EX. 9-6B W. A. Mozart, Die Entführung aus dem Serail, Belmonte’s aria, “O wie ängstlich,” mm. 29–37
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  Are such explanations necessary? Perhaps not, but they are certainly understandable. Not only do Mozart’s uncanny human portraits in sound seem to resonate with the reality of a concrete personality; they inspire empathy as well—and this was Mozart’s other breakthrough. One is apt to respond to a work by him not only by thinking “it’s about him,” but also by thinking that, somehow, “it’s about me.” The bond of kinship thus established between the composer’s subjectivity and the listener’s—a human bond of empathy seemingly capable of transcending differences in age, rank, gender, nation, or any other barrier—is supremely in the optimistic spirit of the Enlightenment. When the feat is duplicated in the wordless realm of instrumental music, as we shall see in the next chapter, instrumental music is invested with a sense of importance—indeed, of virtual holiness—it had never known before. We can begin to see why Mozart could be worshiped, particularly by his nineteenth-century posterity, as a kind of musical god who worked a beneficent, miraculous influence in the world.


  THE “DA PONTE” OPERAS


  After Die Entführung, Mozart did not complete another opera for four years. Part of the reason for the gap had to do with his burgeoning career in Vienna as a freelancer, which meant giving lots of concerts, which (as we will see) meant writing a lot of piano concertos. But it was also due to Joseph II’s unexpected disbanding of the national singspiel company and its replacement by an Italian opera buffa troupe at court whose regular composers Giovanni Paisiello, Vincente Martìn y Soler, and Antonio Salieri—Italians all (Martìn being a naturalized Spaniard)—had a proprietary interest in freezing out a German rival, especially one as potentially formidable as Mozart.


  Mozart’s letters testify to his difficulty in gaining access to Lorenzo da Ponte (1749–1838, original name Emmanuele Conegliano), the newly appointed poet to the court theater. (There was a certain typically Joseph II symbolism in the fact that a specialist in opera buffa should have been chosen to replace the aged Metastasio, the paragon of the seria, who died in 1782 at the age of 84.) “These Italian gentlemen are very civil to your face,” Mozart complained to his father in 1783. “But enough—we know them! If Da Ponte is in league with Salieri, I shall never get anything out of him.”20 It was these letters, and the intrigues that they exposed, that led to all the gossip about Salieri’s nefarious role in causing Mozart’s early death, and all the dubious literature that gossip later inspired.
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  FIG. 9-7 Lorenzo da Ponte, engraving by Michele Pekenino after a painting by Nathaniel Rogers (Mozarteum, Salzburg).


  


  Mozart’s wish to compete directly with “these Italians” is revealed in another passage from the same letter to his father, in which he described the kind of two-act realistic comedy (but frankly farcical, not “larmoyante”) at which he now aimed. This was precisely the kind of libretto that Da Ponte, a converted Venetian Jew, had adapted from the traditions he had learned at home and brought to perfection. In this he was continuing the buffa tradition of Carlo Goldoni, which sported lengthy but very speedy “action finales” at the conclusion of each act and a highly differentiated cast of characters. About this latter requirement Mozart is especially firm:


  
    The main thing is that the whole story should be really comic, and if possible should include two equally good female parts, one of them seria, the other mezzo carattere. The third female character, if there is one, can be entirely buffa, and so may all the male ones.21

  


  This mixed genre insured great variety in the musical style: a seria role for a woman implied coloratura and extended forms; buffa implied rapid patter; “medium character” implied lyricism. Da Ponte’s special gift was that of forging this virtual smorgasbord of idioms into a vivid dramatic shape.


  Mozart (aided, according to one account, by the Emperor himself) finally managed to secure the poet’s collaboration in the fall of 1785. The project was all but surefire: an adaptation of La folle journée, ou le mariage de Figaro (“The madcap day; or, Figaro’s wedding”), one of the most popular comedies of the day. It was the second installment of a trilogy by the French playwright Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais (1732–99), of which the first installment, Le barbier de Séville (“The barber of Seville”), had already been turned into a hugely successful opera buffa by Paisiello (1782; first staged in St. Petersburg, Russia). These plays by Beaumarchais were the very epitome of that old standby, the servant-outsmarts-master routine, familiar on every operatic stage since the very earliest intermezzi: La serva padrona was of course the first classic of this type. In the spirit of the late eighteenth century, the old joke became much more pointed and audacious than before—“outrageously cheeky,” in Heartz’s words.22 And yet, with both master and servant now portrayed as rounded and ultimately likeable human beings rather than caricatures, the ostensible antagonists are ultimately united in “enlightened” sympathy.


  Thus, contrary to an opinion that is still voiced (though more rarely than it used to be), Beaumarchais’s Figaro plays were in no way “revolutionary.” The playwright was himself an intimate of the French royal family. In his plays, the aristocratic social order is upheld in the end—as, indeed, in comedies (which have to achieve good “closure”) it had to be. It could even be argued that the plays strengthened the existing social order by humanizing it. Hence Joseph II’s enthusiasm for them, which went—far beyond tolerance—all the way to active promotion.


  In the play Mozart and Da Ponte adapted for music as Le nozze di Figaro, the valet Figaro (formerly a barber), together with his bride Susanna (the mezzo carattere role), acting on behalf of the Countess Almaviva (the seria role), outwits and humiliates the Count, who had wished to deceive his wife with Susanna according to “the old droit du seigneur” (not really a traditional right but Beaumarchais’s own contrivance), which supposedly guaranteed noblemen sexual access to any virgin in their household. All three—Figaro, Susanna, and the Countess—are vindicated at the Count’s expense. But the Count, in his discomfiture and heartfelt apology (a moment made unforgettable by Mozart’s music), is rendered human, and redeemed. On the way to that denouement there is a wealth of hilarious by-play with some memorable minor characters, including an adolescent page boy (played by a soprano en travesti, “in trousers”) who desires the Countess, and an elderly pair of stock buffo types (a ludicrous doctor and his housekeeper) who turn out to be Figaro’s parents.


  Mozart and Da Ponte had such a success with this play that their names are now inseparably linked in the history of opera, like Lully-and-Quinault or Gluck-andCalzabigi, to mention only teams who have figured previously in these chapters. The triumph led to two more collaborations. Don Giovanni followed almost immediately. It was a retelling of an old story, long a staple of popular legend and improvised theatrical farce, about the fabled Spanish seducer Don Juan, his exploits, and his downfall. Its first performance took place on 29 October 1787 in Prague, the capital of the Austrian province of Bohemia (now the Czech Republic), where Le nozze di Figaro had been especially well received; it played Vienna the next year. Its success was only gradual, but by thetimehecametowritehismemoirs, DaPonte(whodiedanAmericancitizeninNew York, where from 1807 he worked as a teacher of Italian literature, eventually at Columbia University) could boast that it was recognized as “the best opera in the world.”23


  Their third opera, produced at the Burgtheater on 26 January 1790 (a day before Mozart’s thirty-fourth birthday), was the cynical but fascinating Cosí fan tutte, ossia La scuola degli amanti (“Women all act the same; or, The school for lovers”), which had only five performances before all the theaters in Austria had to close following the death of Joseph II. It would be Mozart’s last opera buffa. The plot concerns a wager between a jaded “old philosopher” and two young officers. The old man bets that, having disguised themselves, each officer could woo and win the other’s betrothed. Their easy success, much to their own and their lovers’ consternation, has made the opera controversial throughout its history.


  Many textual substitutions and alternative titles have seen duty in an attempt to soften the brazenly misogynistic message of the original. That message, preaching disillusion and distrust, is perhaps larger (and more dangerous) than its immediate context can contain. Its ostensible misogyny can be seen as part of a broad exposure of the “down side” of Enlightenment—a warning that reason is not a comforter and that perhaps it is best not to challenge every illusion. Some, basing their view on the assumption—the Romantic assumption, as we will learn to identify it—that the music of an opera is “truer” than the words, have professed to read a consoling message in Mozart’s gorgeously lyrical score. Others have claimed that, on the contrary, Mozart and Da Ponte have by that very gorgeousness in effect exposed the falsity of artistic conceits and, it follows, unmasked beauty’s amorality.


  The tensions within it—at all levels, whether of plot, dramaturgy, musical content, or implication—between the seductions of beauty and cruel reality are so central and so deeply embedded as to make Cosí fan tutte, in its teasing ambiguity, perhaps the most “philosophical” of operas and in that sense the emblematic art work of the Enlightenment.


  LATE WORKS


  In his last pair of operas, both first performed in September 1791 less than three months before his death, Mozart reverted to the two genres in which he had excelled before his legendary collaboration with Da Ponte. Die Zauberflöte (The Magic Flute) is a singspiel to a text by the singing actor and impresario Emanuel Schikaneder, who commissioned it for his own Theater auf der Wieden, a popular playhouse in Vienna. Behind its at times folksy manner and its riotously colorful and mysterious goings-on, it too is a profoundly emblematic work of the Enlightenment, for it is a thinly veiled allegory of Freemasonry.


  A secret fraternal organization of which both Mozart and Schikaneder were members (along with Voltaire, Haydn, and the poets Goethe and Schiller), the Order of Ancient Free and Accepted Masons purportedly traced its lineage back to the medieval stonecutters’ guilds (and thence, in legend, to ancient Egypt, the land of the pyramids), but became a widespread international association in the eighteenth century and an important vehicle for the spread of Enlightened doctrines such as political liberalism and religious tolerance. Persecuted by organs of traditional authority, including the Catholic Church and the autocratic monarchies of Europe, the Masons had elaborate rites of initiation and secret signals (the famous handshake, for instance) by which members could recognize one another.


  The plot of The Magic Flute concerns the efforts of Tamino, a Javanese prince, and Pamina, his beloved, to gain admission to the temple of Isis (the Earth-or Mothergoddess of ancient Egypt), presided over by Sarastro, the Priest of Light. Tamino is accompanied by a sidekick, the birdcatcher Papageno (played by Schikaneder himself in the original production; see Fig. 9-9), who in his cowardice and ignorance cannot gain admittance to the mysteries of the temple but is rewarded for his simplehearted goodness with an equally appealing wife. The chief opposition comes from Pamina’s mother, the Queen of the Night, and from Monostatos, the blackamoor who guards the temple (a clear throwback to Osmin in Die Entführung). The allegory proclaims Enlightened belief in equality of class (as represented by Tamino and Papageno) and sex (as represented by Tamino and Pamina) within reason’s domain. Even Monostatos’s humanity is recognized, betokening a belief in the equality of races. On seeing him, Papageno (who first sounds the opera’s essential theme when he responds to Prince Tamino’s question as to his identity by saying “A man, like you”) reflects, after an initial fright, that if there can be black birds, why not black men?
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  FIG. 9-8 Sarastro arrives on his chariot in act I of Mozart's Die Zauberfl"ote. Engraving published in an illustrated monthly to herald the first performance of the opera in Brünn (now Brno, Czech Republic)in 1793.
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  FIG. 9-9 Emanuel Schikanederin the role of Papageno in the first production of Die Zauberflöte (Theater aufder wieden, Vieden, 1791).


  


  The range of styles encompassed by the music in The Magic Flute is enormous—wider than Mozart had ever before attempted. At one extreme is the folksong idiom of Papageno, “Mr. Natural.” At the other are the musical manifestations of the two opposing supernatural beings—the forces, respectively, of darkness (The Queen of the Night) and light (Sarastro)—both represented by opera seria idioms, altogether outlandish in a singspiel. In act II, the Queen, seeing her efforts to thwart the noble pair coming to nought, gets to sing the rage aria to end all rage arias (Ex. 9-7a). Its repeated ascents to high F in altissimo are a legendary test for coloratura sopranos to this day. (That pitch had actually been exceeded, incidentally, in a coloratura aria—or rather, a spoof of coloratura arias—that Mozart tossed off early in 1786 as the centerpiece of a little farce called Der Schauspieldirektor or “The Impresario,” sung at its first performance by his sister-in-law Aloysia).


  Sarastro, in the scene that immediately follows, expresses the opera’s humanistic creed in the purest, most exalted sacerdotal manner (Ex 9-7b). George Bernard Shaw, the famous British playwright, worked in his youth as a professional music critic. Perhaps his most famous observation in that capacity pertained to this very aria of Sarastro’s, which he called the only music ever composed by mortal man that would not sound out of place in the mouth of God.24 That is as good a testimony as any to the hold Mozart has had over posterity, but it is also worth quoting to reemphasize the point that such sublime music was composed for use in a singspiel, then thought (because it was sung in the German vernacular) to be the lowliest of all operatic genres. That was in itself a token of Enlightened attitudes. In such company, the lyrical idiom of the lovers Tamino and Pamina occupies the middle ground, the roles (so to speak) of mezzo carattere.


  Mozart’s last stage work, an opera seria called La clemenza di Tito (“The clemency of Titus”), was composed to one of Metastasio’s most frequently set librettos, one that had been first set to music almost sixty years before by Antonio Caldara, then Vice-Kapellmeister to the Austrian court. Its revival was commissioned, symbolically as it might seem, to celebrate the accession to the Austrian throne of Joseph II’s younger brother, the Emperor Leopold II, who would rule for only two years—just enough time to undo all of his Enlightened predecessor’s reforms. Just so, it could seem as though Mozart’s reversion to a stiffly conventional aristocratic drama of sacrifice “undid” the modern realistic comedies that had preceded them—though of course no one had any premonition that this was to be his last opera.
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  FIG. 9-10 Pamina, Tamino, and Papageno in scene from act II of Die Zauberflote (Brunn, 1793).


  


  EX. 9-7A W. A. Mozart, Magic Flute, “Der Hölle Rache” (The Queen of the Night), mm. 21–47
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  EX. 9-7B W. A. Mozart, Magic Flute, “In diesen heil’gen Hallen” (Sarastro), mm. 16–26
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  It has been claimed that Mozart accepted the commission with reluctance; but while his letters complain of some fatigue (and although he had to work in haste, farming out the recitatives to a pupil, Franz Xaver Süssmayr), there is no evidence that he felt the century-old genre of opera seria to be an unwelcome constraint. In any case, his setting of La Clemenza was fated to be the last masterpiece of that venerable genre, which barely survived the eighteenth century.


  DON GIOVANNI CLOSE UP


  For a closer look at the team of Mozart and Da Ponte in action, we can focus in on what the librettist proudly called “the best opera in the world.” Many have endorsed Da Ponte’s seemingly bumptious claim on behalf of Don Giovanni. For two centuries this opera has exerted a virtually matchless fascination on generations of listeners and commentators—the latter including distinguished authors, philosophers, and even later musicians, who “commented” in music.
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  FIG. 9-11 Poster announcing the first performance of Mozart's Don Giovanni (Prague, 1787).


  


  For E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776–1822), a German writer (and dilettante composer) famous for his romantic tales, it was the “opera of operas,” altogether transcending its paltry ribald plot—about “a debauchee,” as Hoffmann put it, “who likes wine and women to excess and who cheerfully invites to his rowdy table the stone statue representing the old man whom he struck down in self-defense”—and becoming, through its music, the very embodiment of every noble heart’s “insatiable, burning desire” to exceed “the common features of life” and “attain on earth that which dwells in our breast as a heavenly promise only, that very longing for the infinite which links us directly to the world above.”25 There could be no better evidence of the way in which Mozart’s music in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries


  music reflected to a sensitive listener an image of his own idealized humanity, however at variance with the composer’s.


  For Søren Kierkegaard (1813–55), the great Danish religious philosopher, Don Giovanni was Mozart’s greatest work (hence the greatest of all art works) because in it the greatest of all composers tackled the subject matter that music was uniquely equipped to represent. “There is only one work,” he wrote (and that work is Don Giovanni), “of which it can be said that its idea is altogether musical in such a way that the music does not merely serve as accompaniment but discloses its own innermost nature as it discloses the idea.”26 Once again, that essence or innermost idea is desire, the sensation that lies at the universal core of consciousness. It is by representing desire that music can represent to us an image of our own subjectivity. That representation undoubtedly became the virtually universal aim of musicians during the age of so-called Romanticism, an age that saw its own beginnings in the music of Mozart’s time, and in Don Giovanni preeminently. The title character’s insatiable erotic appetite, and the voracious amatory quests on which it led him, became a symbol—or more precisely, a metonymy, an attribute standing in for the whole—of human aspiration, and music became the primary vehicle for its artistic modeling.


  That is because polyphonic music in common European practice had, in its basic harmonic and formal processes, long provided superlative models of tension and release, of loss and recovery, of transport and return, of complication and consummation. These processes could be represented in dramatic action as well as musical composition, and the task of dramatic musician and musical poet alike became that of fashioning explicit analogies between the two signifying media. The shape of the comic opera libretto, with its two acts, perfectly analogized these patterns of musical modeling. The two acts observed opposite trajectories, the first culminating in the imbroglio or tangle, the second in the crisis and the swift sorting out of threads. The first could be likened to dissonance, to remote tonality, to the “far out point”; the second—to resolution, restoration of the home key, harmonic and formal closure. The comic libretto, in short, was a “binary” form, and could be ideally elaborated by using all of the musical means associated with that most basic of “closed” musical formats.


  And just as the musical process works itself out through points of harmonic repose (cadences) and passages of harmonic motion or “modulation,” so the libretto structure made provision for points of stasis and passages of kinetic energy. The former were of course the arias, like the ones we have been sampling from Mozart’s earlier output. In this the buffa did not differ greatly from the seria. The kinetic passages were the novelty, and for the composer the greatest opportunity. These were long passages of continuous music, already sampled in Piccinni’s second-act finale from La buona figliuola, in which swift dramatic action, leading either toward imbroglio or toward closure, was to be embodied in music that was (unlike recitative) fully composed, with full use of the orchestra and sung throughout to lyrically conceived, well-shaped melodies. But at the same time it was (unlike an aria) forwardly progressing rather than rounded or symmetrical in harmony and phraseology.


  Usually there were three main kinetic sections in a late eighteenth-century opera buffa: the introduzione to the first act, in which the plot was set in motion and given a maximum “spin”; the first-act finale, in which the imbroglio reached its peak; and the second-act finale, in which the action was driven home to closure. (The second act generally began at a low point of dramatic pressure, so that there could be a new buildup to the culmination; in most comic operas, the second-act curtain rose on simple recitative.) As Da Ponte himself remarked in his memoirs, the finale was the key to the libretto, and mastering its conventions was the test of a true musical dramatist, whether poet or composer. “This finale,” he wrote in mock complaint:


  
    which must remain intimately connected with the opera as a whole, is nevertheless a sort of little comedy or operette all by itself, and requires a new plot and an unusually high pitch of interest. The finale, chiefly, must glow with the genius of the composer, the power of the voices, the grandest dramatic effects. Recitative is banned from the finale: everybody sings; and every form of singing must be available—the adagio, the allegro, the andante, the intimate, the harmonious and then—noise, noise, noise; for the finale [to the first act] almost always closes in an uproar: which, in musical jargon, is called the chiusa, or rather the stretta [literally, “squeeze” or “pinch”], I know not whether because in it, the whole power of the drama is drawn or “pinched” together, or because it gives generally not one pinch but a hundred to the poor brain of the poet who must supply the words. The finale must, through a dogma of the theatre, produce on the stage every singer of the cast, be there three hundred of them, and whether by ones, by twos, by threes or by sixes, tens or sixties; and they must have solos, duets, terzets, tenets, sixtyets; and if the plot of the drama does not permit, the poet must find a way to make it permit, in the face of reason, good sense, Aristotle, and all the powers of heaven or earth; and if then the finale happens to go badly, so much the worse for him!27

  


  We can observe concretely everything that has been described up to now in the abstract, and at the same time justify the eloquent but somewhat mysterious pronouncements of Hoffmann and Kierkegaard, by examining in some detail the introduzione and the two finales from Don Giovanni, noting at all times how the libretto mediates between plot (action) and music, cementing their affinities. The following sections of close descriptive commentary should be read with vocal score in hand.


  MUSIC AS A SOCIAL MIRROR


  Since it is attached directly to the introduzione, of which it is actually a part—and since, therefore it ends not with a cadence (except in its specially adapted “concert version”) but with a modulation—the overture (or, as Mozart called it, the sinfonia) to Don Giovanni must also figure in our discussion. Like the drama to which it is appended, the sinfonia by Mozart’s day was no longer a little three-movement suite but more often a single quick (Allegro) movement in binary (there-and-back) form. At the beginning, Mozart appended a startling andante that gives a forecast of the plot’s grisly resolution, also forecast in the opera’s subtitle, Il dissoluto punito (The immoralist punished).


  The forecast is one not only of musical theme and mood but also of key. It was a convention of the opera buffa that the second-act finale end in the key in which the sinfonia begins, thus matching musically the resolution of the plot. As Daniel Heartz has pointed out, there were in practice only three tonics that could be used in this way: namely C, D, and E-flat, the keys of the natural trumpets and horns that would normally figure at the opera’s loudest moments, including its launching and its culmination.


  The dire prognosis having been given, the key shifts over to the parallel major for a typically effervescent buffo Allegro. Except for the horrific introduzione, in which a murder will take place before the eyes of the audience, and its harsh consequences in the last finale, the opera will adhere to the tradition of the Don Juan plays of the past, which was a tradition of farce. The form of the fast main body of the overture is essentially that of the J. C. Bach sonata allegro studied in the previous chapter (Ex. 8-6), also in D major. This coincidence is no surprise; we have already identified J. C. Bach as an important formative model for Mozart. In both Allegros, a theme in the tonic with fanfare characteristics (note the sudden loud entry of winds, brass and timpani in m. 38, between the phrases of Mozart’s first Allegro theme) is contrasted with a pair of themes in the dominant, in which a decisive form-defining cadence is marked (at the double bar in J. C. Bach, followed by a repeat; in m. 120 of Mozart’s overture, from which a repeat might just as easily have been made were it conventional to do so in an overture).


  The cadence on the dominant is then followed in both pieces by a section that moves out to the FOP. In J. C. Bach, this is B minor (vi with respect to the tonic); in Mozart’s case it is B-flat major, which has the same degree function with respect to the original tonic, namely the D minor of the andante—thus, it could be argued, again foreshadowing the drama’s dénouement. As is typical of orchestral pieces (as opposed to keyboard sonatas), the thematic content of the freely modulating section containing the FOP is largely based on motives taken from the opening section of the piece, in new juxtapositions and new tonalities. The return to the tonic is signaled in both JC’s piece and Mozart’s by the all-important “double return,” in which the first theme comes back in its original key, which is then maintained to the end. In Mozart’s case this simply means transposing the big chunk of music first heard between m. 56 and m. 115 down a fifth, so that what had been originally cast in the dominant is now securely in the tonic. But then the coda (mm. 277 to the end) unexpectedly dissolves into a modulation, preparing the key of the first vocal number in the introduzione (F major) by coming to rest on its dominant, just as the awesome andante had come to rest on the dominant of D major, the key of the Allegro. Cadences on the dominant (also known as half-cadences), which need to be resolved, are the most efficient means of maintaining the all-important forward momentum that the large kinetic sections of an opera buffa required.


  That first vocal number belongs to the noble title character’s grumpy manservant (here named Leporello), a stock opera buffa type always sung by a bass. Its opening marchlike ritornello sketches his impatient pacing and stamping as he awaits the return of his master. Its diminutive “rondo” form (ABCB) with refrain, permits the repetition of Leporello’s envious line, “I’d like to be the master for a change,” with its reminder of all the licenses and privileges that Don Giovanni enjoys—and abuses. Just as in the overture, the last cadence of the vocal melody is trumped by a modulation. That modulation, from F major to B-flat major, casts Leporello’s whole song in retrospect as a sort of upbeat in the dominant to the first bit of kinetic action, corresponding to Don Giovanni’s entrance, pursued by the enraged Donna Anna, the lady with whom he has been keeping company while his servant had been outside, stewing.


  The three characters now on stage sing a tense trio in B-flat major, Donna Anna accusing the Don of attempted rape and calling for help, the Don attempting to flee, and Leporello cowering off to one side. This little number, too, fails to make complete closure: tremolando violins intrude upon its final cadence, and a bass figure introduces an incongruous F-sharp to coincide with the entrance of the Commander, Donna Anna’s father, in response to her screams. That F-sharp, a leading tone, wrenches the tonality into an unstable G minor, the relative minor of the previous key, for another trio, much shorter than the one preceding, in which the two noblemen exchange threats and Leporello continues his horrified commentary from his hiding place.


  The final cadence of the male trio is on D minor, a significant key that had already served for the menacing slow introduction to the overture. The men draw swords and fight to the strains of an orchestral passage making frantic modulations around the circle of fifths, but ending on a diminished-seventh chord that coincides with Don Giovanni’s fatal thrust. The tempo now changes radically as the Commander, mortally wounded, falters and dies, while Don Giovanni gloats and Leporello panics, all in the remote key of F minor—remote, that is, in terms of the immediately preceding music, but coming full circle with respect to the opening of the introduzione, which had begun with Leporello’s pouting song in F major.


  Not even this ending section of the introduzione, though, makes a full cadence. The last dominant chord peters out into its dominant, the harpsichord takes over, and only now do we hear the first recitatives, inaugurating the “normal” succession of recitative and fully elaborated aria. In the space of less than two hundred measures, lasting only a few minutes, we have met four characters, witnessed an attempted arrest and a murder, and been through a veritable tonal whirlwind. This kind of uninterrupted action music seemed to eighteenth-century listeners to reproduce the rhythms and the passions of life itself. Its sustained dramatic pressure was unprecedented.


  But now things settle down into a more orderly (that is, a more obviously contrived) rhythm, as the traditional farcical plot takes over. A series of closed numbers, linked by recitatives, ensues. Don Giovanni and Leporello scurry off and Donna Anna returns, accompanied by her fiancé, Don Ottavio. They vow revenge in passionate duet. Don Giovanni and Leporello regroup in another part of town, where they come upon and observe Donna Elvira, an old flame of the Don’s traveling incognito. She is the opera’s mezzo carattere role. Her raillery at her betrayer is cast in a coloratura aria reminiscent of the opera seria, while their mock-sympathetic asides are of the purest buffo manner. When Don Giovanni approaches her with an eye toward conquest, she hurls abuse at him. He withdraws, leaving her alone with Leporello, who “consoles” her with a leering “catalogue aria” listing all the Don’s conquests (640 in Italy, 230 in Germany, 100 in France, 91 in Turkey, but in Spain 1003).


  The scene changes to a peasant wedding. Don Giovanni is attracted to the bride, Zerlina, and invites everyone to his house, thinking thereby to seduce her. The groom, Masetto, flies into an aria of impotent rage; he is dragged off while the Don, preposterously proposing marriage in a duet with Zerlina, manages to gain her assent to a tryst. Donna Elvira arrives in pursuit. She warns Zerlina off in a brief coloratura explosion. Donna Anna and Don Ottavio appear. With Donna Elvira and Don Giovanni, whom at first they do not recognize in the daylight, they sing a brief quartet. With the help of Donna Elvira’s insinuations, Donna Anna understands that Don Giovanni is none other than her villain seducer from the night before. Anna, Elvira, and Ottavio join forces to bring him to justice. Donna Anna sings another noble aria of vengeance. Don Ottavio, left briefly alone, sings of his devotion to her.


  The remaining arias before the first finale are two: Don Giovanni’s madcap “Champagne aria,” in which he lustily looks forward to the orgy where he thinks a combination of wine and increasingly vigorous dancing (minuet, then “follia,” then “allemande”) will result in the addition of a dozen or so new names, including Zerlina’s, to his catalogue; and a dulcet aria in which Zerlina manages to appease Masetto with the help of an unctuous obbligato cello.


  This brings us to the act I finale, the first “little comedy in itself” as Da Ponte described it. Its self-contained quality is emphasized by its own tonal closure. It begins and ends in C major—another good trumpet key, and one that stands in relation to the original (and ultimate) tonic like a “far out point,” reflecting its dramatic function as the peak of imbroglio, a “dissonance” in the plot that stands in urgent need of resolution.


  It begins with a little “quarrel duet” between Masetto and Zerlina, he expressing suspicion, she exasperation; he hides as Don Giovanni appears, shouting instructions to his servants. The wedding party is invited inside, but Don Giovanni spies Zerlina and detains her outside the house as the music modulates to F major. He woos; she resists. All at once he spies Masetto, as the music makes a feint toward the relative minor. Thinking quickly, the Don reassures Masetto that Zerlina has been looking for him, invites them both in, and the music returns to the security of the major key.


  From within, the sound of the Don Giovanni’s hired (onstage) orchestra is heard, playing a contredanse. The counterpoint of stage music (that is to say, music “heard” by the characters on stage as actual performed music) and the “metaphorical” music of the singers and the pit orchestra (representing the characters’ speech, thoughts, feelings, and actions, “heard” as music only by the audience), will henceforth be virtuosically exploited as a dramaturgical gimmick throughout the finale. It is a distinction all operagoers learn to make “instinctively.” Only rarely is it thematized—made overt and explicit by the composer as a dramatic effect—the way it is here.


  The stage music is silenced (for the audience) by the sudden appearance of Don Giovanni’s pursuers—Don Ottavio, Donna Anna, and Donna Elvira, wearing masks—as the music takes a decisive turn to the minor, symbolizing their caustic frame of mind. Leporello throws open a window from within, and once again the Don’s orchestra is heard, this time playing a stately minuet. Leporello, spying the maskers (whom he fails to recognize), tells his master of their presence. They, too, are of course invited to the ball.


  Once again the stage music falls silent from the audience’s perspective, as the pit orchestra focuses in like a zoom lens on the maskers. The change of tempo—to adagio—and of key—to B-flat, again casting the preceding music retrospectively as a dominant—announces a moment of solemn “inwardness,” as they utter a prayer for heavenly assistance in revenge (a “silent” prayer, we understand, since they sing not in dialogue but as an ensemble).


  The prayer being done, the music again lurches forward along the circle of fifths, to E-flat (another “horn key”), as the stage set opens in on the Don’s glittering ballroom. All but the sulking Masetto enter into the festive spirit, egged on by the orchestra’s jig rhythms. As the maskers enter they are greeted by an abrupt change to C major; trumpets now pompously replace the horns, and the trio of “strangers” exchange formal greetings with their quarry, joining in (but of course ironically) when the Don sings the praises of the “freedom” his generous hospitality betokens.


  At Don Giovanni’s signal, the stage orchestra strikes up the minuet again to inaugurate the main dance episode, one of Mozart’s most famous tours de force. Taking his cue, evidently, from the dances named in the “Champagne aria” (minuet, follia, allemande), Mozart superimposes three dances, played by three sub-orchestras in various corners of the room, in a kind of collage. They represent the various social classes who are mixed harum-scarum in this weird ball that Don Giovanni’s irrepressible libido has engineered.


  Thus atop the noble minuet, in a stately triple meter, the rustic contredanse (or “country dance”) heard earlier in the scene is superimposed, presumably for the benefit of the peasants from the wedding party. (It is introduced, wittily, by some suitable tuning-up noises from the second orchestra.) Its duple meter contradicts that of the dance already in progress, three measures of contredanse equaling two of minuet. The two dances are cleverly harmonized by the composer, however, so as to create no dissonances with one another.


  Everyone but Masetto now dancing to one orchestra or another, Don Giovanni starts to lead Zerlina offstage. He tells Leporello to keep Masetto at bay, and Leporello signals to the third group of musicians, who strike up the “allemande,” or rather the “Teitsch,” as Mozart now designates it. Like allemande, the word Teitsch means “German”; the more usual term for this dance of Mozart’s time was the Deutscher Tanz. A far cry from the dignified allemande of the old French dance suite, the Deutscher was a boisterous, whirling affair, the progenitor of the waltz. One of its fast triple measures equals a single beat of the concurrent minuet and contredanse. As soon as it starts, Leporello seizes Masetto and twirls him around while the Don slips away with Zerlina. Leporello, noticing her resistance and fearful at the possible outcome, abandons the whirling, confused Masetto and follows them.


  Once off stage Zerlina lets out a bloodcurdling scream for help. Its outlandish harmonization, a sudden dominant-seventh chord on B-flat, utterly disrupts the complicated proceedings on stage and ushers in the “noise, noise, noise” with which a first-act finale must conclude. The tempo is now marked allegro assai, the fastest designation then in common use—and it will get faster. Everyone begins chasing after Don Giovanni, who comes out dragging Leporello and accusing him of having been Zerlina’s abductor. The maskers are not taken in; they reveal themselves to Don Giovanni, who makes a desperate exit, leaving all the rest in confusion.


  With each turn of events, the harmony is wrenched accordingly. There are many feints. E-flat seems to give way to the dominant of D, but instead F arrives with Don Giovanni’s impetuous accusation. The maskers threaten in a C major liberally mixed with jarring notes borrowed from the parallel minor. At the last moment, as the Don makes his frantic escape, the tempo is “pinched” up even beyond allegro assai by means of the marking più stretto, as if quoted from Da Ponte’s description. The imbroglio has indeed reached an unsurpassable peak.


  MUSIC AND (OR AS) MORALITY


  In the second act the trajectory is reversed, leading to the Don’s inevitable downfall. The first scene finds him farcically brazen as ever, rejecting Leporello’s advice to mend his ways and wooing Elvira’s maidservant with a serenade. In the second scene, both noble ladies are cynically shown wavering in their hatred of the irresistible Don. The third scene is the turning point. Don Giovanni, having escaped another scrape by leaping a wall into a graveyard, and having revealed the true depths to which he can descend (now he’s been dallying with Leporello’s girl!), is brought up short by the voice of the Commander from beyond the grave (accompanied by sepuchrally solemn trombones). He sends Leporello to see where the voice is coming from, and they discover the Commander’s monument. With his usual bravado, Don Giovanni bids Leporello invite the statue to dinner. To Leporello’s great fright and Don Giovanni’s bewilderment, the statue nods assent.


  As a foil to the horrific finale, a tender scene for Don Ottavio and Donna Anna now ensues, in which she promises to marry him, but only after she’s settled her score and rid herself of her obsession.
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  FIG. 9-12 Don Giovanni meets his doom. Engraving by P. Bolt after a drawing by Vincenz Georg Kinninger, used as the frontispiece to the first edition of the vocal score (Leo[zog: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1801).


  


  And now the second-act finale. Like the previous finale, it is a party scene: Don Giovanni, with renewed bravado, is getting ready for the repast to which he had mockingly invited the Commander.


  And so, again like the previous finale, it features stage music: a wind octet such as actually did furnish dinner music at aristocratic salons (and for which many composers, including Mozart, made arrangements of popular numbers from operas). They play three actual excerpts from the current opera buffa repertory as of 1787 (for all that the ostensible setting of the opera is “the sixteenth century”). First comes an excerpt from Unacosarara (full title, “A rare thing: beauty and honesty together”), by one of Mozart’s rivals, Martìn y Soler, to a libretto by Da Ponte, premiered in Vienna only the year before (Don Giovanni’s comment: “a tasty dish!”). Next, a tune from Fra i due litiganti il terzo gode (“While two dispute, a third rejoices”) by Giuseppe Sarti (libretto by Carlo Goldoni), just then the most popular of all operas on the Vienna stage (Leporello greets it with delight). Finally, the musicians strike up one of the hit tunes from Mozart and Da Ponte’s own Le nozze di Figaro (Leporello, in mock disgust: “Now that one I know all too well!”).


  These gay snatches have not only been entertaining the pair on stage and the audience in the opera house; they have also been establishing the finale’s fluid tonal scheme and staking its limits: the first in D major, the key both of the overture at the front of the opera and of the looming final cadence; the second in F major, the flat mediant, which shares its signature of one flat with the parallel minor key, in which the statue music will be played; and the third in B-flat major, the flat submediant (linked through its relative minor with G major, which will also figure prominently in the design). These keys also—and probably deliberately—recapitulate the opening tonalities of the introduzione (overture, Leporello’s pacing, the Don’s entrance).


  The final cadence of the Figaro snatch is bizarrely elided into loud chords signaling the sudden arrival of Donna Elvira, in a state of feverish anxiety. Somehow she has had a premonition of the Don’s impending doom and has come to warn him. In an agitated trio, he meets her concern with derision, finally addressing to her the same insultingly insouciant invitation to sit herself down and dine with him that he had previously addressed to the statue of the Commander. At this even Leporello has to reprove his master’s hard-heartedness.


  Elvira rushes off in despair but rushes right back on again in horror, her scream matched in the orchestra by a bellowing diminished-seventh chord, horror-harmony par excellence. She flies out at the opposite end of the stage and Don Giovanni sends Leporello to investigate. Leporello, too, recoils to the same horror-harmony, transposed up a step and sounding even ghastlier because the chord of its implied resolution is now the chord of D minor that will spell death to Don Giovanni. In a breathless duet, the voice parts interrupted by panting rests, Leporello explains that he has seen him, “the man of stone, the white man” and imitates his crushing gait, “ta! ta! ta! ta!”


  With undiminished bravado, Don Giovanni flings open the door. His gesture is greeted by what was surely the most awful noise that ever sounded in an opera house: yet another diminished-seventh chord, this one blasted in his face by the full orchestra, augmented by the three trombones from the graveyard scene, to announce the Commander’s arrival. The harmony is the very one that accompanied Don Giovanni’s fatal thrust in the introduzione; its recurrence seems to bracket the whole intervening action and cast the whole opera in terms of a single horrible deed and its expiation.


  The stone guest now enters, accompanied by the grim music that had so unexpectedly launched the overture, thus providing a musical recapitulation to correspond with the fulfillment of the subtitle’s prophecy. The Don continues to resist against the evidence of his own eyes. A hideous trio of three basses develops as the statue advances, the Don scoffs, and Leporello trembles. Here Mozart came as close as he would ever come to violating his own conceit—the bedrock precept of all “Enlightened” aesthetics—that music, even in the most terrible situations, must never offend the ear, but must please the hearer. Here his music gives intimations not of beauty but of what must at the very least be called sublime: matters vast and grave, awesome to contemplate.


  Things get worse. The statue’s command that Don Giovanni repent is sung to another gruesomely portentous recapitulation: the duel music from the introduzione that had accompanied Don Giovanni’s most horrible crime. The Don remains proudly unrepentant: that is his idea of courage. But at the icy touch of the statue’s hand, his demeanor crumbles into one of rack and ruin; the statue is replaced by a unison chorus of hellish spirits; the harmony is riddled with searing dissonance as the orchestra’s noisiest resources are summoned up: trombone sforzandi, timpani rolls, string tremolos. Music like this, to say the least, had never figured before in any opera buffa. As the Don disappears, screaming in agony, the orchestra settles in on a chord of D major. The change of mode offers no consolation, though: it is more like the tierce de picardie, the “Picardy third” (a famous misnomer derived from tierce picarte, “sharp third”), the major chord that was used to end solemn organ preludes and toccatas in the minor in days of old.


  And now the resolution: D major resolves to G major as dominant to tonic, the stage brightens, and (according to the old prescription), the librettist assembles all the remaining characters on stage on a flimsy pretext: Donna Anna, Donna Elvira (who has presumably summoned the rest), Don Ottavio, Zerlina, and Masetto (the last pair unseen since the first act) all rush on stage, together with some policemen who never get to sing, to join the dazed Leporello. The five pursuers, singing in a sort of chorus, interrogate Leporello about Don Giovanni’s fate.


  When all are satisfied that the Don has truly perished (“Ah, it must have been that ghost I saw!” says Elvira knowingly to the others), they react by turning their attention to the future, symbolizing the end of Don Giovanni’s reign, and (like the harmony) providing the action with its long-awaited closure—a closure that could not take place so long as the Don’s disruptive force was abroad in the opera’s world. In a tender larghetto, Don Ottavio and Donna Anna make their plans to marry (in a year, at her insistence, so that she may fully mourn her father). Elvira announces that she is bound for a convent. Zerlina and Masetto agree to patch things up and resume their domesticity. Leporello vows to find himself a better master.


  Meanwhile, the harmony has been quietly veering back to D major through its dominant on which the larghetto makes its (half) cadence. It is time to wrap things up in D major with a moral, launched presto by the women’s voices in what sounds for all the world like the beginning of a fugue, Donna Anna and Elvira with the subject, Zerlina with the answer. (It was for touches like this that Mozart had the reputation of being a “difficult” composer.) But no, all six characters continue in chorus to the final cadence, to the accompaniment of ripping scales and fanfares in the orchestra, in a fully restored buffa style.


  Together, Mozart and Da Ponte brought to a new height the faculty of imagining (or, in this case, reimagining) a dramatic action in terms suitable for musical elaboration. In Mozart’s case, the achievement had mainly to do with the unique skill with which he interwove the voices of his characters in ensembles—a variegated play of vocal color that made his finales flash and glitter, moving with unprecedented speed and flexibility. His finales were a powerful influence on later composers: indeed, the history of opera during the nineteenth century could be describedasthegenre’sgradualtransformation into one great big continuous “finale,” lasting from curtain to curtain.


  But it also had to do with fine calibrations of rhythm and harmony to underscore shifting sentiments and passions, finally homing in as if inevitably on the indispensable closure, lending a sense of surefooted progression—that is, of real dynamism—to that newly speedy yet flexible pace. These were the devices by which, more compellingly than ever, Mozart could “move an audience through representations of its own humanity,” lending his music the aspect that the Enlightenment prized above all—the achievement of a “universal portrait” of mankind.


  Nowadays, of course, it is easy to see how far such a representation fell short of true universality. In the case of Don Giovanni, as inthat of Cosí fan tutte, the viewpoint that claims universality is clearly the viewpoint of a male ego. The “insatiable, burning desire” to exceed “the common features of life” and “attain on earth that which dwells in our breast as a heavenly promise” that so affected Hoffmann is all too clearly the barely sublimated male sexual drive. The “altogether musical idea” that Don Giovanni “disclosed” to Kierkegaard was likewise a reflection of the philosopher’s maleness and its attendant desires.


  It follows from this that all the women in the opera, even the noblest, are mocked and negated in varying degrees, regarded finally as catalogue entries—sexual “objects,” rather than what a philosopher like Kierkegaard would have called a true “subject,” which is to say an independent agent. Donna Elvira is willing up to the bitter end to suffer humiliation for the Don’s sake; Donna Anna is more than faintly ridiculous in her constant deferral of her marriage plans, and painful to observe in her progressively deteriorating moral condition over the course of the opera; Zerlina is a virtual mirror reflection of the Don himself—a cruelly manipulative creature ruled by her animal appetites. Don Giovanni’s, in short, is the viewpoint that ultimately prevails in the opera, his bad end and all attendant moralizing notwithstanding. Not for nothing has the critic Joseph Kerman dared suggest that the “closure ensemble” that follow the Don’s demise is a dramatic failure, a “dead spot” that only “goes to show how drab life is without the Don.”28 It would be hard to argue that sneaking admiration for the villain has not been widely shared ever since the opera’s première. Those, after all, were the cynical “gender politics” of Mozart’s time, and it would not be reasonable to expect to find them transcended in a work that aspired to popular success. Much more recently, in the early part of the twentieth century, Feruccio Busoni, a great late-Romantic pianist and composer, professed his admiration for Don Giovanni as “the man who gave every woman the supreme experience of happiness.” One might want to ask Donna Elvira or Donna Anna about that. Or so we are quick nowadays to object. In Mozart’s day, or even in Busoni’s, no one would have posed the question. It would not have been thought reasonable. Now it gives discomfort.


  But that is the paradox of all “Enlightened” thinking. Reason’s promise can be kept only provisionally. Its answers are inevitably superseded by others that will be superseded in their turn. To insist on their universal applicability—on a final, single truth—can only end in dogmatism or hypocrisy. And only dogmatism or hypocrisy will condemn the attempt to place the morality of great works of art, even works as great as Don Giovanni, in historical perspective.


  


  CHAPTER 10

  Instrumental Music Lifts Off


  THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY SYMPHONY; HAYDN


  PARTY MUSIC GOES PUBLIC


  In one or another linguistic variant, the term “symphony” (symphonia, sinfonia) has been in the European musical vocabulary since the ninth century. At first it meant what we now call “consonance,” a term that merely substitutes Latin roots for Greek ones meaning “together-sounding” (con = sym; sonus = phonos). By the turn of the seventeenth century, the term had resurfaced as a prestigious “humanistic” (pseudo-Greeky) cognate to the homelier concerto in the original meaning of the word, designating a composition that mixed vocal and instrumental forces over a basso continuo, as in Gabrieli’s (and later Schütz’s) Symphoniae sacrae.


  By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the term had become attached to the Italian opera, where it designated what the French called the ouverture, or opener, the orchestral curtain-raiser. As we may recall from chapter 4, the Italian sinfonia avanti l’opera as employed by the theater composers of Alessandro Scarlatti’s generation was a short three-or (very occasionally) four-movement suite akin to what the string-players of Corelli’s generation might have called a concerto da camera (see Ex. 4-4). Being meant for the larger space of a theater rather than an aristocratic salon, it was usually scored for oboes and horns or trumpets in addition to strings. The brass instruments set limits on harmonic complexity.


  But still the term, and the associated genre, would not stay put. By the end of the eighteenth century, 16,558 symphonies had been written (probably many more: the number is merely the sum total of items listed in the Union Thematic Catalogue of Eighteenth-Century Symphonies, c1720–c1810, compiled in the 1960s and 1970s under the direction of the American musicologist Jan LaRue). That is many times more than the number of operas. Symphonies were living a life of their own, as freestanding three-or four-movement orchestral compositions, and were being produced in unprecedented quantities.


  Immense production, of course, implies immense consumption. A new pattern of consumption implies a new demand; and a new demand implies a change of taste (or “esthetic”). Such changes have social as well as esthetic causes. And that will be the key to understanding what the termand-genre “symphony” came to mean over the course of the eighteenth century. For as Jan LaRue has pointed out, the term “symphony” was not uniformly associated with the genre that now bears the name. It only gradually won out over a welter of synonyms that included, in a fashion that can seem bewildering to today’s musicians who are used to hard-and-fast dictionary definitions, “overture” and “concerto,” as well as many terms no longer associated with orchestral music, such as “sonata,” “partita,” “trio,” “quartetto,” “quintetto,” and so on practically ad infinitum. Neither was the genre of freestanding symphony strictly distinguished from that of sinfonia avanti l’opera. Sometimes opera overtures were detached from their operas and performed as symphonies. Sometimes symphonies got attached to operas and were performed as overtures. Sometimes symphonies that never had any operas attached were called overtures out of habit, or because they opened concert programs.


  But if we tend to rely on textbook or dictionary definitions for our idea of genres, eighteenth-century musicians and listeners identified them by their contexts and uses. For them, and so for us, a symphony will be any multimovement orchestral piece performed at certain kinds of social occasions. A crucial hint to the nature of the social occasions at which those thousands of freestanding symphonies were performed comes by way of some other early synonyms for the term in its new usage, including “divertimento,” “scherzando,” “serenata,” “notturno,” and “cassatione.” “Divertimento” comes from the Italian verb divertire, and means “entertainment music.” “Scherzando” comes from scherzare, to have fun. “Serenata” comes from sera, evening; “notturno” from notte, night. “Cassatione,” though disguised as an Italian word (suggesting an improbable derivation from cassare, to dismiss or rescind, or an even more improbable one from the French casser, to break) actually comes from the Austrian German noun Gasse, meaning street: hence, “street (or outdoor) music.”


  To sum up, then, the freestanding orchestral symphony, produced in great numbers all over Europe beginning in the 1720s and 1730s, was originally a genre of entertainment music, usually performed in the evenings, sometimes out of doors. In short, the term meant aristocratic party music, which over the course of the century, responding to forces of urbanization and the economic empowerment of the bourgeoisie, became more and more available to public access. In the course of its becoming public it became more and more the pretext for the occasions at which it was performed, rather than their mere accompaniment. Thus, finally, the growth of the symphony paralleled the growth of the concert as we know it today—a growth that in turn paralleled a vastly increasing taste for esthetically beguiling or emotionally stirring instrumental music, sought out for the sake of its sheer sensuous and imaginative appeal, and listened to, increasingly, in silent absorption. This was indeed a momentous esthetic change, indeed a revolution. Its beginnings, however, were modest and artistically unpretentious in the extreme.


  CONCERT LIFE IS BORN


  The word “concert,” originally, was merely the French form of the word “concerto.” And it was in France—in 1725, to be exact—that the word was first used in its modern sense. It was in France, then, the cradle of Enlightenment and “civilized” taste, that the modern vogue for public instrumental music—“concert music”—was born. That first French usage was associated with the earliest significant and lasting European concert series, the Concert Spirituel (literally, “sacred concert”), organized in Paris by the minor court composer Anne Danican Philidor (1681–1728), son and brother to several other Parisian musicians, including François-André Philidor, who although a successful composer of operas was (and remains) much better known as one of the greatest chess players of all time.


  The Concert Spirituel was intended as an excuse for musical entertainments on religious holidays, and especially during the Lenten season, when opera houses were closed. It had a remote ancestor in London, that great mercantile city, where an enterprising musician named John Banister rented a public building and put on what seem to have been rather shoddy musical programs almost fifty years earlier; it did not catch on (see Weiss and Taruskin, Music in the Western World, 2nd ed., No. 58). At the much more lavishly endowed Concert Spirituel the staple fare was pious cantatas and concerted (vocal-instrumental) grands motets in keeping with its “spiritual” nature; but since it was a substitute for opera, it began with an overture—that is, a sinfonia or “symphonie”—which thus at the outset retained its traditional position as festive curtain-raiser.


  At the very first concert spirituel, 18 March 1725, Corelli’s famous “Christmas Concerto” (Ex. 5-8) served this purpose, which certainly illustrates the fluidity of genres and terms at this early period of concert life. But specially composed symphonies after the Italian operatic model quickly became the order of the day; indeed, it was the existence of the concert series that stimulated their production. The sacred vocal works were likewise interspersed with virtuoso instrumental solos, often composed and performed by the great Italian-trained violinist Jean-Marie Leclair, the “French Vivaldi.”


  The Concert Spirituel, which lasted until 1790, thus set the tone for concert programs throughout the eighteenth century. Almost always, and almost everywhere, concerts were variety shows mixing vocal music with instrumental and sacred with secular. A typical concert program from Vienna, dated 16 April 1791, printed in both German and Italian (Fig.10-1), begins with a “grande Sinfonia della composizione del Sig. Mozart” as curtain raiser, followed by some opera arias by Mozart and Paisiello; a cello concerto by Ignatz Pleyel, a former apprentice of Haydn then working in Strasbourg; a choral Alleluja by the Vienna court composer Johann Georg Albrechtsberger, the most famous music pedagogue of the day; and per finale, a “harmonie,” or wind-band partita “first performed in honor of the coronation of his Imperial Majesty” Leopold II, by Georg Druschetzky, a famous regimental musician of the day.


  Except for outdoor band concerts consisting entirely of partitas like Druschetzky’s (alias serenatas, cassations, notturnos, and the like), there were no all-instrumental concerts until the first decade of the nineteenth century. The idea of what we now call a “symphony concert,” with the audience paying rapt attention to one orchestral work after another, was unheard of; the symphony was just one of the ingredients and almost always the opener. (In the opera house, freestanding symphonies were eventually performed from the pit as entertainment or sonic wallpaper between the acts; according to contemporary witnesses, they were usually ignored by the audience.)


  The Viennese concert listed above was actually not called a concert but an Akademie or academia—a term that goes back to sixteenth-century Italy, where it already designated aristocratic house concerts. And northern Italy was, after France, the next great venue for public concerts in the eighteenth century. A particular center was Milan, where Lenten “academie di sinfonia e di canto” were a fixture beginning in the 1730s. Their director, Giovanni Battista Sammartini (or San Martini, 1700–75), was both the maestro di cappella at the Milan cathedral and a leading composer of operas for the city’s ducal theater. At first he adapted his operatic sinfonie for use at concerts, later he wrote them especially for concert use, in great quantities. Sixty-eight such works by Sammartini survive, making his the first big name in the history of the genre.
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  FIG. 10-1 Bilingual handbill for a Tonkunstler-Sozietät concert in Vienna, 1791.


  


  A “Sinfonia del Signor St Martini” (Ex. 10-1), now found in a Paris manuscript collection assembled in the 1740s, probably dates from the previous decade, making it one of the earliest freestanding concert symphonies now extant, and one that very likely served its festive purpose both in its city of origin and in the French capital. It is in four movements, of which all but the tiny second one (little more than a snatch of chordal connective tissue) are cast in binary form. The third and fourth movements, respectively a gigue and a minuet, are traditional dance-suite (or concerto da camera) items. Their harmonically defined form—the usual pendular swing from tonic to dominant and back (the return trip by way of a FOP)—plays itself out through a parallel thematic structure, as one would find in a suite by Bach, at this time (lest we forget) still very much alive and working in Leipzig.


  Their style, however, has been modified by their Italian operatic background in ways that Bach would have despised (“the little Dresden tunes!”), but that his sons were much drawn to, as we have known since chapter 8. These telltale traits include their relatively homophonic texture and their relatively slow and regular “harmonic rhythm” (rate of chord change)—which, however, by no means precluded an interesting phrase structure. The concluding minuet, with its varied reprise standing as a middle section, is reminiscent of the keyboard sonatas examined in chapter 8.


  Ex. 10-1A Giovanni Battista Sammartini, Sinfonia in G, from Fonds Blancheton, mm.1–17
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  EX. 10-1B Giovanni Battista Sammartini, Sinfonia in G, from Fonds Blancheton, mm. 23–34


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  It is the first movement that differs most strikingly from anything J.S.Bach could ever have written and reminds us most of his sons’ work—or rather, the work his sons would later produce under the influence of music like Sammartini’s. Although in dance-form, it is not a dance. In rhythm it resembles a march, and the brassy fanfarelike chords at the outset, so appropriate to a concert symphony’s festive function, strengthen the military association (or “topic,” to use a properly eighteenth-century term) even though only strings are used.


  Like the work of Bach’s sons, the opening section (Ex. 10-1a) moves not through a continuously developing or “spun out” melodic line (such as Bach the Father might have provided), but through a series of well-articulated, contrasting ideas (mm. 1–2, 3–5, 6–7, 9–11, 12–14). The last two measures close the section off with a reference to the opening music, but with its scoring as if “reversed.” There is a noticeable inclination to “dramatize” the harmony: for example, the short sequence leading to the dominant (mm. 9–11) culminates in a complete diminished-seventh chord, rather a spicy harmony to use without any textual motivation.


  The second half begins as if it were going to parallel the thematic structure of the first, but after four measures a long bout of modulating sequences sets in (Ex. 10-1b), putting continuity in place of contrast and dramatizing the onset of the journey to the Far Out Point. The journey is vividly contrasted in direction, with a passage of sharpward-leaning chromaticism (introducing D[image: Image] as leading tone to vi, the FOP) not only followed but strongly contradicted by a flatward-leaning cascade that gets as far as the previous limit’s enharmonic equivalent, E[image: Image] (functioning here as the third of a minor subdominant triad), before veering in toward home.


  As in the work of Bach’s sons (and also Domenico Scarlatti), “home” means not only a returning key, but a returning theme as well: the “double return” has now already become fully established in Sammartini’s style as the normal procedure for rounding off the opening movement of an orchestral sinfonia, whether intended for theater or “academy.” From now on we will call the expanded binary form with dramatized key contrasts and double returns the “symphonic binary” form in recognition of its origin in the operatic sinfonia and its concert offshoot.


  And now recall the overture (or sinfonia) to Mozart’s Don Giovanni, discussed in the previous chapter, and notice that in form it is in all essentials identical to Sammartini’s first movement, albeit far more elaborately worked out. The process of that elaboration—the evolution of the symphonic binary form (more commonly known today as “sonata form”) over the course of the later eighteenth century—is one of the things this chapter will trace with particular zeal, for it gave rise to what would be the dominating genre of instrumental music for more than a century, a genre that would reach levels of development, both as to dimensions and as to elaborated content, that could never have been predicted before the advent of the concert symphony.


  The spread of that magnificently fertile genre was facilitated by a number of political and social factors. During the eighteenth century Milan, Sammartini’s city (along with all the rest of northern Italy, then called “Lombardy and Venetia”), was under Austrian rule. Musical developments there spread rapidly to Vienna, the Hapsburg capital, thence outward to all the other cities and courts within the Hapsburg (“Holy Roman”) realm. Musical academies with their brilliant orchestral adornments became a site of conspicuous aristocratic, then (beginning in the 1770s) public, musical consumption throughout the Empire. Though practiced and supported elsewhere, and although it had other centers (notably Paris), the concert symphony became the Austrian genre par excellence, and the virtuoso orchestra (also emulated in Paris) became an Austrian specialty.


  AN ARMY OF GENERALS


  As Lombardy-Venetia marked the Austrian Empire’s southern frontier, so the so-called Rhine Palatinate (now part of Bavaria in southern Germany) was its most westerly extension, bordering France. The name goes back to late Roman times, when the title Count Palatine was bestowed on the Emperor’s chief vassal in the region, and so it remained under the “Holy Roman” Empire, when the ruler of the region became known as the Elector Palatine, one of the foremost nobles in the whole Hapsburg hierarchy. In the early eighteenth century, the seat of this substantial court was unexpectedly moved from Heidelberg, a large city whose castle had been ravaged during the War of the Spanish Succession, to Mannheim, a small town on the right bank of the Rhine.


  A new capital had to be established, which meant building a large palace and equipping it with all the attributes of majesty. The town had no opera house, and so court instrumental music—semiweekly “académies de musique”—suddenly became one of the Elector Palatine’s chief vehicles for displays of what sociologists call “quantitative luxury.” The court musical establishment grew accordingly by leaps and bounds, especially during the reign of the Elector Carl Theodor (1743–78), himself a musical amateur.


  In the seventh year of his reign, there were sixty-one musicians on his payroll. By the last year, when Mozart visited Mannheim and described the place in an enthusiastic letter to his father, there were ninety, of whom no fewer than sixty (many of them famous virtuosos) were members of what was by then the largest, most famous, and by all accounts most accomplished orchestra in Europe. Dr. Burney, another visitor, wrote in 1772 that “there are more solo players and good composers in this than perhaps in any other orchestra; it is an army of generals, equally fit to plan a battle as to fight it.”1 Many of these musical generals—particularly the wind players (including virtuosos of the clarinet, the latest instrument to join the standard orchestral complement)—had been brought in from the easterly portion of the Elector’s realm, known as the Upper Palatinate, which bordered on or overlapped with Bohemia, the part of central Europe now known as the Czech Lands. The leader of the band under Carl Theodor, and its very exacting trainer, was a Bohemian violinist and composer named Jan Václav Stamic (1717–57, known in German as Johann Wenzel Stamitz or Steinmetz), whose son Carl (1745–1801) became even more famous than his father. (Carl toured the continent as a violin virtuoso and finally settled in Paris, where he became a favorite at the Concert Spirituel both as performer and as a composer specializing in symphonies concertantes, symphonies full of virtuoso solo passages for outstanding members of the orchestra.)
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  FIG. 10-2 Carl Theodor, Elector Palatine, who maintained the Mannheim orchestra at his court.


  


  Under Stamitz senior and his successor Christian Cannabich (1731–98), a native Mannheimer whose conducting Mozart observed and admired, the Palatine orchestra became famous for its quasi-military discipline and the exquisite effects that such discipline enabled. “Its forte is a thunderclap,” wrote another visitor, the poet and musical journalist Christian Friedrich Schubart, “its crescendo a cataract, its diminuendo a crystal stream babbling away into the distance, its piano a breath of spring.”2 The composing members of this band became the virtuoso orchestrators of their day, exploiting all kinds of special effects that acquired nicknames: “rockets” (quick rising passages, often arpeggiated), “steamrollers” (crescendos over ostinatos), and of course the explosive beginning, known as the premier coup d’archet (“first stroke of the bow”). Needless to say, Mannheim became a major spawning ground for concert symphonies.


  In his short career Stamitz produced about seventy symphonies, of which ten were written in three-part score and are sometimes called “orchestral trios.” The title page of Stamitz’s op. 1, a collection of six such works published in Paris in 1755, reads Six Sonates à Trois parties concertantes qui sont faites pour Exécuter ou à trois, ou avec toutes l’Orchestre: “Six sonatas in three solo parts that are made to be performed either as a trio or with the whole orchestra.” In their scoring alternatives these pieces occupied a middle position between chamber music (played, according to the modern definition, by one player on each part) and orchestra music (played with “doubling” of parts, especially string parts, by as many musicians as desired, and with the bass line doubled at the octave and joined by a continuo keyboard). They could be performed, in other words, either privately or publicly. That was true of many early symphonies, including the one by Sammartini with which we are already familiar, and it was almost always true, too, of works designated “divertimento” or “serenade.” Stamitz’s symphony or orchestra-trio in C minor, the third item in his posthumously published op. 4 (Paris, 1758), is a particularly distinguished yet fully representative example of his practice. All four of its movements are in binary form, and the sequence is similar to that in Sammartini’s symphony: a marchlike first movement, a slower lyrical second, and two suite dances. Stamitz has reversed the order of the concluding pair, so that a stately minuet precedes a rollicking gigue marked prestissimo, evidently meant (like many Mannheim finales) as a showpiece of precision execution.


  Like many orchestral minuets going all the way back to the time of Lully, the one in Stamitz’s symphony is actually a pair of minuets, played da capo. This was a custom that originated in the aristocratic ballroom, where the full set of required dance steps or “figures” came to exceed the number of measures a single dance could reasonably provide. The second of the pair, in a related key and traditionally played by a smaller complement of instruments, was for that reason called the “trio.” The term is redundant in the context of Stamitz’s symphony, which is scored in trio texture throughout. But that just goes to show that it was truly a custom, like the pairing of dances itself. Like many customs, they persisted long after their practical necessity had been obviated and the reason for their existence forgotten.


  The gigue finale is an impressively extended composition. Its tonal trajectory embodies a number of interestingly adventurous key relations, including a vagary into E-flat minor, in modern parlance the “parallel minor of the relative major.” Among its admirers, evidently, was Beethoven, who probably encountered Stamitz’s works during his formativeyears in Bonn, his native town, then another Electoral seat on the Rhine at the western extremity of the Austrian empire, where his father and grandfather before him had served as Electoral court musicians. As we will see in chapter 13, the third movement of Beethoven’s famous Fifth Symphony contains the same unusual modulation to E-flat minor and even contains a perhaps unwitting quotation from Stamitz’s work, the sincerest form of tribute (see Ex. 13-12a–b on p. 719). Stamitz’s work had thus achieved “classic” status; it was a work worthy of study and quotation.


  THE BACH SONS AS “SYMPHONISTS”


  Among the other composers of concert symphonies whose works became early classics of the genre were two of J. S. Bach’s sons. Johann Christian Bach, a prolific composer of opera seria and, later in life, a concert impresario in his own right, naturally gravitated toward the genre as a spinoff from his primary activities. The interchangeability of opera overture and early symphony, both as genres and as terms, is well illustrated by J. C. Bach’s popular Symphony in B[image: Image], op. 18 no. 2. It was originally composed in 1774 as the sinfonia avanti l’opera preceding Bach’s Lucio Silla. Publication followed seven years later in London, in a set entitled “Six Grand Overtures,” of which two others were actual operatic sinfonias and the remaining three were symphonies composed for concert use. The use of the word “overture” to refer to what we now call symphonies persisted in London to the end of the century.


  Bach’s Lucio Silla was first performed in November 1775, at the court of Mannheim, which by then boasted a major opera house. (The libretto had already been set three years earlier by Mozart for performance in Milan.) The orchestra for which it was written, then, was the very same Mannheim orchestra whose feats of virtuoso concert execution had become legend. Bach’s symphony (or “overture”) can thus serve as an illustration of the fabled Mannheim style. The tempo marking, allegro assai, is already a mark of confidence in the band’s virtuosity. The scoring is rich, with ten wind parts including clarinets, a Mannheim specialty. The first sound heard, a loud tutti on the tonic triad rhythmically repeated four times, is the redoubtable premier coup d’archet. It is immediately (and typically) contrasted with a quiet or “charming” passage for the three upper string parts, after which the two violins reapproach the fanfare through a quick rising passage marked with a crescendo—in other words, a “rocket.” All of this isshown in Ex. 10-2b.


  The festive fanfare mood is maintained throughout. (The ending—the “dernier coup d’archet,” so to speak—is an even more emphatic paraphrase of the beginning.) While clearly organized around the binary (tonic/dominant) axis, the form of the piece is somewhat nonchalant, with the “double return” preceding rather than following the main modulatory section. The latter rather unusually includes a cadence on IV (E[image: Image]), possibly chosen for the same reason it was often avoided by other composers: like the tonic and the dominant, the subdominant is another major triad, no farther away from the tonic than the dominant along the circle of fifths (but in the opposite direction). Thus it offers little in the way of variety or adventure, but in compensation it continually reinforces the festive fanfare affect (Ex. 10-2b). The piece is an unmitigated celebration (of the Electoral presence in the opera house, of the London customers in the stalls) and an unclouded entertainment. As well as any compositions of their kind, J. C. Bach’s symphonies (like those of Carl Friedrich Abel, his London business partner) uphold the ideal of high-class party music, transferred to a public occasion.


  It is therefore especially interesting to compare them with the symphonies of his older half-brother Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. Like his father, C. P. E. Bach never wrote an opera (hence never wrote a sinfonia avanti l’opera), yet he nevertheless contributed some twenty symphonies to the burgeoning orchestral repertoire, mostly rather late in his career. Many of them exhibit the stern and stormy, harmonically restless and unpredictable idiom identified in chapter 8 as the empfindsamer Stil, the “sentimental” or “pathetic” style—a style reserved, as CPE put it himself, für Kenner und Liebhaber (“for connoisseurs and amateurs” of the art), not for the average partygoer.


  EX. 10-2A J. C. Bach, Sinfonia, Op. 18, no. 2, mm. 1–7
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  Six of Emanuel’s symphonies, scored for strings alone, were composed in 1773 on commission from Baron van Swieten, the Vienna antiquarian, who absolutely personified the connoisseur-amateur type. Another set of four, composed in 1776 when the composer was sixty-two, was dedicated to Prince Frederick William of Prussia, the nephew and eventual successor of Emanuel’s old patron, King Frederick the Great. The younger Frederick was an enthusiastic and skilled cellist who if it were possible would have outdone his flute-playing uncle in arts patronage.


  The 1776 symphonies were published in Leipzig in 1780 with a curious title page that somewhat oversold them as Orchester-Sinfonien (“Orchestral symphonies,” as if there were another kind) and advertised the fact that they were scored mit 12 obligaten Stimmen, that is, in twelve instrumental parts, all of which take solo passages and hence cannot be omitted. In many early symphonies, including some by CPE, the wind parts were an optional harmonic reinforcement and filler that merely took over the function of the continuo keyboard, which it tended to replace until the orchestra, by the end of the eighteenth century, was generally continuo-free. That is why in the eighteenth century wind ensembles were often called “Harmonie,” as in the partita by Druschetzky encountered earlier on a Viennese concert program. In C. P. E. Bach’s “Orchester-Sinfonien,” the wind scoring is elaborately detailed and virtuosic, and there are many passages where the continuo “flügel” (keyboard) is explicitly suppressed. This was an extremely, indeed selfconsciously modern style of orchestration, all the more remarkable in view of the composer’s age and his relative aloofness from the theater.


  The first movement from the first of these symphonies shows off Emanuel’s singular symphonic style at full potency. The orchestra is handled brilliantly, and in a way that especially dramatizes the “symphonic binary” form. The solo wind writing is contrasted strategically with the continuoless strings. It is the latter group—two violins, viola, and cello without double bass support or keyboard—that get to play the rhythmically agitated and tonally inconclusive opening theme (Ex. 10-3a). (Note particularly the use of the C-natural, which turns the tonic into the “V of IV” before it has even had a chance to establish itself through a cadence.) A stressful tutti, erupting in diminished-seventh chords, makes a headlong dash to the contrasting (dominant) key; and when that key arrives, the solo winds enter with a placid, harmonically stable theme of their own, creating a maximum of contrast with the earlier music (Ex. 10-3b).


  EX. 10-2B J. C. Bach, Sinfonia, Op. 18, no. 2, mm. 81–87
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  EX. 10-3A C. P. E. Bach, first Orchestral Symphony (Wotquenne. 183; 1776), mm. 1–19
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  EX. 10-3B C.P.E. Bach, first Orchestral Symphony (Wotquenne. 183; 1776), mm. 35–48
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  This strongly established contrast serves as a compass for the listener as the movement proceeds, since the composer’s efforts seem mainly bent on maintaining an impetuous momentum, and incorporating a maximum of surface diversity, deployed with fantasialike (that is, unpredictable) caprice. Although the form is recognizably binary, there is no double bar dividing the two sections, and no repeats. Instead, the opening theme (associated with the continuoless strings) serves as a formal marker, somewhat in the manner of a ritornello. It resurfaces in the dominant at the halfway point, to set the tonal trajectory on its complicated homeward path, and again when the home keyisreached (m. 136), providing the crucial “double return.”


  Although the recurrences of the opening theme thus provide an orientation point, its harmonic instability lends the whole movement a tonally precarious (hence emotionally fraught) aspect. The only points of harmonic repose are the contrasting wind solos, the first confirming arrival in the dominant and the second reconfirming the tonic. The obbligato wind theme is thus given a unique function in the movement’s unfolding.The rigorous contrast in timbres—solo strings versus solo winds—reinforces a thematic dualism that reflects and dramatizes the tonal dualism on which this movement, like any binary movement, is constructed.


  Thematic dualism of this kind would eventually become such an important ingredient of standard symphonic procedure as virtually to define it. Textbook descriptions of “sonata form” would eventually identify thematic dualism as its procedural basis. As we can see from this example, however, thematic dualism arose as an epiphenomenon—a surface event—to mirror, and thus to dramatize (as well as clarify), the underlying harmonic basis of the form.


  The most spectacular display of harmonic instability comes at the very end of the movement (Ex. 10-3c), when the D major tonic suddenly dissolves without warning into the dominant of E-flat, the key of the next movement. It seems a radical, tonality-defying effect—so radical, in fact, that we might easily forget its many precedents. Those precedents are found in the opera, particularly the comic opera with its introduzioni and finali, long sections that depend for their continuity on the ability to make many kinds of transition—abrupt or graded, as the situation demands—between keys. In connection with C. P. E. Bach’s symphony we might recall the end of the Don Giovanni overture, which dissolves in an almost identical way into the dominant of Leporello’s first aria.


  EX. 10-3C C.P.E. Bach, first Orchestral Symphony (Wotquenne. 183; 1776), mm. 206–17
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  Thus the opera continues, even in the hands of a non-operatic composer like C. P. E. Bach, to provide the concert symphony with its most important precedents. In its most elaborated form, the new genre was a veritable—or better, a virtual—instrumental drama.


  HAYDN


  By far the most influential—and in that sense the most important—composer of symphonies in the mid-to-late eighteenth century was (Franz) Joseph Haydn (1732–1809), who in two momentous ways established the genre for posterity. First, by creating an unusually large and impressive body of works in the genre that became the object of widespread emulation, Haydn did more by his example than any other composer to standardize the “classical” symphony, as it has come to be called. And second, by once and for all taking the genre out of the aristocratic salon and into the public sphere, Haydn considerably enlarged both its dimensions and its cultural significance, and laid the foundation for the modern concert repertory, in which several of his symphonies are still staples.


  He did not do these things singlehandedly, or by sheer force of will, or even intentionally, as the word is usually understood, but in miraculous symbiosis with his times—that is, by adapting with phenomenal success to the changing social conditions of his time, and the concomitantly changing social role of musicians. The word “miraculous” seems appropriate because Haydn’s great success seems to have been owed in equal measure to talent—for music, to be sure, but also for seizing opportunities—and to luck. The luck would not have done a less gifted and avid man any comparable good, but without it talent and productivity alone would never have sufficed. Haydn’s great good fortune has become ours, for we have inherited its results.
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  FIG. 10-3 Franz Joseph Haydn at the height of his fame, engraved by Thomas Bush Hardy “from an Original Picture in the Possession of J. Bland” (i.e., John Bland, the London publisher).


  THE PERFECT CAREER


  Perhaps the most vivid measure of that synergy of capacity and contingency is the fact that Haydn was (like Handel) what we would now call a self-made man—a very modern sort of hero, the story of whose career reads a bit like an inspirational novel by Horatio Alger. Unlike the Bachs, unlike Mozart, and unlike Beethoven, Haydn was not born into an established musical family. His father was a village wheelwright in southeastern Austria near the border of what was then considered HungarybutisnowCroatia.Thoughamaster craftsman, the elder Haydn (unlike Handel’s father, a prosperous surgeon) was neither a highly educated nor a particularly well-to-do man, and there was no way in the world that his son’s future career could have been predicted. Haydn was acutely aware of the distance his talent and good fortune had taken him. To one of his several contemporary biographers, Albert Christoph Dies, the venerable composer offered himself as an inspiration to the young, “who may see from my example that something may indeed come from nothing.”3 And his modern biographer, H. C. Robbins Landon, cast his whole enterprise as an enlargement of that remark, tracing “the life of a boy who began in abject poverty, half-trained and largely self-educated, who rose to be the leading musical figure of Europe by the 1790s and achieved greater popularity in his own lifetime than any composer before him,” becoming in the process the wealthiest of all pre-twentieth-century professional musicians (Handel alone excepted), and an expert courtier, at home in high society and even “gently manipulating Princes of the Holy Roman Empire.”4


  The immediate result of Haydn’s first sign of talent was his removal from his family. At the age of six he was sent to live with a cousin, Franck by name, who worked as a schoolmaster and church choirmaster in a neighboring town. There he had his only formal schooling—reading, writing, and catechism, besides the rudiments of music. By the age of eight he was earning his own keep as a musician, at first as a choirboy at St. Stephen’s Cathedral, the main Viennese church, where he had been brought by a passing nobleman who had happened to hear him sing: his first stroke of luck. His solo singing brought Haydn while still a child to the attention of the Empress Maria Theresa, but his success as a church singer was short-lived. When his voice broke (not until the age of seventeen, as was usual in those days owing to a diet that would now be thought of as malnourishing), Haydn lost his place as soloist in the choir to his own younger brother Johann Michael (1737–1806), who also made a distinguished career as a composer, though nothing like Joseph’s.
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  FIG. 10-4 St. Stephen’s cathedral, Vienna, in 1792.


  


  A rather terrible time followed—years of near-starvation in Vienna, where Haydn studied voraciously, gave lessons to children, and took any musical odd job that came his way, like playing violin for a pittance in street-music entertainments—serenades, cassations, and the like. Among the books he studied were Fux’s Gradus ad Parnassum, the bible of the stile antico (that is, strict counterpoint), and C.P.E.Bach’s “Prussian” sonatas, which we sampled two chapters back (Ex. 8-3), and which had a decided influence on Haydn’s style. He also apprenticed himself for a while to Nicola Porpora (1686–1768), a famous Italian opera composer and singing teacher, who lived in Vienna between 1753 and 1760. In return for instruction Haydn accompanied Porpora’s pupils at their lessons and (as he told his biographers) shined his master’s boots.


  Haydn’s earliest compositions date from this wretched period, and all of them, a few church pieces excepted, were merry entertainments composed for ready market consumption. They included singspiels of the most plebeian sort, roughly on the order of Punch-and-Judy skits (or Hanswurst—“Johnny Sausage”—shows, as they were known in Vienna). The music for these carnival frolics is lost, or perhaps preserved anonymously, but the titles of two of them are known: Der krumme Teufel (“The foxy devil”) and Der neue krumme Teufel (roughly, “A new foxy-devil show”). First performed in 1753 and 1757 respectively in the Kärntnerthor Theater, the official German-language (i.e., lower-class) house, they became very popular and gave Haydn his first local celebrity.


  Another early success came in the form of instrumental works that straddled the nebulous line between orchestral and chamber music, presaging that vast portion of Haydn’s output on which his historical reputation now rests. At various times Haydn called them cassations, at other times notturni, at still others divertimenti. Six were published with a title page that called them “Sinfonies ou Quatuors” (Symphonies or Quartets). The product of the years 1757–58, they are now classified in most lists of Haydn’s works as his earliest string quartets (opus 1 and opus 2), because their four parts are earmarked for two violins, viola, and “basso,” which could mean cello.


  There is no reason why they could not be performed, like Stamitz’s “orchestra-trios,” with doubled parts, however; and the designation “basso” could certainly be read as implying the participation of a continuo. Nor is the addition of supplementary wind parts out of the question: manuscript sources of uncertain origin so equip some of them. The only thing one can say with certainty is that these works, along with a few others that are scored in three and five parts, stand at the beginning of Haydn’s production of instrumental concert music, the field that he would decisively transform and standardize, in the process finally distinguishing between chamber and orchestral genres as we know them today.


  Haydn’s op. 1 and op. 2 must have been highly adaptable to varying combinations of instruments, because they were best sellers, circulating as far south as Naples and as far north (and east) as Königsberg (now the Russian city of Kaliningrad). They even found their way to North America when the Moravian composer Johann Friedrich Peter (1746–1813), who had copied them out, settled in Pennsylvania in 1770. (Peter himself would make a contribution to the chamber divertimento genre with a set of string quintets, composed in Salem, North Carolina in 1789: the first chamber music composed on American soil.)


  Their symmetrical or palindromic sequence of five movements—fast “sonata form”/minuet-&-trio/slow/minuet-&-trio/fast finale—was typical of Viennese street music, but when performed by four solo strings the works were ideally suitable for home recreation as well. Haydn was again showing an understanding of the emergent music market, a business sense that would have marked him out for a successful freelance career if need be.


  But he did not need it. On the strength of these early successes, Haydn found a permanent position as music director (Kapellmeister) in (or “to”) a noble household. Such a position—essentially that of a highly regarded and somewhat privileged domestic servant—may appear demeaning to us, with our romantic notion of what an “artist” is. It was, however, the very best fate to which a professional musician in mid-eighteenth-century Vienna could aspire, unless, like Mozart, he was a performing virtuoso (as Haydn was not). In addition to a relatively high salary, a musician who landed such a post was given free lodging and board at the equivalent of an officers’ mess. It was, especially by contrast with Haydn’s former plight, a bountiful, carefree existence.


  This stroke of good fortune befell Haydn in 1759, when he was hired by Count Karl Joseph Franz von Morzin (1717–83), a Bohemian aristocrat who maintained a huge residence in Vienna during the winters, as well as a family summer estate called Lukavec, near the Czech town of Plzen (Pilsen in German), famous for its breweries. The title of Kapellmeister originally meant “chapel master” (that is, choirmaster), but in secular courts and homes it meant director of musical entertainments. The post put Haydn in charge of an orchestra, and it was for this band that he wrote (or adapted) his first real symphonies.


  There are seven such pieces dating from the Morzin period. They include the first five in the standard list of Haydn’s symphonies, totaling 104, first drawn up early in the twentieth century, since which time two more have been unearthed. With two exceptions these early symphonies are three-movement works on the old sinfonia avanti l’opera model: a fast “symphonic binary” movement, a slow movement, and a dancelike finale, usually a gigue (less often a minuet). Of the two four-movement symphonies, one (no. 3 in G major) is cast in the format that Haydn would later establish as the norm: (1) symphonic binary, (2) slow,(3) minuet & trio, (4) fast finale. The other (no. 5 in A major) seems to be descended from the old church sonata. Its first movement is an Adagio, followed by an Allegro, both in binary form; then comes a minuet and trio; last a Presto finale in duple meter and binary form. Movement sequence was as yet a fluid affair.


  What is already remarkably consistent, though, is Haydn’s personal manner of inflecting the “symphonic binary” or “sonata” form: like the four-movement sequence of Symphony no. 3, it would eventually become standard practice thanks to his example. Let the first movement of Symphony “A” (Ex. 10-4), one of the recently discovered pieces and possibly the earliest of the lot, serve as prototype.


  The special Haydnesque features are two. First, the movement’s closing section, beginning with the “double return,” closely parallels or recapitulates the whole opening section to the first double bar theme by theme, with only such truncations and adjustments as are necessary to keep the whole closing section in the tonic key rather than modulating again to the dominant. Second, the lengthy passage (Ex. 10-4a) extending from the first double bar to the double return, embodying the most radical tonal trajectory in the movement (from dominant to FOP to retransition), is quite rigorously, and very ingeniously, based melodically on motives drawn from the themes heard in the opening section. They are recombined, sequentially extended or otherwise paraphrased, using techniques collectively described in German by the term thematische Arbeit (“thematic work”), for which “development” is the word commonly employed in English.


  EX. 10-4A Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony “A,” I, mm. 43–79
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  EX. 10-4B Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony “A,” I, mm. 1–4
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  EX. 10-4C Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony “A,” I, mm. 31–37
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  EX. 10-4D Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony “A,” I, mm. 23–27
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  Thus, to pick some examples, the figure tossed back and forth by the two violin parts in mm. 43–49 turns out to be a conflation of the first measure of the opening arpeggio or “rocket” (Ex. 10-4b) and a sixteenth-note turn from the quiet “second theme” in the dominant (Ex. 10-4c). The figure that elaborates the FOP (G minor or vi) in mm. 62–64 is drawn from the earlier transition to the dominant (Ex. 10-4d). The passage leading to the retransition (mm. 68–79) is a paraphrase of Ex. 10-4c.


  In terms of its thematic or melodic content, then, Haydn’s version of the “symphonic binary” form is articulated in three distinct parts, the first coinciding with the first harmonic “paragraph” of the binary form (I→V), and the second and third Haydnesque parts together comprising the second binary paragraph (V→I). The first and the last parts being similar in thematic content and sequence, they are often termed the exposition and the recapitulation. The middle part, containing the redeployment of motives originally “exposed” (or is it expounded?) in the first part, is often termed the development section in English. (The corresponding term in German, Mittelsatz, although it simply means the “middle section,” carries the equivalent meaning when used in this context.)


  This thematic structure—exposition, development, recapitulation—is obviously related to the old da capo aria form, from which it derives its very satisfying stability. What it amounts to is a sort of flexible “ternary” overlay coexisting with and reinforcing the binary harmonic structure. The relationship between the two elements—the three-part thematic structure and the two-part harmonic structure—could be endlessly varied. Its combination of flexibility and solidity, or (to put it another way) of complexity and clarity, made the resulting “sonata form” or “sonata-allegro form” or “first-movement form” (to give three terms now in common use to denote it) one of the most adaptable, durable, and potentially eloquent formal procedures ever devised for instrumental music in all media, from solo sonata to orchestral symphony or overture. It was largely thanks to this happy synthesis—and to Haydn, the synthesizer in chief—that instrumental music would enjoy a triumphant (and unforeseen) career over the next two centuries that in a curiously fitting way paralleled the course of Haydn’s own life: from poor relation to dominant force. It too was a sort of Horatio Alger tale.


  THE ESTERHÁZY YEARS


  It might never have happened if Haydn had not had his next and biggest break, through which he was able to develop his gifts, and the media through which he exercised them, to the fullest. On 1 May 1761, still in his twenties, Haydn signed a contract as “Vice-Capellmeister in the service of his Serene Highness Paul Anton, Prince of the Holy Roman Empire, of Esterháza and Galantha, etc. etc.” The benevolent patronage Haydn thus secured would last nearly five decades, to the end of his life. Three of the five decades were spent in active, and well-nigh incredibly fertile, Kapellmeisterly duty, the remaining two as a pensioned, still tirelessly creative, world celebrity.


  The Esterházy family was the foremost princely house of Hungary. Their preeminence went back about a century before Haydn went to work for them, to the grandfather of the Prince who signed Haydn on, also named Paul, who was elected to the office of Hungarian Palatine in 1681, distinguished himself in the defense of Vienna against the forces of Suleiman the Magnificent two years later, and led the ensuing reconquest of Hungary from the Ottoman Turks, for which he was created a hereditary Prince of the Holy Roman Empire in 1687. This was the highest rank to which a nonmember of the house of Hapsburg could be admitted. It thus placed the Esterházy Princes on a level exceeded within the Empire only by the Imperial family itself. Not even the Elector Palatine at Mannheim could compete with them in noble standing.


  With that standing went a commensurately heroic standard of living, entailing a household and a court second only to the Emperor’s—or Empress’s, for throughout most of the years of Haydn’s active service the effective Austrian ruler was the dowager Empress Maria Theresa, who occasionally visited her near peer Prince Esterházy and thus got a Haydn symphony (no. 48 in C, with trumpets and drums) named after her. At the time of Haydn’s employment the Prince had two main residences, the Palais Esterházy in Vienna, and the ancestral estate at Eisenstadt (Kismarton in Hungarian), on the western shore of Lake Neusiedl in Burgenland, the easternmost province of present-day Austria.


  The Esterházy musical establishment was huge, and almost immediately after Haydn’s employment was secured it grew beyond all imagining—not simply because of Haydn’s presence on the payroll but because Prince Paul Anton was succeeded in 1762 by his brother Nikolaus Joseph, known as der Prachtliebende (“The magnificent,” or more literally, “The ostentatious”), a fanatical music lover who built the gorgeous Eszterháza summer palace at the southern end of the lake, just where present-day Austria abuts present-day Hungary. Construction of this mini-Versailles was begun in 1766, just as Haydn acceded to the post of chief Kapellmeister for the Esterházy court on the death of his predecessor Gregor Joseph Werner. The whole estate, replete with parks, fountains, pleasure pavilions, and servant houses, was not completed until 1784, six years before Nikolaus’s death. Bombed out and rebuilt after the Second World War, it is now maintained as a museum by the Hungarian government (see Fig. 10-5).


  The Eszterháza palace compound contained two theaters, one for opera and the other for marionette plays. In addition there were two concert rooms in the palace itself, a large hall that could accommodate an orchestra and an audience to match, and a smaller chamber for what is (yes, for that reason) known as chamber music. Haydn’s duties, reminiscent of Bach’s in Leipzig, included the supervision of a regular round of performances—one opera and two concerts a week, as specified by the contract, with additional major performances for important guests like the Empress, and daily chamber music at the Prince’s pleasure—as well as composition. It is no wonder that his output, like Bach’s, has proved to be literally innumerable.
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  FIG. 10-5 Main gate of the summer palace at Eszterháza (now Fertöd, Hungary).


  


  For the princely theaters Haydn composed some twenty Italian operas, mostly comic, and half a dozen singspiels for the puppet house. For the weekly musicales he composed at least seventy-five of his extant symphonies (a few of them reusing material from the operas) and dozens of divertimenti (mostly published as quartets). But the fairest measure of the pace Haydn had to keep as music-purveyor to his voracious patron would be the music that was ordered à la carte, so to speak, “at the Prince’s pleasure,” much of it for the Prince himself to play.


  Prince Nikolaus was an enthusiast of the baryton (or viola paradon), an unusual and unwieldy stringed instrument consisting of a bass viola da gamba with a widened neck that contained a set of wire “sympathetic strings” that mostly resonated with the bowed ones, creating a sort of shimmering harmonic aura surrounding the played melody, but that could also be plucked by the left thumb through a hole in the back of the neck, so that the instrument could provide its own rudimentary bass to accompany the bowed melody (Fig. 10-6). This contraption was used almost exclusively in Austria, where a few virtuosos lived, but it had no literature to speak of. So Haydn had to create one from scratch. Over a rough decade from 1765 to 1776, Haydn furnished Prince Nikolaus with upwards of 175 three-movement divertimenti scored for baryton solo, discreetly accompanied by viola and “basso” (cello). He also composed a quantity of duets for two barytons, which he himself played with the Prince, having learned the instrument on demand, and larger chamber works, many of them birthday serenades for eight instruments, with easy baryton parts for the honoree to play.
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  FIG. 10-6 Prince Nikolaus Esterhazy’s baryton.


  


  But the Prince was not only a ravenous consumer of music, and Haydn was not merely prolific. His employer was also a true Kenner, in C. P. E. Bach’s phrase, who appreciated, as few of his contemporaries could, the specialness of Haydn’s gifts. In what has become one of the most famous of the many reminiscences his biographers have recorded, Haydn reflected on the uniquely auspicious combination of circumstances that enabled his gifts—particularly his gifts as a “symphonist”—to flourish in the relative isolation of Eisenstadt and Eszterháza. “My prince was content with all my works,” Haydn told Georg August Griesinger, a publisher’s representative, “I received approval for anything I did. As head of an orchestra, I could make experiments, observe what enhanced an effect, and what weakened it, thus improving, adding to it, taking away from it, and running risks. I was cut off from the world, there was nobody in my vicinity to make me unsure of myself or interfere with me in my course, and so I was forced to become original.”5


  This testimony is an important document of the era of aristocratic patronage, because it attests to the symbiosis between talent and calling, between demand and supply, that could take effect when patronage operated to best advantage. The employer’s needs—whether measured in idealized terms of artistic satisfaction or in crasser terms of blueblood exhibitionism (Prachtlieb or “quantitative luxury”)—were met. And the employee was liberated by his very exploitation, as it were, to develop his skills freely, knowing that the products of their free exercise would translate, from the employer’s standpoint, into uniquely distinguished and valuable possessions.


  Haydn’s delight with his new working conditions is apparent in the very first symphonies he wrote for the Esterházys: a trilogy (nos. 6–8) bearing the subtitles “Morning, Noon, and Night” (Le Matin, Le Midi, Le Soir), and overflowing with special instrumental effects that exploited the virtuoso soloists in the orchestra, including concertante solo strings. In other pieces, he was very likely stimulated by the actual physical conditions of the halls in which he was privileged to work. The larger concert room was of really exceptional size, with a lengthy reverberation time like that of a church. That may be one reason why early on Haydn began experimenting with augmented orchestras, particularly with a complement of four horns that shows up in several Esterházy symphonies (and is given virtuoso treatment in no. 31, subtitled “Hornsignal”), but did not become standard in orchestras until well into the nineteenth century.


  NORMS AND DEVIATIONS: CREATING MUSICAL MEANING


  For an idea of Haydn at his most “original,” and for a glimpse of that symbiosis between courtier-Kapellmeister and patron (leading to what Landon called the former’s “gentle manipulation” of the latter), we can turn to Symphony no. 45, first performed, under very unusual circumstances, at the summer palace in November 1772. November is obviously not a summer month. That is what was so unusual about the circumstances—and, as a result, about the symphony.


  Its key alone—F[image: Image] minor—makes it unique among Haydn’s symphonies and practically unique in the music of its time. (There is no other symphony in F[image: Image] minor among the 16,000-odd entries in LaRue’s Union Thematic Catalogue.) The character of its first movement is worlds away from the “festive fanfare mood” that typified the early concert symphony in keeping with its usual function. In form, too, the movement is famously enigmatic. And the concluding movement is so outlandish that without knowledge of the circumstances of its composition it would be altogether baffling.


  The strange and squally first movement, with its uniquely “remote” key and its consequently anomalous timbre (at least when played on the winds and horns of Haydn’s time), is the most extreme representative of a special group of symphonic compositions Haydn produced in the early 1770s, often associated with a similarly frenzied tendency in German drama and literature. The literary movement was known as Sturm und Drang (“Storm and stress”) after the subtitle of a sensational play—Die Wirrwarr (“Turmoil” or “Confusion,” 1776)—by F. M. von Klinger, a close friend of Goethe, whom he influenced with this work. With its glorification of the “state of nature,” its emphasis on subjective, often violent moods, and its portrayals of social alienation, Sturm und Drang (as observed in chapter 8) had obvious affinities with the Empfindsamkeit (“Sentimentality”) of earlier German poetry that was directly reflected in the music of C. P. E. Bach, who as we know had a formative influence on Haydn’s style. The Sturm und Drang movement also led, or fed, into the main stream of Romanticism that would soon engulf European art, and for the first time put German artists at the forefront of European culture.


  EX. 10-5A Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 45 in F-sharp minor (“Farewell”), I, mm. 1–16
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  Its actual connection with Haydn may be disputed; no direct evidence associates the composer with the actual products of the Sturm und Drang movement or its leaders. But the character of the opening movement of Symphony no. 45 is undeniably one of turmoil, and Haydn was clearly aiming to give something of the impression through it of a Wirrwarr, an emotional confusion. The unremitting syncopations in the accompaniment to the opening theme (Ex. 10-5a) are one symptom of this. A far more significant symptom, however, is the eccentric treatment given the sonata form. The contrasting second theme comes not before but after the double bar and is cast in neither the dominant nor the relative major, the “normal,” therefore expectable (hence expressively neutral), alternate keys in a minor-mode movement.


  (Those keys had already had their own little drama in the movement. As a look at the score will confirm, the relative major was deliberately prepared and avoided in mm. 37–38 by a sudden feint: the substitution of C-natural for C-sharp, changing A major to A minor. The actual sectional cadence takes place in C-sharp minor, the “minor dominant,” but is contradicted on the other side of the double bar by another sudden feint: a switch to A major, the key originally expected and deferred.) The key of the lyrical “second theme” in this movement (Ex. 10-5b) is actually that of the FOP (D major, the submediant). This is perhaps the most serious departure from the conventions of sonata form as practiced (and established) by Haydn himself, according to which the FOP is to be reached through thematische Arbeit, not suddenly introduced by way of arbitrarily invented material. (It is true, by the way, that the theme in question bears some small if demonstrable resemblance to a motive in the exposition, and the resemblance has been cited by those who prefer to explain away its strangeness. But one has to hunt for it; the motivic relationship is only putative. By contrast, there is no need to hunt for the strangeness; it stares you challengingly in the face.)


  As if that were not enough, this placidly beautiful D-major theme is approached and left not by transitions but by pauses on either side. It has the air of an intrusion, not a development, further set off from its surroundings by its “bassless” initial scoring. And it comes to no cadence: rather, it seems (by the use of an arpeggiated diminished-seventh chord) to dissolve into thin air (like a mirage, as the Haydn specialist James Webster has suggested). There can be no question that this music is deliberately enigmatic. It is so because it departs for no apparent reason from what had become accepted norms of composition (that is, of behavior) by the time it was written—especially at the Esterházy court, where Haydn’s music was especially familiar. As the saying goes, Haydn was honoring the norms he had created “in the breach,” and could only have been expecting his audience to notice the fact and be bewildered.


  EX. 10-5B Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 45 in F-sharp minor (“Farewell”), I, mm. 108–15
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  From this example one might generalize further about the use and purposes of compositional “norms,” so many of which can be credited to Haydn. One of their main uses—and purposes—is revealed precisely in departures from them like this one. In other words, norms are not laws that must be adhered to simply for the sake of coherence or intelligibility, although that is their primary purpose. Absolutely unchallenged “normality” is perhaps the most boring mode of discourse. One rarely finds it in Haydn, or in any imaginative or interesting composer. Rather it is the existence of norms that allows departures to become meaningful—and thereby expressive. In that sense, rules are indeed made to be broken.


  EX. 10-5C Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 45 in F-sharp minor (“Farewell”), III, mm. 1–12
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  But expressive of what? That is often a teasing question in instrumental music, as we know. An answer must await knowledge of what follows. The idea of leaving a movement “hanging” expressively, to become meaningful only in retrospect, or in conjunction with the other movements, is to create the aspect of a narrative connecting all the movements in the symphony. It both introduces an “extramusical” presence into the content of the work and at the same time binds its constituent parts that much more compellingly into a coordinated, coherent whole. In both of these aspects, Haydn’s symphony was very much a harbinger of a new expressive range, and a new importance, that instrumental music would claim, especially in the German-speaking lands. This, too, was an aspect of German music that tied it to nascent Romanticism, and to Germany’s new position of leadership in European art.


  The overall shape of Symphony no. 45 is as strange—and therefore as telling—as that of its first movement. For most of its duration it seems to follow what had for a dozen years been the standard procedure: a fast symphonic binary movement or “sonata allegro,” however eccentric; a slow movement, a minuet and trio, and a finale in Haydn’s favorite meter-tempo combination (Presto in [image: Image] or “cut time”). The keys are closely related to those of the first movement: slow movement in A (relative major); minuet in F[image: Image] (parallel major), finale in the original key.


  One noteworthy harmonic touch, in view of what has gone before, occurs at the beginning of the minuet (Ex. 10-5c), where the first tutti blusters in on a boisterous chord of the flat submediant (D major), palpably intruding on the soft beginning of the tune. This, of course, is the key of the enigmatically intrusive “second theme” in the first movement. But where the D-major tonality had dissolved mysteriously in the first movement, here it is allowed to resolve in normal fashion to the dominant, as if to suggest that the wildness of the opening is in the process of being tamed.


  EX. 10-5D Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 45 in F-sharp minor (“Farewell”), end of the symphony
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  The biggest surprise, however, comes midway through the finale, when the movement suddenly fizzles out on the dominant and is replaced, seemingly for no good reason, by what sounds like another minuet, as graceful as its predecessor had been blunt and very richly scored (four desks of violins, each with its own part), that enters in the key of the relative major, thus replaying the sudden harmonic succession—dominant to relative major—that had enigmatically surrounded the double bar in the first movement. It then proceeds, through a resumption of the dominant, to the parallel major (the rare and extravagant tonality of six sharps, at the farthest, i. e., diametrical, reach of the circle of fifths from C, the conventional starting point), where the symphony is finally allowed to end, in a quietly joyous mood uncannily similar to that of the first movement’s mysterious second theme.


  Most enigmatic of all is the way in which this concluding dance proceeds through an inexorable composed diminuendo, the instruments of the orchestra dropping out one by one (including a bassoon, relegated in the three preceding movements to doubling the bass line, which enters briefly as a soloist, it seems, just so as to be able to make an exit). Ex. 10-5d shows the end of the movement. Only the strings remain at this point, and then they too bow out: first the double bass (after an extravagant and virtually unprecedented solo turn) and the two “extra” violins, then the cello, eventually everybody. As an extra surprise, the “extra” violins return to finish the movement, having donned their mutes. Their softly beatific murmurings finally fade out into silence.


  What can this strange “story” mean? It was a response to circumstances that have been recounted (after Haydn’s own recollections) by all of his biographers. This is Griesinger’s version, first published in 1810:


  
    Among Prince Esterházy’s Kapelle [orchestra] there were several vigorous young married men who in summer, when the Prince stayed at Eszterháza, were obliged to leave their wives behind in Eisenstadt. Contrary to his custom, the Prince once extended his sojourn in Eszterháza by several weeks: the loving husbands, thoroughly dismayed over this news, went to Haydn and asked for his advice.

  


  
    Haydn had the inspiration of writing a symphony (which is now known under the title of “Farewell” Symphony), in which one instrument after another is silent. This Symphony was performed as soon as possible in front of the Prince, and each of the musicians was instructed, as soon as his part was finished, to blow out his candle and to leave with his instrument under his arm.

  


  
    The Prince now rose and said, “If they all leave, we must leave, too.” The musicians had meanwhile collected in the antechamber, where the Prince found them, and smiling said: “I understand, Haydn; tomorrow the men may all leave,” whereupon he gave the necessary order to have the princely horses and carriages made ready for the trip.6

  


  This story has lent the name “Farewell” to Symphony no. 45 irrevocably, and probably accounts for its survival in active repertory long after most of Haydn’s Esterházy symphonies had been eclipsed by his later ones. Its fame is well deserved. It casts an appealing light on Haydn’s relationship with his patron, being the prime instance of the “gentle manipulation” to which Landon called admiring attention. Casting Haydn as one of those “self-made men” who could command the personal respect of the nobility by dint of their achievements, it is a model embodiment of the bourgeois work ethic. But there is nothing subversive about such a message: it is just as much a flattering reflection on the liberality of the Prince, who becomes through it a model of “enlightened despotism.”


  Such stories about artists have a long history. They were not an eighteenth-century invention, whether enlightened or bourgeois. The one about the “Farewell” Symphony has a direct sixteenth-century precedent in a story, recounted by the theorist Glareanus in the sixteenth century, about Josquin des Prez, the greatest of the Netherlandish polyphonists, and King Louis XII of France, in which the composer gently manipulated his master, reminding him of a forgotten promise by setting some verses from Psalm 119 (“Remember Thy word unto Thy servant”) as a motet. There is an important difference between the stories, however, and one that does indeed set the time of Haydn decisively apart from the time of Josquin.


  SIGN SYSTEMS


  That difference lies in the respective media employed. For Josquin, the primary means at his disposal was a vocal composition, in which it was actually the words that conveyed the message he wished to impart. For Haydn, a wordless instrumental composition was the preferred medium for a no less pointed message. Instrumental music was effectively displacing vocal music as the medium of greatest cultural prestige. That was already something unthinkable in Josquin’s time. But even more important, instrumental music gained that prestige by developing what was previously an unthinkably precise and powerful expressive potential.


  That potential was realized through a newly complex and versatile process of signification, made possible by the rise of harmonically governed forms articulated through thematische Arbeit. The conventions through which motives derived from themes now functioned dynamically in conjunction with the tonal trajectory opened up a whole new level of musical signification, giving instrumental music in effect a double sign system.


  On the one hand there were the old conventions, inherited from earlier styles and repertoires, whereby music could represent the sights and sounds of the natural world and the moods and feelings of the human world: onomatopoeia, iconicity, metaphor, metonymy—all that can be subsumed under the general heading of extroversive semiotics (literally, “pointing outward”). For music this included the sounds of other music—hunting horns, courtly dances, quotations of famous pieces, whatever—and their built-in associations.


  On the other hand there was the newly important domain of introversive semiotics (“pointing inward”)—a sign system made up of sounds that pointed to other sounds or musical events within the work itself. The most basic of these, perhaps, was the relationship of dominant and tonic—a normative relationship of two triads that marked them as signs of tension and repose, respectively. In a major key, the dominant triad is structurally and sonically indistinguishable from the tonic. It is only a convention set up by the context that marks the one as a pointer to the other. Similar conventions cause us to expect a modulation away from the tonic in the first half of a piece and a modulation back through a Far Out Point in the second half. Each event in the unfolding of the piece, then, carries implications for future unfolding, even as it seems to be a consequence of past unfolding. Thus everything that happens within the piece can be construed as a pointer toward some other thing—or better, toward all the other things—taking place within the piece.


  The “Farewell” Symphony conveyed its meaning to the Prince through a unique interaction of introversive and extroversive signs. When its meaning is explained nowadays, it is apt to be the simplest extroversive signals that receive the emphasis: the musicians dropping out one by one from the last movement (and, as we know from the story, blowing out their reading candles and physically leaving the performing space as they did so). In the absence of all other factors, these gestures seem to be gestures of farewell to the Prince himself and to Eszterháza. But that does not tell the whole story; nor could it alone have conveyed the whole message of the symphony as the Prince successfully received it. As James Webster has pointed out, the whole symphony participates in the unfolding of the message, beginning with the very strangely shaped first movement.7 Its introversive semiotic requires a well-attuned perceiver; that is why it is not usually included in the story as adapted for “music appreciation” purposes. But that is precisely why it will repay our close attention here; it offers a matchless opportunity for attuning our ears to the introversive sign system on which Haydn relied.


  As Landon reminds us in his account of the work, “Prince Esterházy was a trained and performing musician: he will have heard the very odd sound of this movement; and he will have noted that the subsidiary subject [or “second theme”] appears only once, in D major, in the development section,” and so on.8 In other words, he will have noticed the many departures or deviations from established norms—that is, failures of conventional implication and consequence—that Haydn deliberately planted in the work to raise questions in a sophisticated listener’s mind.


  But introversive and extroversive semiotics, while distinguishable, do not operate in mutual isolation. Just as potent a poser of questions is the radical contrast in “affect” (always an extroversive factor) between the movement’s two themes: the one of a theatrically exaggerated stressfulness and tonal “remoteness” (matching the physical remoteness of the summer palace from “civilization”), the other, coming out of nowhere and prematurely disappearing, of an equally exaggerated blissfulness and tonal repose. Its disruption of introversive norms marks its blissfulness as unreal, an uncanny dream.


  And it remains an obsessive presence, an object of longing, as the dissonant recurrence of its keynote (D) in the minuet bears out. When the long minuetlike Adagio coda intrudes on the last movement, there is the same sense of tonal disruption, the same sense of an alternative reality, into which the members of the orchestra now disappear one by one. As they blow out their candles as if retiring for the night amid this ambience of unreal, longed-for bliss, the suggestion that the bliss in question is conjugal bliss becomes so palpable as to be, in the context of an eighteenth-century court soirée, practically lewd. (Another reason, perhaps, why the story, as adapted nowadays for students and kiddies, is apt to leave out the connections between the various movements.)


  We are dealing, then, with a mode of instrumental discourse capable of very subtle shades of allusion and irony. Haydn does not normally draw as extensively on all of its representational resources as he does in the “Farewell” Symphony, nor does he often write a multimovement work in which the different movements are, semiotically or narratively speaking, so firmly and obviously linked. The work is a unique tour de force within his output. But the resources on which he drew so extravagantly in this one case were permanent and ubiquitous resources for his music—and, by dint of their widespread emulation, for all European instrumental music. Introversive semiotics, in particular, had been brought permanently to a new level of refinement and consequence.


  More commonly, introversive semiotics became for Haydn a site for the virtuoso exercise of wit. His mature instrumental music is forever commenting ironically and amusingly on its own unfolding, making his art an unprecedentedly selfconscious one, and one that seems uncommonly given to complimenting the discernment of its listeners. These are all aspects of politesse, refined “company” behavior. The music of this lower-Austrian wheelwright’s son thus represents an epitome of aristocratic art.


  Haydn’s maturest instrumental style is often said to date from the 1780s, when after a long interval Haydn resumed composing string quartets and thereafter concentrated on them to a remarkable degree, creating in the process what he himself saw fit to describe (in a couple of business letters written in December 1781) as “a new and special manner.” The phrase has been much debated. It has been suggested that Haydn was just trying to drum up commercial interest in his latest work at a time when his patron, in view of Haydn’s great and unanticipated celebrity, had at last granted him dispensation from the exclusivity clause in his contract, freeing him to conclude subsidiary deals with publishers and individual noble purchasers. And yet a new motivic tightness and intricacy in Haydn’s writing does emerge at this point, betokening a new fascination—first his, now ours—with introversive semiotics.


  Unlike his symphonies, Haydn’s quartets carry opus numbers. This directly reflects his new circumstances; they were written for publication (i.e., for profit), and they bore dedications to other important aristocrats besides Prince Esterházy, for which an additional honorarium could be expected. The set of six issued as op. 33 in 1782 was the first set to be published by the Vienna house of Artaria, from then on Haydn’s main publisher. They bore dedication to the Grand Duke (later Tsar) Paul of Russia, for which reason they are sometimes called the “Russian” Quartets.


  Perhaps most significant of all, they were the first quartets by Haydn that were not alternatively billed as divertimentos. Like the concert symphony, the quartet genre had solidified by then, in large part thanks to Haydn. The symphony and the quartet could be regarded by the 1780s, then, as two solid precipitates (one “public,” the other “private”) from the earlier all-purpose instrumental blend. The great distinguishing feature of op. 33, and possibly one of the elements that Haydn thought of as a “new and special” manner, was a newly versatile texture, no longer nearly so dominated by the first violin.


  It had been anticipated in the last set of “Divertimentos,” published as op. 20in 1774; but there the liberation of the subordinate voices had come about largely as the byproduct of an experimental, somewhat show-offy revival of archaic contrapuntal genres like double and triple fugues. In op. 33, the heightened contrapuntal interest was fully integrated into the taut motivic elaboration. In effect, there were henceforth two dimensions of introversive pointing: horizontal (“structural”) and vertical (“textural”). This supple warp and woof was indeed a new and special manner, and it was taken up with a will by all the other practitioners of what would be retrospectively and admiringly (if also misleadingly) dubbed Wiener Klassik—“Viennese classicism”—by the historians and pedagogues of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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  FIG. 10-7 Tsar Paul I of Russia, to whom Haydn dedicated his “Russian” quartets.


  


  Haydn followed up on op. 33 with no fewer than five more quartet sets, each containing six: op. 50 (1787), opp. 54/55 (composed in 1788, split up into threes for publication in 1789 and 1790), op. 64 (1790, published 1791), opp. 71/74 (composed in 1793, published by threes in 1795 and 1796), and op. 76 (composed in 1797, published in 1799). There were also four odd items, one published as op. 42 in 1786, two as op. 77 in 1802, and one last unfinished quartet (two movements, evidently the middle ones) published as op. 103, Haydn’s swansong, in 1806. Haydn’s lifetime total of 68 quartets is exceeded only by his symphonies; and during his last decade of active creative life, from 1793, they were his primary interest.


  ANATOMY OF A JOKE


  No single item from such a list could possibly be wholly representative, but for a look at the “new and special manner” and its implications, the Quartet in E-flat major, op. 33, no. 2 is a reasonable choice. It sports a rather coarse nickname, “The Joke,” in English; but since the joke in question is the quartet’s ending gesture, a particularly well-aimed stroke of wit based entirely on the sending of a false “introversive” signal, the nickname arises directly out of the compositional strategies that are of interest to us now. Observing them minutely for a while will amply repay the effort it will cost by heightening sensitivity to the kind of significant detail that Kenner und Liebhaber prize. The discussion that follows must be read with the score close at hand. The first movement’s exposition, which will be given an especially close analysis, is shown in Ex. 10-6a.


  EX. 10-6A Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), I, mm. 1–32
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  Leaving the big titular joke for the end does not mean we will be deprived of humor till then. The first movement is inexhaustibly rife with little jokes of the same kind—or rather, little jolts of wit, which the dictionary defines as “the keen perception and cleverly apt expression of those connections between ideas which awaken pleasure and especially amusement.” Unexpected introversive connections are the key—and such connections, in Haydn’s music, consist preeminently of motivic relationships. The exploration of motivic relationships, and their shrewd recombination, has always been a feature of thematische Arbeit. Only now we will find such things happening not just in the designated development but from the word go, and pervading the whole texture besides.


  The opening theme’s initial four-bar phrase, in which the first violin is straightforwardly accompanied by the rest of the band, already harbors a clever motivic transformation. The fourth eighth note of the second measure, the melodic high point, is unexpectedly, arbitrarily broken (or so it seems) into a pair of sixteenths, with the second of the pair descending a fourth to anticipate the note on the next strong beat. Compare the very beginning of the melody (the first violin’s anticipatory pickup to the first strong beat), and observe a neat motivic inversion (or—take your pick—a “crab” or mirror reversal).


  Such a thing, done just for its own sake, would be as dull, ultimately, as a gratuitous pun: too much of that, and a conversationalist seems no longer witty but annoying. Haydn does not do it just for its own sake, though. First he redeems it by incorporating its rhythm into the fourth measure (the opening four-bar phrase now falling in retrospect into two rhythmically identical, balanced pairs). But then he derives the entire four-bar continuation (mm. 5–8) from varied recombinations of the three-note motive (two sixteenths anticipating an eighth) thus isolated. Its opening skip is progressively widened in the first violin from a fourth to a full octave. This is done in two stages, separated by pauses during which the second violin and viola add their two cents’ worth of motivic echo, substituting chromatic leading tones for the initial skip of a fourth. Then the first violin, having reached the octave by way of a sixth and a seventh, turns that progression around, still maintaining the rhythm of the opening motive and compressing it into a measure of continuous sixteenth notes to match a melodic climax with a rhythmic one.


  The second phrase is followed by a repetition of the first (the only change being the addition of a grace note to the half note in m. 11, so that there will be a greater resemblance to the by now strongly “motivated” two-note pickup). The opening period having thus been closed off in a minuscule da capo, the transition to the dominant is due. Now for the first time we get a contrapuntal montage of motivically related phrases. The first violin begins at m. 13 with the same pickup as before, extended to a sixth. Meanwhile, the remaining three instruments, up to now discreet accompanists, have struck up a conversation among themselves, initiated by the cello’s immediate repetition of the first violin’s motivically saturated ending phrase in m. 12. The six-note fragment is tossed from cello to viola to second violin (supported by the cello again) until the first violin receives it like a pass in m. 14 and tosses it back and forth with the second violin. The first violin’s four-bar transitional passage from m. 15 to m. 18 is wholly derived from the same fragment, first repeated fourfold in the form received from the other instruments, and then in a rhythmic compression based entirely on the offbeat component, [image: Image], first heard as such in m. 2.


  Measures 19–22 are saturated in all four parts with further reminiscences of the opening three-note pickup idea, sometimes in its leading-tone variant, sometimes in its reversed (“offbeat”) variant, and once, climactically, in its original form (pickup to m. 21) to zero in emphatically on the new tonic. The material from m. 23 to m. 28, which elaborates a cadence to establish the goal of the tonal trajectory from tonic to dominant (B-flat major), is not obviously related to the fund of motives we have been tracing. Neither is it particularly distinctive as thematic material. Its function is to provide some neutral space to support a harmonic close.


  Harmonic closure having been achieved (on the third beat of m. 28), the old fund of motives is reasserted to provide a suitable melodic close. First the second violin enters with the original three-note group—on its original pitches, too (allowing for an octave transposition), only now functioning not as tonic but as subdominant. This is a typically ironic “introversive” reference: recalling the opening melodic phrase just to point up the changed harmonic context. Having been recalled, the three-note motive generates a four-beat phrase, answered by the first violin in m. 30 with a phrase reminiscent of its passage in mm. 17–18, itself derived originally from the phrase-closing motive in m. 4, which referred yet further back to the melodic peak in m. 2.


  The exchange is repeated and “doubled”: viola and cello in m. 31 (the cello recalling the first violin’s octaves in mm. 6–7) and the two violins in m. 32. The last three notes of the first violin part before the double bar are nothing but a transposition to the dominant of its first three notes, the original “three-note anticipatory motive,” rounding off the whole exposition with an elegant show of symmetry—and some more “introversive irony,” the opening gesture now transformed into a closing gesture to give a foretaste of (or a precedent to) the ending “joke” after which the quartet as a whole was nicknamed.


  That show of symmetry has a more immediate payoff when the exposition is repeated. After its second playing, the tonal trajectory goes into reverse, and the movement reaches that phase (the so-called development) most firmly associated with motivic derivations and recombinations, on the way to the FOP. It is precisely here that, in an ironic gesture of our own, we will stop tracing Haydn’s thematische Arbeit. It is not just that blow-by-blow verbal descriptions of musical processes are ultimately supererogatory (not to mention tedious). It is also apparent, or should be, that the “development section” has no special lock on motivic development. Motivic elaboration—a newly enriched elaborative process in which the whole texture participates—is a constant characteristic of Haydn’s “new and special manner.” What is distinctive about the section between the double bar and the double return is its harmonic instability, not its thematic or motivic content.


  The second movement of the quartet is the minuet, placed ahead of the slow movement rather than afterwards. This is not all that unusual. The all-purpose divertimentos out of which the mature quartet genre “precipitated” often had two minuets, one before the slow movement, the other after; for Haydn it was just a choice, so to speak, of which minuet to drop. More unusual as of 1781 was the use of the word “scherzo” (or scherzando) to designate this one movement rather than the divertimento as a whole, for which the word was an occasional synonym.


  EX. 10-6B Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), II, mm. 1–10, 21–26
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  As we may recall from Monteverdi’s prior employment of the word (see chapter 1), its literal meaning is “joke” or “jest,” which might possibly seem to be the source of the quartet’s familiar nickname. But no, all the minuets in op. 33 sport the designation (and four out of six are placed like this one, as the second movement). The meaning might seem more a performance direction than a category: do the minuet a little faster than usual (hence the explicit instruction “allegro”), and do it playfully. Playfulness is built in, though: the eight-bar opening phrase is extended to an asymmetrical ten because of the stalling (or echo) tactics of the two violins in mm. 5–6. And then the silly wobble on the “dominant ninth” (C-flat) gets “developed” sequentially in mm. 21–24, dignifying it ironically by introversive recall (see Ex. 10-6b). A mock-silly piece, then?


  Perhaps so, but with an important qualification. If we look at the scherzo with minuettish expectations, we immediately notice something “wrong.” The tonal trajectory is askew. The first strain never leaves the tonic. The modulation to the dominant takes place at the beginning of the second strain, and serves in lieu of a FOP. (To the extent that there is a FOP, it is just the little chromatic extension provided by the development of the “wobble,” as noted.) And the traditional final gesture, the double return, here amounts to a full, literal restatement of the first strain, pointless wobble and all. This impoverished sequence of events—failure to modulate before the double bar; the use of the dominant as FOP; full literal restatement of the first strain at the double return—is scrupulously reproduced in the Trio, marking it not as a casual departure from normal procedure, but as a sort of alternative normal procedure in its own right. The texture, too, now seems impoverished: it is just the sort of rigidly layered texture—first violin melody over second violin figuration over downbeat punctuations in the bass, the viola rendered altogether superfluous and dispensable—that one might have found in a “divertimento” before Haydn ever started fashioning his new and special manner of quartet writing (Ex. 10-6c).


  EX. 10-6C Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), II, mm. 35–42 (first strain of the Trio)
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  What we are dealing with then, is not so much a mock-silly piece as a mock-primitive one—a highly sophisticated composer imitating (thus mocking) the efforts of uncouth village musicians. (For the ultimate in this sort of slumming spoof see Mozart’s hilarious if far from subtle Divertimento in F, K. 522, subtitled Ein musikalischer Spass, “A Musical Joke” [= scherzo].) In Haydn’s late symphonies, too, one often finds the evocation of folk or peasant styles in the minuets (there more as a matter of harmonic or “modal” color, often involving the raised or “Lydian” fourth degree over a bagpipelike drone bass). There is also a whole group of late symphonic minuets in which the first strain is recapitulated in the second; but in these the first strain had made its customary modulation, and so its “recapitulation” is adjusted to reaffirm the tonic, just as in the “sonata form.” The late symphonic minuet is thus a sonata hybrid, and extra sophisticated.


  That cannot be said of the scherzi in op. 33. They are “extroversively ironic,” evoking a folkish or “country” style just to point up the distance from there to courtly perfection. Thus while Haydn is often applauded for his peasant origins (even by himself in retrospect when talking to fawning biographers), it is evident that his artistic loyalties and sympathies were entirely aristocratic, and that his frequent evocations of peasant music were no manifestation of class solidarity, as they might have been in a nineteenth-century composer, but a bit of humorous rustic exoticism.


  A folkish style, in any case, had only a “class” or “regional” connotation for a composer in eighteenth-century Austria, never a “national” one. Folkishness was marked as bumpkinry and regarded with condescension vis-à-vis the unmarked (cosmopolitan, aristocratic) default style of “quality.” That was only inevitable in Haydn’s time and place, especially in the multinational Hapsburg (“Holy Roman”) Empire, whose identity was associated not with any ethnicity, nor even with any place, but with an ancient dynasty. Haydn’s politics, like that of his patrons, was a dynastic politics, and nowhere is this more apparent than when he trades in “rustic” or “ethnic” stereotypes.


  The quartet’s slow movement, as usual, is cast in the most “original,” least classifiable form; but (again as usual) that form is based on very familiar and intelligible procedures. The opening eight-bar duet (Ex. 10-6d), in which the viola, very strikingly, gets to enunciate the movement’s lyrical main theme (thus reasserting its courtly “emancipated” role after its rustic subordination), is repeated three more times in different instrumental pairings, with textural elaborations in the form of countermelodies, and with intervening episodes to provide tonal contrasts. That’s all there is to it; the charm of this movement lies in the detail work.


  EX. 10-6D Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), III, mm. 1–8
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  The four varied repetitions of the melody exhaust the “rational” pairs into which the four instruments in a string quartet can be grouped. After the unaccompanied duet for the two lower instruments, the first repetition, which takes place immediately, is scored for the “upper pair,” that is, the two violins, minimally accompanied by a murmur in the cello that bridges the caesura between the phrases in a manner that might recall (and thus restore to courtly grace) the rustic “wobble” from the preceding movement. After an episode in echo style that pulls the music out of its tonic and returns it (like a good “development section”) to its dominant, the theme returns in the “inner” pair (second violin and viola), while the first violin keeps up the cello’s “murmur” as a steady accompaniment of sixteenth notes.


  Another echo episode, melodically similar to the first but harmonically different, leads the music on another wayward path to the dominant to prepare the final statement of the main theme, by the “outer pair” (first violin and cello, with the second violin occasionally taking the notes of the lower voice so as to free the cello to provide a better bass). Now the viola provides the running murmur and the second violin, when not spelling the cello, contributes a harmonic filler. The coda unites reminiscences of the theme with reminiscences of the episodes.


  And now at last to the movement that gave the “Joke” Quartet its nickname. The theme of the finale is shaped exactly like those of the Scherzo and Trio: a repeated eight-bar strain that cadences in the tonic key (Ex. 10-6e), followed by a second strain that moves out to the dominant and ends there with a literal repeat of the first strain. Minus the repeats, this theme comes back literally halfway through the movement, marking the movement as a rondo and the material between the two statements of the theme as a motivically “developmental” episode. These are the internal relationships on which the movement’s “introversive” signaling will depend.


  EX. 10-6E Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), IV, mm. 1–8
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  Several features of the theme are tailor-made for such treatment. For one thing, its first note, repeated over the bar for emphasis, is the third degree of the scale, expressed as the middle member of the tonic triad. That is no accident. It enables Haydn to precede each repetition (both of the whole theme and of its final “recapitulatory” strain) with a jolly maximum of pseudo-suspense, produced each time by a dominant-seventh chord with the dissonant tone exposed on top and followed by a rest to boost the sense of urgency toward predictable resolution on the first note of the theme. These chords all but palpably point at their successors: that is introversive semiotics at its rawest and bluntest—so much so that Haydn is moved to spoof the effect in mm. 137–40 with superfluous repetitions and fermatas (Ex. 10-6f).


  EX. 10-6F Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), IV, mm. 133–140
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  Also deliberately blunt and stolid is the way the opening strain of the theme (Ex. 10-6e) ends in m. 8: right on the beat without the characteristic [image: Image] fall-off rhythm found at all analogous points in the tune (compare mm. 2 and 4). This too gets joshed with a fermata on its last repetition. But although brought about by the same stop-time effect, this spoof is the virtual opposite of the one that came before. What made the fermatas in Ex. 10-6f funny was absolute certainty as to what would have to follow. In m. 148, the premature closure of the phrase creates real doubt as to what will follow. Haydn has engineered a deliberate breakdown of the introversive signaling system.


  He capitalizes on the breakdown by producing something utterly unexpected: a repetition of mm. 145–48 (the final phrase of the theme) in a ludicrous mock-tragic tone, produced by a switch to adagio tempo, heavy chords (one of them an extra-dissonant “dominant ninth”) marked forte, and a panting “speech rhythm” in the first violin (Ex. 10-6g). One last, hesitant, repetition of the rondo theme, all the phrases spaced out with “general pauses,” brings the movement to an embarrassed end (Ex. 10-6h). Or tries to. The stubbornly incomplete final phrase again proves inadequate. And so, after four measures of mock indecision, the first phrase gets pressed into duty as an emergency last phrase. It has the correct harmonic content and it has the correct rhythmic weight (with a proper [image: Image] at the end). Its fatal drawback, of course, is that it has been marked by many repetitions, each one setting an “introversive” precedent, as an opener, not a closer.


  And so whenever this ending is performed, it takes the audience an extra second or so to recover its wits and realize that the piece is indeed over. The result is an inevitable giggle—the same giggle that overtakes a prestidigitator’s audience when it realizes that it has been “had.” Haydn’s titular joke is thus not an “anecdote” but a “practical joke,” the product of misdirection.


  Of course nothing so thoroughly spoils a good joke as an endeavor like the one now underway to explain it verbally. Like any attempt to manipulate an audience’s expectations, this one succeeds unawares or not at all. But what Haydn did here for once broadly and obviously, he does subtly and artfully on every page of his mature instrumental music, as inspecting the first movement of this very quartet has already established for us. Like the “Farewell” Symphony, it illustrates the symbiosis that subsisted between a composer of superb selfconsciousness and a correspondingly discerning patron. The prince’s demands gave Haydn many specific projects into which he could channel the spontaneous promptings of his creative urge. As Jean-Jacques Rousseau might have said, the conditions of his existence, a bondage to many, paradoxically forced Haydn to be free.


  EX. 10-6G Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), IV, mm. 145–152
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  EX. 10-6H Franz Joseph Haydn, Quartet in E-flat, Op. 33, no. 2 (“The Joke”), IV, end
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  THE LONDON TOURS


  Haydn remained in active service to the Esterházys, and in full-time residence on their estates, until Prince Nikolaus’s sudden death on 28 September 1790. The latter’s son and successor, Prince Anton, uninterested in music, disbanded his father’s orchestra and opera establishment. This was no disaster for Haydn but yet another stroke of good fortune. He remained, according to the terms of Prince Nikolaus’s will, on full salary as titular Kapellmeister, and drew a pension on top of it, but was no longer under any actual obligation to his patron. He was able to settle in Vienna and pursue a fully subsidized life as a freelance artist. As things turned out, his new status made it possible for him to accept a fantastic offer that unexpectedly came his way and embark on what amounted to a new career as international celebrity under newly viable economic and social conditions.


  At the time of Prince Nikolaus’s death, a German-born violinist and minor composer named Johann Peter Salomon, who had moved to England and set himself up as a concert entrepreneur, happened to be in Cologne to recruit talent for his upcoming London season. Immediately on reading in the newspapers of the Prince’s demise, he swooped down on Haydn in Vienna, barging in on the composer one evening with the announcement (as Haydn later punningly paraphrased it to his biographers), “I am Salomon of London and have come to fetch you. Tomorrow we will arrange an accord” (that is, sign a contract—or tune up a fiddle, play in tune, etc.).9


  The contract was signed by 8 December. According to its terms, Salomonundertook to pay Haydn a huge fee in return for an opera, six symphonies, and some other miscellaneous pieces, all to be performed under Haydn’s personal direction at a series of twelve London subscription concerts to be given at Salomon’s risk at a public concert hall on Hanover Square that had formerly been used for the Bach-Abel concerts. It had a seating capacity of around eight hundred. When standees were present, the room could accommodate well over a thousand.
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  FIG. 10-8 Johann Peter Salomon, Haydn’s promoter, in a portrait by Thomas Hardy. This painting was then engraved by Hardy and hawked by the London publisher John Bland.


  


  Salomon and Haydn crossed the English Channel together on New Year’s Day, 1791, for what would prove to be for Haydn the first of two extended, acclaimed, and highly lucrative stays in the British capital. The first concert took place on Friday, 11 March, and the series continued on Fridays thereafter until 3 June. The first-night program was typical of the lot. As always, it was a miscellany. Although Haydn “presided at the harpsichord” as his contract stipulated, most of the music performed—various vocal and instrumental solos, including a “Concertante” for harp and piano by the Czech composer Jan Ladislav Dussek—was actually by other composers. The pièce de resistance, which occupied the place of honor at the opening of the concert’s second half, was Haydn’s “New Grand Overture,” as the program put it. At all subsequent Salomon concerts the new Haydn piece would occupy this position in the program. It was the favored place because it was only then that the whole audience could be reliably assumed to have assembled. As one member of the first-night public put it, “by the beginning of the second act we concluded that all had arrived who intended to come.”10 The “New Grand Overture” given its first performance at the first Haydn-Salomon concert was actually his Symphony no. 92 in G major, composed in 1789, not yet one of the new symphonies Salomon had commissioned, but new to London. (It is now nicknamed the “Oxford” Symphony because it was given again at a concert in July at the University of Oxford, where Haydn had been invited to receive an honorary Doctor of Music degree.) It was repeated a week later, at the second Salomon concert, before a much larger crowd, along with one of the quartets from Haydn’s op. 64. The first of Haydn’s actual “Salomon” Symphonies to be performed—that is, the first symphony actually composed in London for the Salomon series—was the one now known as No. 96 in D major. It was given for the first time at the fourth concert on Friday, 1 April. (It now has the nickname “Miracle” because according to Haydn’s biographer Dies, at a subsequent performance the audience is said to have arisen spontaneously at its conclusion and come forward toward the stage, thus evading a large chandelier that happened to fall at that moment.)


  The next year, 1792, a new Haydn-Salomon Friday subscription series began on 17 February and lasted until 18 May. By now Haydn had had a chance to compose several major works on English soil, and his concerts contained many world premières of now-classic compositions. To choose one for a close look is as arbitrary and invidious an exercise as ever; but a special combination of typical and unique features recommends the symphony first performed on the evening of 23 March, shortly before Haydn’s sixtieth birthday.


  Its typical features are those of what amounted to a new genre: what the English were calling the “Grand Overture,” and what we might half-facetiously call the Subscription Symphony—concert symphonies written not for aristocratic salons where the audience might number perhaps a hundred, but for big public halls where the audience might number a thousand. At the time of his London visit, Haydn already had some experience composing on this new “heroic” scale. He had been writing subscription symphonies since about 1785, when he received a commission from Paris for a set of six symphonies to be performed at a new concert series set up in competition with the venerable Concert Spirituel, where Haydn’s works had become popular.


  The new sponsoring organization, called Le Concert de la Loge Olympique, was run by a Masonic lodge that included among its members many aristocratic amateurs. Its orchestra was huge; when playing at full strength it could draw on forty violins and ten double basses. Its chief patron, Claude-François-Marie Rigoley, the Count d’Ogny, offered Haydn a fee larger by orders of magnitude than any he had ever received, and which he at first did not believe. Under the circumstances, it is hardly surprising that Haydn’s “Paris” Symphonies—nos. 82–87 in the standard numbering—have a notably expanded format. His new, much grander style would henceforth be Haydn’s normal symphonic practice, since a composer of Haydn’s celebrity could now count on “subscription” performances for all his orchestral works.


  Opening movements were now apt to be preceded by somewhat portentous slow introductions, sometimes soft and mysterious, more often in the manner of a fanfare. This was a practical move as much as an esthetic one: the dimming of lights in concert halls was something that electricity would not make possible for another hundred years or so; the audience needed a signal to pay attention. The inner movements grew significantly in dimensions. The minuets in particular took on girth, and this affected not only their duration but also their shape. As a way of controlling the longer duration, the use of a “double return” (or quasi-recapitulation) of the first strain at the end of the second became standard practice. (This is now often called the “rounded binary” form.) In addition, the trio was now apt to contrast decisively—in tempo, in scoring, often in mode or harmonic idiom—with the minuet that enclosed it. Finally, the concluding movements were apt to be cast in a fast [image: Image] meter derived from the contredanse (thus creating a dance pair with the minuet that actually reflected the contemporary ballroom repertoire); and their form was greatly expanded by putting “development sections,” full of harmonic adventure and motivic ingenuity, in place of the neutral “episodes” of the simpler rondo form.


  ADDRESSING THRONGS


  Every point made in the foregoing paragraph applies fully to the Symphony in G major (no. 94 in the standard numbering), the one first given in London on 23 March 1792. Everything about it exemplifies the trend toward big public utterance. Most conspicuously, the London symphonies augment the sheer performing forces so that the normal Haydn orchestra now includes, as standard operating equipment, pairs of flutes, oboes, bassoons, trumpets, and horns, as well as kettledrums. A close look at the first movement of No. 94, moreover, will reveal another aspect of “Grand Overture” style—the rhetorical techniques by which Haydn now addressed large crowds. Again, having the score at hand is highly recommended.
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  FIG. 10-9 Anonymous portrait of Haydn painted in 1795, showing the score of the “Surprise” Symphony open on the piano.


  


  The slow introduction (Ex. 10-7a) begins on a pastoral note, unmistakably sounded by the horn with its bagpiper drones on the tonic pitch. “Characteristic” or “topical” gestures like this were practically de rigueur in big public symphonies. The biggest success Haydn ever enjoyed with a London audience came with another G-major symphony (no. 100 in the standard numbering), first performed on 31 March 1794, during Haydn’s second London visit. Its slow movement featured unexpected solos for bass drum, triangle, and cymbal—marching-band percussion—for which reason the work became immediately famous as the “Military” Symphony. Like all symphonic slow introductions, the one in Symphony no. 94 proceeds through a FOP to a “half cadence” on the dominant: its essential function is to enable a running harmonic jump on the fast music to enhance the all-important rhythmic/tonal momentum that is the virtual raison d’être of a “subscription symphony’s” first movement.


  EX. 10-7A Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), I, slow introduction
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  Notice a trick already familiar from the “Joke” Quartet: Haydn leaves the slow introduction hanging on the seventh of the dominant-seventh chord, so as to “point” all the more urgently at the main body of the movement and produce a moment of “electric” silence, the silence of intense expectation. There will be a lot of electric silence in this movement, as in all of the “London” symphonies. Another thing that breaking off on the seventh of the chord mandates, of course, is that the first note of the main theme is going to have to be the third degree of the scale, the note to which the seventh has to resolve. This happens so often with Haydn that a theme beginning on the third degree is virtually his stylistic fingerprint.


  The amazingly pliant theme that now begins in this way is novel in our experience: everything about it is geared toward momentum, with the result that it almost doesn’t register as a melody the way previous Haydn themes have done. It never has a chance. It is only four bars long—or not even that long, really, since (and this is the real point) it does not come to a proper end. Its interrupted cadence is the most significant and calculated thing about it (Ex. 10-7b).


  Taking an even closer look, we see that the whole structure of this tiny theme is pointed ineluctably toward the cadence that never happens. The tune begins on the second half of the bar and unfolds sequentially, which means that every measure points rhythmically to the next—and harmonically, too, since the initial pickup is unexpectedly harmonized with a chromatic tone—G[image: Image], the leading tone of the “V of ii”—initiating a miniature tonal trajectory that proceeds by half measures through the circle of fifths, putting off the tonic demanded by the slow introduction for another couple of measures. And when it comes, on the downbeat of the second full measure, that long-awaited tonic is immediately weakened by the use of contrapuntal sleight-of-hand: an accented passing tone in the first violin, followed by an inversion of the whole texture, the second violin entering in the second half of the bar with a rhythmically compressed imitation at the lower octave of the first violin’s opening phrase, while the first violin immediately cancels the G with the second violin’s old G[image: Image], thus initiating a replay of the whole circle-of-fifths trajectory.


  Thus the downbeat of the fourth full measure has taken on a huge significance in advance: it has been multiply marked (by rhythm and harmony) as the defining cadence of the opening theme. What every musically sensitive ear now expects is a cadence note, a caesura (little rest to denote a phrase end), and then probably a repetition of the four bars (as in Ex. 10-7c), to form a “parallel period,” presumably to be followed by some contrasting material and possibly a return to the opening to round things off.


  And that is precisely what does not happen. Instead, the whole orchestra suddenly pounces on the moment that had been, so to speak, reserved for the thematic cadence, preempting it and (what is most startling) eliding the caesura, the expected moment of demarcative silence. This “elided cadence,” as we may call it, introduced by an unanticipated loud tutti, is one of Haydn’s trustiest devices to get the rhythmic and harmonic ball rolling at the beginning of a “subscription symphony.” By the time one has heard a number of them, one anticipates the “unanticipated” tutti. But even if one has learned to expect it, its function as a disruptive event remains clear and potent.


  The present case is an extreme one. Usually Haydn allows the equivalent of what is shown in Ex. 10-7c to take place before lopping off the ending with an elision and a tutti. Compare, for example, the analogous spot in Symphony no. 96, premiered during the 1791 season, where two phrases sound as antecedent and consequence before the Big Bang (Ex. 10-7d). The quicker progress toward the interrupted cadence in Symphony No. 94 only intensifies momentum, because the function of the passage the Big Bang introduces is to modulate to the secondary key. Thus the tonic is being abandoned here almost before it has had a chance to assert itself. The ratio between theme and transition in this movement is skewed heavily in favor of the latter. The emphasis, even more than usually, will be on process, not presentation. Tonally speaking, we are in for a roller-coaster ride.


  EX. 10-7B Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), I, Vivace assai, mm. 1–5
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  And in this particular movement, as befits the truncated thematic presentation, the ride is going to be an exceptionally twisty and angular one, fuller than ever of characteristically Haydnesque feints. The telltale moment in any tonal transition is the moment when the leading tone to the new tonic appears. This happens in m. 30, with the introduction (typically, smuggled in on the weaker beat of the bar) of the C[image: Image], prefiguring a cadence on D, the dominant. But a scant three bars later the C[image: Image], is neutralized by a C-natural, and the harmony veers back unexpectedly to the starting point, the C-natural (the “seventh” of the dominant) getting its usual heavy emphasis (mm. 35–38) to heighten the expectation of the tonic’s return (Ex. 10-7e).


  EX. 10-7C Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), hypothetical “symmetrical” version of Ex. 10–7b
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  EX. 10-7D Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 96, I, mm. 18–26
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  We seem to be back at the starting point; but this time the elided cadence (m. 43) does produce the inevitable modulation to the dominant. (And that is the purpose of the initial avoidance: to stave off the inevitable is the essence of suspense, as any dramatist knows.) Even this time, though, there is a feint: in m. 54 the opening themelet comes back in D minor, from which D major, the dominant, must be reapproached. Both the return of the theme and the key in which it is couched come off like impromptu diversionary tactics, an essential part of the movement’s highly calculated strategy.


  The arrival of the dominant (m. 66) is marked by a slyly flatfooted vamp—an accompaniment in search of a tune. (The term “vamp,” while often used in connection with twentiethcentury popular music, is not in fact an anachronism; its use can been traced as far back as the early eighteenth century, and it is found in Dr. Burney’s History.) What seems to be the awaited tune (m. 70) only prolongs the vamp with an aimless scale. But all at once the scale veers into a cadence (m. 77–79) that at last introduces what might be called a “second theme” (mm. 80–94) in the dominant, hardly less laconic than its predecessor in the tonic. It is quickly superseded by closing fanfares.


  The exposition’s final eccentricity is the way it ends (Ex. 10-7f), not on the expected D but on another suspenseful “vamp,” a repeated B in the first violins. This is the note with which the first theme began, of course, and it makes possible, first, a delightfully unpredictable lurch into the repeat and, second, an immediate point of departure into the tonal vagaries of the development.


  EX. 10-7E Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), I, mm. 30–38
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  As in the case of the “Joke” Quartet, it would be best to leave off the detailed descriptive commentary at this point, before the inevitable tedium of blow-by-blow description sets in. By now, in any case, the point has been made: the important matter in this symphonic “argument” is not the thematic content but the tonal trajectory, to which the themes are accessories. And yet Haydn remains sensitive enough to the need for thematic integrity that he builds the movement’s coda—unexpectedly, but very satisfyingly—into the originally expected “full statement” of the first theme as a balanced pair of cadenced phrases (compare Ex. 10-7g with Ex. 10-7c).


  There is a hint of a moral here, a gratifying sense that unfinished business has at last been attended to, giving the whole movement a sense of achieved and unified design in which the thematic content and the tonal trajectory have cooperated. And yet in a “subscription symphony,” there can be no doubt about priorities. The tonal trajectory is what finally counts. It has been turned into a very dramatic—that is, a highly “dramatized”—affair, in which harmonic and (especially) dynamic feints are the active ingredients, and in which the dual rhetorical strategy is that of building suspense, only to take the listener by surprise.


  EX. 10-7F Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), I, mm. 101–107
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  And that is why Symphony no. 94 is in its way the quintessential Haydn “subscription symphony”: it is the one that is actually called the “Surprise” Symphony, a nickname that might have been applied to any or all of its counterparts. The reason why this particular symphony was so singled out has to do with the second movement, the Andante, which is cast as a set of variations on a theme in C major.


  VARIATION AND DEVELOPMENT


  The theme is cast in as regular and symmetrical a binary structure as Haydn ever employed: thirty-two bars in all, cast in repeated parallel periods (the first eight bars reaching a half cadence and then repeated; the second eight, beginning similarly, achieving full closure and then repeated). Haydn actually sketched the theme out as a pair of eight-bar phrases with repeats (see Fig. 10-10). But then he got another idea (Ex. 10-8a), one of his most famous inspirations.


  What throws all symmetry out of whack (and the word is chosen advisedly) is the big thump at the end of m. 16. It comes at the least expectable place, the off beat of the last bar of an eight-bar phrase. That beat is unaccented at no fewer than five metrical levels: the measure of which it is an unaccented part is the unaccented member of a pair with its predecessor; that pair of measures is the unaccented member of a pair with its two-bar predecessor; that group of four measures is the unaccented member of a pair with its four-bar predecessor; and the whole resultant eight-bar phrase is the unaccented repetition of the movement’s opening eight-bar phrase. Haydn has bent even further over backward to lull the listener into a state of complacency by marking the repetition of the opening phrase at a softer dynamic level (pianissimo, a direction he used only for special effects), by removing the second violins from the melody line, and by having the three lower parts plucked rather than bowed, all of which made it necessary to write all sixteen bars out in full rather than relying on a repeat sign as in the first draft.


  EX. 10-7G Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), I, mm. 218–228
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  The sudden blast is marked forte in the winds, fortissimo in the strings, and beefed up into “triple stops” (three-note chords) in the two violin parts. Most unusually, even recklessly, the timpani part is marked fortissimo, practically insuring that the drumbeat will drown all the other instruments out. And such seems to have been the calculation: the symphony is actually called Symphonie mit dem Paukenschlag (“Symphony with that kettledrum stroke”) in German. The English sobriquet was given it almost immediately after the first performance. The Oracle, a London newspaper, reported the next morning that


  
    Act 2nd opened with a first performance of the GRAND OVERTURE composed by HAYDN for that evening. The Second Movement was equal to the happiest of this great Master’s conceptions. The surprise might not be unaptly likened to the situation of a beautiful Shepherdess who, lulled to slumber by the murmur of a distant Waterfall, starts alarmed by the unexpected firing of a fowling-piece.11

  


  It was Andrew Ashe, the first flutist in Salomon’s orchestra, who claimed responsibility for the actual nickname. In a memoir set down in 1803, he wrote of the symphony that “I christened it the Surprise when I announced it for my Benefit Concert & my valued friend Haydn thank’d me for giving it such an appropriate Name.”12 People speculated wildly as to the reason for the strange event. There was certainly call for such speculation, since the big noise was (to put it mildly) “introversively underdetermined.” There was nothing to motivate it from within; it pointed to nothing else in the score (except, perhaps, ironically). And so an extroversive explanation was sought. The reviewer for the Oracle accounted for it, as we have seen, by inventing a story for it to “imitate.” A more general opinion was that it was meant to awaken sleepers in the hall. Dies, one of Haydn’s biographers, is probably responsible for its spread in subsequent accounts (including some versions in which it is old Prince Esterházy, two years dead by then, whom Haydn is supposedly nudging out of slumber). Griesinger, the competing biographer, put the matter to Haydn in an interview:


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 10-10 Haydn’s surpriseless original sketch for the Andante of Symphony no. 94.


  


  EX. 10-8A Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), II, mm. 1–16
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    I asked him once in jest if it were true that he wrote the Andante with the kettledrum beat in order to waken the English public that had gone to sleep at his concert. “No,” he answered me. “Rather it was my wish to surprise the public with something new, and to make a début in a brilliant manner so as not to be outdone by my pupil [Ignaz] Pleyel, who at that time was engaged by an orchestra in London which had begun its concert series eight days before mine.”13

  


  In this very plausible anecdote, the big surprise was motivated as a sort of practical joke, or what we would now call a publicity stunt, to get people talking or (more likely) writing in the papers, and to outshine an upstart competitor. What makes the story plausible is the way it embodies a response to circumstances—for Haydn, new circumstances that would increasingly come to characterize the social and economic aspects of European music making in the new nineteenth century. Concert life—first of all in England, where in 1792 it was not at all a new thing, but everywhere soon enough—would henceforth function as something of a free market, in which composers had not only to address large crowds but to lure them, and in which professional reviewers acted as middlemen, mediating on behalf of artists (or against them!) and influencing public taste. The role and the function of arts criticism as we know it today were the creations of the English public and of the professional concert life that first got under way in England, and Haydn was one of the early objects of its ministrations. He was first of all its beneficiary, but he was not unaffected by its influence, since we are perhaps most easily influenced by those who praise us (and pay us).


  Thus Haydn’s “surprise” was an amiable early symptom of change to a new rhetorical manner that arose from a new musical ecosystem, conditioning a radical augmentation in the sheer dimensions of symphonic music and also a revolution in its content, which was increasingly likely to embody extroversive (or, in contemporary language, “characteristic”) references.


  As to the further progress of Haydn’s slow movement, one particular variation should be singled out for the neat way it delineates the difference between “variation” and “development” as ways of elaborating on themes. That variation is the second, cast in the parallel minor. Despite the changed mode, the first half of it hardly differs from the preceding variation, wherein the theme, given to the second violin, had acted as a cantus firmus against which the first violin (doubled once at the octave by the flute) contributed a “division” or filigree counterpoint. That is an unusually simple and old-fashioned sort of variation, but in its simplicity it illustrates the essential characteristic of the variation genre, namely adherence to the basic shape—the phrase structure and the harmonic trajectory—of the theme.


  Just so, the first half of the minor-mode variation hews closely to the rhythmic and tonal shape of the theme. It is the same eight bars in length; the caesuras come at the same place, and its cadential destination is the same, making allowance for the changed mode (III rather than V being the usual half-cadence point in the minor). The second half of the variation might have been written to the same prescription: it might have started on E[image: Image] or its dominant, had a caesura after four measures on the dominant of C minor, and made full closure on the tonic in the eighth measure. That would have been the normal, predictable procedure.


  Instead, Haydn begins the second half on E[image: Image], all right, but he aims it at the original dominant (G) rather than the tonic; and once having reached it, draws it out for its suspense value, as one might do in a “retransition” before a double return. Thus the whole variation is cast retrospectively as tonally “open” and unstable: it begins in one place and ends in another, on a note of unresolved tension that must await resolution in the next variation. The second half is unrepeated and asymmetrical in phrase structure. With a length of eighteen measures, it can only be parsed into pairs once before hitting an unreducible (odd) number. It contains no regular caesuras; rather, its one caesura, separating the main body of the section from the single-line “drawing-out” of the dominant, divides its 18 bars into 13 + 5, two prime numbers. Above all, it does not reproduce the melody of the theme as such but rather plays upon a motive extracted from it, tossed sequentially between the bass and viola parts (see Ex. 10-8b) to sustain the harmonic momentum.


  EX. 10-8B Comparison of the opening of Ex. 10-8a with its “development” in the minor variation
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  All of these traits—harmonic instability, asymmetry of phrase structure, thematische Arbeit (extraction and recombination of motives)—are traits that collectively describe the “development,” as opposed to the mere “variation,” of themes. Haydn certainly recognized this distinction and traded on it. The sudden introduction of restless and exciting developmental writing into the placid confines of a variations movement was another glorious surprise, no less worthy of immortality than the redoubtable kettledrum stroke. It serves further to “symphonicize”—to make impressively public and rhetorical—the music of a “subscription symphony,” which was becoming an increasingly monumental genre.


  Once the tonic is regained at m. 75 it is never again challenged; in compensation, however, the variations become ever quirkier and more “surprising.” The nattering oboe solo at m. 75, for example, holds good only for half of a binary half, so to speak: just the first “A” out of AABB. Instead of being repeated, it is replaced at m. 83 by another “cantus firmus” variation, in which the original theme is played by the violins to support a woodwind obbligato. That texture then holds good for both B phrases, getting us as far as m. 107, where a pair of “sandwich” variations begins. The big and brassy tutti, led by the violins in sextolets, is dropped after eight measures in favor of an utterly contrasting idea marked pianissimo e dolce (very soft and sweet). The soft and sweet idea continues into the B phrase, but the big and brassy tutti is resumed for conclusion, thus: AabB, where capital letters stand for big-and-brassy and small letters for soft-and-sweet. The coda, derived (that is, “developed”) from the “A” material, harbors one last surprise: the use of soft but very dissonant harmony (dominant-ninth chords on tonic and dominant over a tonic pedal) to lend an air of uncanny poignancy.


  MORE SURPRISES


  No less surprising is this symphony’s minuet, marked at an outlandish tempo (allegro molto) that turns it into another dance altogether: a Deutscher (or “Teitsch”), the “German dance” familiar to us from the ballroom scene in Don Giovanni, where it served to accompany the lubberly steps of that unlikeliest of couples, Leporello and Masetto. It comes (or at least begins) in Haydn replete with its traditional oom-pah-pah accompaniment. As danced in the Austrian countryside the Deutscher was known as the Walzer (from wälzen, “to roll”) after its characteristic whirling step. Within a generation this adapted peasant dance, known variously as valse or waltz, would be the main high-society ballroom dance throughout Europe and in all its cultural colonies.


  Haydn played an important role in this dissemination. His use of this exotic dance type in his Salomon symphonies was a novelty to the London audience and caused a sensation. Haydn responded to the demand thus created with a set of a dozen Deutsche Tänze set for a typical Viennese dance band (clarinets among the winds, no violas). What is of particular historical significance is the fact that the famous composer of concert music also considered it a part of his job description to furnish ballroom dances for the use of the same social set who attended his concerts. Thus, although the symphony and its performance occasions were becoming increasingly specialized, they were not as yet altogether cut off from more utilitarian genres, and neither was the composer. Haydn’s concert audiences, both at home and abroad, thus heard actual ballroom dances in contemporary use (minuets, contredanses, waltzes) as part of the typical symphony. And thus, ineluctably, they had a different relationship to the genre, and a different attitude toward it, from any that we (for whom all its dances are obsolete “museum pieces”) can have today. Concert music, however monumentalized or rarefied, still enjoyed some semblance of symbiosis with eighteenth-century daily life. The concert hall was not yet a museum.


  This holds especially for the finale of the “Surprise” Symphony, which is cast in the meter and tempo of a perfectly recognizable (and danceable) contredanse—or “country dance,” as the Londoners still knew it and danced it.


  This finale is a remarkable tour de force, one of Haydn’s most accomplished hybrids or syntheses of rondo and “sonata” forms. Its main theme, whose first pair of balanced phrases is given in Ex. 10-9a, is thirty-eight bars long and has a fully articulated and “closed” shape. In its selfsufficiency it contrasts starkly with the terse little phrase that gets the first movement going. Such structural selfsufficiency stamps it immediately as the theme of a rondo, not a “sonata-allegro.” But at its very conclusion the theme is cut off before its time by an elided cadence, dramatized by a sudden tutti attack—the “Big Bang” familiar to us from the first movement, and to Haydn’s London subscribers from just about every first and last movement they heard from his pen. This was the essential “subscription symphony” idea, and immediately stamps the movement as one that will emphasizethetonal trajectory.Unlike a simplerondo, it is to be a thing not of well-shaped themes but of departures, transitions, and arrivals in the manner of the “sonata” form.
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  FIG. 10-11 Country Dance, by Hogarth (The Analysis of Beauty, 1753).


  


  EX. 10-9A Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), IV, mm. 1-8
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  EX. 10-9B Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 94 in G (“Surprise”), IV, mm. 138–48
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  That sudden tutti initiates the expected swing to the dominant, where a second theme awaits. In what by now seems a typical gesture, Haydn prolongs the wait with a bar of silence (m. 74) just to get the audience to sit up and beg. And if we may press the canine analogy just a bit farther, Haydn throws a bone to the Kenner und Liebhaber in the house by fashioning the accompaniment to the second theme out of the opening motive from the first theme. At m. 87 another tutti attack on an elided cadence reasserts the momentum of the tonal trajectory. The characteristically heavy insistence on the seventh of the dominant seventh (first presented as a brute unison in m. 100) unmistakably signals a return of the rondo theme in the tonic—something that would be unthinkable in “pure” sonata form. The heaviness of the insistence is a typically surprising yet communicative introversive sign, meant to give the audience a pleasurable jolt.


  Note, by the way, that once again a main theme has been constructed with an emphasis on the third degree of the scale (in this case preceded by a two-note pickup, ubiquitous in Haydn finale themes). In fact, the whole formal strategy of the movement is implicit in the way that opening motive highlights the third degree, and might have been predicted. Its reprise halfway through the movement exhibits another typically Haydnesque touch: the doubling of the violins by the bassoon at the lower octave (for precedents within this very symphony, see the coda to the Andante and the trio section of the minuet). Here it is virtually mandated by the unison “middle Cs” in mm. 100–102: only a B in the bassoon register will give the C its proper resolution.


  The tutti that next interrupts the rondo theme (m. 112) stands in for the sonata-form “development”—that is, the section that will arrive by dint of sustained thematische Arbeit at the FOP. And here Haydn pulls off a marvelous harmonic pun. The FOP is iii (B minor), the virtually inevitable choice given the way the note B has been spotlit in so much of the symphony’s thematic content. The decisive cadence to B minor is initiated in m. 138 with the cadential [image: Image] harmony that promises a dominant/tonic follow-through. The importance and the finality of the cadential gesture are signaled by the motivic work: an arpeggio in the first violin that rides the opening motive of the main theme through almost two octaves.


  And then the engine stalls. After a bit of coughing and knocking, the first violins are left alone with the opening motive, still implicitly harmonized by the cadential [image: Image] of B minor. And then, at the pickup to m. 146, the change of a single note (F[image: Image] to G) allows the transformation of the stalled passage into the main rondo theme, and we’re off and running again (see Ex. 10-9b).


  Virtually every late Haydn finale has a passage in which something far out hooks up “unexpectedly” with the pickup to the rondo theme—here too we learn to expect the “unexpected” and wait gleefully for it. But Haydn, knowing this, lets it happen again (at the upbeat to m. 182, made less predictable by modifying the pickup figure) so that he can truly take us by surprise. The version of the rondo theme thus initiated acts like the sonata-form “recapitulation,” bringing the second theme and a “developing” coda in tow, the harmonic surprise of the latter (m. 234) anticipated by another timpani shock to match (and recall) the one in the Andante.


  THE CULMINATING WORK


  As Landon has noted, the “Surprise” Symphony “has justly become a symbol for all Haydn’s music.”14 That is not only because the symphony became the emblematic Haydn genre but also because of the way Haydn transformed the symphony, not only in style but above all in status. When Haydn found it the symphony was just a distinguished sort of party music. He left it a monumental genre that formed the cornerstone of a canon, a publically recognized body of works deemed by lovers of art to have universal or defining value within their culture—a value, be it noted, no longer associated exclusively with a single social class. In their public eloquence, Haydn’s late “subscription symphonies” thus symbolized the nascent democratization of high art. In this way this former retainer to a princely house became one of the emblematic figures of the Enlightenment.


  Which is not to say that Haydn consciously thought of himself as a philosophe, an Enlightened thinker, still less that he harbored (any more than Mozart did) the sort of subversive or anti-aristocratic sentiments we now tend, rather romantically, to associate with the era in which he lived. Nowhere in Haydn’s works, his correspondence, or the vast posthumous biographical literature about him, for example, does he make any reference at all to the French Revolution, the most cataclysmic political event of the century. Indeed, his very late works give us reason to believe that he deplored the Revolution’s consequences. In a pair of monumental Masses—“In Time of War” (In tempore belli, 1796) and “In Distress” (In angustiis, 1798, dedicated to Lord Nelson, the British naval hero)—Haydn appeared as a kind of Official Austrian or composer laureate, giving voice to his Empire’s determined opposition to Napoleon. The same military “topic” that produced giggles in Symphony No. 100 produces shudders when it accompanies the prayer for peace at the end of the Mass in Time of War.


  Even the London “public” to which Haydn’s subscription symphonies made their appeal, while broader than any cohort he had previously addressed with his music, remained a largely aristocratic (or at least propertied) “high society”; the advertisements for Salomon’s concerts were always pitched to “the Nobility and Gentry” (the latter term referring to property owners, noble or not). Haydn was privileged to move at the very highest levels of the notoriously class-conscious British society. He found his access to the high aristocracy highly agreeable and took very seriously King George III’s invitation to settle permanently as a free artist in England under crown patronage.


  This invitation was issued during Haydn’s second stay in the English capital (1794–95), which was even more successful than the first. Haydn was received by the royal family on 1 February 1795, after which he wrote in his diary that “the King, who hitherto could or would only hear Handel’s music, was attentive to mine.”15 Indeed, the king’s evident intention in trying to secure Haydn’s permanent attachment to his court was to make another Handel of him, and to establish Haydn’s concerts as a national institution in perpetuity, like the Handel oratorio festivals given at Westminster Abbey every year, which Haydn found dazzlingly impressive and inspiring.


  In addition to royal blandishments and bedazzlement with the magnificence of English performance traditions, Haydn faced other enticements as well. His diary following the concert of 4 May 1795 contains this entry:


  
    A new Symphony in D, the twelfth and last of the English;… The whole company was thoroughly pleased and so was I. I made four thousand Gulden on this evening. Such a thing is only possible in England.16

  


  The newspaper reviews were fulsome in their praise of the work, showing Haydn to be already a sort of national monument. “He rewarded the good intentions of his friends,” wrote one reviewer,


  
    by writing a new Overture for the occasion, which for fullness, richness, and majesty, in all its parts, is thought by some of the best judges to surpass all his other compositions. A Gentleman, eminent for his musical knowledge, taste, and sound criticism, declared this to be his opinion, That, for fifty years to come Musical Composers would be little better than imitators of Haydn; and would do little more than pour water on his leaves. We hope the prophecy may prove false; but probability seems to confirm the prediction.17

  


  In some ways the prediction was indeed borne out, because Haydn’s London symphonies have never left the repertory, and all subsequent composers in the genre, up to our own time, have perforce had to compete with them. Haydn’s quartets and symphonies, like Mozart’s operas, became the first canonical works of their kind. The culminating symphony (no. 104 in the standard numbering), which bears the same nickname (“London”) as the whole series of twelve, set a benchmark for structural efficiency toward which composers have ever afterward aspired. Its historical fame and its enormous authority demand that we inspect its first movement (preferably, as always, with score at the ready).


  But before we do, it is important to understand why Haydn’s structural efficiency came to command such authority. Haydn himself gave the reason for valuing it when he wrote of another composer’s work in his diary that he flitted from idea to idea, made nothing of his themes, and so one was left “with nothing in one’s heart.”18 The economy and logic of thematic development for which Haydn became famous (and which is often—erroneously—looked upon as the “main point” or motivating idea of the sonata form) was valued not as a demonstration of technical virtuosity but as an intensifier, and a deepener, of sentiment. With this caveat in mind, we may indeed find Haydn’s technical virtuosity as astounding as did his contemporaries, to say nothing of the generations of composers who have avidly studied and emulated his work.


  The slow introduction (Ex. 10-10a) is proclamatory—the audience-summoning fanfare most typical of subscription symphonies. One lady in the first-night audience thought the rising fifth, dramatized by fermatas, was a recollection of a vendor’s cry (“Fresh cod!”) that Haydn heard in the market. (There was an old tradition of “Cryes” in English music, as we may recall from chapter 13.) Whatever its source, Haydn makes of the rising fifth and its immediate “tonal” inversion (falling fourth) the theme for one of the most compressed and concentrated symphonic structures ever composed.


  EX. 10-10A Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 104 (“London”), I, slow introduction
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  EX. 10-10B Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 104 (“London”), I, beginning of the Allegro
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  EX. 10-10C Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 104 (“London”), I, mm. 32–7
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  In its scant sixteen-measure span the slow introduction encompasses a complete tonal trajectory, enunciated through a rigorous process of thematische Arbeit. It is, in short, a minuscule but a fully elaborated sonata form in its own right. Compare mm. 1–2 with mm. 7–8 and mm. 14–15, and you will see a progression from tonic (D minor) to relative major (F major) and back. The progression out is very direct, taking no more than four measures. The progression back (mm. 9–13) is, as always, more tortuous; it uses its extra measure to reach a FOP (actually a series of unstable diminished harmonies) and gains extra “psychological” length by doubling the harmonic rhythm and then doubling it again. Both the progression out and the progression back are carried by a clear motivic derivation from the theme: its rhythm is abstracted and applied to stepwise melodic motion, while the inversion contour is maintained by the use of a rhythmically compressed answer in the first violins that falls (usually a semitone, inflected in m. 5 to a whole tone to produce the marvelously pithy modulation to III) to counterbalance the rising bass. On regaining the tonic in m. 14–15, Haydn with equal economy of means inflects the inversion to a falling fifth in place of the original fourth, reaching IV (harmonized as a “Neapolitan sixth”) and thus preparing a half cadence on V, so that the slow introduction might properly provide the running leap into the tonic and the new tempo.


  What is noteworthy about the diminutive “sonata form” thus constructed is that it has only one theme. That may not seem remarkable in a 16-measure composition, but it is certainly remarkable in the 277-measure Allegro that follows. This nearly monothematic symphonic movement, by so advertising its economy, looks like a deviation from a norm if a bithematic exposition is taken as “normal” symphonic procedure. It is so taken in most descriptions—the same descriptions that usually describe the overall shape of the movement, with its exposition, development, and recapitulation, as “ternary” on the da capo model, rather than an expanded (“symphonic”) binary form.


  This bithematic ternary model, still taught in most textbooks, originated not in compositional practice but in earlier textbooks written in the 1830s for use in conservatory and university courses at Paris and Berlin. And that is why the first movement of Haydn’s “London” Symphony is indispensable to any properly historical treatment of the composer and his musical accomplishments. The discrepancy between Haydn’s own culminating and epitomizing symphonic movement and the later academic description of “sonata form” is an integral part of the history of nineteenth-century music and music education, but it ought not color our understanding of eighteenth-century musical style. For Haydn and his audience, the sonata form was made intelligible through a tonal, not a thematic, contrast. The thematic requirement was not contrast but Arbeit. These were the musical events and processes that left one with “something in one’s heart.”


  And that is what Haydn provided in this movement with such remarkable concentration. In contrast to the opening theme of the “Surprise” Symphony, the opening theme here consists of a full sixteen-bar parallel period, eight bars to a half cadence (as shown in Ex. 10-10b), and then a repetition to a full cadence. The elision of the full cadence by a dramatic tutti signals the first major step along the tonal trajectory: thirty-four measures without a caesura (as it were, without a gulp of air), ending on the “V of V” to prepare the arrival of the “tonicized” dominant.


  A closer look at the transitional or modulatory passage shows its close rhythmic relationship to the theme, further evidence of deliberate frugality of means. The rhythm of the main melody in mm. 32–35 (Ex. 10-10c) reproduces and repeats the rhythm heard at the beginning of Ex. 10-10b. The rhythm of the first violins, flutes, and (especially) first oboe at mm. 50–51 (Ex. 10-10d) is distinctly related to both the rhythm and the pitch repetitions in mm. 3–4 of Ex. 10-10b. Once this point is noticed, one notices further that the four-note pitch repetition first heard in Ex. 10-10b is often reproduced and extended in the bass (cf. Ex. 10-10e).


  And so it may occasion in us a bit less anachronistic surprise when the first theme returns wholesale to express the secondary key. This time the transitional passage that interrupts it with an elided cadence makes reference to the theme’s syncopated inner voice as well as to both of the motivic relationships already pointed out—more insistence on extreme thematic parsimony. Indeed, the only “new” thematic material in the exposition comes in the coda, though even here there are definite (if subtle) motivic correspondences with the main theme: those with score in hand will notice that the melodic figure in the first violins in mm. 104, 106, and (in other instruments) mm. 108 and 110is the inversion of the opening figure in the theme (and we have encountered far too many important inversion relationships in the structure of this movement to regard this one as a happenstance).


  EX. 10-10D Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 104 (“London”), I, mm. 50–53


  


  [image: Image]


  


  After so much demonstrative economizing on thematic content in the exposition, one is ready for anything in the development, where motivic economy is always prized. But even so, one cannot fail to be impressed by the yield Haydn manages to harvest from the two-measure repeated-note idea first heard in the third and fourth measures of Ex. 10-10b. The first restatements of it after the double bar (mm. 124–127)are nearly literal ones, merely substituting a minor-inflected semitone for the original whole tone in the second measure. Thereafter, the idea is altered melodically in various ways over the invariant original rhythm: cf. the exchange for winds and bass in mm. 131–35 (Ex. 10-10f).


  EX. 10-10E Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 104 (“London”), I, mm. 58–60
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  EX. 10-10F Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 104 (“London”), I, mm. 124–35
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  It would be an instructive exercise to analyze this development section to see where (if anywhere) the motive extracted from Ex. 10-10b, or at least one of its constituent measures, does not figure in the melodic elaboration. Even where the principal melodic line seems to have another source (e.g., Ex. 10-10g, expressing the FOP through a recall of the coda or “closing theme” at mm. 104 ff), the chugging repeated quarters in the bass are still derived from the main motive (and the way they are spotlit by the bassoon in mm. 150–55 leaves no doubt as to the purposefulness of the reference). But one could go much farther than that if one is willing to allow that the falling seconds in Ex. 10-10g and its counterparts in the coda is motivically related to the falling second in Ex. 10-10b and its many echoes in the development section. (Alternatively, one could describe the firstviolin figure in the first, third, seventh, and ninth measures of Ex. 10-10g as the inversion of the first measure in Ex. 10-10b.) In that case one could describe Ex. 10-10g as a contrapuntal montage of the movement’s two main motivic ideas.


  EX. 10-10G Franz Joseph Haydn, Symphony no. 104 (“London”), I, mm. 146–55
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  Recalling that the main theme begins (as so often with Haydn) on the third degree of the scale, one might well predict the way in which the double return is prepared. The reassertion of the original key carries a heavier emotional payload than usual in this movement, since the development section had been confined so perspicuously (and so unexpectedly) to minor tonalities. Indeed, thanks to some particularly ingenious deceptive cadences, it is a wider range of minor tonalities than we have ever encountered before in direct succession, including two (C[image: Image] and G[image: Image] minor) that lack even a secondary function in the home key, making the passage in Ex. 10-10g a farther-out FOP than any previous Haydn symphony had reached.


  To the very end, then, Haydn was expanding the horizons of his signature genre and enhancing its import in response to the new importance of the subscription public to his art. The radical economy of thematic content together with the generous expansion of the tonal trajectory combine vastly to enlarge the music’s “meaningfulness.” The apparent thematic miserliness makes introversive reference pervasive: that is its true purpose and achievement. In such a situation practically every phrase relates motivically to music previously heard and putatively forecasts the music to come. And projecting this network of introversive signaling over an enriched tonal compass has the effect of increasing the scope—one might almost say the spatial reach—of introversive resonance and allowing it to combine more freely with the traditional vocabulary of pathos. The more consistent and rigorous the thematic process, and the more adventurous the tonal range, the more one is left with in one’s heart.


  


  CHAPTER 11

  The Composer’s Voice


  MOZART’S PIANO CONCERTOS; HIS LAST SYMPHONIES; THE FANTASIA AS STYLE AND AS METAPHOR


  ART FOR ART’S SAKE?


  To cap the point on which the previous chapter came to rest, and appreciate the range and depth to which subjective emotional declaration could now be brought within the reach of late eighteenth-century instrumental style, consider a symphonic movement by Mozart, Haydn’s great contemporary, whose short life came to an end during Haydn’s first London tour. Owing to the vastly different conditions of his career, symphonies and quartets were never as central to Mozart’s output as they were to Haydn’s—or rather, they attracted his intense interest only rather late in the game, not long before its premature termination. Until the mid-1780s, they remained for him light entertainment genres. For Mozart, the symphony, especially, remained close to its sources in the opera pit and its frequent garden-party function. One of his best-known symphonies, no. 35 in D, subtitled “Haffner,” was actually composed (as late as July 1782) as a serenade to entertain a party celebrating the ennoblement of a Mozart family friend, and became a concert symphony by losing its introductory march and its second minuet.


  Mozart’s instrumental style underwent an appreciable deepening after his move to Vienna in his late twenties and the start of a risky new life as a “free artist.” Meeting Haydn and playing quartets with him—Haydn on violin, Mozart on viola—was one of the catalysts. Mozart wrote a set of six quartets—“the fruits of long and laborious endeavor,” he called them—as if in direct response to Haydn’s op. 33 (then Haydn’s latest works) and published them in 1785 with a title page announcing that they were Dedicati al Signor Giuseppe Haydn, Maestro di Cappella di S. A. il Principe d’Esterhazy &c &c, Dal Suo Amico W. A. Mozart, Opera X (“Dedicated to Mr. Joseph Haydn, Music Director to His Highness the Prince of Esterhazy, etc. etc., by his friend W. A. Mozart, op. 10”).1 The features of texture and motivic saturation that so distinguished Haydn’s quartets were a powerful stimulus to Mozart’s imagination, with results that caused an astonished Haydn to exclaim to Leopold Mozart (at another Vienna quartet party), “Before God, and as an honest man, I tell you that your son is the greatest composer known to me in person or by name. He has taste, and, what is more, the greatest knowledge of composition.”2


  What he did not have was a steady job. In the years following his boot from Salzburg, Mozart lived what was by comparison with Haydn, or even with his own father, the life of a veritable vagabond, enjoying a precarious love-hate relationship with a fickle public and its novel institutions of collective patronage. The very fact that Mozart dedicated his quartet volume to Haydn rather than to a prospective noble patron is an indication of his unusually autonomous, hazardous, and self-centered existence. For his livelihood he relied most on something Haydn did not have: surpassing performance skills. Mozart’s most characteristic and important instrumental music, for that reason, usually involved the piano. Because they did not, symphonies and quartets had perforce to take a back seat.
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  FIG. 11-1 Five-octave piano customary in Mozart’s time (Ferdinand Hoffman, Vienna).


  


  But in the summer of 1788, in the happy aftermath of the Vienna première of Don Giovanni, Mozart composed the three symphonies that turned out to be his last: no. 39 in E[image: Image], K. 543 (finished 26 June); no. 40 in G minor, K. 550 (finished 25 July); no. 41 in C, K. 551 (known as “Jupiter,” finished 10 August). They are not known to have been commissioned for any occasion; and while Mozart surely hoped to make money from them, either by putting on subscription concerts or selling them to a publisher, they seem (like the “Haydn” quartets) to have been written “on spec,” as the saying now goes among professionals—without immediate prospects, on the composer’s own impulse, at his own risk.


  This was not then a “normal” modus operandi for musicians; in somewhat hyperbolical historical hindsight these works loom as the earliest symphonies to be composed as “art for art’s sake”—or, at the very least, for the sake of the composer’s own creative satisfaction. (This of course is not in the least to imply that other composers did not derive satisfaction from their achievements; only that under conditions of “daily business” such as eighteenth-century musicians thought normal, creative satisfaction was the result of their effort, not its driving force.) Is there anything about their style, craft, or content that reflects this unusual status?


  An argument could certainly be made that they are more reflective than most “public” music of the kind of subjectivity associated—like the very act of composing “for no reason”—with romanticism. It is a point similar to one made in a previous chapter about Mozart’s operatic music and its emotional iconicity, its way of appearing, through the exact representation of “body language,” to offer an internal portrait of a character to which listeners could compare their own inner life. The difference, of course, is that in the case of a symphony there is no mediating, “objectively” rendered stage character; there is only the “subject persona” evoked by the sounds of the music, easily (and under romanticism, conventionally) associated with the composer’s own person. There is no hard evidence to support the view that Mozart’s music contains a Romantic emotional self-portrait; there is just the widespread opinion of his contemporaries, and the supposition that the composer, late in life, may have subscribed to what was fast becoming a conventional code.


  The supposition is often supported by citing the virtually operatic first movement of the G-minor Symphony, with its atmosphere of pathos, so unlike the traditional affect of what was still regarded in Vienna as party (or at least as festive) music. That atmosphere is conjured up by two highly contrasted, lyrical themes, a wealth of melting chromaticism, and a high level of rhythmic agitation. As with Haydn’s extraordinary concision, Mozart’s lyrical profusion is perhaps his most conspicuous feature. And yet it would be a pity to overlook, in our fascination with Mozart’s prodigal outpouring of seemingly spontaneous emotion, the high technical craft with which a motive derived from the first three notes of the first theme—exactly as in Haydn’s “Joke” Quartet (Ex. 10-6)—is made to pervade the whole musical fabric, turning up in all kinds of shrewd variations and contrapuntal combinations. It is the balance between ingenious calculation and (seemingly) ingenuous spontaneity, and the way in which the former serves to engineer the latter, that can so astonish listeners in Mozart’s instrumental music.


  Mozart was keenly aware of the relationship in his work between ingenuity of calculation and spontaneity of effect, and the special knack he had for pleasing the connoisseurs without diminishing the emotional impact of his music on the crowd. His letters are full of somewhat bumptious comments to the effect that (to quote one, to his father, from 1782): “there are passages here and there from which only Kenner can derive satisfaction; but these passages are written in such a way that the less learned (nicht-kenner) cannot fail to be pleased, though without knowing why.”3


  PSYCHOANALYZING MUSIC


  So it is no exaggeration to claim that when Mozart is functioning at the top of his form, it is precisely the hidden craft that creates the impression of intense subjective emotion, and that without the concealed devices that only technical analysis can uncover, the emotion could never reach such intensity. A matchless case in point is the slow second movement of the Symphony no. 39 in E[image: Image], K. 543, the first of the “self-motivated” and possibly self-centered 1788 trilogy. What follows will be the closest technical analysis yet attempted in this book, focusing in as it will on the career of a single pitch over the course of the movement (so keep the score at hand). Ultimately, however, the object of analysis will be not so much the recondite technical means as the palpable expressive achievement.


  The unfolding of this Andante con moto in A[image: Image] major conforms to no established format. Attempts to pigeonhole the movement according to the forms that were later codified in textbooks result in clumsy circumlocutions that betray their anachronism. The Scottish composer Donald Francis Tovey, one of the great music analysts of the early twentieth century, once found himself in precisely this quandary, reduced to describing the movement chiefly in terms of what it did not contain:


  
    The form of the whole is roughly that of a first movement [i.e., a “sonata form”] with no repeats (I am not considering the small repeats of the two portions of the “binary” first theme), and with no development section, but with a full recapitulation and a final return to the first theme by way of coda.4

  


  But no one ever listens to music like that. Any meaningful description of the movement will have to account for what it does contain, not what it doesn’t, beginning with a main theme (Ex. 11-1a) that, as Tovey observed, is presented as a fully elaborated, closed binary structure. This, of course, is something that never happens in a “first-movement” form, where the whole chain of events is inevitably set in motion by the interruption or elision of the theme’s final close. If we must pigeonhole, the category that is most likely to occur to us as a working hypothesis while listening is that of rondo. And there would be some corroboration for this conjecture later on, as we shall see, in the form of contrasting “episodes” (again reminiscent of those encountered in the slow movement of Haydn’s “Joke” Quartet, to which the present Andante is formally related). But it would still be better to take things as they come and regard the form of the piece as a result or outcome of a sequence of meaningful acts or “gestures,” some of them now and then recalling this or that familiar formal strategy.


  EX. 11-1A W. A. Mozart, Symphony no. 39 in E-flat, II, opening
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  The two halves of the opening theme are related in a way that recalls “sonata form,” with the second half encompassing some motivic development, especially of the unaccompanied violin phrase first heard in mm. 2–3, and then a double return. That double return is tinged with irony, though, in the form of a modal mixture—the substitution of the parallel minor for the original tonic in mm. 22–25. The return is no return. You can’t go back again. Experience has cast a pall. The inflection of C to C[image: Image], the tiniest inflection possible, makes a huge difference. Mozart was very fond of half-step adjustments that have outsized repercussions. Looking back at the first half of the theme, for example, we notice how he has managed to reroute the second cadence to the dominant just by inflecting the signature D[image: Image], as heard in m. 3, to D natural in m. 7.


  The inflection to C[image: Image] means a lot more. It bodes ill. As the music historian Leo Treitler memorably put it, the seemingly unmotivated modal mixture is “a signal of a coming complication, or perhaps it is better understood as a provocation—the injection without warning of an element, however small, that is uncongenial to the prevailing atmosphere and inevitably provokes trouble.”5 Indeed it will. And yet the theme’s final cadence puts the intruder out of mind as though nothing had happened. In psychological terms, the C[image: Image] and its troubling implications have been “repressed,” as one might repress a disagreeable passing thought. But as a result that cheery final cadence has an ironic tinge; it is covering something up. One has the uneasy feeling that “something” will be back.


  And sure enough, a new intruder now bursts upon the scene: the wind instruments, silent up to now, enter on the dominant of F minor, the relative minor of the main key, and force the music into a new harmonic domain. The element of force is palpable, not only because of the peremptoriness of the winds’ maneuver, but because of the completely unexpected nature of the strings’ response: stormy, anguished, protesting (or, in “objective” musical terms, abruptly loud, syncopated, dissonant). Most significant of all, what finally forces the bass instruments off their tremolando F is the reappearance in m. 33, in a much more dissonant (diminished-seventh) context, of the repressed C[image: Image], now a far more active ingredient, harmonically speaking, than it had been before (Ex. 11-1b). The repressed has returned; and, as always, it has returned in a more threatening guise. In m. 35 it actually takes over briefly as harmonic root (of a “German sixth” chord) before resolving, its force spent, to the dominant of V.


  Again it has been repressed, but with much greater effort than before, and incompletely. In mm. 39–45 the winds and basses try to recover the poise of the motivic dialogue first heard in mm. 9–14, but the unremitting tremolo in the violins acts as a continuing irritant, and another anguished response bursts out at m. 46, leading to a recurrence of the repressed note in the bass (in its enharmonic variant, B natural) with gathering force (in m. 48 as a nonharmonic escape note, in m. 49 as the functional harmonic bass; see Ex. 11-1c). The first violins try to change the subject at m. 50, but they cannot shake the B natural; it keeps intruding in place of B[image: Image] (its trespass or forced entry underscored by its being sustained), and in m. 51 it is approached by a direct and highly disruptive leap of a tritone.


  EX. 11-1B W. A. Mozart, Symphony no. 39 in E-flat, II, mm. 33–38
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  EX. 11-1C W. A. Mozart, Symphony no. 39 in E-flat, II, mm. 48–53
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  Now, ironically, it is the winds, the original disturbers of the peace, who intervene to calm things down. The long passage from m. 53 to m. 68, leading to a serenely harmonious reprise of the original theme in the original key, is dominated by two points of imitation in the winds, of which the subject is drawn from the first wind entrance at m. 28; an effort to “undo the damage” is perhaps connoted by the inversion of the sixteenth-note turn figure (compare m. 54 et seq. with the flute in m. 29). The whole passage that follows (through m. 90) sounds like a “recapitulation” of the original theme, with the strings and winds now cooperating amicably in bright and brainy counterpoints (some of them, particularly the winds’ staccato scales in mm. 77–82, in a distinctly opera buffa spirit).


  But in m. 91 (Ex. 11-1d) the repressed again returns with a vengeance, abetted by a portentous four-note chromatic segment in the winds that ushers in a passage of bizarre, almost bewildering commotion. It is the old storm-and-stress material first brought on by the winds in m. 28, only now transposed to B minor, a key so “far out” with respect to the original tonic as to have no normal functional relationship with it at all. Its relationship to the original “storm-and-stress” key, however, has been prefigured by that violin leap, already characterized as “disruptive,” from F to B in m. 51. And of course its tonic pitch is none other than the foreign body the movement has been trying to eject since its first appearance in m. 24. The repressed thought has not only returned, it has become an anguished, controlling obsession.


  EX. 11-1D W. A. Mozart, Symphony no. 39 in E-flat, II, mm. 91–97
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  Now it can be ejected only by really drastic measures. To recount them briefly: after a first fitful attempt to dislodge the B-natural by chromatic steps, it returns (spelled C[image: Image]) and is resolved in mm. 103–4 by treating it as a dominant to F[image: Image] (how many times could that note have functioned as a tonic in the eighteenth century?). In m. 105, the F[image: Image] by picking up an augmented sixth (D natural in the winds), is identified as the flat submediant of A[image: Image], the home key, and is finally resolved to E[image: Image], the dominant, in m. 106 (see Ex. 11-1e).


  EX. 11-1E W. A. Mozart, Symphony no. 39 in E-flat, II, mm. 103–108
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  Still the repressed note does not give up without a fight. After one last resurgence of conflict (mm. 116–19), the first violins try to bridge the last gap to the tonic, but are stalled briefly (mm. 121–24) by a couple of “difficult” intervals—a diminished fifth, and finally a diminished seventh that softly insinuates the C[image: Image] for the last time before the final subsidence into the tonic (Ex. 11-1f). When the main theme comes back for the last time (m. 144), its cadence is at last purged of modal mixture, as if to say “I’m cured.” Even so, at m. 151 and again at m. 155 there are a couple of lingering, curiously nostalgic twinges (Ex. 11-1g). The C[image: Image] comes back as a decorative bass note, always in conjunction (at first direct, then oblique) with D natural, with which it forms a “predominant” diminished seventh, directing the harmony securely back to a tonic cadence that is repeated four times, the last time suddenly loud. This overly insistent close seems to protest a bit too much, as if to say “I’m OK! Really!”


  The use of words like “repression” and “obsession” might seem carelessly anachronistic. They are (or, at least, can often be used as) psychoanalytical terms—terms that had their main currency in the twentieth century. Obviously, Mozart could not have known them, just as he could not have known the work of Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), the main theorist of psychoanalysis, who was chiefly responsible for their vogue in twentiethcentury parlance. But of course Freud knew Mozart, just as he knew the literary legacy of Romanticism, and repeatedly commented that his own contribution oftentimes amounted to no more than giving names and clinical interpretations to age-old psychological phenomena that poets (and, let us add, tone-poets) had long since portrayed artistically in their every detail.


  EX. 11-1F W. A. Mozart, Symphony no. 39 in E-flat, II, mm. 121–125
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  EX. 11-1G W. A. Mozart, Symphony no. 39 in E-flat, II, end
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  Not only twentiethcentury listeners, but Mozart’s own contemporaries recognized that his instrumental music was unusually rich—unprecedentedly rich, they thought—in “inner portraiture.” It was Mozart above all who prompted Wilhelm Wackenroder (1773–98), an early theorist of Romanticism whose life was even shorter then Mozart’s, to formulate the very influential idea that “music reveals all the thousandfold transitional motions of our soul,” and that symphonies, in particular, “present dramas such as no playwright can make,” because they deal with the inner impulses that we can subjectively experience but that we cannot paraphrase in words.6


  It was because of this perceived “new art” of subjective expression, as E. T. A. Hoffmann dubbed it, that symphonies, like all instrumental music, achieved an esthetic status far beyond anything they had formerly known, to the point where the instrumental medium could rival and even outstrip the vocal as an embodiment of human feeling. Hoffmann made the point quite explicitly and related it to the historical development traced in chapter 10. “In earlier days,” Hoffmann wrote,


  
    one regarded symphonies merely as introductory pieces to any larger production whatsoever; the opera overtures themselves mostly consisted of several movements and were entitled “sinfonia.” Since then our great masters of instrumental music have bestowed upon the symphony a tendency such that nowadays it has become an autonomous whole and, at the same time, the highest type of instrumental music.

  


  And specifically about Mozart’s E[image: Image] -major Symphony, K. 543, which contains the movement we have just examined in detail, Hoffmann wrote:


  
    Mozart leads us into the heart of the spirit realm. Fear takes us in its grasp, but without torturing us, so that it is more an intimation of the infinite. Love and melancholy call to us with lovely spirit voices; night comes on with a bright purple luster, and with inexpressible longing we follow those figures which, waving us familiarly into their train, soar through the clouds in eternal dances of the spheres.7

  


  It is tempting to speculate that the novel impression of enhanced subjectivity in Mozart’s instrumental music, and its vaunted autonomy (leading eventually to the idea, prized in the nineteenth century, of “absolute music” as the highest-aspiring of all the arts), had something to do with Mozart’s own novel, relatively uncertain and stressful social situation, and the heightened sense that it might have entailed of himself as an autonomous individual subjectively registering an emotional (or “spiritual”) reaction to the vicissitudes of his existence.


  A number of critics have pointed to Mozart as the earliest composer in whose music one can recognize what one of them, Rose Rosengard Subotnik, has called the “critical world view” associated with modernity.8 Such a view entails a sense of reality that is no longer fully supported by social norms accepted as universal, but that must be personally constructed and defended. Its ultimate reference point is subjective: not the Enlightenment’s universal (and therefore impersonal) standard of reason, but the individual sentient self.


  It is a less happy, less confident sense of reality than the one vouchsafed by unquestioned social convention, and it points the way to the “existential loneliness” or alienation associated with romanticism. Hoffmann himself, perhaps somewhat irreverently paraphrasing the words of Jesus, averred that the “kingdom” of art was “not of this world.”9 Artists who see themselves in this way are the ones most inclined to create “art for art’s sake,” as Mozart may have done in the case of his last three symphonies.


  And yet, of course, it was a change in the social and economic structures mediating the production and dissemination of art—the conditions, in short, “of this world”—that gave artists such an idea of themselves. Mozart was the first great musician to have tried to make a career within these new market structures. We shall see their effects most clearly by turning now to the works he composed for himself to perform, particularly his concertos.


  THE “SYMPHONIC” CONCERTO IS BORN


  Despite Haydn’s unprecedented achievements in the realm of instrumental music, his catalogue contains a notable gap. His output of concertos is relatively insignificant. Only two or three dozen works of that kind are securely attributed to him, which may sound prolific enough until his hundred-plus symphonies and eighty-plus quartets are set beside them. Nor are they of a quality to stand comparison with those better-known works. Among them are a couple of perky little items that still figure occasionally on concert programs: a harpsichord concerto in D major and an unusual one in E[image: Image] for “clarino” (that is, trumpet played high), composed in London in 1796.


  His two cello concertos, especially the rather lengthy one in D major composed in 1783 for Anton Kraft, the solo cellist in Prince Esterházy’s orchestra (and once attributed to him), are played, some would suggest, more often than they deserve since today’s virtuoso cellists have hardly any “classical” concertos in their repertory. The D-major concerto originally won its place in the modern concert hall thanks to a modernized arrangement by the Belgian music scholar François-Auguste Gevaert; its only “classical” counterpart in the cello repertory, a concerto in B[image: Image] by Luigi Boccherini (1743–1805), was likewise popularized in an arrangement by the cellist Friedrich Grützmacher. It says a lot about Haydn’s concertos that they have needed editorial modernization in order to reenter the modern repertory, while his late symphonies, never modernized, have never gone out of style.


  Few but students play Haydn’s four violin concertos any more, and a fair number of Haydn concertos are for instruments that nobody (well, hardly anybody) plays at all any more. Besides two concertos for Prince Nikolaus Esterházy’s beloved baryton, there are five for a pair of lire organizzate, weird hybrid instruments resembling hurdy-gurdies, activated by turning a crank but equipped on the inside with organ pipes and miniature bellows along with (or instead of) the usual violin strings. Haydn’s output for lira organizzata (including several “notturni” or serenades in addition to the concertos) were written quite late in his career, between 1786 and 1794, on commission from Ferdinand IV, King of Naples, an enthusiast of the improbable contraption.
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  FIG. 11-2 Lira organizzata, for which Haydn wrote a set of concertos (Bèdos de Celles, L’art du facteur d’orgues, 1778).


  


  From this inventory of miscellaneous and rather perfunctory minor works a couple of important facts emerge. As the baryton and lira items suggest, Haydn’s concertos were written to order, as the sometimes unpredictable occasion arose, and had little or nothing to do with the composer’s personal predilections. Never once, moreover, did Haydn envision himself as the soloist in any of his concertos. He was not a virtuoso on any instrument, although he could function creditably as an ensemble violinist or a keyboard accompanist.


  The situation with Mozart could not have been more different. His concertos were arguably the most vital and important portion of his instrumental output. Not only do they bulk larger in his catalogue, their total roughly equaling that of the symphonies, they also include some of his most original and influential work. As a result, Mozart’s standing as a concerto composer is comparable to Haydn’s in the realm of the symphony: he completely transformed the genre and provided the model on which all future concerto-writing depended. And that is largely because Mozart, as celebrated a performing virtuoso as he was a creative artist, was his own intended soloist—not only in his twenty-seven piano concertos but in his half-dozen violin concertos as well.


  Mozart’s earliest concertos were written at the age of eleven (at Salzburg in the spring and summer of 1767), for use as display pieces in his early tours as a child prodigy. They are not entirely original works but arrangements for harpsichord and small orchestra (oboes, horns, and strings) of sonata movements by several established composers including C. P. E. Bach and Hermann Friedrich Raupach, whom the seven-year-old Mozart had met in Paris during a five-month stay in 1763–64, his first tour abroad. A few years later, when he was sixteen, Mozart made similar touring arrangements of three sonatas by J. C. Bach, whom he had got to know well in London in 1765. These were scored for a really minimal band (two violins and bass) for which Mozart composed ritornellos to alternate phrase-by-phrase with the originals. These pieces may not amount to much, but they did set the tone for Mozart’s lifetime output of concertos written for his own concert use.


  Mozart’s first entirely original piano concerto (now known as “No. 5” and listed in the Köchel catalogue as K. 175) was written back home in Salzburg in December 1773, shortly before the composer’s eighteenth birthday. (He was still playing it in 1782, when he furnished it with a new finale for a concert in Vienna.) For the next two years, however, Mozart concentrated on the violin. His father, himself a famous violinist, encouraged him with the promise that if he applied himself, he could become the greatest violinist in Europe. As if to give himself an incentive to practice, Mozart composed five violin concertos between April and December 1775, as well as a curious piece he called “Concertone” (an invented word meaning “great big concerto”) for two violins and orchestra, which he composed, perhaps to perform with his father, in May 1774.


  Mozart never did become the greatest violinist in Europe, but his brash and entertaining violin concertos of 1775, composed at the age of nineteen, were nevertheless a watershed in his career. In them he began to combine the older ritornello form inherited from the concerto grosso with the idiosyncratic, highly contrasted thematic “dramaturgy” of the contemporary symphony, itself heavily indebted for its verve and variety to the comic opera. Out of this eclectic mixture came the concerto style that Mozart made his trademark.


  The Salzburg violin concertos are light and witty works in the serenade or divertimento mold. The third (in G, K. 216) and fourth (in D, K. 218) are virtually identical in form. They begin with bright allegros in an expanded ritornello form; their middle movements are lyrical “arias” (actually marked cantabile—“songfully”—in no. 4) in which the soloist takes the lead throughout; and their finales, titled “rondeau” in the French manner, are dancelike compositions in which the most variegated episodes alternate playfully with a refrain. In no. 3 the refrain is in a lilting [image: Image] characteristic of the genre, but one of its episodes is a little march (preceded by an Andante in the minor). In no. 4 the recurrent tune itself alternates phrases in [image: Image] with phrases in [image: Image]. This prankishly exaggerated heterogeneity—a Mozartean trademark!—lends these concluding movements something resembling the character of an opera buffa finale.


  The fifth violin concerto (in A, K. 219) carries this comic opera effect to an extreme. Its finale, though not explicitly labeled “rondeau” since it has only one episode (resulting in the equally operatic da capo form), is an even wilder motley than its predecessors. The outer sections embody a gracious dancelike refrain in [image: Image] time marked “Tempo di Menuetto,” while the middle of the piece consists of a riotous march or “quick-step” in the parallel minor, cast unexpectedly in the “alla turca” or “janissary” mode we have already encountered in The Abduction from the Seraglio, Mozart’s boisterous singspiel of 1782. (Osmin’s rage aria from that opera, we may recall, is also in A minor, as is the famous “Rondo alla turca” finale from the piano sonata, K. 331; it was Mozart’s “Turkish” key, and the fifth violin concerto is sometimes called the “Turkish” concerto.) The concerto’s first movement opens with a droll sendup of the Mannheim orchestra’s flashy routines, which Mozart had not yet actually heard on location, but which were avidly imitated, as we have seen, at the Parisian Concert Spirituel, which he did most enthusiastically attend as a boy. After a cheeky premier coup d’archet (“first stroke of the bow”) comes a pair of “Mannheim rockets”—lithe arpeggios in the violins that rise to little sonic outbursts in mm. 5 and 9 (Ex. 11-2a). Thereafter the mood of this opening tutti seems to change like the weather, in a manner again recalling descriptions of the Mannheim orchestra and the showpieces composed for it: pianissimos alternating with fortissimos, chromatic harmonies with primary chords, marchlike rhythms with syncopations, all leading to a concluding “tag” or fanfare on the tonic triad, arpeggiated all’unisono (Ex. 11-2b).


  EX. 11-2A W. A. Mozart, Violin Concerto no. 5, K. 219, I, mm. 1–9
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  And now the soloist enters—with an altogether unexpected lyrical adagio that proceeds through a really purple harmonic patch (a deceptive cadence to an augmented-sixth chord) and reaches yet another full stop on the tonic. Only now does the movement really seem to get under way, and very wittily, with the violin playing the main theme over a repetition by the orchestra of its opening Mannheim flourishes, now revealed as a mere accompaniment to the real substance of the movement (hence the implied satire on what for the Mannheimers was the main event).


  Thereafter the whole opening tutti passes in review—with the very telling exception that it is now expanded by means of solo interpolations, and with the quietest passage from the opening tutti now transposed to the dominant, thus taking on the characteristics of a “second theme” in a “sonata-form” or symphonic exposition. More solo passagework intervenes between this transposed passage and the next theme recalled from the opening tutti, thus giving the latter the character of a codetta closing off the exposition and leading—through an unexpectedly “far-out” V of iii—into what is obviously going to be a “development” section.


  Of course there has already been a fair amount of thematic development in the exposition, chiefly involving the “tag,” which now comes twice—once in the tonic, to close off the “first theme,” and once in the dominant, to close off the “second.” The first time around (Ex. 11-2c), its final rising arpeggio is immediately appropriated by the soloist, who trades it off with the orchestral basses three times, after which it goes into the orchestral first and second violins to accompany the modulation to the dominant. This merry interplay actually performs a subtle structural role: by initiating the exchange, the first rising bass arpeggio is simultaneously an ending (of the “tag”) and a beginning (of the modulation). Its ambiguous status, in other words, provides the phrase elision or “elided cadence” traditionally invoked to cover the structural joint where theme gives way to “bridge” or transition.


  EX. 11-2B W. A. Mozart, Violin Concerto no. 5, K. 219, I, mm. 37–41
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  EX. 11-2C W. A. Mozart, Violin Concerto no. 5, K. 219, I, mm. 61–73
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  Here, in embryo, we have the so-called “double exposition” technique through which the concerto form was modernized in the age of the symphony. The first compositions in which the technique can be identified are found in a set of six keyboard concertos by J. C. Bach, published in London as his opus 1 in 1763. These, possibly along with the unpublished but widely circulated concertos of C. P. E. Bach, may be regarded as Mozart’s models. But although pioneered by the Bach brothers, the technique was used so consistently (and more to the point, varied so imaginatively) by Mozart, and became through him so influential, that since the end of the eighteenth century it has been thought of as the foundation of the “Mozartean” concerto style.


  According to Heinrich Christoph Koch, the most encyclopedic music theorist and critic of the late eighteenth century, if one considers “Mozart’s masterpieces in this category of art works, one has an exact description of the characteristics of a good concerto.”10 And according to Carl Czerny, a pupil of Beethoven, who wrote the most influential music textbooks of the early nineteenth century, the form of the solo concerto had been expressly established by Mozart as a vehicle for representing the same kind of intense subjective feeling we have already observed in his symphonies.11 This simplified account of the concerto’s genealogy is obviously colored by the mythology that grows up around any great creative figure, but (as in any myth) its departures from the literal truth give insight into cultural values. Like all the other genres of the late eighteenth century, the concerto was formally transformed in order to serve new social purposes and meet new expressive demands.


  In the first movement of a modernized (or “symphonicized,” or “Mozartean”) concerto, the opening orchestral ritornello and the first solo episode contain the same thematic material, but with three significant differences the second time around. First, and most obviously, the themes are redistributed between the soloist and the band. Second, they are often augmented by passages and, occasionally, by whole themes newly contributed by the soloist, and thereafter reserved for the solo part. Third, and most important by far, the second statement (and only the second one) will make the intensifying modulation to the dominant without which there can be no properly symphonic form.


  These modifications amount, in effect, to a way of “dynamizing” the statically sectional ritornello form in which concertos were formerly cast by adding to it the closed (“there and back”) tonal trajectory of the symphonic binary form. It is true that even in a Vivaldi concerto the first ritornello stays in the tonic and the first solo moves out to the dominant (in the major). But the two sections in the earlier concerto did not share thematic material. It is the deployment of a similar melodic content toward crucially divergent ends that so dramatizes the symphonic concerto. By adding an element of overarching tonal drama to the form, Mozart’s concertos serve further to dramatize the relationship between the soloist and the accompanying (or, as the case may be, dominating) group.


  The technique was not christened “double-exposition” until the end of the nineteenth century. (The actual term was coined by Ebenezer Prout, a prolific British writer of conservatory textbooks, in 1895.)12 But as early as 1793, only two years after Mozart’s death, Koch described the contemporary concerto in terms of its relationship to the symphony, and so it is by no means anachronistic to view it so today. Indeed, there is no other way to account for the dynamic, dramatic, and expressive resources now employed by the composers (who were often also the performers) of concertos. They all had their origin in the symphony; but it could be argued that they reached their peak of development somewhat earlier, in Mozart’s concertos.


  MOZART IN THE MARKETPLACE


  The works in which that peak was scaled were the piano concertos Mozart wrote for himself to perform during his last decade, when he was living in Vienna and trying to support himself—like increasing numbers of musicians at a time of radical transition in the economy of European musicmaking—as a freelance artist. The conditions that had so favored Haydn’s development and nurtured his gifts were drying up. Julia Moore, the outstanding economic historian of musical Vienna, has summarized the catastrophic institutional and commercial changes that were taking place, to which Mozart, like countless lesser contemporaries, had to adapt as best he could. Until the middle of the 1770s, she records, court musical establishments or Kapellen were maintained not only by emperors and kings but also by princes, counts, and men without important titles. But between 1780 and 1795, most of the Kapellen in the Habsburg Empire were disbanded, except those at a few important courts, causing widespread unemployment among musicians and a huge surge in freelance activities.


  Haydn himself experienced this change in 1790, when his chief patron died and he was put out to pasture. But he had already made his fortune, enjoyed a pension, and was soon visited in any case by a crowning stroke of good fortune when Salomon brought him to London as a celebrity freelancer and guaranteed his earnings. After his return to Vienna, he was a world luminary and was showered with “windfall patronage,” aristocrats and wealthy merchants vying with one another to secure his prestigious and lavishly remunerated presence in their homes for an evening. At his death, Haydn left a net estate of over ten thousand florins, literally hundreds of times the median estate of a composer in late eighteenth-century Vienna, placing him solidly in the ranks of the upper middle class, otherwise populated by industrialists.


  Mozart had traveled the length and breadth of Europe during the late 1770s in fruitless search of a Kapelle to direct. Once in Vienna, far from a world celebrity (except insofar as he was remembered from his childhood as a sort of freak), he had to rely on windfall patronage alone for his livelihood, which put him at the mercy of a notoriously fickle public.13 His appearances as virtuoso at “academies” (concerts he put on himself, for which he sold subscriptions) and aristocratic soirées were his primary source of income, and his vehicles at these occasions were his piano concertos. And so during his Vienna years he composed on average about two a year, from the Concerto in F major (K. 413), now known as no. 11, composed in the winter of 1782–83, to the Concerto in  B[image: Image] major (K. 595), now known as no. 27, completed on 5 January 1791, shortly before his last birthday. These seventeen concertos, created over a period of less than nine years, were arguably Mozart’s most important and characteristic instrumental compositions.


  Yet they were not evenly spread out over the time in question. In fact, a chronology of Mozart’s concertos turns into an index of his fortunes in the musical marketplace. At first, as a novel presence in Vienna, he was very fashionable and sought-after. Between 1782 and 1786 he was allowed to rent the court theater every year for a gala concert; he gave frequent well-attended subscription academies; and he received frequent invitations to perform at aristocratic salons. He lived high during this period, in a luxury apartment, and had many “status” possessions including a horse and carriage.


  At the pinnacle of his early success he proudly sent his father a list of his concert engagements during the Lenten season of 1784. Lent, when theaters were closed by law, was always the busiest time of year for concerts, and Mozart had twenty-one engagements over the five weeks between late February and early April. Most were aristocratic soirées, including five appearances at the residence of Prince Dmitriy Mikhailovich Galitzin (or Golitsyn), the Russian ambassador, and no fewer then nine (twice a week, on Mondays and Fridays) at the home of Count Johann (or János Nepomuk) Esterházy, a member of a lesser branch of the family that so famously patronized Haydn. Three were subscription concerts at the Trattnerhof Theater, and one, on the first of April, was an especially lucrative engagement at the court theater, where ticket prices could be set very high, and where Mozart could expect to net upwards of fifteen hundred florins.


  All of these occasions undoubtedly included concerto performances, and so it is no wonder that Mozart completed no fewer than six concertos during the golden year of 1784, with three following in 1785 and another three in 1786. As Moore notes, however, the fact that Mozart never again secured the use of a court theater “indicates that he had become overexposed to the Viennese musical public by 1787.”14 His fortunes declined precipitously. By 1789 he could no longer subscribe academies to the point where they were profitable. “I circulated a subscription list for fourteen days,” he complained in a letter to a friend, “and the only name on it is Swieten!”15 He had to move to a smaller apartment, lost his status possessions, and, as all the world knows, went heavily into debt, so that at the time of his death his widow inherited liabilities totaling over a thousand florins (offset somewhat by the value of his clothing, a remnant from the fat years). The same ruinous decline is also reflected in his concerto output, with only two completed between the end of the year 1786 and his death five years later.


  While it is no more realistic an endeavor to select a single “representative” Mozart concerto than it would be to select a single representative Haydn symphony, a combination of factors suggests the Concerto in G, K. 453, now known as no. 17, as a plausible candidate for the role. It was completed on 12 April 1784, immediately after the fabulous Lenten season described above, during Mozart’s most productive concerto year. It was ostensibly written not for Mozart himself to perform but for Barbara Ployer, a Salzburg pianist who had been his pupil, and who was the daughter of a wealthy Salzburg official, who commissioned it; and so it has an unusually complete and painstaking score. Probably for the same reason it is not one of Mozart’s most difficult concertos to perform; but as we shall see, the notated score of a Mozart concerto is by no means a reliable guide to its realization in performance. When Mozart himself played it, which he did often beginning in 1785, he surely embellished the rather modest solo part.


  Like practically all solo concertos, still reflecting the century-old Vivaldian legacy, the work is cast in three movements, of which the first is in the “symphonicized” or “sonatafied” ritornello form described above. The two “expositions” are related according to a plan that was by 1784 habitual with Mozart. Comparing them from the moment of the piano’s first solo entry, which takes the form of a little Eingang or “intro” preceding the first theme, it appears that the soloist takes over all the early thematic material the second time around—or rather, the piano replaces the strings in dialogue with the wind instruments. When the crucial modulation to the dominant finally takes place, the piano gets to announce the new key with an unaccompanied solo that contains a theme that was not part of the opening ritornello. It will remain the pianist’s property to the end. The second theme from the opening orchestral ritornello, characteristically Mozartean in its operatic lyricism, eventually arrives in the dominant, with the pianist again replacing the strings in dialogue with the winds. The orchestral tutti that follows (and confirms) the piano’s cadential trill at the end of the second exposition corresponds in function to the second ritornello in older concertos.


  The moment corresponding to the final cadence of the ritornello is replaced by a “deceptive” move to a B[image: Image] major harmony that in the local context sounds like the flat submediant. (In terms of the once and future tonic, it is of course the mediant of the parallel minor.) This chromatic intrusion launches a long modulatory section that reaches a surprising FOP on the diatonic mediant (B natural) with a borrowed major third, turning it into the “V of vi.” A passage like this fulfills the structural function of a development section, finally enabling a satisfying resolution of tension in a “double return,” with the tension stretched out just a mite by a typical feint in the solo part: an Eingang (m. 224) that leads not to the by now urgently expected first theme in the tonic, but to a teasingly reiterated dominant seventh.


  A sneaky little extra Eingang for the violins finally reintroduces the first theme, and we get a slightly truncated “compromise” or integrated version of the exposition, which might be likened to a sonata recapitulation in that it stays in the tonic, but which actually owes a greater historical debt to the older precedent of the da capo aria. This final major section of the movement has all the thematic material from the modulating exposition, including the pianist’s unaccompanied theme, and culminates in the solo cadenza. All of these details are summarized in Table 11-1.


  The cadenza, another direct inheritance from the da capo aria, was literally an embellishment of the soloist’s final cadence, or trill, preceding the last ritornello. At the hands of successive generations of virtuosi it kept on growing until Koch (writing in 1793) had forgotten the etymological link that defined the cadenza’s initially rather modest cadential function. Calling the traditional term a misnomer, he defined the cadenza instead as being in reality “either a free fantasy or a capriccio”—that is, a fairly lengthy piece-within-a-piece to be improvised by the soloist on the spot.16 According to the terms by which Koch designated it, the cadenza in his day was a piece in which the usual forms and rules of composition were in abeyance (as suggested by capriccio, “caprice”) and in which the soloist could concentrate entirely on pursuing an untrammeled train of idiosyncratic musical thought (fantasia, “vagary”), as we may remember from the empfindsamer Stil compositions of C. P. E. Bach, the genre’s pioneer (see Ex. 8-4).


  TABLE 11-1 Mozart, Concerto no. 17 in G, K. 453, Movement I (Allegro)


  


  [image: Image]


  COMPOSING AND PERFORMING


  It is hard to tell just what these descriptions had to do with what Mozart himself might have played at the point marked “cadenza” in his concerto scores, since like all true virtuosos in his day he was an expert improviser, and played impromptu with the same mastery as when playing prepared compositions. Nor were the two styles completely separate. When playing a previously composed piece from memory, Mozart (as many earwitnesses report) felt completely free to reembroider or even recompose it on the spot. Only when he composed his concertos for others to perform (as in Concerto no. 17) did he even write out the solo part in full. Most of the existing manuscripts contain sections of sketchy writing that served as a blueprint for impromptu realization. (Nowadays such passages are all too often rendered literally by pianists who have been trained to play only what is written.) When playing a newly finished concerto for the first time, Mozart usually “improvised” the whole piano part from blank staves or a bass line (playing it, that is, half spontaneously, half from memory). For an idea of what he could do, compare the autograph of the opening of the second movement from his “Coronation” Concerto, K. 537, with the first published edition, issued three years after Mozart’s death with a piano part supplied by an unidentified arranger (Fig. 11-3a, b).
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  FIG. 11-3A Autograph page from Mozart, Concerto no. 26 in D, K. 537.


  


  Nor was any public concert or salon complete without an “ex tempore” performance, often on themes submitted by the audience to make sure that what was billed as improvisation was truly that. Mozart was famous for his ability to improvise not only free fantasias or capriccios on such submitted themes but even sonatas and fugues. “Indeed,” wrote an awestruck member of one of the largest audiences Mozart ever played to (in Prague, on 19 January 1787),


  
    we did not know what to admire the more—the extraordinary composition, or the extraordinary playing; both together made a total impression on our souls that could only be compared to sweet enchantment! But at the end of the concert, when Mozart extemporized alone for more than half an hour at the fortepiano, raising our delight to the highest degree, our enchantment dissolved into loud, overwhelming applause. And indeed, this extemporization exceeded anything normally understood by fortepiano playing, as the highest excellence in the art of composition was combined with the most perfect accomplishment in execution.17

  


  From accounts like this, we may conclude that for Mozart, at any rate, the acts or professions of composing and performing were not nearly as separate as they have since become in the sphere of “classical” music. They are more reminiscent of the relationship that the two phases of musical creation have in the realms of jazz and pop music today. And so is the brisk interaction Mozart enjoyed with his audiences. The spontaneity of the Prague audience’s reaction, as described in the extract above, applied not only to solo recitals, or concerto performances, but even to the performances of symphonies. After the first performance of his Symphony in D Major, K. 297 (now known as Symphony no. 31), one of his most orchestrally brilliant scores, which took place in Paris before the most sophisticated paying public in Europe in June of 1778, Mozart wrote home exultantly:
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  FIG. 11-3B The same passage from Mozart, Concerto no. 26 in D, K. 5, that was shown in Fig. 11-3A, as posthumously edited and printed


  


  
    Just in the middle of the first Allegro there was a Passage I was sure would please. All the listeners went into raptures over it—applauded heartily. But as, when I wrote it, I was quite aware of its Effect, I introduced it once more towards the end—and it was applauded all over again…. I had heard that final Allegros, here, must begin in the same way as the first ones, all the instruments playing together, mostly in unison. I began mine with nothing but the 1st and 2nd violins playing softly for 8 bars—then there is a sudden forte. Consequently, the listeners (just as I had anticipated) all went “Sh!” in the soft passage—then came the sudden forte—and no sooner did they hear the forte than they all clapped their hands.18

  


  Such behavior would be inconceivable today at any concert where Mozart’s music is played. And yet in Mozart’s day it was considered normal, as this very letter reveals. Mozart expected the audience’s spontaneous response and predicted it—or rather, knowing that it would be the sign of his success, he angled for it. Now only pop performers do that. Such reactions and such angling are now déclassé (debased, regarded as uncouth) in the “classical” concert hall. The story of how that change came about is one of the most important stories in the history of nineteenth-century music, but Mozart had no part of that.


  PERFORMANCE AS SELF-DRAMATIZATION


  When writing music out for others to perform, Mozart did occasionally provide cadenzas in advance to make the recipients look good, especially his sister Maria Anna (“Nannerl”), known in Salzburg as an excellent pianist in her own right, but not a composer. For the Concerto in G major, K. 453, composed for Barbara Ployer but also sent to Nannerl, he wrote out two different cadenzas for the first movement, and, rather unusually, for the second one as well—but that second movement is a rather unusual movement, as we shall see. The beginnings of the two first-movement cadenzas are set out for inspection in Ex. 11-3.


  Like these, Mozart’s written-out cadenzas usually took the form of short fantasias based more or less consistently on themes from the exposition. In the present case the first cadenza to the opening movement exemplifies the “thematic” style (“more consistently based”), the second the “passagework” style (“less consistently based”). In the latest and biggest concertos the thematic style predominates, often broken down into motivic work that begins to resemble “development.” But whether these written cadenzas truly resemble anything Mozart would himself have played is difficult to guess. It seems unlikely that the pianist known among his fellow pianists as the greatest improviser of his time would have hewn so closely to the thematic content of the composed sections of the piece, or stayed so closely within the orbit of the original tonic. All the less likely does it seem if one considers Mozart’s predilection for infusing his instrumental works with “personality”—creating, as we have already seen, the impression of spontaneous subjective expression. This histrionic posture could only have been heightened when he was taking an active part in the performance.


  So let us imagine Mozart, not Barbara Ployer, as the soloist in the slow middle movement of the Concerto in G major, K. 453. The form of the piece is unusual on two counts. First, because it has a true symphonic binary shape, rarely found in a slow movement; and second, because that shape is complemented by a striking “motto” or ritornello idea.


  The piece may be broken down into four large sections, each of them introduced by a strangely off-center phrase consisting of a single five-bar idea—or half idea, since it ends inconclusively, with a half cadence. The odd phrase length is achieved by drawing out a conventional four-bar phrase with a cadential embellishment that dramatizes its nonfinality, and then really insisting on its suspenseful nature with a rest that is further enhanced by a fermata. The phrase is almost literally a question—to which the ensuing music provides a provisional answer. In contour it strikingly resembles the beginning of the lyrical second theme from the first movement (see Ex. 11-4), and can probably be regarded as a conscious derivation from it (since anything that is likely to occur to us so readily is likely to have occurred just as readily to the composer).


  EX. 11-3 W. A. Mozart, Concerto in G major, K. 453, I: beginnings of two different cadenzas
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  EX. 11-3 Beginning of second candenza
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  EX. 11-4A W. A. Mozart, Concerto in G major, K. 453, II, mm. 1–5
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  EX. 11-4B W. A. Mozart, Concerto in G major, K. 453, I, mm. 35–38
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  The four sections this motto phrase so suspensefully introduces could be described as corresponding, respectively, to an opening ritornello (or nonmodulating exposition), an opening solo (or modulating exposition), a development section, and a recapitulation. The coda, or closing segment following the cadenza, begins with what sounds like another repetition of the motto; but it differs very tellingly from the others, as we shall see.


  Precisely because it does not come to a full stop but demands continuation, the prefatory motto lends the material that follows it a heightened air of expressive moment. That sense of poetic gravity is more than corroborated by the emotionally demonstrative behavior of the solo part. Once past the preliminaries, the first solo starts right off with an impetuous turn to the parallel minor (Ex. 11-5a)—always a sign of emotional combustion—reinforced by a sudden loudening of the volume and a thickening of the piano texture beyond anything heard in the first movement. The modulation to the dominant is accompanied by some very purple harmonies—Neapolitan sixth, diminished seventh—of a kind also largely avoided (or rather, unwanted) in the sunny first movement.


  EX. 11-5A W. A. Mozart, Concerto no. 17 in G major, K. 453, II, mm. 35–41
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  The temperature has cooled and the skies have lightened by the time the final cadence on the dominant is made and the next incantation of the motto begins. But as soon as the soloist returns (Ex. 11-5b), the mood becomes restless again. Another sudden shift to the parallel minor (this time on D, the root of the half cadence in the dominant) is followed by a fairly gruesome passage in which the harmony is violently forced backward along the circle of fifths through successive cadences on A minor, E minor, B minor, and even F[image: Image] minor—all the way to C[image: Image] minor, the tritone antipode of G, the concerto’s nominal tonic. These cadence points are all introduced by disruptive applied dominants, and the last of them is followed by an augmented sixth (Anatural vs. F-double-sharp) that sets up a half cadence on its dominant, the almost unheard-of FOP of G[image: Image] major.


  EX. 11-5B W. A. Mozart, Concerto no. 17 in G major, K. 453, II, mm. 69–86
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  What follows now is a tour de force of harmonic legerdemain. In a mere four bars, as if solving a chess problem in four moves, the orchestra moves in (mm. 86–89) and leads the G[image: Image] major harmony through its parallel minor (altering one note), to a dominant seventh on E (achieved by splitting the D[image: Image], so speak, into E and D, again altering a single note), thence to a dominant seventh on G (inflecting the G[image: Image] to G and the E to F), the whole thus functioning as an incredibly rapid yet smooth retransition to the original tonic, C major (Ex. 11-5c). Its arrival, signaled by the motto phrase, provides an appropriately dramatic “double return.” From this point to the end the accent is on progressive reconciliation and accommodation. The pianist gets one more outburst to parallel the one in m. 35; but although it still invokes a darkling minor coloration, it is the tonic minor that is invoked, and the cloud is that much more easily dispelled. Although, presumably, Mozart at the keyboard might have let loose a few more harmonic vagaries during the cadenza, the cadence thus embellished prepares the ultimate reconciliation of harmonic conflicts. Mutual adjustment and cooperation is beautifully symbolized by the final orchestral statement of the motto phrase (mm. 123 ff), which this time lacks its embellished half cadence and suspenseful fermata, but rather hooks up with a balancing phrase in the solo part to bring things back, peacefully and on harmonic schedule, to the tonic. Just as in the slow movement from Symphony no. 39 (Ex. 11-1), there are a few chromatic twinges in the closing bars to recall old aches, but the end comes quietly, with gracious resignation.


  EX. 11-5C W. A. Mozart, Concerto no. 17 in G major, K. 453, II, mm. 86–94
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  Again, as in the symphony, we have a kind of emotional diary in sound, but this time there is the complicating factor of the dual medium: piano plus (or, possibly, versus) orchestra. The heightened caprice and dynamism that Mozart (and before him, C. P. E. Bach) brought to the concerto genre caused a heightened awareness of its potentially symbolic or metaphorical aspect, its possible reading as a social paradigm or a venue for social commentary. Artists imbued with the individualistic spirit of Romanticism interpreted the paradigm as one of social opposition, of the One against the Many, with an outcome that could be either triumphant (if the One emerged victorious) or tragic (if the decision went the other way).


  The interaction of the soloist and the orchestra in the slow movement of Concerto No. 17 has been splendid grist for such readings, including a vivid one by the feminist musicologist Susan McClary (whose social interpretation of Bach’s Fifth Brandenburg Concerto was discussed in chapter 6). She reads the piece as a narrative of increasingly fraught contention between the orchestra and the defiant soloist, with that egregious FOP on a G[image: Image] major triad signaling an impasse. “From the point of view of tonal norms,” she writes (having already characterized tonal norms as a metaphor for social norms), “the piano has retreated to a position of the most extreme irrationality, and normal tonal logic cannot really be marshaled to salvage it.”19 And yet the orchestra, as we have already seen, succeeds in salvaging the tonic in a mere four bars. Such a quick victory, McClary argues, is itself “irrational,” defiant of “the pure pristine logic of conventional tonality.” Both the soloist and the orchestra have exhibited startling, not to say deviant, behavior—and deviance requires explanation. The explanation one chooses will reveal one’s social attitudes. Does it seem that “the collective suddenly enters and saves the day”? If so, then one has confessed one’s allegiance to the communal order. (McClary identifies this as the “Enlightened” position.) Or, conversely, does it seem that the “necessities of the individual are blatantly sacrificed to the overpowering requirements of social convention”?20 This would betray one’s identification with “the social protagonist,” and cast the orchestra’s behavior as exemplifying “the authoritarian force that social convention will draw upon if confronted by recalcitrant nonconformity.”


  In such a reading, a painful irony colors the final repetition of the opening motto, in which, we recall, the piano and the orchestra finally cooperate in a way that “delivers the long-awaited consequent phrase” that answers the motto’s persistent question. The appearance of concord, McClary suggests, masks oppression and social alienation.


  It is not difficult to raise objections to this reading, if one insists that a reading of a work of art directly represent or realize the author’s intentions, and that those intentions are “immanent”—that is, inherent—in the work itself. One can cite biographical counterevidence: in 1784, the year in which Mozart composed this concerto, he was at the very peak of his early Viennese prosperity and showed few signs of alienation from the public whose favor he was then so successfully courting. (A possible rejoinder: we know, nevertheless, that the success was short-lived; and while Mozart could not know that, he did know very well that his freelance activity was risky and that his affluent lifestyle was precarious. This consciousness might well indeed have colored his attitude toward the society in which he was functioning, and made him anxious or mistrustful.) One may also doubt whether either the piano’s tonal behavior or the orchestra’s can really be classified as “irrational” within the listening conventions Mozart shared with his audience. Every symphonic composition reached a FOP, sometimes a very distant one (though, admittedly, rarely so distant as here). Mozart’s techniques for achieving it in the present instance, while extreme in their result, were fully intelligible in their method. Quick chromatic or enharmonic returns to the tonic from distant points are something we have observed long ago in Scarlatti, after all, for whom it was sooner an amusing gesture than a troubling one.


  Then too, the quick resolution of a seemingly hopeless imbroglio was the hallmark of the comic opera in which Mozart so excelled, and which (as we have seen) so informed the style of his concerto writing. Another music historian, Wye J. Allanbrook, calls the device the “comic closure,” and maintains that the quicker and smoother the unexpected reconciliation, and the greater the harmonic distance covered by it, the more it reflected Mozart’s essentially optimistic outlook on the workings of his society.21 In this, Allanbrook concludes, Mozart was acting in a manner typical of eighteenth-century dramatists and, like them, expressing an ingenuous commitment to the social ideals of the Enlightenment.
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  FIG. 11-4 A Mozart family portrait, ca. 1780, by Johann Nepomuk della Croce. W. A. Mozart and his sister Maria Anna (“Nannerl”) are at the keyboard; their father Leopold holds a violin; the portrait on the wall shows the composer’s mother, who had died in 1778 in Paris while accompanying him on tour (Mozart House, Salzburg).


  


  Indeed, the interpretive descriptions of the concerto that have come down to us from the eighteenth century tend to place emphasis on a kind of co-participation in an expressive enterprise, rather than on social conflict. “I imagine the concerto,” wrote Koch, “to be somewhat like the tragedy of the ancients, where the actor expressed his feelings not to the audience but to the chorus, which was involved most sparingly in the action, and at the same time was entitled to participate in the expression of the feelings.”22 Thus, in Koch’s view, there is indeed an “emotive relationship” between the soloist and the orchestra. “To it,” Koch writes (meaning the orchestra), “he displays his feelings, while it now beckons approval to him with short interspersed phrases, now affirms, as it were, his expression; now it tries in the Allegro to stir up his exalted feelings still more; now it pities him in the Adagio, now it consoles him.” As Jane R. Stevens, the translator of this passage from Koch, comments, “instead of antagonists or simply cooperating partners, the solo and tutti are semi-independent, interacting elements in a sort of dramatic intercourse”—one designed not merely to represent a mode of interaction but to achieve a heightened expressive intensity for the audience to contemplate.23


  And yet, even if it can be demonstrated conclusively that the idea of concerto as social paradigm was not the dominant view of Mozart’s time, that does not by any means preclude or invalidate social or biographical readings of his contributions to the genre. The view of the concerto as a critical social microcosm seems to have come later than Mozart’s time, but not much later. And when it came, it had surely been influenced by Mozart’s example. Koch himself is a case in point. His remarks on the expressive meaning of the concerto are from his textbook, An Essay in Composition Instruction (Versuch einer Anleitung zur Composition), published in 1793. In this book, C.P. E. Bach is named as the exemplary concerto composer; Mozart’s name is absent. Nine years later, in 1802, Koch published a Musical Dictionary, in which many of the same points are made, but now with Mozart as the prime example.


  It was, in other words, only after Mozart’s death that his concertos began to circulate outside of the narrow Vienna-Salzburg corridor and have a wider resonance. By then, Romanticism was burgeoning. The meanings and feelings that were drawn out of Mozart’s music by his later interpreters probably no longer corresponded exactly with those that Mozart was aware of depositing there, so to speak. But a message received is just as much a message as a message sent. In this as in so many ways, Mozart—perhaps unwittingly, but no less powerfully—fostered the growth of musical Romanticism, and became its posthumous standard-bearer.


  Whatever we may make of the closing bars of the middle movement, the finale of the Concerto in G, K. 453, like practically all of Mozart’s concerto finales, is cast in the cheerful, conciliatory spirit of an opera buffa finale. While the rondo form remained the most popular framework for such pieces, a significant minority of concertos, including this one, used the theme and variation technique. In either case, the object was the same: to put a fetchingly contrasted cast of characters on stage and finally submerge their differences in conviviality. Mozart’s stock of variational characters is replete, on the happy end, with jig rhythms for the piano and gossipy contrapuntal conversation for the winds; and, on the gloomy end, with mysterious syncopations in the parallel minor, all awaiting reconciliation in the coda.


  That coda, when it comes, is even more buffa-like than most, thanks to its length and extraordinary precipitateness. With its bristling new tempo (“Presto. Finale.”), it takes the place of the strepitoso or molto stretto at the end of an operatic act, which (recalling Lorenzo Da Ponte’s words) “always closes in an uproar” with every character cavorting on stage. Here all is given up to fanfares and madcap arpeggios (as Da Ponte would put it, to “noise, noise, noise!”), the texture teeming with rapid antiphonal exchanges and with muttered Leporelloish asides like the strange minor-mode string ostinato in whole notes that frames the frenetic last statement of the theme by the piano in characteristic dialogue with the winds (Ex. 11-6). The result, in the enthusiastic words of Donald Francis Tovey, the greatest of all program annotators, is “a comic wind-up big enough for Figaro.”


  THE TIP OF THE ICEBERG


  Mozart’s concertos, for all their superb originality, show him most clearly in a line of succession from the Bach sons—and, in particular, show him as the heir to C. P. E. Bach’s protoRomantic empfindsamer Stil. Mozart’s keyboard fantasias are even better evidence of this important line of descent. There are only four of them, representing the tip of a huge iceberg of improvised musicmaking for which they are, along with the concerto cadenzas, our sole precious written remains. The one in D minor, K. 397, composed early in Mozart’s Vienna period, might almost have been conceived in emulation of C. P. E. Bach’s C-minor fantasia (Ex. 8-4). Like it, the work begins with inchoate exploratory strummings (Ex. 11-7a) reminiscent of the old lute “ricercars”, alternatively known, even in the sixteenth century, as “fantasias”—the remote but nevertheless direct ancestors of Mozart’s keyboard improvisations.


  EX. 11-6 W. A. Mozart, Concerto no. 17 in G major, K. 453, III, mm. 218–29
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  EX. 11-7A W. A. Mozart, Fantasia in D minor, K. 397, mm. 1–22
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  Where the marking “Adagio” replaces the opening Andante, the music settles down into a recognizable thematic shape: four bars that break down two by two with complementary harmonies. A contrasting four bars lengthens the emergent theme to a full eight-bar period, ending on a half cadence. The expectation thus raised, of course, is that a parallel eight-bar period will follow, bringing things home with a full cadence on the tonic. Instead, this being a fantasia (rather than, say, a sonata), three chromatic bars ensue that take the harmony from the dominant to its dominant—i.e., farther away from closure: a deliberately puzzling effect. And puzzlement is compounded when that secondary dominant is resolved, through some suddenly agitated passagework, to the minor V, only to break off on a diminished harmony, followed by a rest-cum-fermata, the very emblem of suspense.


  In other words, Mozart is doing everything he can to avoid the “logic” of functional harmony (everything, that is, short of denying the functions altogether and producing an uninteresting chaos) the more convincingly to suggest a spontaneous train of musical thought, triggered on the spur of the moment by the player’s actual feelings in all their changeability.


  From there on, interruption is the order of the day, with each thematic return—the main theme in A minor and then in D minor, the “agitated passagework” in G minor, producing an unusual FOP—halted in mid-career by some sort of rhythmically unmeasured “outside event,” be it a presto flourish or a diminished-seventh arpeggio to a fermata. The two presto passages, interestingly, have opposite structural (or “syntactic”) functions. The second of them, which precedes a “recapitulatory” idea (the main theme in the original key), is an Eingang or “lead-in,” similar to what one finds in the concertos, if more intense. The first one, however, which breaks off on a diminished-seventh arpeggio to a time-out, could be called an Abgang. It “leads away” from the thematic material to points unknown (Ex. 11-7b).


  EX. 11-7B W. A. Mozart, Fantasia in D minor, K. 397, m. 34
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  And then, just when interruption is becoming “normal” for this piece, and therefore the expected thing, Mozart switches modes, ups the tempo to allegretto, and throws in a fully shaped and rounded theme of a sort that could easily serve for variation or rondo treatment. In the present context, where nothing can be taken for granted, the very regularity of the theme is a source of suspense (will it last? will the cadence come?). The continuation again seems regularity itself, until Mozart breaks it off on a diminished-seventh chord and follows through with a veritable spoof of a cadenza, replete with an inordinately prolonged cadential trill that never gets to make the cadence, followed by two attempts (the second of them successful) to bring the allegretto melody, and with it the entire piece, to a close.


  The D-minor Fantasia, while typical of the genre, is mild. It was probably meant as practice material for one of Mozart’s aristocratic pupils. For an idea of what a real Mozartean improvisation might have been like, we must turn to another piece, and a justly famous one: the C-minor Fantasia, K. 475. According to Mozart’s own handwritten catalogue of his works, it was completed in Vienna on 20 May 1785 and was published later that year (as “opus 11”) together with a piano sonata in the same key (K. 457), completed the year before.


  The fantasia is designated as being in C minor, and it does begin on C, but to find an actual cadence in the titular key one must go to m. 173, only eight bars before the end of the piece, for only there is the tonality fully confirmed. Ex. 11-8 shows part of the opening section of the fantasia, and the parallel passage that closes the work. The opening section is harmonically one of the most uncanny compositions of its time—and it is in this, particularly, that it may be presumed to transmit the true style of a Mozartean improvisation, if earwitnesses are to be believed.


  EX. 11-8A W. A. Mozart, Fantasia in C minor, K. 475, mm. 1–22
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  The opening octave C in Ex. 11-8a is followed by an E[image: Image] that seems to promise a (typical) tonic arpeggio; but the very next note (F[image: Image]), coming as it does in a rhythmically strong position, is profoundly disconfirming and destabilizing. (The offbeat G that follows it can only be heard now as a passing tone, not as the completion of the promised tonic arpeggio.) When compounded with the submediant A[image: Image] at the peak of the phrase, the strong F[image: Image] produces a disturbing diminished third—or rather, an inverted augmented sixth, an interval that ineluctably calls for a resolution to the dominant. The call is duly met in m. 2, the dominant thus being firmly established dozens of measures before the tonic.


  Now of course it may be argued that to establish the dominant is to establish the tonic as well, since both terms describe not things in themselves but participants in a reciprocal relationship. And that is true—but only momentarily. The fleeting reference to the dominant is disconfirmed and destabilized in the very next measure, by the downbeat B[image: Image], which is voiced exactly like the downbeat C and B-natural in the preceding measures, and seems all at once to be continuing a chromatic descent that they had (as if) surreptitiously begun.


  Once we have noted the descending chromatic bass, we may be reminded (especially if we are eighteenth-century listeners by birth or education) of the old passus duriusculus, the “hard way down” from tonic to dominant, so familiar from the vocal and keyboard compositions of the seventeenth century and their myriad eighteenth-century progeny. Having recognized it, we are led to expect the dominant once more—to expect it, indeed, in the bass and in root position. And of course (this being a fantasia) we are in for a shocking surprise; for the bass gets stalled in the process of its descent, never making G (the dominant) at all, but coming prematurely to a most uneasy rest on A[image: Image]. From there it proceeds up by half steps, thus canceling the passus duriusculus and with it, all expectation of a dominant destination.


  Will it perhaps, then, lead back to the tonic, establishing it at last? Not a chance. Again the bass stalls one degree short of the goal, on B-natural, and turns downward once more, this time with a greatly lessened sense of an implied goal, if indeed any is left at all. Since one of the notes the bass will now pass through is the G so spectacularly avoided the first time around, Mozart goes to amazing lengths not only to frustrate but actually to cancel the note’s resolution tendency, finally dissolving the listener’s tonal orientation once and (it could seem) for all. A new way of harmonizing the chromatic bass descent is introduced, now based on an older—indeed, “pre-tonal”—concept of harmony: the suspension chain, whereby sevenths resolve not as dominants, along the circle of fifths, but purely “intervallically,” to sixths (see Ex. 11-8b).


  EX. 11-8B W. A. Mozart, Fantasia in C minor, K. 475, mm. 10–6 in harmonic reduction
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  By the time the G is reached, there has been a precedent for the 7–6 suspension resolution, and so the dominant seventh on G resolves not to the root-position triad on C that we have been waiting for, but resolves instead, hair-raisingly (if only apparently), to an inverted chord of E[image: Image] minor. And now the best, most sophisticated feint of all: that chord, with G[image: Image] in the bass, proceeds enharmonically to the dominant of B major. There has been a passus duriusculus after all, but it has gone from B down to F[image: Image], not C to G. Mozart has misled our ears into accepting the wrong dominant. You might even say that he has transposed our hearing down a half step.


  By now it may be needless to add that this ersatz dominant will no more likely achieve a normal resolution than any of the others. In mm. 16–17 resolution comes only on the weak beats, which makes the tonic so easy to trump by the deceptive cadence in m. 18. That deceptive cadence is to G major, of course, which is the original (long-expected) dominant. It comes in “tonicized” form, however, alternating with its own dominant, and devoid of any tendency to move on to C. On the contrary, in m. 21 the chord picks up an augmented sixth (E[image: Image]) that forces it back whence it sprang, to the dominant of B, thus turning the whole passage into a tease.


  The tease continues past the end of Ex. 11-8a. The F[image: Image] major triad alternates with the awaited B for awhile, but its persisting rhythmic advantage continues to hold off any real sense of closure. Then, almost sadistically, Mozart reiterates the ostensible dominant in the soprano no fewer than six times before failing yet again to resolve it. This particular failure is especially noteworthy: a rare form of deceptive cadence in which the dominant root is held but reidentified as a third, producing an unusual “flat mediant” progression with respect to the anticipated tonic.


  This unexpected and remote key, D major, is—perversely!—then given the full functional treatment so conspicuously withheld from the tonic. It is made the bearer of a full-fledged theme (the first in the piece), replete with parallel-period structure and contrasting consequent. It almost comes to a full stop, but in m. 42 its subdominant is suddenly replaced by a replay of the progression that gave access to the key of D in the first place. A dominant “[image: Image]” on B picks up the circle of fifths left hanging in m. 25, a circle that in the ensuing allegro will go through six more progressions in rapid succession, until the key of F major is reached, and another seemingly random pause is made amid the harmonic flux to accommodate a new theme, unexpected and unrelated to what has gone before.


  To describe these events, as always, takes much longer than it does to experience them. Suffice it then to announce that there will be another pause along the way for a new theme in B[image: Image] major (Andantino) and a stormy quasi-development beginning in G minor that will eventually refocus on the original dominant to make a retransition to the opening material at m. 167, as shown inEx. 11-8c. This is in fact the first thematic reprise in the composition, and it cleverly redirects the opening sequential ideas so as to lead back to, and finally confirm, the tonic. An especially effective touch, both witty and poignant, is the abandonment of melody altogether in m. 173, leaving only a bare accompaniment figure to make the long-awaited cadential connection between dominant and tonic in a manner suggesting exhaustion.


  EX. 11-8C W. A. Mozart, Fantasia in C minor, K. 475, mm. 167–182
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  To sum up this remarkable composition-in-the-form-of-an-improvisation, or improvisation-in-the-form-of-a-composition: its technique, basically, is that of withholding precisely what a sonata or symphonic exposition establishes, proceeding from key to key and theme to theme not by any predefined process of “logic,” but in a “locally associative” process that at every turn (or, at any rate, until the retransition and recapitulation signal the approaching end) defies prediction. In place of a reassuring sense of order, the composer establishes a thrilling sense of danger—of imminent disintegration or collapse, to be averted only by an unending supply of delightfully surprising ideas such as only a Mozartean imagination can sustain. That sense of risks successfully negotiated is the same awareness that makes a virtuoso performance thrilling. In the fantasia, as in the improvisations it apes, composing and performing were one.


  FANTASIA AS METAPHOR


  Sometimes Mozart allowed the exploratory, improvisatory spirit of his keyboard fantasias to invade other genres. One of the most celebrated instances is the slow introduction to the first movement of Mozart’s String Quartet in C major, K. 465, composed in Vienna just a few months before the keyboard fantasia in C minor. It was finished on 14 January 1785, and published later that year as the sixth and last in the set of quartets dedicated to Haydn.


  One youthful experiment apart (K. 171, composed at the age of seventeen), this is the only one of Mozart’s twenty-three quartets to begin with a slow introduction. It is clear that this little essay in uncanny chromaticism (thanks to which the whole work is now known as the “Dissonance” Quartet) was an import from another genre, a virtual keyboard improvisation set for four stringed instruments (Fig. 11-5).


  The dissonance to which the quartet owes its nickname is the glaringly exposed cross relation, A[image: Image] vs. A, that occurs between viola and first violin at their respective entrances. (The effect is repeated four bars later a whole step lower; there are also many more-or-less concealed cross relations in the introduction, for example between cello and second violin in mm. 2–3 and 6–7). The harmony implied by this chromatic inflection suggests a move to the dominant (the A[image: Image] being part of a Neapolitan sixth in the key of G, the Anatural the fifth of a “[image: Image]” in the same key), and that is indeed the overall trajectory, as it is in all slow introductions. But, just as in the C-minor Fantasia, a passus duriusculus intervenes, falling by semitones in the bass and giving rise to a whole series of fugitive shadow-“keys” (B[image: Image] minor, F major, C minor) along the way.


  So eerie and bizarre is the effect of this seemingly wayward (but actually so unerringly calculated) little passage, that it became a cause célèbre. The first to attack it was Giuseppe Sarti, Mozart’s older contemporary, whose opera Fra i due litiganti Mozart quoted in the banquet scene from Don Giovanni as a token of friendship. Sarti’s essay, “Osservazioni critiche sopra un quartetto di Mozart” (“Carping comments about a Mozart quartet”), shows a far less friendly attitude toward Mozart, whom he dismisses as an upstart piano player with “spoiled ears.”24 As for cross relations, Sarti declared gruffly that there were only two kinds: those that should be avoided and those that were intolerable.


  Probably written in St. Petersburg, Russia, where Sarti served the court of the Empress Catherine the Great, the essay did not see print in full until 1832, more than four decades after Mozart’s death (and three after Sarti’s own). When it did, it prompted several attempts to “correct” Mozart’s writing. The most interesting of these was by the Belgian scholar-critic François-Joseph Fétis, who changed no notes, only rhythms, but managed to avoid all the direct cross relations—an achievement as clever and skillful from the technical point of view as it was esthetically obtuse (Ex. 11-9).
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  FIG. 11-5 Mozart, autograph score of String Quartet in C major, K. 465 (“Dissonance”), showing the celebrated slow introduction to the first movement and the beginning of the Allegro.


  


  In a way both Sarti and Fétis were correct: the former in recognizing that the style of the introduction was that of a “piano player,” the latter in normalizing it according to the rules of formal composition customarily employed when writing “in parts,” as one does in a proper string quartet. But that only serves to confirm the surmise that the origins of Mozart’s harmonic boldness lay in the unwritten traditions of free improvisation. His boldness consisted not so much in the harmonic transgressions his critics sought to eliminate, but, more basically by far, in the substitution of one set of generic norms for another.


  EX. 11-9 François-Joseph Fétis, rewrite of slow introduction to K. 465, I, mm. 1–5
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  One who mistook neither Mozart’s purpose nor the effect of his achievement was the man to whom the quartet was dedicated. Haydn heard the piece the very day after it was completed, at a quartet evening in Vienna on 15 January 1785; it was then and there that he exclaimed to Leopold Mozart that the latter’s son was the greatest musician of the age. He confessed his astonishment and admiration not only in words but also, later, in exquisite musical deed. More than a decade later, undoubtedly prompted and emboldened by the teasing memory of Mozart’s little fantasia for quartet, Haydn wrote a magnificent full-length fantasia for orchestra, perhaps his most amazing composition and certainly his most unexpected one.


  While in England with Salomon in 1791, Haydn had attended the great Handel Festival in Westminster Abbey. He immediately perceived something we have long since observed—that Handel’s sacred oratorios, rendered in monumental performances, were for the British a symbol of nationhood, the first truly nationalistic musical genre in our modern sense of the word. Haydn wanted to offer something similar to the Austrian nation: a sacred oratorio with text not in Latin but in the language of the people, for performance not in a Catholic worship service but under secular auspices, as a unifier not of a religious body but of a body politic, to reinforce the Austrian nation in its loyalty not only to a dynastic crown but to a common soil.


  When Thomas Linley, the director of the Drury Lane Oratorio Concerts, offered Haydn The Creation, a libretto based on Milton’s Paradise Lost that had been prepared for Handel but never set, Haydn leapt at the chance. He took the text home with him to Vienna, had it translated (as Die Schöpfung) by Baron van Swieten, and began setting it to music in 1796. The resulting oratorio was very much in the Handelian tradition, including da capo arias and old-fashioned contrapuntal choruses. Its popularity in Austria following its 1798 première fulfilled Haydn’s ambition for the work and sparked the composition of a sequel, an oratorio called The Seasons (Die Jahreszeiten), to a libretto by James Thomson, also revised and translated by van Swieten. First performed in Vienna in April 1801, it was Haydn’s last major work (followed only by two Masses, one of them drawing on the music for The Creation).


  One part of The Creation, however, had no Handelian counterpart and was anything but old-fashioned in conception. That was the very opening of the oratorio, the Introduction (Einleitung). Subtitled Vorstellung des Chaos—“The Representation of Chaos”—it was an unprecedented attempt to depict in music the disorder that preceded the biblical Beginning. Yet while the illustrative endeavor as such may have been unprecedented, the musical means by which it was accomplished had a precedent, and that precedent was the keyboard fantasia.


  It has been suggested, by Donald Francis Tovey and others, that Haydn’s pious depiction of Chaos and the formation of the Cosmos was influenced by what was then in fact the most advanced scientific theory of the origin of the universe: the so-called nebular hypothesis, first proposed by Immanuel Kant in 1755 and popularized by the French astronomer Pierre Simon, Marquis de Laplace, in his Exposition du système du monde, published in 1796, the very year in which Haydn began work on The Creation. According to the nebular hypothesis, the solar system originated as a nebula, an immense body of rarefied gas and dust swirling in space, that gradually cooled, contracted, and condensed to form the sun and the planets. Or, as the Bible put it, in the beginning “the earth was without form and void” until God gave the Word; whereupon the processes described in the nebular hypothesis commenced. Haydn’s Representation of Chaos, then, was a representation of a process of Becoming, through which what was without form took shape.


  “Here is your infinite empty space!” Tovey declared, referring to the sublimely hollow opening sonority (Ex. 11-10a), a gaping orchestral unison on the note C that discloses neither mode nor key.25 It was an inspired interpretation, for it identified the crucial representational device: the functional degree relationships of tonality, or rather their anomalous withholding and gradual reassertion. A cadence identifying the tonic and dominant, normally given at the outset of a composition to set up the structural norms that will govern it, is deliberately suppressed. The expected thing is normally so routinely supplied by the opening thematic material as to be taken for granted, hardly noticed as such. Its suppression, repeatedly and teasingly replayed, is bizarre, making Haydn’s Representation unique among his orchestral compositions and singularly memorable.


  What Haydn did, in effect, was to turn the techniques of fantasia writing as we have observed them in Mozart into a metaphor. “Tonality,” as Tovey brilliantly observed, “is Haydn’s musical Cosmos.” As inchoate matter strives, according to the nebular hypothesis, toward shape and differentiation, so the music strives toward the emergence of its tonic triad and all of the attendant degree functions. The means by which Haydn realized this metaphor, expertly prolonging and delaying the process of tonal clarification, strikingly parallels the harmonic vagaries we have observed both in Mozart’s C-minor Fantasy and in the Adagio from the “Dissonance” Quartet.


  As in both Mozartean precedents, so here, a bare C, tentatively identifiable as the tonic (and eventually established as such), is initially disconfirmed by an A-flat that turns it perceptually into the third of VI (or of a Neapolitan to V) rather than the root of I (compare Ex. 11-10a with Exx. 11-8 and 11-9).


  Haydn dramatizes the frustration of his music’s “will to form” with special rigor and emphasis. He follows the unison C in Ex. 11-10a, like Mozart in Ex. 11-8a, with an E[image: Image] that at first appears to signal a gradual building-up of the full C-minor triad. That process is then explicitly contradicted by the A[image: Image] contributed by the second violins. Once sounded, that disruptive note is held while the C and E[image: Image] both slip down a half step and are joined by the first violins’ F to form a classically ambiguous diminished-seventh chord. Only then does the A[image: Image] move down to G; but the delayed resolution produces not a tonic triad but a dominant seventh, the opposite member of the awaited cadential pair. The resolution to the by now even more urgently expected tonic is deferred while the violins decorate the dominant function with a chromatic ascent—F[image: Image], G, A[image: Image]—that might well have been copied right out of the opening phrase of Mozart’s Fantasia. But when the resolution comes, on the downbeat of m. 4, it is once again sullied by the A[image: Image] in place of G—once again a dull deceptive cadence has left the Cosmos “without form and void.”


  EX. 11-10A Franz Joseph Haydn, Creation, Vorstellung des Chaos in piano reduction, mm. 1–10
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  Now the whole opening gesture is replayed and intensified by compression. The first violins’ F is pinched up to an F[image: Image] in m. 6, producing a chromatically altered chord devoid of clear harmonic purpose. (Its reappearance decades later in the prelude to Richard Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde will only confirm its tonally suspensive bent.) The chord gives way to the same diminished seventh as before, only now accompanied by a G in the bass that turns the harmony into an especially tense version of the dominant (the “dominant ninth”); but when the bass arpeggiation moves to a member of the tonic triad (E[image: Image]) in m. 7, the rest of the chord stays put, producing a wildly dissonant suspension. An unconventional resolution gets us closer to the tonic, increasing our agitated suspense. But the inverted tonic triad, rhythmically unstable, gives way in m. 8 to the submediant, which, having gained an augmented sixth (F[image: Image]) more powerfully than ever, to the dominant.


  Yet that dominant never materializes, and of course neither does the tonic. At the downbeat of m. 9 the expected G in the bass is altogether confoundingly reidentified (or misidentified) as the third of the mediant triad, and all sense of propulsion toward C minor is lost. Not until m. 21 will any decisive cadence produce a strongly voiced triad in root position, and that triad will be rooted on D[image: Image], a note not even found in the scale of C minor, the long-foreshadowed but now seemingly lost-forever tonic. Before the tonic has even been fairly established, in other words, Haydn (like Mozart in his Fantasia) has arrived at a FOP.


  A fairly extended passage (mm. 26–30) that seems to stalk a cadence on E[image: Image] major, the normal subsidiary region of a C-minor binary structure, suggests that Haydn’s overall plan follows the broad outlines of “sonata form.” That impression is strengthened by the passage beginning in m. 37 (Ex. 11-10b), which has all the earmarks of a retransition. But when the moment of truth arrives (m. 40), in place of the full tonic triad the hollow unison C returns, now hammered out seven times for emphasis. We are still lost in “infinite empty space.”


  EX. 11-10B Franz Joseph Haydn, Creation, Vorstellung des Chaos in piano reduction, mm. 37–44
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  EX. 11-10C Franz Joseph Haydn, Creation, Vorstellung des Chaos in piano reduction, mm. 48–59
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  Only on the last forlorn try, beginning at m. 48 (Ex. 11-10c), does Haydn allow a full cadence on C minor to occur, pianissimo. What normally happens at the beginning—again compare Mozart’s C-minor Fantasia—only gets to happen at the end. And here, too, there is an added metaphorical dimension, quickly made explicit by the entry of a bass singer impersonating the angel Raphael, who intones the opening words of the Book of Genesis: “In the Beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” The imminence of Creation has been announced. But its first forecast was not the Angel’s speech; it came wordlessly, in the soft C-minor triad played by the strings in mm. 58–59, finally fulfilling, in a whisper, the promise of form.


  The familiar biblical account now continues in a remarkable recitative in which the chorus, which alone may impersonally represent the voice of God, takes part. Of the suddenly radiant passage (Ex. 11-11) that follows the first act of Creation (“… and there was LIGHT”), Haydn once exclaimed, “It was not I who wrote that, but some higher power that guided my hand.” All it is, though, is an ordinary (if unusually assertive) authentic cadence on C, of a kind that not only Haydn but every composer alive at the time, whether great or mediocre, wrote every single day. It is the very special context that creates its overwhelmingly fraught significance, reminding us that what freights any utterance with meaning is never confined to its bare immanent “content,” but is the product of an interaction between sender, context, and receiver(s).


  Of course the role of orchestration (that is, tone color) in producing the stunning effect of the passage should not be underestimated. Indeed, orchestration has been playing an almost unprecedented role throughout the Representation of Chaos as a “nebular” metaphor. Swirling figures in the woodwinds, including a couple of spectacular runs for the flute and for the still-novel clarinet, contribute tellingly to the uncanny effect of the whole, and it is the woodwinds and brass, entering suddenly en masse after a long silence, that produce the sublime and somewhat terrifying radiance at the appearance of God’s light. The poetic art of orchestration, seemingly “created” here before our ears (but in fact prefigured in the opera house, as we know full well from Mozart’s Don Giovanni), would reach an unimagined peak at the hands of the increasingly metaphor-minded composers of the incipient nineteenth century.


  Nor is that all that Haydn bequeathed to them in the astounding Introduction to The Creation. Its tonal trajectory, too, from a dark and murky “unformed” C minor to a radiantly triumphant C major, became a topos—a narrative archetype—that would be replayed again and again in many expressive and dramatic contexts.


  THE COMING OF MUSEUM CULTURE


  And that is because Mozart and Haydn’s progeny, far more than any previous generation of musicians, thought of themselves as just that—progeny. A sense of heirship, of tradition, of obligation to illustrious forebears and their great works becomes in the nineteenth century a stronger force in the history of musical composition than ever before. The reasons, as always, are many, but one of the most important is the growing sense of canon, of an accumulating body of permanent masterworks that never go out of style but form the bedrock of an everlasting and immutable repertory that alone can validate contemporary composers with its authority.


  EX. 11-11 Franz Joseph Haydn, Creation, recitative with chorus in full score
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  The reasons for the emergence of this canon had to do with the same new economic conditions in which Mozart and Haydn worked at the ends of their lives. The prime venue of musical performance became the public subscription concert rather than the aristocratic salon. Not the needs of a patron but the communal judgment of a public (as arbitrated by a new class of public critics) now defined values.


  And those values were defined in accordance with a new concept of the artistic masterwork—a consummate, inviolable, even sacred musical text that contained and transmitted the permanently valuable achievements of a master creator. Thanks to this new concept, the art of music now possessed artifacts of permanent value like the painter’s colored canvas or the architect’s solid edifice. And like paintings, stored increasingly in public museums, musical masterworks were now worshiped in public temples of art—that is, in modern concert halls, which took on more and more the aspect of museums.


  Mozart and Haydn (with Handel a singular local prototype) were the first inhabitants of that museum, of which the first examples were figuratively “erected” in Handel’s adopted city, London, with the institution of public concert series, like the so-called Academy of Antient [Ancient] Musick, devoted predominantly to the work of dead composers. That was the birth of “classical music,” essentially a nineteenth-century invention. And that was what killed off the busy music marketplace, with its premium on spontaneous public invention, replacing it with our familiar “classical” curatorial function—faultless reproduction, heavy sense of obligation to texts, radical differentiation of creative and performing roles, the elevation of the literate tradition and the denigration of the oral one.


  Although the process of its formation was well underway by the turn of the nineteenth century, the new museum-culture of “classical music” was much abetted by the advent of a powerful catalyst. His name was Beethoven. It is clear that the museum-culture would have prevailed in the long run even without Beethoven, since it was impelled by social and economic forces much more powerful than any individual artist’s efforts could be. And it is equally clear that Beethoven would have become a greatly influential figure in nineteenth-century culture even without the force of the emergent museum-culture behind him. And yet neither the authority of the one nor the greatness of the other would have attained such a speedy elevation without their symbiosis. The museum culture helped create Beethoven, and he helped create it. That momentous story now lies directly in our path.


  


  CHAPTER 12

  The First Romantics


  LATE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY MUSIC ESTHETICS; BEETHOVEN’S CAREER AND HIS POSTHUMOUS LEGEND


  THE BEAUTIFUL AND THE SUBLIME


  The earliest public critics were motivated by a concept or ideal called romanticism—an easy thing to spot in a writer or an artist, but notoriously difficult to define. And that is because romanticism was (and is) no single idea but a whole heap of ideas, some of them quite irreconcilable. Yet if it has a kernel, that kernel can be found in the opening paragraphs of a remarkable book that appeared in Paris in 1782 under the title Confessions—the last and (he thought) crowning work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. “I am commencing an undertaking,” he wrote,


  
    hitherto without precedent, and which will never find an imitator. I desire to set before my fellows the likeness of a man in all the truth of nature, and that man myself.

  


  
    Myself alone! I know the feelings of my heart, and I know men. I am not made like any of those I have seen; I venture to believe that I am not made like any of those who are in existence. If I am not better, at least I am different. Whether Nature has acted rightly or wrongly in destroying the mould in which she cast me, can only be decided after I have been read.1

  


  To be romantic meant valuing difference and seeking one’s uniqueness. It meant a life devoted to self-realization. It meant believing that the purpose of art was the expression of one’s unique self, one’s “original genius,” a reality that only existed within. The purpose of such self-expression was the calling forth of a sympathetic response; but it had to be done “disinterestedly,” for its own sake, out of an inner urge to communicate devoid of ulterior motive. It was that, and that alone, that could provide a truly “esthetic” experience (as defined by the philosopher Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, who coined the term in his treatise Aesthetica of 1750), as distinct from an intellectual or an ethical one. The only musical works we have encountered so far that could conceivably satisfy these requirements were the late symphonies of Mozart, described in the previous chapter. Not coincidentally, then, Mozart became for the critics of his own time and shortly thereafter the first and quintessential romantic artist, the more so since music was widely regarded as the most essentially romantic of all the arts.


  What made it so, according to E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776–1822), the most influential music critic of the early nineteenth century, was not merely the power of music to engage the emotions, but rather the “fact” (as Hoffmann felt it to be) that “its sole subject is the infinite.”2 Precisely because music, unlike painting or poetry, has no necessary model in nature, it “discloses to man an unknown realm, a world that has nothing in common with the external sensual world that surrounds him, a world in which he leaves behind him all definite feelings to surrender himself to an inexpressible longing.” In opposition to “the external sensual world,” then, music provides access to the inner spiritual world—but only if it resists all temptation to represent the outer world.
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  FIG. 12-1 E. T. A. Hoffmann, self-portrait (ca. 1822).


  


  Thus, for romantics, instrumental music was an altogether more exalted art than vocal. This, too, was a novel idea, perhaps only even thinkable since Haydn’s time. Rousseau himself, as we know, was of the opposite view, quoting Fontanelle’s exasperated cry—“Sonate, que me veuxtu?” (“Sonata, what do you want from me?”)—with approval, and adding that a taste for “purely harmonic” (i.e., instrumental) music was an “unnatural” taste. Even Kant, the greatest early theorizer of esthetics, thought instrumental music at once the pleasantest art and the least “cultured,” since “it merely plays with sensations.”3 For Hoffmann, though, writing in 1813, the shoe was on the other foot. Words, for him, were the inferior element—by nature representational, hence merely “external.” They pointed outside themselves, while music pointed within. Music, he allowed, definitely improved a text—“clothing it with the purple luster of romanticism”—but that was only because its inherently spiritual quality rendered our souls more susceptible to the externally motivated (hence, more ordinary, less artistic) emotions named by the poem.4 The poem was transformed by union with music, but the music was inhibited by the poem. Eventually, wrote Hoffmann, music “had to break each chain that bound it to another art,” leaving the other arts bereft and aspiring, in the words of Walter Pater, a latterday romantic critic, “towards the condition of music.”5


  That condition is the condition of autonomous, “absolute” spirituality and expressivity. The whole history of music, as Hoffmann viewed it, was one of progressive emancipation of music from all bonds that compromised the autonomy and absoluteness of expression that Hoffmann took to be its essence. “That gifted composers have raised instrumental music to its present high estate,” he wrote, is due not to the superior quality of modern instruments or the superior virtuosity of modern performers.6 It is due solely to modern composers’ “more profound, more intimate recognition of music’s specific nature.” The composer and the performing virtuoso were henceforth cast in opposition; virtuosity was just one more bond, one more tie to the external world, from which true music had to be emancipated.


  All of this was utterly contrary to earlier notions of musical expression, which were founded staunchly on the ancient doctrine (stated most comprehensively by Aristotle) that art imitates nature. That doctrine had itself brought about a revolution in musical expression in its time, the sixteenth century, when musicians discovered the writings of ancient Greece and began, in madrigals and (later) in opera, to devise the “representational style” (stile rappresentativo) so as directly to imitate speech and, through it, the emotions expressed by speech. Like the later doctrine of affections, the stile rappresentativo was at the opposite pole from romantic notions of untrammeled musical expressivity.


  For one thing, it depended on alliance with words—another art. For another, it expressed not the unique feelings of the composer but the archetypical feelings of characters, and hence emphasized general “human nature” as an object of representation, not the uniqueness of an individual self as an object of expression. For a third, it dealt with particular objectified categories of feeling that had names, that could be (and were) classified and catalogued, that were the common property of humanity. It was powerless to summon up the verbally inexpressible, the ineffable, the metaphysical or “infinite.” Hence, it could communicate only through a repeatable process of objective intellectual cognition (or recognition), not transcendent subjective inspiration. It was not an absolute art, let alone an autonomous or emancipated one. It dealt in the common coin of shared humanity, not the elite currency of genius.


  The “gifted composers” or geniuses to whom music owed its emancipation, Hoffmann declared, were Mozart and Haydn, the first true romantics. As “the creators of our present instrumental music,” they were “the first to show us the art in its full glory.”7 But whereas Haydn “grasps romantically what is human in human life,” Mozart reveals “the wondrous element that abides in inner being.” Haydn, albeit with unique aptitude and empathy, manifests a general humanity, what Kant called the sensus communis—thoughts and feelings common to all (“all men,” as people put it then), thus capable of fostering social union. Haydn is therefore “more commensurable” with ordinary folk, “more comprehensible for the majority.” His art is democratic, in the spirit of Enlightenment.


  Mozart, by contrast, expresses for Hoffmann something essential, ineffable, unique. His music “leads us into the heart of the spirit realm”—or those of “us,” anyway, who are equipped (like Tamino, the hero of The Magic Flute) to make a spiritual journey. It springs, like all true romantic art, from an “attempt to transcend the sphere of cognition, to experience higher, more spiritual things, and to sense the presence of the ineffable.”8 That is the definition of romanticism given around 1835 by Gustav Schilling (1803–81), a German lexicographer.


  For all these reasons Mozart’s music, unlike Haydn’s, gives rise not only to bliss but to fear and trembling, and to melancholy as well. To sum it all up in a single pair of opposing words, it was Mozart, according to Hoffmann and his contemporaries, who made the crucial romantic breakthrough—from the (merely) beautiful to the sublime.


  We are perhaps no longer as sensitive to this distinction as were the theorists of romanticism. We may tend nowadays to interchange the words “beautiful” and “sublime” in our everyday language, perhaps even in our critical vocabulary. To say “Haydn’s music is beautiful” may not seem to us to be very different in meaning or intent from saying “Mozart’s music is sublime.” It may even seem to us like a way of pairing or equating the two. But to a romantic, it meant radically distinguishing them. And that is because, from about the middle of the eighteenth century to about the middle of the nineteenth, the words were held to be virtual opposites.
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  FIG. 12-2 Caspar David Friedrich, Moonrise on an Empty Shore (1839). Friedrich’s eerily lit landscapes often summon up moods of sublime immensity comparable to the “infinite longing” Hoffmann named as the latent subject matter of romantic art.


  


  For the English philosopher and statesman Edmund Burke (1729–97), writing in 1757 under the influence of Kant (whom he influenced in turn), they presented “a remarkable contrast,” which he detailed as follows:


  
    Sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beautiful ones comparatively small: beauty should be smooth and polished; the great is rugged and negligent;… beauty should not be obscure; the great ought to be dark and even gloomy: beauty should be light and delicate; the great ought to be solid and even massive. They are indeed ideas of a very different nature, one being founded on pain, the other on pleasure.9

  


  This was, indeed, if not something new then at least something so old and forgotten as to seem new again: art founded on pain. Not since J. S. Bach have we encountered any notion that music should be anything but beautiful, and never have we encountered such a notion with reference to secular music. It implies an enormous change in the artist’s attitude toward his audience; and this, too, is a crucial component in any adequate definition of romanticism. The history of music in the nineteenth century—at any rate, of a very significant portion of it—could be written in terms of the encroachment of the sublime upon the domain of the beautiful, of the “great” upon the pleasant. And the process of encroachment applies to retrospective evaluation as well, as we are in the process of discovering where Mozart is concerned.


  By characterizing Mozart’s art as being “more an intimation of the infinite” than Haydn’s, moreover, Hoffmann was implying (and claiming as one of its values) that it was inaccessible to the many. Romanticism, at least Hoffmann’s brand of it, was profoundly elitist and anti-egalitarian. It was an agonized reaction to the “universalist” ideals of the Enlightenment, a recoil by thinkers (especially in England and Germany) who viewed the French Revolution and the disasters that ensued—regicide, mob rule, terror, mass executions, wars of Napoleonic conquest—as the bitter harvest of an arrogant Utopian dream. Indeed, the man who gave this opinion its most memorably eloquent expression was none other than Edmund Burke, our erstwhile theorist of the sublime, in his Reflections on the Revolution in France, published in 1790, and the even more embittered Letters on a Regicide Peace of 1795–97.


  Examples of “painful” music are common enough in opera. The second-act finale of Mozart’s Don Giovanni will surely come to mind in this connection, with its “devastating opening chords” that (in the words of Elaine Sisman, a perceptive writer on the musical sublime) “intensify almost unbearably the music of the overture by substituting the chord on which the Commendatore had been mortally wounded in the [Act I] duel.”10 The graveyard scene from the same opera had inspired actual “horror” in a contemporary reviewer, who commented that “Mozart seems to have learned the language of ghosts from Shakespeare.”11 Interestingly enough, Mozart, while working on Idomeneo, his most unremittingly serious opera, found fault with that very aspect of Shakespeare, commenting that “if the speech of the ghost in Hamlet were not so long it would be more effective.”12 He twice revised the trombone-laden music representing the terrifying subterranean voice of Neptune in Idomeneo—from seventy measures, to thirty-one, all the way down to nine—so as to achieve a proper sense of awe-inspiring shock, or (in a single word) sublimity.


  But these were not the passages in Mozart that inspired Hoffmann to call him romantic, nor did even Haydn’s overwhelming Representation of Chaos in The Creation, culminating in the famous burst of divine illumination, qualify for that honor. The latter was undeniably a sublime achievement. Schilling, the lexicographer, actually referred to it in his definition of das Erhabene (the sublime) in music, although that may have been because the opening words of the Book of Genesis were themselves often cited as the greatest of all models for sublime rhetoric.13


  But there was a crucial difference between the sublime as represented in The Creation and the sublime as prized by romantics. Haydn’s representation, like any representation, had a cognizable object, a fixed content that emanated from words, not music. Hence it was an example of “imitation” rather than expression, and therefore, to romantics, not romantic. For a mere imitation to venture intimations of the sublime could strike a romantic critic as a ridiculous misuse of music. “At Vienna, I heard Haydn’s Creation performed by four hundred musicians,” wrote Mme. de Staël, an exile from revolutionary France, in her travel memoir De l’Allemagne (From Germany; 1810):


  
    It was an entertainment worthy to be given in honor of the great work which it celebrated; but the skill of Haydn was sometimes even injurious to his talent: with these words of the Bible, “God said let there be light, and there was light,” the accompaniment of the instruments was at first very soft so as scarcely to be heard, then all at once they broke out together with a terrible noise as if to express the sudden burst of light, which occasioned a witty remark “that at the appearance of light it was necessary to stop one’s ears.” In several other passages of the Creation, the same labor of mind may often be censured.14

  


  In this censure one can hear the authentic voice of early romanticism. It was not for The Creation, after all, that Hoffmann valued Haydn, but for his untitled instrumental works—works of ineffable content but powerful expressivity. That uncanny combination was the result of inspiration, and called forth inspiration from the listener.


  The reason why Mozart was thought of—first in his day and then, more emphatically, in Hoffmann’s—as the most romantically sublime of composers had to do, in the first place, with the discomfort of sensory overload. “Too many notes, my dear Mozart” complained the emperor in the famous story, and in so doing reacted to what Immanuel Kant called the “mathematical sublime,” the awe that comes from contemplating what is countless, like the stars above.15 The “difficulty” of Mozart’s instrumental style was most spectacularly displayed, perhaps, in the densely grandiose fugal finale to his last symphony (in C major, K. 551), a movement that created, without recourse to representation, the same sort of awe that godly or ghostly apparitions created in opera. And that is why the symphony was nicknamed Jupiter (by J. P. Salomon, Haydn’s promoter, as it happens). That awe was the painful gateway to the beatific contemplation of the infinite, the romantics’ chosen work.


  CLASSIC OR ROMANTIC?


  Nowadays it is conventional, of course, to call Mozart and Haydn “classic” composers rather than “romantic” ones, and even to locate the essence of their “classicism” in the “absoluteness” of their music (construing “absoluteness” here to imply the absence of representation). This is due, in part, to a changed perspective, alluded to at the end of the previous chapter, from which we now tend to look back on Mozart-and-Haydn as the cornerstone of the permanent performing repertory or “canon,” and “classic” is another way of saying “permanent.” As early as 1829, the author of a history of romanticism recognized that in music more than in any other art, everything takes on a “classic” aspect as it ages: “As far as we are concerned,” wrote F. R. de Toreinx (real name Eugène Ronteix), “Paisiello, Cimarosa and Mozart are classics, though their contemporaries regarded them as romantics.”16


  But there was more to it than that. Historical hindsight eventually led to a new periodization of music history that came into common parlance around 1840, parsing the most recent phase of that history into a “Classical” period and a “Romantic” one, with the break occurring around 1800. One of the earliest enunciations of this dichotomy, for a long time almost universally accepted by historians, was an essay, “Classisch und Romantisch” (1841), by Ferdinand Gelbcke (1812–92). The music of the late eighteenth century was a “Classical art” for Gelbcke because like all classical art it was “object-centered, contemplative rather than expressive,” and—cliché of clichés!—because it struck a balance between form and content (or as Gelbcke put it, “between the art which shapes it and the material that is to be shaped”).17 Mozart, for Hoffmann a dangerous and “superhuman” (i.e., sublime) artist, was by Gelbcke’s time the very epitome of orderly values:


  
    That composure, that peace of mind, that serene and generous approach to life, that balance between ideas and the means of expression which is fundamental to the superb masterpieces of that unique man, these were the most blessed and fruitful characteristics of the age in which Mozart lived, characteristics that we have imperceptibly yet gradually lost.18

  


  The view may be anachronistic, and it is surely forgetful of romanticism’s original import (to say nothing of the actual conditions of Mozart’s life). But like “Gregorian chant” or “English horn,” the misnomer “Classical period”—corresponding exactly to what the earliest romantic critics called the earliest romantic phase of music—may be too firmly ensconced in the vocabulary of musicians to be dislodged by mere factual refutation. Nor is it without its own historical truth, so long as we remember that what we now call “classical” virtues, especially the virtues of artistic purity and selfsufficiency, are really romantic values in disguise.


  Calling them “classical” expresses the nostalgia—an altogether “romanticized” nostalgia—that the artists and thinkers of post-Napoleonic Europe felt for the imagined stability and simplicity of the ancien régime. Gelbcke, unlike many later writers, makes no attempt to conceal his idyllic hankering for a bygone time he never knew. “When the Austrian Empire enjoyed a golden era of security, power, prosperity and peace under the reign of the Emperor Joseph II,” he mused rhetorically,


  
    was this not the age of Haydn and Mozart? Although the storms were brewing elsewhere, within the Austrian Empire, nothing transpired to disturb the calm. So it was that both great composers were free to develop those qualities that have already been mentioned in connection with Mozart, qualities that they derived above all from the spirit of the age in which they lived.19
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  FIG. 12-3 Sketches of Beethoven by L. P. A. Burmeister (Lyser), published with his signature bytheprintmakerE.H.Schroeder.


  


  Like so many distinctions that try to pass themselves off as “purely” artistic, the Classic/Romantic dichotomy thus has a crucial political subtext. “Classic” was the age of settled aristocratic authority; “romantic” was the age of the restless burgeoning bourgeoisie. Yet even without looking beyond the boundaries of music, no one in the nineteenth century could evade the sense that a torrential watershed had intervened between the age of Mozart and Haydn and the present. Even Hoffmann, writing a generation before Gelbcke, acknowledged that a momentous metamorphosis had taken place, although he saw it as a culmination of a prior “romantic” tendency rather than a break with a “classic” one. A difference of degree can be so great, nevertheless, as to be tantamount to a difference in kind, and so it was for Hoffmann when he compared the work of Mozart and Haydn, “the creators of our present instrumental music,” with that of “the man who then looked on it with all his love and penetrated its innermost being—Beethoven!”20


  BEETHOVEN AND “BEETHOVEN”


  The enthusiastic quote comes from Hoffmann’s essay, “Beethoven’s Instrumental Music,” published in 1814 but based on articles and reviews written as early as 1810—and so do most of the other quotations from Hoffmann given above. Even as he waxed ardent about Mozart’s romanticism and Haydn’s, Hoffmann did so in the knowledge that they had been surpassed in all that made them great. Hoffmann’s characterization of Beethoven, taken in conjunction with his analytical writings about several of Beethoven’s works, does far more than reflect the romantic viewpoint of 1814. Hoffmann’s view of Beethoven reflects assumptions about art and artists that have persisted ever since—ideas to which practically all readers of this book will have been exposed, and to many of which they will have subscribed, even readers who have never read a single word about Beethoven, or (for that matter) about music.


  Ideas received in this way—informally, unconsciously, from “the air,” without knowledge of their history (or even that they have a history)—are likely to be accepted as “truths held to be self-evident.” In this way, Hoffmann’s “Beethoven” stands for a great deal more than just Beethoven. It stands for the watershed that produced the modern musical world in which we all now live. To learn about it will be in large part to learn about ourselves. Before we can adequately understand Beethoven, then, or indeed anything that has happened since, we will need to know more about “Beethoven.”


  To begin with, Hoffmann’s “Beethoven” was the idea of the romantic (or Kantian) sublime multiplied to the nth power. “Beethoven’s music,” Hoffmann raved,


  
    opens up to us the realm of the monstrous and the immeasurable. Burning flashes of light shoot through the deep night of this realm, and we become aware of giant shadows that surge back and forth, driving us into narrower and narrower confines until they destroy us—but not the pain of that endless longing in which each joy that has climbed aloft in jubilant song sinks back and is swallowed up, and it is only in this pain, which consumes love, hope, and happiness but does not destroy them, which seeks to burst our breasts with a many-voiced consonance of all the passions, that we live on, enchanted beholders of the supernatural!21

  


  The purpose of art, then, is to grant us an intensity of experience unavailable to our senses, and even (unless we too are geniuses) to our imaginations. But that intensity, to be felt at maximum strength, must be unattached to objects. It must be realer than what is merely present to the senses and nameable. Thus,


  
    Beethoven’s music sets in motion the lever of fear, of awe, of horror, of suffering, and wakens just that infinite longing which is the essence of romanticism. He is accordingly a completely romantic composer, and is not this perhaps the reason why he has less success with vocal music, which excludes the character of indefinite longing, merely representing emotions defined by words as emotions experienced in the realm of the infinite?

  


  The process whereby the great displaces the pleasant as the subject and purpose of art is well under way. And therefore, Hoffmann notes with perhaps a trace of an aristocratic smirk, “the musical rabble is oppressed by Beethoven’s powerful genius; it seeks in vain to oppose it.” But mere musicians, be they ever so learned in the craft of their profession, fare no better:


  
    Knowing critics, looking about them with a superior air, assure us that we may take their word for it as men of great intellect and deep insight that, while the excellent Beethoven can scarcely be denied a very fertile and lively imagination, he does not know how to bridle it! Thus, they say, he no longer bothers at all to select or to shape his ideas, but, following the so-called daemonic method, he dashes everything off exactly as his ardently active imagination dictates it to him.

  


  While a romantic artist inevitably makes a demoniac impression, Hoffmann goes on to assert, a true genius can be “unbridled” in effect yet at the same time fully in control of his method. Discerning that control where others miss it is the function of the critic. A critic, he implies, can be inspired, too. He, too, can be a genius.


  
    The truth is that, as regards self-possession, Beethoven stands quite on a par with Haydn and Mozart and that, separating his ego from the inner realm of harmony, he rules over it as an absolute monarch. In Shakespeare, our knights of the aesthetic measuring-rod have often bewailed the utter lack of inner unity and inner continuity, although for those who look more deeply there springs forth, issuing from a single bud, a beautiful tree, with leaves, flowers, and fruit; thus, with Beethoven, it is only after a searching investigation of his instrumental music that the high self-possession inseparable from true genius and nourished by the study of the art stands revealed.22

  


  What all of this amounts to is the idea, fundamental to the modern concept and practice of “classical music,” of the lonely artist-hero whose suffering produces works of awe-inspiring greatness that give listeners otherwise unavailable access to an experience that transcends all worldly concerns. “His kingdom is not of this world,” declared Hoffmann in another essay on Beethoven, making explicit reference to the figure regarded by Christians as the world-redeeming Messiah. And indeed, the romantic view was in essence a religious, “sacralizing” view. It was literally an article of faith to romantics that theirs was a specifically Christian idea of art—intent, like the Christian religion, on eternal values and on an intensity of experience that (as Schilling put it) might “transcend cognition” so that its communicants would “experience something higher, more spiritual.” Therein lay the difference between romantic art and all previous art, even (or especially) that of classical antiquity. The beauty of all pre-Christian art was a materialistic beauty, as pagan religion was a materialistic religion. Its “classic” proportions and pleasing grace, inspiring though they had been to artists ever since the humanist revival, were hedonistic virtues, expressive of nothing (to quote Schilling once more) beyond a mere “refined and ennobled sensuality.” Beauty, in the name of the new art-religion, had to give way before greatness. From now on music expressive of the new world-transcending values would be called not beautiful music but “great music.” It is a term that is still preeminently used to describe—or at least to market—“classical music,” and Beethoven is still its standard-bearer.


  The newly sacralized view of art had immense and immediate repercussions on all aspects of daily musical life. Great works of music, like great paintings, were displayed in specially designed public spaces. The concert hall, like the museum, became a “temple of art” where people went not to be entertained but to be uplifted. The masterworks displayed there were treated with a reverence previously reserved for sacred texts. Indeed, the scores produced by Beethoven were sacred texts, and the function of displaying them took on, at the very least, the aspect of curatorship—and at the highest level, that of a ministry.


  Where previously, as Carl Dahlhaus (1928-89) once memorably put it, the written text of a musical composition was “a mere recipe for a performance,” it now became an inviolable authority object “whose meaning is to be deciphered with exegetical interpretations.”23 By invoking the concept of exegesis—scriptural commentary—Dahlhaus once again draws attention to the parallel between the new (or “strong”) concept of art and that of religion. Music, because of its abstract or “absolute” character, required the most exegesis. It therefore became the art-religion par excellence, and provided the most work for an art-ministry—that is, criticism. Where previously the work served the performer, now the performer, and the critic too, were there to serve the work.


  The scores of earlier “canonical” composers came to be treated with a similar reverence. But here the new treatment contrasted, and in some ways even conflicted, with the way such older works had been treated when they were new. Mozart did not scruple to alter his works in performance in order to please his audience with spontaneous shows of virtuosity, and neither did his contemporaries. Not only Mozart, but all performers of concertos and arias in his time improvised their passagework, “leadins,” and cadenzas, and were considered remiss or incompetent if they did not. For them scores, even (or especially) their own scores, were “mere recipes,” blueprints for flights of fancy, pretexts for display. Beginning in the early nineteenth century, however, spontaneous performance skills began to lose their prestige in favor of reverent curatorship.


  Musicians were now trained (at conservatories, “keeping” institutions) to reproduce the letter of the text with a perfection no one had ever previously aspired to, and improvisation was neglected if not scorned outright. By the late nineteenth century, most instrumentalists played written-out cadenzas to all canonical concertos from memory; the cadenzas were now just as “canonical” as the rest of the piece. Beginning with Beethoven, composers actually set them down in their scores, expecting performers to reproduce them scrupulously. Nowadays, it is only the most exceptional pianist who has the wherewithal to improvise a cadenza, and those who do have it are as likely to be censured for their impertinence as praised for their know-how.


  Improvisation skills have not died out by any means, but they have been excluded from the practice of “classical music.” They continue to thrive only in nonliterate or semiliterate repertories such as jazz and what is now called “pop” or popular music, a concept that did not exist until “classical music” was sacralized in the nineteenth century.


  If sacralization implied inhibition of spontaneous performer behavior, that is nothing compared with the constraints that were imposed on audiences, who were now expected (and are still expected) to behave in concert halls the way they behaved in church. Recalling Mozart’s own description of the audience that greeted his Paris symphony with spontaneous applause wherever the music pleased them (as audiences still do when listening to pop performers), it is hard to avoid a sense of irony when contemplating the reverent passivity with which any audience today will receive the same symphony. Concert programs now even contain guides to “concert etiquette” in which new communicants at the shrine can receive instruction in the faith. One that appeared in New York “stagebills” during the 1980s even affected a parody of biblical language. When attending a concert, it reads:


  
    Thou Shalt Not:

    Talk …

    Hum, Sing, or Tap Fingers or Feet …

    Rustle Thy Program …

    Crack Thy Gum in Thy Neighbors’ Ears …

    Wear Loud-Ticking Watches or Jangle Thy Jewelry …

    Open Cellophane-Wrapped Candies …

    Snap Open and Close Thy Purse …

    Sigh With Boredom …

    Read …

    Arrive Late or Leave Early …

  


  This is only the latest version of a mode of discourse that began with critics like E. T. A. Hoffmann around 1810. As musicians and music lovers, we still live under the iron rule of romanticism.


  KAMPF UND SIEG


  Was Beethoven really responsible for all of this? Only in the sense that things were said and done in his name that, were it not for him, would have been said and done in the name of others, and perhaps differently. He became the protagonist and the beneficiary of an attitude that had been growing for almost half a century by the time he began making a name for himself, and that ultimately reflected changing social and economic conditions over which he had no more control than any other musician. His music was clearly affected by it; if it had not existed he would have composed very differently (in all likelihood more like Mozart). But by the force of his career and his accomplishments, and by the commanding mythology that grew up around his name, he mightily affected it in turn; without him it might not have achieved the authority his powerful example conferred upon it. In the “Beethoven watershed” we have one of the clearest examples of symbiosis between a powerful agent and the intellectual milieu in which he thrived.
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  FIG. 12-4 The house in Bonn where Beethoven was born.


  


  In some important respects Beethoven shaped his time (and ours) in ways he could never have intended. He was born, on 16 December 1770, into a transplanted Flemish family of court musicians, like the Bachs but far less prestigious. His grandfather and namesake, Louis van Beethoven (1712–73), after occupying positions in several Belgian cities, accepted a singer’s post at the minor Electoral court of Bonn, a smallish city on the Rhine (later the capital of the Federal Republic of Germany or “West Germany”), where he changed his name to Ludwig and in 1761 acceded to the Kapellmeistership, a position to which his son Johann, the composer’s father, did not measure up.


  The younger Ludwig was originally groomed for a career in the family mold. By the age of twelve, after establishing a local reputation as a piano prodigy, he was appointed assistant to the Electoral court organist. At eighteen, he took over some of his father’s duties as singer and instrumentalist. His first important compositions date from 1790, when he was nineteen: a cantata on the death of his employer’s elder brother, the emperor Joseph II, followed by another (this one actually commissioned) celebrating the coronation of Leopold II, Joseph’s successor. This sort of piece was standard Kapellmeisterly fare.


  Although neither cantata seems to have been performed at the time, they were shown to Haydn, who passed through Bonn en route to England in December of that year, and received his approval. After Haydn’s return from his first London visit, late in 1792, the Elector arranged for Beethoven to study with the great man in Vienna. A line of succession was thus established. The lessons, confined in the main to basic training in counterpoint, did not last long. Haydn was summoned back to England early in 1794.In his absence Beethoven took instruction from some other local maestros—from Johann Georg Albrechtsberger (1736–1809), the Kapellmeister of St. Stephen’s Cathedral; and possibly from Antonio Salieri (1750–1825), the imperial court Kapellmeister—and began making a name for himself as a pianist. He became the darling of the aristocratic salon set, and seemed to be duplicating, or even surpassing, Mozart’s early Viennese success as virtuoso performer and improviser.


  By the time Haydn returned in August 1795, Beethoven had become a household name among the noble music lovers of the capital. He had had his first big concert success, performing his Concerto in B[image: Image] major (later published as his Second Concerto, op. 19), and had also published his opus 1. This was a set of three trios for piano, violin, and cello, dedicated to one of his patrons, Prince Karl von Lichnowsky (1761–1814). Haydn expressed regrets that Beethoven had published the third of these trios, a brusque work in the dark key of C minor. In retaliation, Beethoven refused to identify himself on the title page of his op. 2 (three piano sonatas) as Haydn’s pupil, even though the sonatas were dedicated to his former master. (He claimed, when pressed, that although he had taken a few lessons from Haydn, he hadn’t learned anything from him.) These acts of self-assertion, like the startling assertiveness of some of the early compositions, were probably the product of both sincere self-regard and self-promoting calculation. They later became key elements in the Beethoven myth.


  Beginning in 1796 Beethoven made concert tours throughout the German-speaking lands. They were immensely successful, both in pecuniary terms and in terms of his spreading fame. The Czech composer Václav Tomá[image: Image]ek (1774–1850) heard him in Prague in 1798; in memoirs he published near the end of his long life he averred that Beethoven was the greatest pianist he had ever heard. Beethoven’s supremacy among composers of his generation was established by the turn of the century, especially after a concert he organized for his own benefit on 2 April 1800. The program contained works by Haydn and Mozart, another Beethoven concerto performed by the author, and, as always, an improvisation.


  But it also contained two new Beethoven compositions without keyboard: the Septet for Winds and Strings, op. 20, which would remain one of his most popular works, and most important by far, the First Symphony, op. 21. This last was the crucial step, because with his symphonic debut Beethoven was now competing not only with other virtuoso composers of his own generation, but directly with Haydn on the master’s own turf. The next year he published a set of six string quartets (op. 18) that challenged Haydn in his other genre of recognized preeminence. This secured Beethoven’s claim, so to speak, as heir apparent to the throne Haydn’s death would shortly vacate.


  And now disaster. In a letter to a friend dated 29 June 1801, Beethoven confessed for the first time that, after several years of fearful uncertainty, he was now sure that he was losing his hearing. The immediate result of this devastating discovery was withdrawal from his glittering social life: “I find it impossible to say to people, I am deaf,” he wrote. “If I had any other profession it would be easier, but in my profession it is a terrible handicap.”24 What an understatement! And yet, while eventually he had to cease his concertizing, he did not give up his composing.
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  FIG. 12-5 Piano by Sebastian Erard, presented to Beethoven by the maker in 1803.
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  FIG. 12-6 Ear trumpets, made for Beethoven between 1812 and 1814 by Johann Nepomuk Maelzel, who was best known for his metronome.


  


  Indeed, as he told his brothers in a letter he addressed to them in October of the next year from a suburb of Vienna called Heiligenstadt, composing remained his chief consolation. The realization that he still had music in him, and that he had an obligation to share it with the world, had cured his obsessive thoughts of suicide. This letter, which he apparently never sent, was discovered among Beethoven’s papers after his death. Its poignant mixture of despondency and resolution, and its depiction of a man facing unimaginable obstacles over which he was by then known to have triumphed, have made the Heiligenstadt Testament, as it has come to be known, perhaps the most famous personal utterance of any composer.25 It has done more than any other single document to make Beethoven an object of inexhaustible human interest, the subject of biographical novels, whole galleries of idealized portraiture, and most recently, of biopics.


  None of these books, pictures, or films would have been made, it could go without saying, were it not for the extraordinary musical output that followed the Heiligenstadt Testament. And yet perhaps it needs saying after all, for Beethoven’s deafness not only became the chief basis of the Beethoven mystique, and the chief source of his unprecedented authority as a cultural figure; it also served as one of the chief avenues by which Beethoven’s personal fate, as mediated through the critical literature we have been sampling, became the most commanding and regulating single influence on the whole field of musical activity from his time to ours.


  The idea of a successful deaf composer is a virtually superhuman idea. It connotes superhuman suffering and superhuman victory, playing directly into the emerging quasi-religious romantic notion of the great artist as humanity’s redeemer. That scenario—of suffering and victory, both experienced at the limits of intensity—became the ineluctable context in which Beethoven’s music was received. And, as we shall shortly see, that very scenario was consciously encoded by the composer in some of his most celebrated works.


  Yet there was also another factor at work, profoundly affecting Beethoven’s output and his significance, and enabling him to facilitate by his example the inexorable romantic transformation of musical art and life. His deafness caused him to disappear physically from the musical scene. It removed him, so far as the musical world was concerned, from “real time,” the time frame in which musical daily business was conducted. His creative activities now took place in an unimaginable transcendent space to which no one but he had access. The copious sketches he made for his compositions beginning in the late 1790s (and, somewhat bizarrely, kept in his possession throughout his life) have precisely for this reason exercised an enormous fascination—and not only on musicians or musicologists—as a lofty record of esthetic achievement, but also as an ethically and morally charged human document of Kampf und Sieg (struggle and victory).


  The creative and performing functions were in Beethoven gradually but irrevocably severed, leaving only the first. And that sole survivor, the creative function, was now invested with a heroic import that cast the split—again, just as romantic theory would have it—in ethical, quasi-religious terms. Never again would the performing virtuoso composer, on the Mozartean model, be considered the ideal. The composer—the creator—became a truly Olympian being, far removed from the ephemeral transactions of everyday musical life—improvisations, cadenzas, performances in general—and yet a public figure withal, whose pronouncements were regarded as public events of the first magnitude. That was the difference between Beethoven and such earlier nonperforming composers as Haydn. Haydn passed most of his creative life in the closed-off, private world of aristocratic patronage, while Beethoven, even after his social alienation, spoke to the mass public that emerged only after the patronage system had begun to wither.


  Beethoven’s last appearance as concerto soloist took place at a concert on 22 December 1808 at which the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies both received their first performances, and Beethoven, in addition to improvising, performed his Fourth Piano Concerto and his so-called Choral Fantasy, a short but grandiose work that begins with a piano solo (extemporized at the first performance) and ends with a choral hymn that foreshadowed the gigantic “Ode to Joy” at the end of the Ninth Symphony. His last public appearance as pianist took place in the spring of 1814 (in the so-called “Archduke” Trio, op. 97), from which time onward, even down to the present, a “classical” composer’s involvement in performance (except as conductor, another sort of silent dictator) would carry something of a stigma, a taint of compromise, as “art” (the province of creators) became ever more radically distinguished from “entertainment” (the province of performers). The distinction between art and entertainment is wholly the product of romantic esthetics. Mozart would not have understood it. Beethoven certainly did. The social and economic conditions that followed the demise of the private patronage system were its enablers. Critics like Hoffmann were its inventors.


  THE EROICA


  Whether it is fair to infer a causal nexus will forever be a matter for debate, but almost immediately after Beethoven’s confession of his progressive deafness and his social alienation, his music underwent a momentous transformation in style. As early as 1798, the ambassador to Vienna from revolutionary France, General Bernadotte, suggested to Beethoven that he write a “heroic symphony” on the subject of the charismatic young general Napoleon Bonaparte, then riding the crest of adulation for his brilliant campaigns in Italy and Egypt. In the summer of 1803, with Napoleon now (as First Consul) the effective dictator of France and idolized throughout Europe as the great exporter of political Enlightenment, Beethoven was moved to realize this plan.


  The work he produced, a sinfonia eroica originally entitled “Bonaparte,” was conceived on a hitherto unprecedented scale in every dimension: size of orchestra, sheer duration, “tonal drama,” rhetorical vehemence, and (hardest to describe) a sense of overriding dynamic purpose uniting the four movements. The monumentally sublime or “heroic” style thus achieved became the mark of Beethoven’s unique greatness and, for his romantic exegetes, a benchmark of musical attainment to which all had now, hopelessly, to try and measure up. The fact that Beethoven, enraged over Napoleon’s crowning himself Emperor of the French in 1804, rescinded the dedication before the first performance of the work, substituting the possibly ironic title “Heroic Symphony Composed to Celebrate the Memory of a Great Man,” only enhanced its sublimity. It took the work beyond the level of representation into the realm of transcendental ideas.


  A quick survey of the first movement of the Eroica, as it is now familiarly called, will at once reveal the astonishing earmarks of the new heroic style that seemed so suddenly to spring from Beethoven fully armed, like Athena from the head of Zeus. Analysts and critics never tire of pointing out the insignificance of the theme from which the whole huge edifice derives (a veritable bugle call), or its fortuitous resemblance to the first four bars of a theme by the twelve-year-old Mozart. The latter comes at the beginning of the Intrada (overture) to a trivial little singspiel, Bastien und Bastienne, that the boy wonder tossed off to entertain the guests at a garden party hosted by Dr. Franz Mesmer, the quack healer (Ex. 12-1).


  EX. 12-1A W. A. Mozart, Bastien und Bastienne, first theme of intrada, mm. 1–8
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  EX. 12-1B W. A. Mozart, Bastien und Bastienne, intrada, whole first period
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  EX. 12-1C Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, Op. 55 (Eroica), I, mm. 1–44 in thematic outline
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  There is some point to this comparison. What it shows is not that Beethoven’s theme is inane or insignificant, but more nearly the opposite: that his new style is founded on a new and explosively powerful concept of what produces a significant musical utterance. Mozart’s theme, up to the point quoted in Ex. 12-1a, is entirely conventional in its symmetry. In fairness to the young composer, Ex. 12-1b shows how the continuation of the theme is cleverly “unbalanced.” The second phrase is repeated, and its first two bars are extended in sequence, so that the total length of the theme up to the elided cadence is an interesting fourteen bars in length (4 + 4 + 2 + 2 + 2). But even these departures honor symmetry in the breach. They are by no means unusual or atypical in the music of Haydn and Mozart’s time.


  Beethoven’s treatment of the same four-bar fanfare idea is altogether unprecedented in manner (Ex. 12-1c). The C[image: Image] that immediately follows the E[image: Image]-major arpeggio on the downbeat of m. 7 is possibly the most famous single note in the entire symphonic literature, for the way it flatly contradicts all the fanfare’s implications. Rather than initiating a balancing phrase, like the fifth bar of Mozart’s theme, it can only be heard (thanks to the slur) as a violently unbalancing extension—so violently unbalancing, in fact, that the first violins, entering immediately after the C[image: Image], are made palpably to totter for two bars. Relative harmonic stability is restored in m. 9 by the resolution of the uncanny chromatic note back to a normal scale degree (the leading tone), marked with the first of countless sforzandi to give it the force necessary to prop the tottering violins. But the two-bar “time out” in mm. 7–8 has scotched all possibility of phrase symmetry—all possibility, that is, of “themehood,” at least for the moment.


  All one can do is try again. A cadence, reinforced by the wind instruments, clears the slate in mm. 14–15. (The first stab at the first theme, not counting the two-bar chordal preparation at the outset, has lasted not Mozart’s interestingly subdivided fourteen bars, but an entirely undivided and indivisible thirteen—probably the most hopelessly and designedly off-balance opening in the symphonic literature.) Balance having been provisionally restored, the winds restate the opening four-bar fanfare. In dialogue with the strings the ascending arpeggio at the end is detached and developed sequentially until the dominant is reached; whereupon harmonic motion is stalled (m. 22), preventing closure.


  The long series of syncopated sforzandi that now follows (mm. 24–33) seems to push hard against a implied harmonic barrier, until an exhilarating breakthrough to the tonic (m. 36) initiates what is obviously a climactic statement of the original fanfare motif, coinciding with the first orchestral tutti, replete with martial trumpets and drums. Even this statement, however, dissipates in a sequence without achieving closure. Instead, after eight bars (m. 42), a decisive pull away from the tonic (by means of an augmented sixth resolving to F, the dominant’s dominant) launches the modulation to the secondary key.


  What we have been given, in short, is a thematic exposition that furnishes no stable point of departure, but that instead involves us from the beginning in a sense of turbulent dynamic growth: not state, so to speak, but process; not being, to put it philosophically (and romantically), but Becoming. The theme is not so much presented as it is achieved—achieved through struggle. The clarity of metaphor here, instantly apprehended by contemporary listeners, lent this music from the beginning an unprecedented ethical potency.


  Not that the metaphor was in any way categorical or determinate in meaning. As the music theorist Scott Burnham has put it, the struggle-and-achievement paradigm could be attached to Napoleon (as “Beethoven’s hero”) or to the composer himself (as “Beethoven Hero,” Burnham’s name for the “author-persona” of the Eroica).26 It could as easily be felt as a metaphor for the listener’s own inner life, thus potentially symbolizing bourgeois self-realization, or liberation, or religious transcendence. In any event, as Burnham points out, Beethoven’s achievement provided the supreme symbolic expression of the chief philosophical and political ideals of its time and place. He calls it, in the tradition of German cultural history, the “Goethezeit,” the time of the great polymath Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832)—poet, playwright, philosopher, and natural scientist in one. He makes it clear, though, that the time might better have been called the “Beethovenzeit,” for precisely with Beethoven, and by force of his example, music achieved its century-long preeminence in the eyes of all romantic artists.


  But of course the Eroica movement is only just getting underway. Closure is deliberately, indeed demonstratively, withheld even from the climactic statement of the theme. Dynamic process continues through the modulatory section that now ensues, carrying the listener along through a great wealth of new melodic ideas before the second theme is even reached—and when it finally arrives, at m. 83, it provides no more than a brief touching-down on the way to the main cadence of the exposition.
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  FIG. 12-7 Goethe in the Roman Campagna (1787) by Johann Heinrich Tischbein.


  


  The formal development section having been reached, the same structural/ethical process that shaped the opening theme will be seen to operate at the global level as well, giving shape to the entire 691-measure movement, which thus emerges not as a gigantic sprawl but as a single directed span—or, to recall Goethe the naturalist, a single organic growth. The same rhetorical gesture that governed the very first statement of the fanfare—that of a disruptive detour enabling a triumphant return—will shape the movement as a whole, lending the opening statement a quality of prophesy and the whole a quality of fated consequence.


  Of course the “there-and-back” or pendular harmonic plan had been a fundamental shaper of musical form for a hundred years or more when Beethoven composed the Eroica; of course his music was rooted in that tradition and depended on it both for its coherence and for its intelligibility. Moreover, his accomplishment could be looked upon as a continuation of Mozart’s and (particularly) Haydn’s earlier project of dramatizing the binary plan: that, we may recall, is what “symphonic” style was all about from the beginning. And yet the difference in degree of drama—or more to the point, of disruption and concomitant expansion—in Beethoven’s treatment of the plan seemed to his contemporaries, and can easily still seem, to be tantamount to a difference in kind.


  Consider the move to the “far-out point” (FOP) in the development section, starting (for those with access to the score) at m. 220. That measure recommends itself as an access point because tonal progress up to it has been slow. In fact, the harmony is the same E[image: Image] triad that elsewhere in the piece functions as the tonic. Here, however, owing to its preparation (an augmented sixth on F[image: Image], precisely analogous to the one on G[image: Image] with which Ex. 12-1c ended) it is clearly identified as the local dominant of A[image: Image], the global subdominant. The harmony rocks gently back and forth for a while between the local dominant and the local tonic before a move to F minor (m. 236) incites a fugato, a common tactic for speeding up harmonic rhythm toward an implied goal.


  And then it happens. Just as in the exposition at m. 25 ff, the harmony stalls and strains against an invisible barrier suggested by the same syncopated sforzandi as before (Ex. 12-2). Only this time (m. 248) it stalls not on a primary harmonic function of whose eventual resolution there is no doubt, but on a diminished-seventh chord built on G[image: Image]—enharmonically equivalent to A[image: Image], the local tonic, but now implying resolution to A, a note altogether outside the tonic scale. The stall therefore arrests the harmonic motion at a far more threatening point; for even when resolution takes place (m. 254), there is no sense of achievement—just another stall. Six measures later the A minor harmony is resolved “Phrygianly” to an even more remote sonority, a dominant-seventh on B-natural, presaging even less satisfying prospects for resolution than before (see Ex. 12-2).


  And it is indeed to that unlikely goal—Enatural, seemingly a further-out FOP than ever approached before—that resolution is eventually made, but not before one last detour through another set of wrenching harmonic stalls that finally reapproaches the dominant-seventh-of-E through the Neapolitan of that unclassifiable key, expressed in a fiercely dissonant form that retains as a suspension the high flute E from the preceding C-major chord (the flat submediant of the looming key, suggesting that it will materialize in the minor). The suspended E rubs painfully against F, the chord root, in the other flute part. For fully four excruciating measures (mm. 276–279) this earsplitting harmony is hammered out—and then simply dropped (Ex. 12-3).


  EX. 12-2 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, Op. 55 (Eroica), I, mm. 248–65
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  The grating semitone between the flutes is never resolved; resolution takes place only by implication, in another register, played on other instruments (the E resolving to the first violins’ D[image: Image] in m. 280, the F, most unconventionally, to the viola F[image: Image]). The resolution chord, delayed by a disruptive rest on the downbeat of measure 280, still throbs tensely owing to the second violins’ C-natural, suspended from the preceding chord, which adds a minor ninth to the dominant seventh on B. Tension is reduced by degrees: the C moves to B in measure 282, the remaining dissonance (A, the chord seventh) to G in measure 284. The smoke has metaphorically cleared, and we are left in E minor, the “unclassified” tonality adumbrated twenty-four measures before, with no immediate prospect of return to harmonic terra firma.


  EX. 12-3 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, Op. 55 (Eroica), I, mm. 276–288.
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  So far from home no symphonic development had ever seemed to stray before. Having dramatized the disruption, Beethoven now dramatizes the sense of distance by unexpectedly introducing a new theme in the unearthly new key (mm. 284ff). It has been argued that this theme is a counterpoint to an embellished variant of the main theme of the movement (see Ex. 12-4), hence not really a new theme at all. But even if one accepts the demonstration shown in Ex. 12-4, the novelty of the music at m. 284 is striking—as indeed it must be, because it performs an unprecedented function within the movement’s dramatic unfolding. By far the most placid, most symmetrically presented melody in the movement, it expresses not “process” but “state” for a change—the state of being tonally adrift.


  EX. 12-4 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, Op. 55 (Eroica), I, the relationship between the E minor theme at mm. 284ff and the main theme of the first movement
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  And yet, there being only twelve possible tone centers, and only six degrees of remoteness (since once past the midpoint, whether reckoning by the circle of fifths or by the chromatic scale, one is circling not out but back), one is never quite as far away from home as one is made at such moments to feel. Beethoven engineers a “retransitional” coup similar to the one we have already encountered in the slow movement from Mozart’s G-major piano concerto, K. 453 (Ex. 11-5), whereby the seeming outermost reaches of tonal space are traversed in a relative twinkling. But where Mozart did it with maximum smoothness, to amaze (and perhaps amuse), Beethoven does it with maximum drama, to inspire and thrill.


  Understood enharmonically, as F[image: Image], Enatural is equivalent to [image: Image]II, the flatted or “Neapolitan” second degree of the scale, just a stone’s throw from the tonic on the circle of fifths. Beethoven does not take quite such a direct route home; but he might as well have done, since by mm. 315–316 he has achieved the essential linkage, hooking up the flat supertonic broached in m. 284 with V and I of the original key, its implied successors along the circle of fifths. All harmonies on either side of this essential link amount to rhetorical feinting, staving off the inevitable moment of “double return,” when the tonic key and the first theme will at last make explosive contact.


  The purpose of strategic delay, or “deferred gratification,” is, as always, the enhancement of the emotional payoff when the long-awaited event is finally allowed to occur. It does not happen until m. 398, by which time suspense has been deliberately jacked up to an unbearable degree (see Ex. 12-5, which begins twenty measures earlier)—so literally unbearable, in fact, that at m. 394 the first horn goes figuratively berserk, personifying and “acting out” the listener’s agony of expectation by breaking in on the violins—still dissonantly and exasperatingly protracting the dominant function in a seemingly endless tremolo—with a premature entry on the first theme in the tonic.


  EX. 12-5 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, Op. 55 (Eroica), I, mm. 378–405
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  So unprecedented was this bold psychological stroke that it was at first mistaken, even by the composer’s close associates, for a sort of prank. His pupil and assistant Ferdinand Ries (1784–1838) described it in his memoirs as a “mischievous whim” (böse Laune), and recalled that


  
    At the first rehearsal of the symphony, which was horrible, but at which the horn player made his entry correctly, I stood beside Beethoven, and, thinking that a blunder had been made, I said: “Can’t the damned hornist count?—it’s so obviously wrong!” I think I came pretty close to receiving a box on the ear. Beethoven did not forgive the slip for a long time.27

  


  Far from a blunder or a miscount, the horn entrance dramatizes once again in retrospect the unprecedented scope of the tonal journey the movement has traversed and the pent-up emotional stimulation such a journey generates as it nears its desired fulfillment.


  Nor is this the only way in which Beethoven will exploit the sense of disruption caused within the movement by the digression in mid-development to a new theme in a remote key. As in the exposition of the first theme, what is done first at a local level is later recast on the global plane. Full redemption of the movement’s disruptive forces, and full discharge of its tonal tensions will come only after the apparent end of the recapitulation, in a mammoth coda that begins at m. 557 with a shockingly sudden irruption of D[image: Image], the enharmonic equivalent of the pitch that sounded the first disruptive note of all, way back in m. 7. This probably comes as a bigger surprise than anything else in the movement, but like most of Beethoven’s “disruptions” it is a strategic maneuver, enabling the control of longer and longer time spans by a single functional impulse.


  The coda thus convulsively introduced takes up and resolves two pieces of unfinished business. First it effectively recapitulates the E-minor theme within the normal purview of the tonic by having it appear in F minor, the ordinary diatonic (“unflatted”) supertonic. But that is only by the way. The coda’s main business is at last to provide the fully articulated, cadentially closed version of the opening theme that has been promised from the very start of the movement, but that has never materialized. It arrives at m. 631 in the form of a quietly confident horn solo that makes up, as it were, for the horn’s harried “false entrance” 237 bars earlier. Its swingingly symmetrical eight-bar phrase finally juxtaposes tonic and dominant versions of the opening arpeggio, thus for the first time closing the harmonic circle at close range(Ex. 12-6).


  Four times the phrase is repeated, together with its rushing countersubject, in a massive crescendo that ultimately engulfs the whole orchestra, the trumpets and drums entering on the third go-round with a military tattoo (pickup to m. 647) and, on the fourth, finally breaking the melodic surface in a final thematic peroration. Yet even this crest is immediately trumped by one final disruption, the diminished-seventh chord in mm. 663–664, with D[image: Image]/C[image: Image] (what else?) as the climactic note in the bass. From here there is nothing left to do but retake the goal in one last eight-bar phrase, after which only a clinching I-V-I remains—with the V extended through one more characteristic “stall” (mm. 681 ff) to bring home the final pair of tonic chords (mirroring the pair at the other end of the movement and retrospectively justifying it) as one last victory through struggle.


  One listens to a movement like this with a degree of mental and emotional engagement no previous music had demanded, and one is left after listening with a sense of satisfaction only strenuous exertions, successfully consummated, can vouchsafe. Beethoven’s singular ability to summon that engagement and grant that satisfaction is what invested his “heroic” music with its irresistible sense of high ethical purpose and power. It is not the devices themselves—anyone’s devices, after all—that so enthrall the listener, but the singleness of design that they conspire to create, the scale on which they enable the composer to work, and the metaphors to which these stimuli give rise in the mind of the listener.


  EX. 12-6 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, Op. 55 (Eroica), I, mm. 631–639
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  The exalted climactic statement of the opening theme in particular makes use of a cluster of devices—accumulating sonority over an ostinato swinging regularly between the harmonic poles—that as the “Rossini crescendo” would soon cap the overtures to the zaniest comic operas ever written, operas that ever after would scandalize Beethoven’s highminded German devotees with their Italianate frivolity. Anyone’s devices indeed: their effect is entirely a matter of context.


  In the Beethovenian context, far from a light amusement, the big regular crescendo brings long-awaited closure to a tonal drama of unprecedented scope. That long-deferred resolution is what creates in the listener what Hoffmann called the “unutterable portentous longing” that is the hallmark of romantic art. That “purely musical” tension and release, powerfully enacted in a wordless context, is what produces in the listener such a total immersion in what Hoffmann called “the spirit world of the infinite.”


  CRISIS AND REACTION


  The great majority of Beethoven’s works, to the end of the first decade of the new century (that is, up to the time of Hoffmann’s decisively influential critiques), were marked by the new heroic style, whether opera (Leonore, later revised as Fidelio, on a subject supposedly borrowed from an actual incident from French revolutionary history), or symphony, whether chamber music (the three quartets published as op. 59 with a dedication to Count Razumovsky, the Russian ambassador) or piano sonata (the “Waldstein,” op. 53, or especially the “Appassionata,” op. 57).


  Their prodigious dynamism not only transformed all the genres to which Beethoven applied himself, but also met with wild approval from an ever-widening bourgeois public who read in that dynamism a portent and a portrayal of their own social and spiritual triumph. For such listeners (as Hoffmann, their unwitting spokesman, put it explicitly), Beethoven finally realized the universal mission of music, just as they felt that in their own lives they were realizing the universal aspiration of mankind to political and economic autonomy—an aspiration defined as the superhuman realization of the “World Spirit” by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831), the great romantic philosopher of history and Beethoven’s exact contemporary. To read Beethoven’s music as a metaphor of the universal world spirit was as seductive a notion as it was perilous.


  What made it perilous was the tendency it encouraged to cast one’s own cherished values as “universal” values, good (and therefore binding) for all. To see all music that did not conform to the heroic Beethovenian model as deficient to the extent of the difference was to discriminate invidiously against other possible musical aims, uses, and styles. To the extent, for example, that the Beethovenian ideal was identified with virility, or with at times violently expressed “manly” ideals of strength and greatness, it invited or reinforced prejudice against women as composers, even as social agents. To the extent that it sanctioned neglect of the audience’s pleasure, it could serve to underwrite gratuitous obscurity or difficulty. To the extent that it exalted the representation of violence, whether of Kampf (struggle) or Sieg (victory), it could serve as justification for aggressive or even militaristic action. To the extent that it was identified with German national aspirations or (as we will very shortly see) with a concept of German “national character,” it encouraged chauvinism. To the extent that it was identified with middle-class norms of behavior, it paradoxically thwarted the expression of other, equally “romantic” forms of creative individualism.


  That these unwarranted and undesirable side effects have at various times emerged from the Beethoven myth is a matter of historical fact. Whether they are implicit (or, to speak medically, “latent”) in it is a matter for continued, and possibly unsettleable, debate.


  That such attributes were not inherent in Beethoven but constructed by listeners and interpreters is certainly suggested by the facts of his actual career. The remarkable thing is the way in which he was accepted both by the new mass public and by the old aristocratic one, which continued as before to support him financially, albeit collectively rather than by direct employment. (It should be added that Beethoven’s own social attitudes, as conveyed in documents and anecdotes, were ambiguous at best, and inconstant.) Thanks to that support, Beethoven was able to evade the prospect of steady work as Kapellmeister at the court of Westphalia in Kassel, where Napoleon had installed his youngest brother Jerome as king. A consortium of Viennese noblemen undertook in 1809 to guarantee Beethoven a lifetime annuity that more than matched the salary he was offered at Kassel, and that allowed him to devote his full time to composing as he wished, provided only that he remain in Vienna.


  This consortium included the Archduke Rudolph, the emperor’s younger brother and Beethoven’s only composition (as opposed to piano) pupil, to whom the composer dedicated no fewer than ten works, including the “Archduke” Trio (op. 97, composed 1810–11), the “Emperor” Concerto (Piano Concerto no. 5, op. 73, composed 1809), and the Mass in D (Missa solemnis), op. 123 (1819–23), composed in celebration of Rudolph’s investment as a cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church. The consortium also included Prince Joseph Franz Maximilian von Lobkowitz, scion of an ancient Bohemian family long famous for its arts patronage, who had underwritten the first performance of the Eroica Symphony at his own private residence in 1804, and to whom Beethoven dedicated not only the Eroica but six other works as well, including the op. 18 quartets and both the Fifth and the Sixth Symphonies.


  From this evidence of mutual devotion between Beethoven and the Viennese aristocracy, it is clear that the idea of the composer as a musical revolutionist or Jacobin, widespread in the romanticizing literature that cast him as “The Man Who Freed Music” (the title of Robert Schauffler’s 1929 biography), is as one-sided and misleading as the opposing image—that of the isolated, world-renouncing hermit on a lonely quest of saintly personal fulfillment, just as widespread in an opposing romanticizing literature that culminated in another influential book (J. W. N. Sullivan’s Beethoven: His Spiritual Development, published in 1927, the centennial of the composer’s death). These images, and many others, were partial readings of the life of Beethoven in support of one or another variant of the myth of Beethoven, for almost two centuries one of the most potent stimuli to musical thought and action in the West, but a fantastically various one.


  The “heroic” phase of Beethoven’s career lasted until around 1812, with the completion of his Eighth Symphony. He then lapsed, probably as a result of deepening deafness and personal frustrations, into a period of depression and evident decline. Goethe, who finally met his great contemporary at a Bohemian spa in the summer of 1811, remarked that Beethoven “was not altogether wrong in holding the world to be detestable, but surely does not make it any the more enjoyable either for himself or for others by his attitude,” adding that his deafness “perhaps mars the musical part of his nature less than the social.”28 Between 1810 and 1812 the composer suffered repeated setbacks in his personal life. Increasingly desperate overtures to unwilling or unavailable prospective brides culminated in an enigmatic love letter to an unnamed “Immortal Beloved,” written in the summer of 1812 and discovered unsent, like the Heiligenstadt Testament, among his posthumous effects. Beethoven being almost as much the object of “human interest” attention as he has been of musical, scholars and biographers and movie producers have devoted enormous energy to the problem of identifying Beethoven’s mysterious love interest.


  If Maynard Solomon, one of Beethoven’s biographers, was right in advancing the name of Antonie Brentano, now regarded as the most plausible candidate, then Beethoven’s fate as hopeless suitor has been intriguingly illuminated.29 Frau Brentano, the sister-in-law of Bettina Brentano, a young piano pupil and friend of Beethoven’s, was for two reasons out of reach: she was of aristocratic birth, and she was already married. Beethoven’s lifetime status as a forlorn bachelor, another reason for his posthumous casting as a spiritual hermit, may well have been as much the result of psychological obstacles as actual social impediments. Brought to a state of turbulence by his multiple rejections and thwartings around 1812, they may have contributed to his creative silence in the years that followed.


  Another painful emotional drain was Beethoven’s involvement with his nephew and ward Karl van Beethoven, following the death of his brother Kaspar in 1815. The composer’s possessive and destructive behavior, culminating in a successful but morally wounding four-year legal battle to wrest custody of the eight-year-old boy from his mother, testified to his deep longings and discontents but augured bleakly as to the welfare of any of the parties concerned. Eventually, in the summer of 1826, Karl attempted suicide, an emotionally shattering experience for his jealous uncle, who was described shortly afterward by a close associate as looking like a man of seventy. (He was in fact only fifty-five, but less than a year away from death.) The creative trough set off by the events of 1812 lasted about five years, during which time Beethoven wrote little of lasting significance. Of the little that he did write, some (inconveniently enough for his mythmakers) was of a calculated popular appeal, including a noisy “Battle Symphony” known as Wellington’s Victory, celebrating Napoleon’s defeat by combined British, Spanish, and Portuguese forces under Arthur Wellesley, the first Duke of Wellington, at the Battle of Vittoria in 1813. It was performed at huge (and hugely successful) charity concerts in December of that year (at which the Seventh Symphony was also unveiled), and again, “by popular demand,” in February 1814 (at which time the Eighth Symphony was along for the ride).


  This piece of orchestral claptrap, replete with fanfares, cannonades performed by an augmented percussion section, and a fugue on “God Save the King,” was an early fruit of musical capitalism. It was the brainchild of an entrepreneur inventor named Johann Nepomuk Maelzel (1772–1838), who sought Beethoven’s name appeal so as to attract crowds to view demonstrations of his panharmonicon, a “mechanical orchestra” (actually a mechanical organ with a variety of noisemaker attachments). Later, Maelzel invented a metronome for which Beethoven again provided testimonials and, more important for posterity, exact tempo settings for his symphonies and other important works. His collaborations with Maelzel cast Beethoven in a rather unheroic light, as a sort of musical market speculator. That was, however, no less typical or “progressive” a role for a musician in economically unsettled times.


  Otherwise, Beethoven’s output dwindled drastically. The only important compositions written between 1813 and 1818 are three piano sonatas culminating in the huge sonata in B[image: Image], op. 106, with its famous post-Napoleonic subtitle (the apparently nationalistic für das Hammerklavier in place of the conventionally Italianate per il pianoforte); two cello sonatas, op. 102; and a group of songs united in a “cycle” by a recurring theme, with the poignant title An die ferne Geliebte (“To the far-off beloved”) that must have had manifold personal resonances for the unhappy composer. The year 1817 went by without a single work of any consequence completed. Perhaps even more indicative of the composer’s state of mind, during this period he worked on a number of sizeable projects—a piano concerto, a trio, a string quintet—that he finally abandoned, and that are known only from entries in his sketchbooks.


  His largest and most ambitious compositional effort of the period was Der glorreiche Augenblick, a bombastic political potboiler of a cantata, unpublished during Beethoven’s lifetime, intended for performance before the assembled crowned heads of Europe gathered for the Congress of Vienna in 1815 to celebrate “the glorious moment” of imperial restoration following on the final defeat and exile of Napoleon.


  So utterly does this reactionary political harangue fail to accord with the Beethoven myth that when it was finally published, in 1837, its text was replaced by a more “esthetic” sort of celebration, Preis der Tonkunst (“In praise of music”), by Friedrich Rochlitz (1769–1842), who as editor of the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung, the first important modern music magazine, was the most influential critic of his time. As such, he played almost as great a role as Hoffmann had played before him in the early propagation of the Beethoven myth.


  Beethoven began to shake off his creative torpor toward the end of 1817, possibly spurred by a flattering invitation from the Philharmonic Society of London to compose two “grand symphonies” for the coming concert season and present them in person. He never composed either symphony, and never duplicated Haydn’s triumphant success with a trip to London, but he was sufficiently energized to embark on the “Hammerklavier” sonata, even though it took him almost a whole year to complete it. Successful completion of this first large project in two or three years brought back his old creative euphoria.
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  FIG. 12-8A A historical painting by Jean Baptiste Isabey: Napeoléon Bonaparte as First Consul (1804). Napoléon was the intended dedicatee of Beethoven’s Third Symphony.
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  FIG. 12-8B Jean Baptiste Isabey, The Congress of Vienna (1814).


  


  When Anton Diabelli (1781–1858), a minor composer but a major music publisher, asked Beethoven to contribute a variation on a trivial little waltz tune Diabelli had written, for publication in a “patriotic anthology” featuring the work of some fifty Austrian and German composers (including the young Franz Schubert, the eleven-year-old boy wonder Franz Liszt, and Beethoven’s own pupil Archduke Rudolph), Beethoven responded not with one variation but with twenty. Realizing that he had burst the bounds of the commission he had received, he held them back until he had time to complete what had turned into a monumental project. The full set of thirty-three Diabelli Variations, one of Beethoven’s crowning works, was completed in 1822 and published as his op. 120, long before the omnibus album finally appeared. Concurrently with the second phase of work on the Variations, Beethoven composed three short but very intense piano sonatas, the last of which (no. 32 in C minor, op. 111) was finished almost simultaneously with the Variations.


  A similar indication of Beethoven’s regained ebullience, and the creative overfulfillment to which it could lead, was the Mass he undertook to compose on hearing that Archduke Rudolph was to be elevated to the rank of cardinal and installed as Archbishop of Olomouc, an important ecclesiastical seat in what is now the Czech Republic. He had meant to have it ready for the installation ceremony in March 1820, but the music expanded irrepressibly under his hand, and the whole vast design, now called the Missa solemnis (Solemn Mass), op. 123, was only completed in the early months of 1823. Beethoven had not only missed the deadline by three years; he had also ended up with a work whose stupendous length precluded its forming part of an actual church service. The first performance took place under secular auspices in St. Petersburg on 7 April 1824, on the initiative of Prince Nikolai Borisovich Golitsyn (1794–1866), a Russian nobleman and chamber music enthusiast who became one of the outstanding patrons of Beethoven’s last years.


  THE “NINTH”


  Beethoven now undertook to compose a symphony, his first in more than a decade. Like the Variations and the Mass, it broke all generic precedents, encompassing in its last movement what was for all the world a virtual oratorio, for soloists, chorus, and an orchestra augmented by a whole battery of “Turkish” instruments, on the text of Friedrich Schiller’s famous poem, An die Freude (known in English as the “Ode to Joy”). Feeling that his music was no longer fashionable in Vienna (then in the throes of infatuation with the operas of Rossini and with a new breed of concerto virtuosi), Beethoven made inquiries with an eye toward having the new symphony, the Ninth (op. 125), introduced in Berlin.


  On hearing of this, a group of his admirers—among them his old patron Prince Lichnowsky, his new publisher Diabelli, and his last important pupil Karl Czerny (1791–1857)—tendered him a “memo” or open letter imploring that he not forsake his “second native city.” It is one of the most affecting documents of the incipient romantic art-religion (now significantly tinged with post-Napoleonic nationalism), and impressive testimony to Beethoven’s central place in its ideology.


  
    Although Beethoven’s name and creations belong to all contemporaneous humanity and every country which opens a susceptible bosom to art, it is Austria which is best entitled to claim him as her own. Among her inhabitants appreciation for the great and immortal works which Mozart and Haydn created for all time within the lap of their homes still lives, and they are conscious with joyous pride that the sacred triad in which these names and yours glow as the symbol of the highest within the spiritual realm of tones, sprang from the soil of their fatherland. All the more painful must it have been for you to feel that a foreign power has invaded this royal citadel of the noblest, that above the mounds of the dead and around the dwelling-place of the only survivor of the band, phantoms are leading the dance who can boast of no kinship with the princely spirits of those royal houses; that shallowness is abusing the name and insignia of art, and unworthy dalliance with sacred things is beclouding and dissipating appreciation for the pure and eternally beautiful.

  


  For this reason they feel a greater and livelier sense than ever before that the great need of the present moment is a new impulse directed by a powerful hand, a new advent of the ruler in his domain …. For years, ever since the thunders of the Victory at Vittoria ceased to reverberate, we have waited and hoped to see you distribute new gifts from the fulness of your riches to the circle of your friends. Do not longer disappoint the general expectations!30
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  FIG. 12-9 Kärntnertortheater, Vienna, site of the first performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.


  


  Moved by the tribute, Beethoven decided to come out of retirement for what would be the last time. He agreed to a public concert, his first in a decade, to be held at the same theater in which, ten years before, his own much-revised opera Leonore (now called Fidelio) had finally met with favor from the public that had formerly spurned it.


  
    The official announcement read:

  


  
    GRAND

  


  
    MUSICAL CONCERT

  


  
    by

  


  
    HERR L. v. BEETHOVEN which will take place Tomorrow, May 7, 1824 in the Royal Imperial Theater beside the Kärtnerthor.

  


  
    The musical pieces to be performed are the latest works of Herr Ludwig van Beethoven.

  


  
    First: A Grand Overture [“The Consecration of the House,” op. 124]

  


  
    Second: Three Grand Hymns with Solo and Choral Voices [i.e., the Kyrie, Credo, and Agnus Dei from the Missa solemnis]

  


  
    Third: A Grand Symphony with Solo and Chorus Voices entering in the finale on Schiller’s Ode to Joy. The solos will be performed by the Demoiselles Sontag and Unger and the Herren Haizinger and Seipelt. Herr Schuppanzigh has undertaken the direction of the orchestra, Herr Kapellmeister Umlauf the direction of the whole, and the Music Society the augmentation of the chorus and orchestra as a favor.

  


  
    Herr Ludwig van Beethoven will himself participate in the general direction.

  


  
    Prices of admission as usual.

  


  
    Beginning at seven o’clock in the evening.31

  


  As promised, the composer, by then stone deaf for almost a decade, did stand before the assembled orchestra and chorus and wave his arms, but according to the later recollection of the pianist Sigismund Thalberg, who as a twelve-year-old prodigy attended the concert, the court conductor Michael Umlauf, listed as general overseer in the advertisement above, “had told the choir and orchestra to pay no attention whatever to Beethoven’s beating of the time but all to watch him.”32 The most famous story of this great event, for which we have not only Thalberg’s memory to rely on but also corroborating testimony from other witnesses and participants, relates how “after the Scherzo of the Ninth Symphony Beethoven stood turning over the leaves of his score utterly deaf to the immense applause, and [the contralto soloist Karoline] Unger pulled him by the sleeve, and then pointed to the audience, whereupon he turned and bowed.” Of all Beethoven’s works, the Ninth Symphony cast the longest shadow over the rest of the nineteenth century, and has continued to lower over the music of the twentieth century as well. In its awe-inspiring vastness it has been so long and so often compared to a mountain that as recently as 1967, the critic and musicologist Joseph Kerman could write, simply, that “we live in the valley of the Ninth Symphony.” Immediately notorious, it has been as strenuously resisted as it has been enthusiastically submitted to. Both submission and resistance have been eloquent testimonials not only to the work itself, but to the cultural attitudes that it quickened and polarized.


  One of the most telling contemporary comments was that of Louis Spohr (1784–1859), a violinist and, later in life, the first virtuoso baton conductor in the modern sense of the word. It was the reaction of one who had known and played under Beethoven in his youth, but who could not accept the new turn the master’s art was taking. For Spohr the Ninth was a monstrosity that could only be explained in terms of its creator’s deafness.


  
    His constant endeavor to be original and to open new paths, could no longer as formerly, be preserved from error by the guidance of the ear. Was it then to be wondered at that his works became more and more eccentric, unconnected, and incomprehensible? Yes! I must even reckon the much admired Ninth Symphony among them, the three first movements of which, in spite of some solitary flashes of genius, are to me worse than all of the eight previous Symphonies, the fourth movement of which is in my opinion so monstrous and tasteless, and in its grasp of Schiller’s Ode so trivial, that I cannot even now understand how a genius like Beethoven’s could have written it. I find in it another proof of what I already remarked in Vienna, that Beethoven was wanting in aesthetical feeling and in a sense of the beautiful.33

  


  Recalling Edmund Burke’s elaborate set of contrasts between the sublime and the beautiful, one can only agree with Spohr’s comment, though not necessarily with its intent. If to be beautiful meant to be pleasing, then Beethoven did indeed lack a sense of beauty. Or rather, he rejected the assumption on which Spohr based his judgment, that to be beautiful (that is, to please) was the only proper aim of art. Like Bach before him (though he could scarcely have known it), Beethoven in the Ninth did at times deliberately assault the ear, most famously and extravagantly with the fanfares—Richard Wagner called them Schreckensfanfaren, “horror fanfares”—that introduce the finale containing the “Ode to Joy” (Ex. 12-7). In the second of them, the D minor triad and the diminished-seventh chord on its leading tone are sounded together as a seven-tone harmony with a level of dissonance that would not be reached again until the very end of the century.


  EX. 12-7 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 9, Op. 125, IV, “Schreckensfanfare”


  


  [image: Image]


  


  However much music like this may move or thrill, it cannot be said to please the listener. By Mozartean standards (recalling his letter about Osmin’s rage aria in The Abduction from the Seraglio, quoted in chapter 9), it isn’t music. By composing it, Beethoven tells us that he doesn’t care what we think of it (or of him); that it is bigger than we are. It was, to many, an insulting message, a sort of declaration of composerly independence, an arrogant emancipation proclamation.


  Spohr’s seemingly contradictory charge of triviality was aimed at the famous melody to which Beethoven set Schiller’s Ode. In its folklike simplicity it seemed a sort of urban popular tune, out of place in the lofty precincts of the rest of the symphony; and Beethoven did his best to accentuate its low-class associations by giving it a “Turkish” parade variation that turned it, for all the world, into Viennese street music (Ex. 12-8).


  The most radical move, however, was to load the symphony down with a great freight of imagery and symbolism, but an imagery and a symbolism that is not fully explained either within the work itself or by reference to any public code. Maynard Solomon has identified in the symphony a great deal of conventional musical imagery—martial, pastoral, ecclesiastical—that any audience familiar with the works of Mozart and Haydn would have instantly recognized. He has also pointed to an elaborate network within the work of thematic reminiscences and forecasts that unite all of the movements into a single expressive whole. Most particularly, these thematic forecasts prefigure the “Ode to Joy” melody in the finale, and turn the whole symphony (it is possible to argue) into a single quest for “Elysium,” the mythical abode where heroes and other fortunate shades are rewarded by the Gods with the Joy whose praises Schiller sings (Ex. 12-9).


  EX. 12-8A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 9, IV, “Ode to Joy” theme
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  EX. 12-8B Ludwig van Beethoven, beginning of “Turkish” variation on the “Ode to Joy” (arr. Liszt)
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  These are the “introversive” and “extroversive” sign systems we first encountered and discussed as expressive media in connection with Haydn’s instrumental music. As always, the two are fully separable only in theory. The Joy Theme that is prefigured in the early movements by a process of introversive signification is itself an extroversive sign, pointing outside of the work to words like “Joy” and “Elysium” and the concepts for which they stand.


  But as in every other way, Beethoven maximized and transformed his heritage to the point where, as Hoffmann was first to suggest, it crossed the threshold into a difference not only in degree but in kind. Specifically, by withholding an explicit key to the sign systems on whose importance he nevertheless insists, by offering no explanation of the meanings to which those systems may give rise, Beethoven enlists all listeners in another “quest”—a never-ending process of interpretation. “The precise nature of Beethoven’s programmatic intentions,” Maynard Solomon cautions, “will always remain open,” turning the Ninth Symphony into a vast symbol, “the totality of whose referents cannot be known and whose full effects will never be experienced.”34And this ultimate uncertainty, Solomon avers somewhat more controversially (but very much in the romantic spirit), is “true to the nature of music, whose meanings are beyond translation—and beyond intentionality.” The message—Solomon’s, to be sure, but perhaps Beethoven’s as well—is clear. We may interpret Beethoven’s meanings in endless ways, depending on our perspicacity and our interests. What we may not do, on the one hand, is to claim to have arrived at a definitive interpretation, or, on the other, to deny the reality of the semiotic dimension or its relevance to the meanings of the work.


  This is romanticism of the purest strain. What must forever remain controversial about it is the implication (which Solomon, if not Beethoven, makes explicit) that such is “the nature of music.” Meanings like those Solomon describes had not figured in previous musical discourse, at least not instrumental discourse. The eighteenth century had its semiotic codes, of course: there was the Affektenlehre or system of symbolic figures on which Bach and Handel and their contemporaries had drawn to depict their characters’ emotions. And there was the so-called sinfonia caratteristica, the “characteristic” (that is, pictorial) symphony, to which works like Beethoven’s Sixth (“Pastoral”) Symphony belonged, with its “Scene by the Brook” and its vividly graphic “Storm.” (The Eroica, too, might be called a sinfonia caratteristica in view of all of its military imagery, beginning with that bugle call of a first theme.) The difference was that conventionally embodied meanings like these, whether emotive or descriptive, were always public meanings. No one needs to interpret the “Pastoral”Symphony, just as no one needed to explain to Prince Esterházy what Haydn was getting at with his “Farewell” Symphony. If certain eighteenth-century genres do need to be interpreted now by historians—the expressive conventions of the opera seria, for example—that is only because we have lost the code through disuse, not because it was esoteric. Some eighteenth-century sacred genres such as the Bach cantatas did occasionally embody esoteric meanings, it is true, to which hermeneutic techniques have to be applied. But such theological, often numerological symbolism was a survival of a pre-Enlightenment esthetic and was rejected between Bach’s time and Beethoven’s.


  EX. 12-9A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 9, foreshadowing the “Ode to Joy” in earlier movements
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  EX. 12-9B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 9, foreshadowing the “Ode to Joy” in earlier movements
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  EX. 12-9C Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 9, foreshadowing the “Ode to Joy” in earlier movements
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  The meanings embodied in Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony are no longer public in this way. Though they are clearly crucial components of the work, they cannot be fully comprehended according to some socially sanctioned code. They have become subjective, hermetic, gnomic, “not of this world.” They are not so private as to render the musical discourse unintelligible, but they do render its message ineffable and inexhaustible and, to that extent, oracular. Intuitive grasp, aided of course by whatever can be gleaned by code or study or experience, is the only mode of understanding available. Just as often we may be deeply moved without quite knowing why or how. And that must be what Beethoven meant by insisting, in his late years, that he was not merely a composer (Tonsetzer) but a “tone-poet” (Tondichter).


  INWARDNESS


  Beethoven lived less than three years after the premiere of the Ninth Symphony, finally succumbing to the effects of liver disease (itself the result, it is speculated, of heavy drinking) on 26 March 1827. During this final phase he returned to the string quartet, another genre he had not touched in more than a decade, and devoted himself to it almost exclusively. The immediate stimulus came from Prince Golitsyn, the Russian nobleman who arranged the first performance of the Missa solemnis.In the fall of 1822 he had invited Beethoven to compose anywhere from one to three quartets for him, and to name his price. In the end Beethoven completed six works for string quartet, including the three commissioned by Golitsyn and dedicated to him (opp. 127, 130, 132), and two more full-scale works in the genre (in C-sharp minor, op. 131, gratefully dedicated to a certain Baron von Stutterheim who had accepted the Beethoven’s nephew Karl into his guards regiment after the boy’s attempted suicide; and in F major, op. 135).


  The remaining work was a “Great Fugue” (Grosse Fuge) that was originally planned as the finale of the Quartet in B-flat major, op. 130. When Mathias Artaria, his publisher, pointed out that at six movements the quartet was long even without the mammoth finale, and that the fugue was not only huge but inordinately difficult to play, Beethoven agreed to detach the fugue for separate publication (as op. 133, dedicated to Archduke, now Archbishop, Rudolph) and to compose a dancelike rondo to provide a more conventional, less taxing conclusion to what was already a somewhat suitelike composition resembling a divertimento of old. The substitute finale of op. 130, delivered to the publisher in November 1826, was Beethoven’s last completed work.
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  FIG. 12-10 Beethoven’s study in the Schwarspanierhaus, his last residence.


  


  The steadfastness of Beethoven’s late interest in the quartet medium can be partially accounted for by the devotion of Ignaz Schuppanzigh (1776–1830), the violinist who served as orchestra leader (or “concertmaster” as we now say) at the momentous concert in which the Ninth Symphony was unveiled. He had been the leader of Prince Lichnowsky’s private string quartet since the 1790s, and Beethoven had relied upon his counsel from the very beginning of his career as a quartet composer. Following the general trend of the time, Schuppanzigh reconstituted his quartet as a freelance ensemble during the winter of 1804–5 and began giving subscription concerts in Vienna. These were among the first regular public chamber music concerts anywhere. It was at these concerts that Beethoven’s “middle” quartets were first performed, notably the “Razumovsky” series, op. 59, commissioned by the Russian ambassador in Vienna. Razumovsky later employed Schuppanzigh’s quartet and lavishly subsidized its activities until 1814, when his palace burned down.


  From 1816 until 1823, probably owing to his connection with Razumovsky, Schuppanzigh relocated in St. Petersburg, the Russian capital, where he was very active in promoting Beethoven’s works, and not only quartets. It was he who put Prince Golitsyn in touch with Beethoven, thus serving as the late quartets’ catalyst. His own professional ensemble, again reconstituted in Vienna in 1823 and again offering regular subscription concerts, gave the first performances of the three Golitsyn quartets, as well as the posthumous premiere of Opus 135, Beethoven’s swan song. Schuppanzigh’s readiness for creative collaboration with Beethoven was surely among the most potent stimuli on the composer’s “quartet imagination.”


  And yet there came a point where Beethoven’s burgeoning romantic idealism doomed any true symbiosis with performers. A much-repeated story that may be true recounts Beethoven’s contemptuous retort when Schuppanzigh complained that a certain passage in one of the late quartets was too difficult to play effectively: “Do you fancy I am thinking of your puking little fiddle when the muse confides in me?” he is supposed to have said. In fact, in Beethoven’s choice of the verb “confide” we may encounter another reason for Beethoven’s late preoccupation with the quartet medium: its privateness, or, as the German romantics characteristically put it, its “inwardness” (Innigkeit or Innerlichkeit).


  The intimacy of chamber music offered the composer the possibility of a heightened subjectivity, a medium where he could speak his inmost, private thoughts and confide his deepest private moods as if to a musical diary. There are pages in the late quartets that can seem almost embarrassing to hear in public, as if hearing were overhearing—eavesdropping on the composer’s afflicted personal existence, invading his privacy. One of these is the fifth movement of the Quartet in B[image: Image]major, op. 130. Its tempo is Adagio molto espressivo; the parts are marked sotto voce (in an undertone); and it is subtitled “Cavatina,” which to Beethoven meant a short, slow operatic aria of particular poignancy. (The Countess’s “Porgi amor” in Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro, in which a betrayed wife gives vent to her misery, is a classic of the genre.)


  The impression is unmistakable that Beethoven is confiding his private grief; and in case anyone should mistake it, the composer makes it even more explicit near the end (Ex. 12-10), where the dynamic level becomes even more hushed (“sempre pp”), the harmony slips unexpectedly and mysteriously into the flat submediant region, and the first violin, in a passage marked Beklemmt (constricted or stifled, “all choked up”), effectively loses its voice, its line being continually interrupted by rests as if racked by sobs.


  EX. 12-10 Ludwig van Beethoven, Quartet no. 13 in B-flat, Op. 130, V (“Cavatina”)
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  This was not in fact the first time Beethoven had used this device. A comparable, though much shorter, passage had occurred at the end of the second movement (“Marcia funebre,” “funeral march”) in the Eroica Symphony more than twenty years earlier (Ex. 12-11). But what had the appearance of a public orator’s rhetorical ploy in the symphony now has the aspect of a private disclosure. The voice appears to belong this time not to a public “persona” but to an actual person, recalling the inscription Beethoven placed on the first page of the Missa solemnis autograph, “From the heart: May it also go to the heart” (Von Herzen—Möge es wieder—zu Herzen gehn!).


  EX. 12-11A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, II (“Marcia funebre”), first violin, mm. 1–8
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  In the wake of this movement and others like it, the key of the flat submediant became a virtual symbol of Innigkeit—“inwardness of expression”—for Beethoven’s successors, particularly Franz Schubert, his fellow Viennese. Here Beethoven bequeathed to future composers of the romantic persuasion not only an esthetic purpose, and not only a general approach to instrumental music that invested it with “voice,” but an actual topos—an expressive “topic” or sign referent. For a musical work may indeed point outside itself to another musical work, and after Beethoven, the work that failed to point to his colossal example was a rarity. One can fairly say that virtually the whole corpus of German instrumental (and not only instrumental) music composed in the nineteenth century was a commentary on Beethoven.


  In the appropriation of a vocal genre lay a further clue as to why Beethoven spent his last, semiretired years with the string quartet rather than what would seem for him an equally private medium, namely the piano. In fact he did continue to write for the piano, and with emphatic “privacy,” after completing the Diabelli Variations, concentrating on short, strongly characterized pieces he called Bagatelles (French for “trifles”). He had been writing them for decades; one, a little rondo composed in 1808 and published with the subtitle “Für Elise” (For Eliza), has become a ubiquitous children’s practice piece. The late ones, composed between 1820 and 1824 and published in two sets (op. 119 and op. 126), are definitely not for the young. They are gnomic, often enigmatic pieces that find their echo in some of the more grotesque little movements in the late quartets (for instance, the tiny presto that forms the second movement of the same B[image: Image]major quartet that also contains the heartrending Cavatina).


  But the piano could not give the illusion of “vocality” on which Beethoven now relied for intimately “innig” utterance. His preoccupation with the vocal, moreover, was also strangely bound up with archaism—an archaism already evident in his predilection for fugues in many of his late works, including three of the late piano sonatas (opp. 101, 106, and 110). Taken in conjunction with the political sentiments expressed in Der glorreiche Augenblick, this archaism has been interpreted as a religious gesture, and a sign of Beethoven’s disillusioned acquiescence in the spirit of post-Napoleonic reaction. That reading gains some support from the late quartets, for now Beethoven pushed back beyond fugues to imitations or evocations of earlier modes of religious vocal polyphony—his own version of a stile antico.


  This new-old inclination, and its highly personal meaning for Beethoven, is vividly embodied in the slow movement of the Quartet in A minor, op. 132, composed in 1825. Beethoven had spent the month of April and part of May that year gravely sick in bed, and the movement, composed later that spring, bears the heading Heiliger Dankgesang eines Genesenen an die Gottheit, in der lydischen Tonart (“Sacred Hymn of Thanksgiving from a Convalescent to the Deity, in the Lydian Mode”). It is in effect a sort of motet with variations, on a theme reminiscent of an old chorale (Ex. 12-12), summoning up (in Joseph Kerman’s words) “some infinitely remote liturgy, a ritual music of romance,” interspersed with a contrasting exultant dance in D major, marked “Neue Kraft fühlend”(Feeling new strength), that also returns in varied form.35 The variation technique is itself an archaic one: “divisions,” as they were called in the seventeenth century, whereby the rhythmic activity is continually heightened by breaking the long notes values down into shorter and shorter ones.


  EX. 12-12 Ludwig van Beethoven, Quartet no. 15 in A minor (“chorale” tune), Op. 132, III (“Heiliger Dankgesang”), reconstructed from mm. 3–7, 9–13, 15–19, 21–25
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  The “Lydian mode” is of course another archaism, the most obvious one of all, and the most romantic. For in actual practice the Lydian mode of medieval music theory had been regularly adjusted into what we call the major mode from the beginning. Beethoven’s version of the mode is thus no medieval restoration but a romantically exotic invention: a strange F major notated without a B[image: Image] in the key signature, with all the B-naturals (and they are quite rare) applied as leading tones to C, the dominant, or used within a transposed statement of the choralelike subject that is harmonized in C.


  What makes the imaginary archaism of the music evident to all listeners is the contrapuntal nature of the writing, the use of “freely canonic” imitation at the octave and unison, the cantus firmus textures, particularly the liberal use of dotted note values on the weak beats, typical of school counterpoint even today but unusual in any other context. In reality, the seemingly archaic contrapuntal style gives Beethoven access to a level of pure diatonic “linear” dissonance that must have struck his earliest listeners as nothing short of modernistic. It is used to project an overwhelming intensity of subjective feeling at which Beethoven hints verbally in the last and rhythmically most complex variation, where he writes that the instruments are to be played Mit innigster Empfindung (“With the most inward expression”), actually using the word that would become for all German composers the very motto of romanticism (Ex. 12-13).


  And yet despite all privacy and inwardness in thought and apparent purpose, Beethoven at the time of his death was far more a public figure than any composer had ever been before; and that, too, was part of the legacy of romanticism. The streets of Vienna were thronged on the morning of his funeral, 29 March 1827. Police estimates put the crowd at ten thousand.


  EX. 12-13 Ludwig van Beethoven, Quartet no. 15 in A minor, Op. 132, III, Last variation on the “Heiliger Dankgesang”


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 12-11 Beethoven’s funeral procession, by Franz Stoeber (Beethoven House, Bonn).


  


  At the cemetery wall, an oration by the dramatist Franz Grillparzer (1791–1872) was declaimed in high tragic tones by a famous actor, Heinrich Anschütz. Like the letter of 1824 imploring for Vienna the rights to first hearing of the Ninth Symphony, Grillparzer’s eulogy placed the emphasis on nationality, comparing Beethoven with Goethe (the “hero of verse in German speech and tongue”) and tracing for him a historically spurious but heavily symbolic musical genealogy from Handel and Bach. “Standing by the grave of him who has passed away,” Grillparzer’s homily began,


  
    we are in a manner the representatives of an entire nation, of the whole German people, mourning the loss of the one highly acclaimed half of that which was left us of the departed splendor of our native art, of the fatherland’s full spiritual bloom. There yet lives—and may his life be long!—the hero of verse in German speech and tongue; but the last master of tuneful song, the organ of soulful concord, the heir and amplifier of Handel and Bach’s, of Haydn and Mozart’s immortal fame is now no more, and we stand weeping over the riven strings of the harp that is hushed.36

  


  Forever afterward it would be an article of faith for German artists that Beethoven’s stature was unequalable (“He who comes after him will not continue him,” Grillparzer declared), that with Beethoven the age of heroes had ended. The Napoleonic myth and the Beethoven myth—as can only seem inevitable in retrospect—had fused. And yet all who came after would nevertheless be under an onus to strive toward the unreachable mark Beethoven’s legacy had set. The concept of music and the role of the composer had both been irrevocably transformed by romanticism, and enormously enlarged. Beethoven had been at once the protagonist of these transformations, and their vessel.


  


  CHAPTER 13

  C-Minor Moods


  THE “STRUGGLE AND VICTORY” NARRATIVE AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO FOUR C-MINOR WORKS OF BEETHOVEN


  DEVOTION AND DERISION


  The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians calls Beethoven “the most admired composer in the history of Western music,” and we have seen some of the reasons for that. Not only has Beethoven been admired by other musicians and by his composing progeny; he has also been consistently the most popular composer with concert audiences over a period now approaching two centuries, during which the makeup of the concert audience has undergone repeated profound change. But it is also true that for just as long a period, and in the same tradition, Beethoven has been among the most feared, resisted, and even hated of composers, and we shall see the reasons for that, too, as our investigation of nineteenth-and twentiethcentury music proceeds.


  Both admiration and resistance have a single source; in fact they are the two sides of a single coin. They have arisen in reaction to Beethoven’s looming, unshakeable presence as the most authoritative and influential figure in the tradition of which this book is the history—a tradition that has yet fully to outgrow its romantic phase, the phase that was formed, so to speak, in the image of Beethoven. For close on two centuries, in short, Beethoven has been the one to beat.


  So a book like this needs more than an account of Beethoven’s life in relation to his art, or an appreciation of his cultural and esthetic significance. We need a survey of his actual musical achievement as well—one that is at once comprehensive, representative, reflective of his influence, and still relatively brief. That is a tall order, especially the last requirement. Perhaps the best way to fill it would be to concentrate on the music that has most exercised posterity, fastening in particular on two categories: the music that has been the most popular, and the music that has been the most notorious or controversial.


  Indeed, it turns out that both categories are the same; or rather, that a small number of famous works inhabit both categories. And it further turns out that many of these works share the same key: the quintessentially “Beethovenian” key of C minor. What Joseph Kerman calls Beethoven’s “C-minor mood,” the one most firmly associated with the composer by posterity, has been an object of devotion and derision in equal measure.1 In its dynamic, even terrifying agitation and disquiet it concentrates our image of Beethoven as an unruly “unlicked bear” (as his high-society patrons called him in his youth), as the tormented soul he became in mature isolation, and as the enigmatic visionary of his last decade.


  From the beginning, the prevalence of C minor sharply delineated Beethoven’s distance from the spiritual world of Haydn and Mozart, who used the key quite sparingly. The fact that a C-minor work has nevertheless figured prominently in our discussions of both men—the Fantasia, K. 475, in the case of Mozart; the Creation Prologue in that of Haydn—betrays the bias that those discussions necessarily share with all descriptions that serve the purposes of historical narrative. Our discussions of Mozart and Haydn, in other words, were written in the knowledge—knowledge unavailable to Mozart and Haydn—that Beethoven was coming, and that we would have to take account of his relationship to them. For however rare their use of the key, it was Mozart and Haydn who—inevitably—provided Beethoven with the precedent on which he based his conception of it.


  For devotion to the C-minor Beethoven, we may turn to any of the critics (beginning once again with E. T. A. Hoffmann) or composers (beginning with Robert Schumann, who was also a critic), not to mention the countless audiences, who have viewed the Fifth Symphony, this chapter’s centerpiece, as the Beethovenian epitome, hence the epitome of “classical music” outright. Schumann linked it up in especially direct fashion with the “romantic sublime” by refusing to write at length about it. “Let us be silent about this work!” he bade his readers.2 “No matter how frequently heard, whether at home [played on the piano] or in the concert hall, this symphony invariably wields its power over men of every age like those great phenomena of nature that fill us with fear and admiration at all times, no matter how frequently we may experience them.”


  Derision began early, too, and found a willing spokesman, once again, in Louis Spohr, for whom the work “did not add up to a classical [that is, a beautiful] whole,” since the first movement “lacked the dignity essential to the opening of a symphony,” and the last movement was merely “empty noise.” Prime time for Beethoven-scorn, however, was the disillusioned aftermath of the First World War. To the great British music scholar Edward J. Dent (1876–1957), writing in that fallen moment, the Beethoven of the C-minor mood symbolized everything that was outmoded in European culture. Having been promoted by the musicians and critics of the Victorian age as “the great musician of moral uplift,” Beethoven was now suspect in the eyes of youth.3


  Though he remained unwilling or unable to level the charge of charlatanry at Beethoven himself, Dent saw in Beethoven-worship the origin of a sanctimonious and baleful tendency—the tendency for


  
    every little scribbler to regard himself as a prophet, and the tendency of music-lovers in general to exhibit a ludicrously exaggerated reverence for the artist—a reverence, it need hardly be said, which the artist, and especially the charlatan, has lost no time in exploiting to the full.4

  


  As a result, Beethoven’s work, however genuine its inspiration or its musical distinction, has been resisted by many modern thinkers as being, like other varieties of moral conviction, a kind of “false consciousness” masking hypocritical complacency. “The lofty idealism of Beethoven,” Dent wrote, “is a thing which we cannot possibly deny or ignore; but we may justly question whether the artistic expression of it is still convincing to modern ears.”5 These were the words of one resigned to reluctant disbelief—a voice raised in protest against Beethoven’s continuing, unassailable, but (for Dent) no longer fitting ascendancy. Were Beethoven not still a dominating presence in the minds of all musicians a full century after his death, there would have been no reason at so late a date to renounce him. Beethoven, and Beethovenian values, have become so synonymous with the culture of “classical music” that one can chart the checkered course of musical esthetics since his time simply by examining reactions to him.


  Dent was not only a professor; in 1926, when he wrote the words just quoted, he was also a founding member and first president of the International Society of Contemporary Music, a concert-sponsoring organization that was then the leading forum for the performance and dissemination of the works of all the most advanced composers of the day. Dent was speaking, then, not only on behalf of contemporary scholars and listeners, but on behalf of contemporary artists as well, and his words found many echoes, at least for a while, among creative musicians.


  One of the most colorful was an exchange between Marcel Proust, the French novelist, and Igor Stravinsky, then a youngish Russian composer at the pinnacle of Parisian prestige, at a reception held for Stravinsky at a swanky Paris hotel in the late spring of 1922. As recalled by Clive Bell, an English biographer of Proust, who overheard it, the conversation went like this:


  
    “Doubtless you admire Beethoven,” Proust began. “I detest Beethoven,” was all he got for answer. “But mon cher maitre [my dear master], surely those late sonatas and quartets … ?” “Pire que les autres [the worst of all],” growled Stravinsky.6

  


  Stravinsky, who later professed as profound an admiration for Beethoven as one could expect from another composer (and for the late quartets in particular7), admitted in his autobiography that his earlier antipathy was a pose brought on by a surfeit of oppressively enforced reverence, and by disgust at the mythology that had grown up around Beethoven, surrounding him with a fog of pious words about “his famous Weltschmerz [world-weariness], together with his ‘tragedy’ and all the commonplace utterances voiced for more than a century about this composer.”8 As Stravinsky put it in retrospect, unthinking deification “alienated me from Beethoven for many years,” until, at last, he was “cured and matured by age.”


  The experience was typical. With the passing of that aggressively “modern” moment after World War I, doubts about Beethoven were for a time put to rest; but they dependably resurface whenever a new artistic tendency needs to clear a musical space for itself. John Cage, for instance, an avantgarde musician of the post–World War II period, went on renewed offensive against Beethoven in 1948, claiming that the whole concept of “composition defined by harmony” was “in error,” and that “Beethoven’s influence, which has been as extensive as it is lamentable, has been deadening to the art of music.”9


  As the persistent need to attack him attests better than anyone’s praise, the Beethoven of the C-minor mood remains a touchstone of music’s full potential within the European fine-art tradition, and will undoubtedly retain that position as long as the tradition persists. For he (or rather “it”—the touchstone, not the man) has become the tradition’s virtual definer for the listeners on whom it depends for its subsistence.


  Yet to describe the distinctive Beethovenian tone simply as the “C-minor mood” is woefully inadequate. It is not just incomplete: such a description leaves out the chief thing that has given Beethoven his hold on the minds and hearts of so many generations of listeners. For the “C-minor mood” is really not a mood at all. A mood is static. What Beethoven offers, as always, is a trajectory. Most of the works we shall examine begin in C minor and end in C major; and the ones that do not make a point of the fact.


  Thus, time and again over the whole course of his career, Beethoven seemed to replay, as if under a compulsion, that sublime moment in Haydn’s Creation when the dark of chaos yielded to the light of primeval day. The many inflections he gave the basic opposition, from consoling to triumphal to quiescent, have given rise to as many metaphorical interpretations, and to as many moral or ethical readings. Adolf Bernhard Marx (1795–1866) caught the Haydn resonance and drew out its implications with great acumen when he wrote of the Fifth Symphony that its overall theme was “Durch Nacht zum Licht! Durch Kampf zum Sieg!” (“Through night to light! Through struggle to victory!”), sounding a keynote for Beethoven interpretation that has resonated over the centuries on many levels from the biographical or psychological to the nationalistic, and from the benignly auspicious to the potentially sinister.10


  TRANSGRESSION


  As we may remember from the previous chapter, it was the key (or mood) of C minor that got Beethoven into trouble for the first time. We can get the whole story now from Beethoven’s pupil Ferdinand Ries, who claimed to have had it from Beethoven himself. It took place around the end of 1793 or the beginning of 1794, when Beethoven, sent to Vienna by his earliest patron Count Waldstein “to receive the deceased Mozart’s spirit from Haydn’s hands,” had been living in the capital for about a year.11 Now it was time to make good on the count’s happy (but for Beethoven, perhaps, somewhat unnerving) prediction. “It was planned,” Ries wrote in a memoir published in 1838,


  
    to introduce the first three Trios of Beethoven, which were about to be published as Opus 1, to the artistic world at a soirée at Prince Lichnowsky’s, to whom they were dedicated. Most of the artists and music-lovers were invited, especially Haydn, for whose opinion all were eager. The Trios were played and at once commanded extraordinary attention. Haydn also said many pretty things about them, but advised Beethoven not to publish the third, in C minor. This astonished Beethoven, inasmuch as he considered the third the best of the Trios, as it is still the one which gives the greatest pleasure and makes the greatest effect. Consequently, Haydn’s remark left a bad impression on Beethoven and led him to think that Haydn was envious, jealous and ill-disposed toward him. I confess that when Beethoven told me of this I gave it little credence. I therefore took occasion to ask Haydn himself about it. His answer, however, confirmed Beethoven’s statement; he said he had not believed that this Trio would be so quickly and easily understood and so favorably received by the public.12

  


  Note that, contrary to a frequent but unjustified interpretation of this incident, Haydn is not portrayed as disliking or misunderstanding the Trio himself, only as anticipating a poor reception from the paying public. Haydn himself had recently had a sour experience with a piece in C minor. His Symphony no. 95, for the first London series, was the only one without a slow introduction and the only one in a minor key. The public didn’t like it; and as Elaine Sisman puts it, “he didn’t make the mistake again.”13 So, far from wishing to suppress a young rival, he was in all likelihood motivated by concern for his former pupil’s reputation and commercial prospects. Additional reasons for that concern are not difficult to surmise. They had to do with the genre in which Beethoven was making his debut.


  Today’s standard nomenclature for late-eighteenth- and nineteenth-century chamber ensembles of three or more, or pieces written for them, is based simply on the number of instruments participating: for example, string or piano “trio,” string or piano “quartet,” “quintet,” and so on. In the eighteenth century, however, as we have already observed in chapter 8, ensembles with fully notated piano parts were generally deemed to be amplified or “accompanied” piano sonatas. What we call a violin sonata (say, by Mozart) would have been called a piano sonata with violin; and what we call a piano trio by Mozart or Haydn would have been called a “sonata con violino e basso,” or a “sonata pour le pianoforte avec accompagnement de violon et violoncello,” to quote from the title page of a set of three such pieces by Haydn that was published in London in 1794, the same year as the tryout of Beethoven’s op. 1.


  (French was often the language of such title pages, no matter where published, because the piano trio genre was traditionally deemed a French one, going back to the Pièces de clavecin en concerts—“Harpsichord pieces arranged in sets with accompanying parts”—by Jean-Philippe Rameau, published in 1741.)


  In such pieces the violin occasionally got to sing its own tunes, but the cello part was largely confined to doubling the piano left hand. That is because the accompanied piano sonata was, in its origins and usual aim, an unambitious and undemanding household genre. Further evidence of its modesty was its traditional brevity. Except for two early specimens (one of them never published during his lifetime), Haydn’s typically huge output of forty-one trios never exceeded three movements, and nine of them, including a pair composed in the 1790s, have only two. Mozart’s eight trios (one of them with clarinet in place of violin) all have three movements.


  Not only that, but the use of minor keys was extremely rare in such pieces, as it was in all domestic entertainment genres. Mozart never wrote a trio in the minor mode, and Haydn wrote only six. The one that shared Beethoven’s key of C minor, composed in the late 1780s, compensated for its seriousness by being cast in only two movements, of which the second (and longer) one was demonstratively marked “gay and witty” (Allegro spirituoso) and cast in C major to dispel the gloom. Weightiness, agitation, dark moods—such characteristics were simply not associated with the genre. They were implicitly undesirable. That is what Haydn was getting at.


  Now compare Beethoven’s op. 1, no. 3. All three trios in op. 1 have four movements—that is, they all have both a slow movement and a minuet between ample allegros, as in a symphony. That amplitude of form was already unprecedented, and so was the willingness it implied to transgress the obligations of genre in the interests of expression—or of making an impression. (Not for nothing did Haydn once refer to Beethoven, behind his back, as the “Grand Mogul from Bonn.”)14 To compound the infraction by the use of C minor, a key associated not with home amusements but with theatrical pathos, was to put op. 1, no. 3, for Haydn, altogether beyond the pale of decorum. From the older composer’s point of view, the younger one was committing an act of gratuitous, arrogant aggression against his potential audience. Haydn, who spent his life as a sort of courtier, failed to foresee that Beethoven’s public would respond to his aggression with delight. He can be forgiven.


  For it was indeed that grand theatrical pathos, vulgar in courtly eyes, to which Beethoven was aspiring. This is evident from the very beginning of the Trio, in a theme that plays a very conspicuous but ambiguous role in the work (Ex. 13-1). It is not hard to see that it is modeled directly on the ominous opening theme of Mozart’s Piano Concerto no. 24, K. 491, composed in 1786, one of only two minor-mode Mozartean concertos out of a total of over fifty. (The fact that both are among Mozart’s most famous works—the other is the Piano Concerto no. 20 in D minor, K. 466—could be read either as a simple mark of their quality, or, more complexly, as a sign that Mozart’s works have been selectively valued by a posterity that knew Beethoven.)


  Note particularly the way the dominant degree (G) is circled in both themes by half steps on either side (A[image: Image], F[image: Image], so that a dissonant augmented sixth—or its inversion, an even more dissonant diminished third—is built right into the theme. It is almost as if Beethoven were announcing that what had been a mood of extreme rarity—or of rare extremity—in Mozart or Haydn would be “normal” for him.


  EX. 13-1A Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Trio in C minor, Op. 1, no. 3, I, mm. 1–10
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  EX. 13-1B W. A. Mozart, Piano Concerto in C minor, K. 491, opening theme
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  Beethoven’s theme, with its portentously theatrical fermata, plays a somewhat ambiguous role in the first movement of the Trio. It is not exactly the “first theme” in sonata form. That role is taken by the theme that immediately follows the phrase quoted in Ex. 13-1, a melody built up out of repetitions of a restless motive beginning with a long upbeat of three eighth notes. (We shall see later what a characteristic “Beethoven rhythm” this motive is!) That is the theme from which Beethoven derives most of the movement’s continuity. The opening idea, rather, seems reserved for almost the opposite purpose, that of interrupting—or actually disrupting—the course of the music for important announcements, many of them ending with fermatas, and most of them involving chromatic turns—or wrenches—in harmony. Its role is an essentially dramatic or rhetorical one, as befits the theatrical pathos of its style.


  In m. 31, for example, the “announcement” theme returns in the form of a deceptive cadence that leads almost immediately to a weird F[image: Image]major arpeggio that can only in retrospect be interpreted as the Neapolitan sixth of the relative major, the key of the second theme (Ex. 13-2a). At the beginning of the development section (m. 138), the theme comes back again (Ex. 13-2b) to nudge the harmony from its comfortable cadence on E[image: Image]toward the Far Out Point, by substituting the parallel minor and leading from there, very briefly, into the mysterious territory of the flat submediant (here spelled enharmonically, as B major). And in the recapitulation (mm. 214 ff), after announcing the double return, the theme makes another abrupt harmonic turn (Ex. 13-2c; just where, as Haydn probably pointed out, the listener least expects it) into the actual key, not just the chord, of the “Neapolitan” degree, II[image: Image] (D[image: Image] major). Thanks to these surprising modulations, the tonic key has been shadowed on both sides by chromatic half steps, just the way the dominant is shadowed by the notes of the theme itself. More harmonically abandoned than this, music rarely got before the nineteenth century, and never in a trio.


  EX. 13-2A Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Trio in C minor (Op. 1, no. 3), I, mm. 29–36
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  EX. 13-2B Ludwig van Beethoven, Pino Trio in Cinor (Op. 1, no.3), I, mm.138-49


  


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 13-2C Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Trio in C minor (Op. 1, no. 3), I, mm. 224–35
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  Of course the “announcement theme” gets to announce important events of a more structural kind as well. As we have seen, it introduces the recapitulation. Broken down into motives, it sustains the first part of the development section, as earlier it had provided the exposition with its climax. In all its functions it serves as the vehicle, or channeler, of high rhetoric. Despite its ambiguous structural role, it provides the music that makes the most lasting impression on the listener.


  And Beethoven needs to make sure that the impression lasts, for with the arrival of the impetuous prestissimo finale, we are confronted with another bold “announcement theme” (this time replete with “Mannheim rocket”) that ends, like the one in the first movement, on a dominant half cadence that is underscored by a fermata (Ex. 13-3a). With something of a start, we realize that this theme is not merely similar in function to the theme heard at the Trio’s outset. It is an actual variant of the earlier theme, in much the same way that the earlier theme had been a variant of a theme from Mozart’s concerto.


  EX. 13-3A Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Trio in C minor (Op. 1, no. 3), Finale, mm. 1–8
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  EX. 13-3B Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Trio in C minor (Op. 1, no. 3), Finale, end
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  Thus Beethoven uses a single “basic melodic shape” or Grundgestalt (to use an apt term invented a century later by the Austrian composer Arnold Schoenberg) to secure the entire four-movement structure, at once more sprawling and more tautly unified than had previously been the norm. That tandem of unprecedented rhetorical amplitude and tight structural control would remain the Beethovenian standard. Following romantic theories of esthetics that likened works of art to living organisms in their properties of growth, it quickly became known as Beethovenian “organic” form—the norm against which the work of all composers would soon be measured, up to Schoenberg’s time and even beyond.


  After all the stormy impetuosity of the outer movements, the end of the Trio comes as another calculated surprise. After hitting a peak of energy with a passage based on a sequential extension of the opening “rocket” motive to a point of great harmonic tension on a diminished-seventh chord, the movement subsides by degrees. Sforzando accents apart, there is no dynamic marking above piano in the last 86 measures of the Finale. The music seems palpably to deflate in a marvelously calculated unison descent that implies a sophisticated harmonic pun: treating the dominant as if it were an augmented sixth chord (a technique that would become much more common in the early nineteenth century), allowing the tonal structure almost visibly to “sag” a semitone.


  The end of the movement (and the trio) is given in Ex. 13-3b. The task this coda must perform is that of gradually building back up from B to C, but the effort seems costly. Emotional fatigue seems implicit in the obsessively repeated half-step descents to the tonic C, until the string instruments, seemingly drained of the energy it takes to play a theme, can only vamp the notes of the tonic triad, while the piano deploys its last remaining strength in a series of tonic scales, pianissimo.


  The tonic, it will certainly not be missed, has relaxed into the major, invoked here, it would seem, as a symbol or metaphor of final repose, or possibly of resignation. Beethoven duplicated this final mode switch, from C minor to C major, many times over the course of his career, in many emotional contexts. Its persistence shows that this heavily fraught progression, according as it did with Haydn’s monumental example in the Creation, was as much a part of Beethoven’s “C-minor mood” as the choice of tonic key itself. The move from minor to major, often played out over a large multimovement span, was not only a spiritually symbolic device but also Beethoven’s ultimate unifying stratagem, encompassing complex works within a single narrative or dramatic unfolding.


  What is most remarkable is the variety of emotionally resonant stories Beethoven was able, in this way, to tell. By projecting emotionally engaging tonal narratives or dramas over ever longer musical spans, Beethoven forever changed the nature of instrumental music, and the expectations it aroused in audiences. If at the beginning of his career Beethoven seemed careless of those expectations, it was because he sought in the end to transform them. That goal is evident even in his op. 1.


  MORTI DI EROI


  The choice of C minor as a key that would play a central role in enunciating Beethoven’s heroic stance was no surprise. It was virtually mandated by its traditional theatrical associations and reputation. These were well summed up by Francesco Galeazzi (1758–1819), an Italian violinist and composer who between 1791 and 1796 published an encyclopedic music treatise called Elementi teorico-pratici di musica (The Theoretical and Practical Elements of Music).


  The key of C minor, Galeazzi wrote, was “the tragic key, suitable for expressing great misfortunes like the deaths of Heroes (morti di Eroi).”15 Though Galeazzi was writing out of the tradition of Italian opera, his description of the key accords so tellingly with Beethoven’s use of the key in his instrumental music that it almost seems to sum up Beethoven’s achievement in transforming the instrumental genres of his day into virtual dramas.


  Twice, in fact, Beethoven used the key to portray exactly the occasion for which Galeazzi proclaimed it best suited. One is already familiar: the end of the second movement of the Eroica Symphony, which is cast as a Marcia funebre, aFuneral March in C minor, literally marking the death of a Hero. An even more pointed and “literary” use of the key to symbolize heroic tragedy comes in the Overture Beethoven wrote in 1807 to Coriolan, a Trauerspiel or “mourning play” by the Austrian poet Heinrich Josef von Collin (1771–1811).


  Though sometimes translated simply as “tragedy,” the word Trauerspiel connotes (in the words of John Daverio, a cultural historian of German music) an unmitigated “display of human misery, wretchedness, and suffering.”16 It arose in the mid-seventeenth century as a typically fulsome manifestation of “baroque” theater, dealing, in the words of a contemporary observer, with “nothing but killings, despair, infanticide and patricide, conflagration, incest, war and commotion, lamentation, weeping, sighing, and suchlike.”17 Now there is a list of C-minor moods!


  Collin’s Trauerspiel concerned the fate of the Roman general Gnaeus Marcius Coriolanus as related by Plutarch. (Shakespeare’s tragedy Coriolanus is a treatment of the same story.) He made his fame (and earned his name) by capturing the Volscian city of Corioli, but was then expelled from Rome for tyrannical acts. Joining with the Volscians, his former enemy, he avenged himself by attacking Rome, which he would have destroyed, but was dissuaded by the tears of his wife and his mother. For his fatal vacillation the Volscians condemned him to death by torture.


  Beethoven’s overture to this dismal play encapsulates its desperate emotional content, beginning with ponderous unison Cs and slashing chords that wed the blunt opening of Haydn’s Creation Prologue to the restless harmony of Mozart’s C-minor Concerto, K. 491 (Ex. 13-4a). A second theme offers major-mode relief, but comfort is short-lived; C minor, and with it the “C-minor mood,” quickly reasserts itself (Ex. 13-4b). That second theme, however, offers a possible way to achieve C major in the recapitulation, and the promise seems briefly to be kept. The even quicker quashing of the major, however, where its retention and eventual exaltation might have been expected, epitomizes, more eloquently perhaps than any words could do, the hopelessness of the drama. The return of the violent opening gesture, the hollow unisons now reinforced with additional winds, seems virtually to portray the Hero’s murder, and in the final coda, with its composed deceleration of the “first theme” music from the exposition, we seem to witness the wasting of his energies and his anguished demise (Ex. 13-4c).


  EX. 13-4A Ludwig van Beethoven, Coriolan Overture, mm. 1–21
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  EX. 13-4B Ludwig van Beethoven, Coriolan Overture, mm. 52–75
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  EX. 13-4C Ludwig van Beethoven, Coriolan Overture, end
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  This is horror music. And the horror is conveyed as much by what does not happen, by what is deliberately withheld, as by anything that actually occurs. The trajectory from C minor to C major is cut off as palpably as the Hero’s life. All the more powerfully, then, does the completed narrative sound forth in what has to be regarded as the Coriolan Overture’s counterpart: Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, op. 67, themost famous symphony in the world.


  Its status was confirmed, almost from the beginning, by E.T.A.Hoffmann, whocast his most extensive blast of romanticist propaganda in the form of an extended description of the Fifth. This famous essay of 1810 stands today as an early landmark of music analysis, a then wholly new form of writing about music, in which technical observations were linked up directly with expressive interpretations, in a manner that emphatically paralleled and positively reinforced the equally novel (and equally zealous) intentions of contemporary composers. Where composers proceeded from causes to effects, exegetical critics like Hoffmann endeavored to work back from the effect to uncover the cause.


  In the case of Hoffmann himself, who was not only a musician but an outstanding literary figure as well, analysis (to paraphrase a famous remark by the musicologist Manfred Bukofzer) could fairly be described as “composition in reverse.” It became the distinguishing feature of German instrumental music that it attracted this sort of exegetical interpretation. Alongside verbal interpretations like Hoffmann’s (and later Robert Schumann’s), there also arose the “interpretations” of master performers, including the first baton (“maestro”) conductors. In this as in so many other ways, Beethoven’s music was the preeminent catalyst, remaking the world of music in what we still recognize today as its modern image.
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  FIG. 13-1 Sketches for the third movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.


  


  Hoffmann used the Fifth to demonstrate, on the “micro” level, the organic unity of the composition; and on the “macro” level, the expressive power to which that unity gave rise. Very significantly, if a little predictably, he finds Beethoven’s truest forebear in Shakespeare, worshipped by German romantics as the greatest of all dramatists. It was a romantic mission to rescue Shakespeare from the low status to which he had been consigned by the dogmatic “neoclassical” critics of the French Enlightenment, who (basing themselves on Aristotle’s authority) charged him with formlessness. Hoffmann’s task, then, was to demonstrate the organic growth of tree from seed in order to certify Beethoven’s supreme mastery, not only of compositional technique, but of transcendent expression as well. The two, Hoffmann strongly argued, were the two sides of a single coin, and the Fifth offered the ultimate proof:


  
    Can there be any work of Beethoven’s that confirms all this to a higher degree than his indescribably profound, magnificent symphony in C minor?… No doubt the whole rushes like an ingenious rhapsody past many a man, but the soul of each thoughtful listener is assuredly stirred …. The internal structure of the movements, their execution, their instrumentation, the way in which they follow one another—everything contributes to a single end; above all, it is the intimate interrelationship among the themes that engenders that unity which alone has the power to hold the listener firmly in a single mood. This relationship is sometimes clear to the listener when he overhears it in the connecting of two movements or discovers it in the fundamental bass they have in common; a deeper relationship which does not reveal itself in this way speaks at other times only from mind to mind, and it is precisely this relationship that prevails between sections of the two Allegros and the Minuet and which imperiously proclaims the controlling force of the master’s genius.18

  


  In this remarkable paragraph Hoffmann has alluded both to the “micro” and the “macro” structures of the symphony and suggested both the ways in which the levels are mutually reinforcing or “synergistic,” and the ways in which structural unity and powerful expression exhibit in Beethoven a comparable synergy. Indeed, there is synergy between composition and critique as well, for surely there is no work by Beethoven (or by any other composer) that so flaunts the derivation of the whole from a single “germinal seed,” the four notes proclaimed at the very outset in the gruff unison so endemic to the C-minor mood.


  GERMINATION AND GROWTH


  This famous opening (Ex. 13-5a) has many points of congruence with the opening of the Trio, op. 1, no. 3—the unison, the fermata, and the use of a brusque “announcement theme” to arrest the attention before the actual, structurally functioning “first theme” gets underway (m. 6). What is new and noteworthy in the Fifth is the way the first theme is related to the announcement theme. It is built up out of a multitude—a veritable mosaic—of motivic repetitions, all derived from the opening four-note group as if to demonstrate the process of germination. It is a theme that no one instrumental part ever gets to play in its entirety, as if to demonstrate the way in which the whole, as in any organism, transcends the mere sum of its parts.


  And now notice that the four notes of the symphony’s “germinal seed” are grouped in exactly the same rhythm—an upbeat of three short notes to a long downbeat note—as the much-repeated idea from which the first theme in the first movement of the Trio, op. 1, no. 3, is built up (beginning in the piano part at m. 10), already referred to in the discussion of that piece as a distinctive “Beethoven rhythm” because of its pronounced forward thrust (see the end of Ex. 13-1a). That propulsive force, as Hoffmann noted, is virtually unremitting in the first movement of the Fifth, accounting for the “interrelationship among the themes that engenders that unity which alone has the power to hold the listener firmly in a single mood.” It continues to sound, for example, in the cellos and basses while the other instruments turn their attention to the ostensibly contrasting “second theme” (Ex. 13-5b), and returns in full force to inform the codetta or closing theme at the end of the exposition, as Beethoven insists on our noticing with his unusual beaming of the eighth notes (Ex. 13-5c).


  EX. 13-5A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, mm. 1–24
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  EX. 13-5B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, mm. 62–65 (strings only)
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  EX. 13-5C Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, mm. 109–21
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  Nor is that the only way in which the “germinal seed” makes its presence known. It recurs significantly in the other movements as well, extending “organic” unity over the entire four-movement span. One can hear it ticking like a time bomb in the second violins and violas at mm. 76–77 in the second (slow) movement (Ex. 13-6a), and again in the cellos at mm. 88–96 (Ex. 13-6b). Transformed into a two-measure idea, it informs the main theme of the third movement (informally known as the scherzo although Beethoven did not so designate it) beginning at m. 19 (Ex. 13-6c), and comes back along with the theme itself during the famously enigmatic reprise of the scherzo theme in the finale.


  EX. 13-6A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, II, mm. 76–77
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  EX. 13-6B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, II, mm. 88–96
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  EX. 13-6C Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, III, mm. 19–26
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  But that is far from its only role in the finale. As shown in Ex. 13-7a, the germinal seed-rhythm is firmly embedded in the finale’s jubilant main theme, and actually leads the theme to its highest point. More obviously, the germinal rhythm, now expressed in triplets, informs the finale’s second theme as well (Ex. 13-7b). Even the codetta is implicitly informed by it, as evidenced by the threefold pitch repetitions on the upbeats (Ex. 13-7c).


  Finally, expressed as a sort of hocket, the germinal seed-rhythm launches the headlong coda of the finale on its way (Ex. 13-8a) and then, at the Presto (m. 414, Ex. 13-8b) makes explicit (in the cellos and basses) what had formerly been the “implicit” derivation of the finale’s codetta theme from the germinal seed (Ex. 13-8b).


  It was the Austrian music theorist Heinrich Schenker (1868–1935) who first proposed that the original “germinal seed” be regarded as consisting not in the first four-note unison alone, but in both unison phrases, as shown in Ex. 13-9a. Only in this way, he argued, can the organic unity of the first movement be understood to the full. Indeed, when this conceptual adjustment is made, the horn call that serves as brisk transition to the second theme (Ex. 13-9b) stands revealed as the germinal theme’s direct offspring (derived by expanding the thirds to fifths).


  Even more significantly, the relationship (or, at least, a relationship) becomes clear between the mysteriously becalmed, harmonically outlandish retransition (Ex. 13-9c) and the music that it interrupts. The antiphonal pairs of half notes are a sequential extension of the “horn call” idea, and the further reduction to single chords hocketing between strings and winds can now be related, through the mediating horn call, to the germinal motif.


  EX. 13-7A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, IV, mm. 1–12, piccolo
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  EX. 13-7B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, IV, mm. 45–48, firstviolins
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  EX. 13-7C Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, IV, mm. 64–70, violas
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  EX. 13-8A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, IV, mm. 402–404
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  EX. 13-8B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, inCminor, Op. 67, IV, Presto, outer string parts
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  The so-called “new theme” in the coda (Ex. 13-10) has been another site of contention among critics. Some have touted it as a bold deviation from the overall “organic” plan, while others have argued that it is more readily understood as a rhythmic regrouping or reaccenting of the original four-note germinal motive: ??¯? instead of ???¯. On this point there has grown up a large literature of sharp, occasionally acrid, debate.


  The point, from a historical vantage point, is not to adjudicate the dispute but to characterize it. It is a new sort of musical argument, in which the meaning of instrumental music is discussed in terms of its structure. The meaning has been internalized, and the job of the critic is not so much to judge the music as to understand it, or (more practically) to help listeners understand it by explicating it. That is what was meant, later, when German critics began talking about and touting the value of “absolute” music. It meant exactly what Hoffmann meant when he called Beethoven’s instrumental music “romantic”—that is, capable of expressing what is otherwise inexpressible (and in particular, inexpressible in words). A later German composer, Richard Wagner (1813–83), defined absolute music as music that can convey “an unsayable content.”19 So it should never be imagined that “absolute” instrumental music contained or expressed nothing beyond its “organic” sound structure. The organic sound structure was the vehicle or gateway to a hitherto inaccessible realm of transcendent or ineffable meaning. The best possible illustration, as it happens, comes in the second movement of the Fifth, where as we have already observed, the germinal motive can be discerned at certain points, ticking away (“like a time bomb”). What sort of detonation does that ticking presage, and what does it mean?


  EX. 13-9A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, inCminor, Op. 67, I, opening unisons (mm. 1–5)
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  EX. 13-9B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, inCminor, Op. 67, I, horn call (mm. 59–63)
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  EX. 13-9C Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, inCminor, Op. 67, I, mm. 195–231
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  EX. 13-10 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, first movement coda
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  The second movement of the Fifth, marked Andante con moto, is a broadly conceived, rather unusual set of variations on a theme—or to be more exact, a broadly conceived theme and two doubles, or embellished repetitions, with an extended coda—in the fairly unusual key of A[image: Image]major, the submediant degree with respect to the original tonic scale. The reason for its selection will become apparent when we consider the structure of the theme and the thrice-repeated tonal trajectory that it embodies.


  The opening eight-bar phrase (Ex. 13-11a), while it cadences quite normally, has a somewhat bizarre middle. The fourth bar, which might be expected to contain a caesura (a brief point of rest or articulation), instead sounds a note of unexpected tension—an Enatural, identified by the succeeding notes as the leading tone in an applied dominant (V of vi). The tension is quickly (and “normally”) resolved in a circle of fifths, but the brief shock fixes the fourth measure’s errant harmony in the mind: a C major triad. Beethoven acknowledges the force of the shock by compensating for it with a fivefold embellished and then foreshortened repetition of the perfect cadence in mm. 6–8, reverberations that do not die down completely until m. 22.


  EX. 13-11A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, II, mm. 1–8
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  The two-bar phrase that begins with the upbeat to m. 23 (Ex. 13-11b) can be identified as an expansion of the three-note incipit, or opening motive, of the original theme. It is followed by a phrase (mm. 25–26 with pickup) that continues the same trajectory to the next tonic chord tone. But then once again the unexpected intervenes: yet another sequential continuation (mm. 26–27) moves not to another stable tone, but to a wildly unstable G[image: Image], a chromatic tone that fundamentally threatens the identity of the tonic by turning it into the V of IV. Its instability is immediately reinforced by another chromatic tone, the Anatural in the second violin and viola that forms a diminished seventh against the intruder. The diminished seventh harmony is then repeated in the kind of suspenseful stall familiar from the ones encountered in the Eroica Symphony in the previous chapter.


  EX. 13-11B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, II, mm. 23–31
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  And now the denouement. In m. 30 the Anatural falls back to A[image: Image], the G[image: Image] is respelled F[image: Image], and the resulting augmented sixth, reinforced by a sudden orchestral tutti, fortissimo, resolves the only way it can—to the same C major triad that had briefly intruded in the first phrase of the theme; but this time it is immediately confirmed by a brilliantly fulfilling—that is, tonicizing—cadence. The sense of breakthrough, achieved by a great effort, is shattering. Durch Kampf nach Sieg!


  The reason for the unconventional choice of A[image: Image] as the tonic for the second movement is now clear. It was chosen strategically, to enable this sudden, surprising (and elating) breakthrough to the key that will eventually discharge the violent C-minor mood of the first movement. It offers a foretaste of the outcome we have by now learned to associate with Beethoven’s heroic narratives, the narratives that so decisively transformed the meaning of music for nineteenth-century audiences.


  The horns, trumpets, and drums now exult in the brightness of the new key, blaring out in C major the same music that had been played piano and dolce (softly and sweetly) in mm. 22–26 by the clarinets and bassoons, and reminding us that—according to the same Galeazzi whose characterization of C minor so agreed with Beethoven’s practice—the key of C major is grandioso, militare. The foretaste of victory lasts for six blazing bars (mm. 32–38). Achieved by rupture, however, and prematurely, it is impermanent. The strings insinuate a soft but decisive destabilizing harmony in m. 39—another diminished seventh chord that resolves through another drawn-out suspense passage, a tortuously chromatic vagary that lasts fully nine bars (mm. 39–48) until it arrives at thedominantofthe A[image: Image]and the first double can begin.


  It is in the course of that double that the mysterious references to the germinal motive (“ticking like a time bomb”) appear; and their appearances coincide exactly with the “suspense passages” that surround the second explosion of C major. Beethoven has contrived, in other words, to bring a reminder of the “C-minor mood” of the opening movement into direct conjunction with the foretaste of C-major victory. It is a moment fraught with multiple “introversive” resonances, as defined in chapter 10, resonancesthat connect both with what is past and with what still (potentially, or hopefully) lies ahead.


  These are dramatists’ devices. Beethoven was not the first composer to apply them to instrumental music. We have observed similar gestures in the symphonies of Mozart and (particularly) Haydn. But by using them so much more pervasively than his predecessors, and so intensifying their effect, Beethoven seemed, to Hoffmann and his contemporaries, to have ushered in a new musical era—the era that Hoffmann so influentially dubbed romantic. Of paramount significance is the fact, emphasized by the prophetically discerning Hoffmann, that the technical achievement (organically unified form) and the expressive or dramaturgical achievement (creating a meaningfully related sequence of musically represented moods that plays overwhelmingly upon the listener’s nerves) are one and the same achievement, variously described.


  To return to the narrative: the premature thrusts toward the light in the second movement are effectively (though not hopelessly) canceled by the coda, in which the augmented sixth chord that had so stunningly rerouted the harmony toward C major in the variations is neutralized by the soothing bassoon solo. The F[image: Image] is respelled (or, the chord is re-resolved as a V of IV, and the local tonic A[image: Image], a weak secondary function with respect to the symphony’s once and future tonics, is temporarily reconfirmed. The trajectory of struggle and victory has its vacillations, its setbacks.


  The scherzo, consequently, is dark—another C-minor mood, replete with a unison “announcing theme” and fermatas. The darkness is expressed both in the tone color (muttering cellos and basses, pianissimo) and in the harmony: the jarring cross-relation between the outer voices as the second fermata is approached. Amazingly enough in view of its seeming originality, this very spot (mm. 16–20) in Beethoven’s scherzo virtually reproduces a five-bar sequence from the last movement of Stamitz’s Orchestra Trio in C minor (op. 4, no. 3), one of the early symphonies investigated in chapter 10. The two little passages, which encompass not only the unusual cadence with a false relation but also the beginning of a contrasting idea, are laid out for comparison in Ex. 13-12.


  Was it an old memory from Beethoven’s Bonn years, treacherously disguised as imagination, that resurfaced here in the form of an unwitting quotation from Stamitz, his grandfather’s counterpart at Mannheim? Or was it a deliberate “extroversive” allusion, the point of which we no longer get? Beethoven’s music, as we have already learned in our brief consideration of the Ninth Symphony (in the previous chapter), teems with riddles like these, as does most romantic symphonic music composed in its wake. The Fifth Symphony, perhaps even more than the Ninth, was a landmark of “coded utterance”—the use of obvious but tantalizingly unexplained signaling, both introversive and extroversive—in instrumental music. And the enigmatic complex comprising the symphony’s scherzo and finale is what chiefly made it so.


  As Hoffmann has already alerted us, and as the most cursory glance at the score reveals, the two movements are joined like Siamese twins, their joining furnishing the means for not merely the juxtaposition of C minor and C major, but the direct transformation of the one into the other, through which the symphony’s “overarching single gesture” is consummated at last. The point is made with suitable drama—a lengthy dominant pedal to gather and focus tension, by way of molto crescendo and tremolos, not to mention the contrast between the nattering, muttering dissolve with which the scherzo comes to its inconclusive end, pianissimo, and the dazzling brassy blast that launches the finale on its triumphant course.


  For early audiences, that blast was magnified far beyond its present power to shock by the unexpected sound of trombones in their symphonic debut. (Up to now we have encountered them only in church and in the opera pit, where they were employed for their religious—or, in Gluck’s Orfeo and Mozart’s Don Giovanni, their infernal—associations.) In the finale of the Fifth, they are accompanied by the contrabassoon and piccolo, both used until that very moment solely in military bands. Thus the “grand military” affect associated with C major by Galeazzi is once again invoked and quite literally reinforced. Unlike the Eroica, however, the Fifth is not generally thought to carry explicitly military associations. It is generally agreed that its military affect is metaphorical, symbolizing a triumph that is experienced (whether externally, with respect to the composer, or internally, by a sympathetically identifying listener) as personal.


  But that is not the full extent of the interrelationship of scherzo and finale. It is no such simple contrast. There is also the reprise of the scherzo within the finale, at a point that could not be more disruptive: during the retransition, right before the recapitulation, where it seems to reintroduce C minor, most unwelcomely, right as the dominant is about to resolve for the last time to the tonic major. In a larger sense, of course, the scherzo reprise serves a strategic purpose, prolonging as it does the suspense of “dominant tension,” and enabling a replay of the transitional passage so as to launch the recapitulation with a blast comparable to the one that had launched the exposition. Triumph, it could be argued, is not compromised but actually enhanced by the overcoming of one last setback.


  EX. 13-12A Carl Stamitz, Trio, Op. 4, no. 3, IV, mm. 141–164
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  EX. 13-12B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 5, inCminor, Op. 67, III, mm. 1–20
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  But that is only one possible argument, one possible rough verbal paraphrase of a specifically musical reality. We have here one of the very earliest instances of the sort of situation, at once fascinating and frustrating, that became increasingly the norm in the symphonic music of the nineteenth century—music that at once demands and thwarts paraphrase. As the pianist and critic Charles Rosen has characterized it, the dilemma is that for music in the post-Beethoven tradition, “metaphorical description is called for, and even necessary,” but “none will be satisfactory or definitive.”20


  The dilemma, of course, is ours, not music’s. From the quintessentially romantic situation Rosen describes, music comes out the winner—as a medium transcending paraphrase and metaphor, and hence privy to a mode of expression that transcends what is fully expressible with blunt, all-too-human instruments like language and logic. Music all at once became a matter of intense interest (and envy) not only for artists in all media, but for philosophers as well. Different romantic philosophers have had different ways of getting at musical transcendence, though all agreed that it left phenomenal reality (that is, what can be apprehended through the senses alone) far behind and seemed to approach what Kant (following Plato) called the noumenal: the irreducible, ineffable essence of things, the reality that lay behind all appearance. Where other arts could only describe or reproduce appearances, music had access to the thing itself.


  Beethoven, possibly reacting to Hoffmann’s critiques, had put it this way to a friend (who immediately quoted it in a letter to Goethe) as early as 1810: “I despise the world which does not intuitively feel that music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy.”21 “Intuitively feel” rather than “understand,” because such knowledge can come only as revelation. Like religious faith, it is inaccessible and impervious to sense or reason. As the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) would later put it, where the other arts were confined to representing the world, music could actually present the underlying reality, or what Schopenhauer called the Will.


  And, as Schopenhauer insisted, it did so in ways that even a composer could not fully explain. “The composer,” Schopenhauer wrote, “reveals the inner nature of the world and expresses the deepest wisdom in a language which his reason does not understand.”22 Beethoven was the first composer to be selfconsciously aware of this great romantic truth and to act on that awareness.


  LETTING GO


  Schopenhauer was the most radically romantic thinker in Germany during the last decade of Beethoven’s life. Like Beethoven a lonely man, he evolved an influential philosophy of pessimism. As manifested in the strivings of individuals, he taught, the Will produces inevitable strife and frustration, dooming all inhabitants of the world to a life of unsatisfied cravings and spiritual pain. Ultimately the only way out was renunciation of desire, implying transcendence of the individual will—an idea for which Schopenhauer was indebted to Buddhist teachings, making him one of the earliest European bridge-builders to Asian culture. Short of full renunciation, some temporary assuagement of worldly pain can be found in philosophy and art—particularly in music, whose inherent faculty of transcendence could model, and perhaps even induce, the spiritual quiescence at which Schopenhauer’s philosophy aimed.


  These ideas, whichfoundtheirfirstexpressionin The Worldas Will and Representation, a treatise that Schopenhauer published in 1818 at the age of thirty, would seem likely to appeal powerfully to a spirit as thwarted and tortured as Beethoven. We have no direct evidence of Beethoven’s contact with Schopenhauer’s philosophy or its “Eastern” antecedents, only the tenuous circumstance that intellectual Vienna was talking about it. But there is at least one late work of Beethoven’s that seems to prefigure a Schopenhauerian Weltanschauung, or outlook on life, and that is the last of his piano sonatas, No. 32 in C minor, op. 111, composed in 1821–22 and consisting of two large movements: one in the titular key of C minor, and the other in C major.


  We have seen Haydn’s primal dark/light opposition of C minor and C major played out by now in several very different Beethovenian narratives. In op. 1, no. 3, themajor came gently, as relaxation or solace. In the Fifth Symphony it came spectacularly, as victory, symbolized by the finale’s fifty-four-bar coda, consisting of nothing but manically reiterated tonic cadences and triads (one of the most fanatically adored and, in consequence, fiercely lampooned pages in all of symphonic music). In the Coriolan Overture it never came at all, betokening in its withholding the tragic outcome of the drama.


  Now, in op.111, C major assumes a luminous(or, in the quasi-sacred terms Beethoven probably intended, a numinous) aura. It serves as the medium for metaphysical disclosure, conjuring an oceanic vista in which the desiring subject can finally lose itself. The late-Beethovenian religious impulse, already observed in the previous chapter, that found expression not only in sacred compositions like the Missa solemnis but in secular ones as well (the Ninth Symphony; the Quartet in A minor, op. 132, with its “Heiliger Dankgesang”), here reaches an early pinnacle.


  That religiosity, betokening a turning-away from the world and its vicissitudes, found its most conspicuous (or most conspicuously musical) outlet in Beethoven’s sudden infatuation with the fugue. By the end of the eighteenth century, fugal writing was a decidedly archaic device that had only one surviving application in a living genre: the Mass or oratorio chorus. Before 1815, that was where Beethoven had used it, with a single well-known exception: the finale of his Quartet in C major, op. 59, no. 3 (the last of the “Razumovsky” set, composed in 1806), in which the fugal technique, applied to a rollicking subject, set up a tour de force of performance virtuosity. Thanks to the fugal organization, listeners knew in advance that the cello was going to have to play at a tempo that was already taxing enough for the violins. This kind of whimsical fugalism was of a piece with the kind found occasionally in the quartets of Haydn (op. 20) and Mozart (K. 387).


  From 1814–15, however, there was a big change; and it is impossible not to suspect a connection between the change in Beethoven and the political changes that took place over that momentous year of post-Napoleonic Restoration. As noted in the previous chapter, Beethoven contributed an oratorio, Der glorreiche Augenblick (“The glorious moment”), to the festivities that greeted the reactionary Congress of Vienna.


  The offering ended with a grandiose and sentimental finale in which the chorus, divided into separate groups of Frauen (sopranos and altos) and Männer (tenors and basses), is joined by a choir of Kinder (child sopranos and altos of both genders). The three groups first step forward one by one to pay a quasi-religious tribute to the assembled crowned heads of Europe:
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  FIG. 13-2 Masked ball in the Redoutensaal (Vienna) celebrating the Congress of Vienna, following performances of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony and Wellington’s Victory, or “Battle” Symphony.
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  All then come together in a rousing choral fugue (Ex. 13-13) that invokes Vienna by its ancient Latin name: “Vindobona, may you prosper! World, your great moment is at hand!”


  The poetry is doggerel. The music, hurriedly composed, is undistinguished. Overall, Der glorreiche Augenblick (no doubt owing in part to its political message, so offensive to modern liberalism) is commonly regarded as Beethoven’s closest approach to drivel. And yet despite its occasional nature, its repugnant sentiments, and its artistic insignificance, the work may hold a key to some of Beethoven’s most sublime utterances—provided we remember what the adjective “sublime” properly connotes.


  EX. 13-13 Ludwig van Beethoven, Der glorreiche Augenblick, final Presto, beginning of fugal exposition
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  The Latin epithet (“Vindobona!”) and the choral fugue had a similar import. Both were archaic references that invoked antiquity—that is, long-lastingness, which is ultimately to imply the timeless or eternally valid. That, of course, was precisely the political import of the Congress of Vienna: the purported reinstatement of ancient, divinely ordained, and timeless principles of social order in place of novel principles arrogantly conceived by the rational mind of man and still more impudently instituted on earth by the likes of Napoleon. It was a fierce reactionary rebuke to the Enlightenment, and so was much of romanticism.


  In place of the optimistic, melioristic Enlightened vision, lately come to grief, political and philosophical romanticism offered a sentence of stasis, terrible or comforting depending on one’s point of view. The world has been created for all time by God. It cannot be improved (said political romanticists), only at best secured. It cannot be improved (said philosophical romanticists), only at best escaped. Both safeguard and escape signal acceptance of the status quo, or at the very least, resignation to it.


  Perhaps the best way of viewing Beethoven’s post-1815 fugal frenzy, then, would be to regard it as having been induced or inspired by political romanticism, to which Beethoven is known to have responded with pessimistic gusto. In conversation with Ferdinand Hiller shortly before his death, he mocked the great watchword of political reform: Vox populi, vox Dei, “The voice of the people is the voice of God.” (It is attributed to Charlemagne’s adviser Alcuin.) “I never believed it,” Beethoven scoffed.23 It was a disclaimer many disillusioned or nervous former champions of democracy were making. AtthesametimeBeethovendeclaredHandel, thesuprememasterofthepoliticalfugue, to have been the greatest of all composers.


  The resigned, disappointed public temper of post-Napoleonic Europe, with its hankering after the security of a timeless social order, found a private echo in the context of Beethoven’s instrumental music. Fugues began turning up in bizarre profusion—and in the strangest places. What, for instance, could be an unlikelier place for a fugue than the finale of a cello sonata? And yet that is how Beethoven’s fifth cello sonata(in D major, op. 102, no. 2) ends. It was composed in 1815, almost immediately after Der glorreiche Augenblick was first performed (Ex. 13-14a).


  It was the first of many. The next year, 1816, Beethoven wrote a fugal finale for the Piano Sonata in A major, op. 101 (Ex. 13-14b). In 1818 there followed a truly colossal fugue, the one that caps the “Hammerklavier” Sonata, op. 106 (Ex. 13-14c). In between, perhaps most tellingly of all, came 1817, Beethoven’s most barren year, in which he managed to complete only one work, and an insignificant one at that. And yet that one completed composition was still and all a small fugue (for string quintet, published posthumously as opus 137). All through this period Beethoven sketched as well at other, uncompleted, fugues. Example 13-14 gives the subject and answer from the expositions of the three main “finale fugues” of the period.


  EX. 13-14A Ludwig van Beethoven, late fugue subjects, Cello Sonata in D, Op. 102, no. 2 (Finale)
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  EX. 13-14B Ludwig van Beethoven, late fugue subjects, Piano Sonata in A, Op. 101 (Finale)
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  EX. 13-14C Ludwig van Beethoven, late fugue subjects, “Hammerklavier” Sonata in B-flat, Op. 106 (Finale)
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  Later there would be fugues in the Piano Sonata in A[image: Image] (op. 110, 1822), the Diabelli Variations (op. 120, 1819–23), and the very Handelian Consecration of the House Overture (op. 124, 1822), as well as in two quartets: the C[image: Image] minor, op. 131 (first movement), and B[image: Image] major, op. 130 (finale, later published separately as the Grosse Fuge, op. 133). Nor do even these exhaust the list.


  The idea of incorporating fugues into sonatas is in some ways an incongruous one. To put it very bluntly, a fugue is a one-idea piece while a sonata is a two-idea piece. Consisting as it does of a single subject viewed as it were from all sides, a fugue is contemplative and, when sufficiently big, monumental. Consisting as it does of a tonal and (usually) thematic polarity worked through to a reconciliation, a sonata is dialectical and, when sufficiently big, dramatic. So different do the genres appear in their implications that in 1913 an influential German scholar named August Halm published a book, Von zwei Kulturen der Musik (“On the two cultures of music”), that tried to cast the entire history of music in terms of their opposition.


  Before Beethoven’s late period, no one had really tried to reconcile the two genres, or use them in genuine tandem. When Haydn or Mozart wrote “fugal” sonata movements (or when Beethoven himself did it up to the quartets of op. 59), all that it usually meant was casting the first theme in the form of a fugal exposition, and then recapitulating it with a new countersubject, often ingeniously derived from another theme. Alternatively, it could mean casting the development section, or part of it, in the form of a fugato. “Real” thoroughgoing fugues were simply (and rightly) thought impossible to reconcile with the dynamics of sonata form.


  Partly it is a matter of the structure of the theme itself. As we have long known, but as the subjects in Ex. 13-14 (especially the immense one from the “Hammerklavier” sonata) will remind us, a typical fugue theme has a well-etched beginning but a very hazy ending. Fuguelike themes typically recede into an evenly flowing “time-river.” Resisting dynamism, they cannot be brought to climax except by patently artificial means—mounting sequences, inflated dynamics, tacked-on codas, or the like.


  It is not surprising, then, that Beethoven’s late fugal preoccupation focused at first on finales, where the fugue could stand in for the traditional rondo—a form that was, like the fugue itself, monothematic in content and episodic in form. The periodic fugal expositions provided an easily comprehended analogy for the recurring rondo theme. No conceptual damage was done. But when the fugue form takes over the first-movement function, as it does in the Quartet in C[image: Image] minor, op. 131, we can really sense an invasion of rhythmic and tonal quiescence, pessimistically usurping the place of a dynamic process that had formerly homed strategically (and optimistically) in on a dramatically satisfying closure.


  The greatest “conceptual damage” done by fugue to sonata in late Beethoven occurs in the first movement of the Piano Sonata in C minor, op. 111, which is unequivocally in sonata form and not overly burdened, except in the development section, with imitative counterpoint. It is therefore, strictly speaking, not a fugue at all. But in some very telling ways it behaves like one, and by doing so signals the fundamental changes that have taken place in Beethoven’s whole musical (and cultural, and political, and social) outlook.


  The sonata begins with a slow introduction (maestoso) that almost seems an intensified replay of the famous slow introduction to another C minor sonata (op. 13, subtitled “Pathétique”) composed almost a quarter of a century earlier (see Ex. 13-15). Both introductions feature dramatic diminished-seventh harmonies directed at the dominant and tonic in turn. The later sonata—by dispensing with the preliminary tonic, by resolving the second diminished seventh not to the tonic but to a strained “V of iv,” by spacing the harmonies so that they seem to cover the length and breadth of the keyboard, and by piling on additional diminished-seventh chords in bewildering profusion—boosts the pathos level beyond anything Beethoven (or any composer) would have imagined or dared in 1797.


  The exaggerated pathos, as we will discover, is a dramatic foil. Meanwhile, the main body of the movement, the Allegro con brio ed appassionato, establishes itself (Ex. 13-16a) with a cluster of signs we have long associated with “C-minor moods”: unison writing, fermata (m. 20), a melodic diminished seventh (m. 21, preceded by an even more dissonantly “C-minorish” diminished fourth in m. 20). But the theme behaves like no sonata theme we have yet encountered. The unison writing goes on at extravagant length (more than ten measures, from m. 18 to m. 28), and the phrase that descends a diminished fifth (first heard in mm. 21–22) is on two further appearances (mm. 22–23, 30–31) marked portato (separated by dots within a slur, normally a bowing indication for strings) and poco ritenente, “holding back slightly,” to emphasize its doleful, “cast down” effect.


  The headlong dash so typical of Beethoven’s sonata expositions is being deliberately frustrated, not only by the poco ritenente, but also by the theme itself, which is so obviously structured like a fugue subject. Instead of driving forward, it peters out into a time-river of steady sixteenth notes. And yet the expected fugal answer, normally prepared by the rhythmic dissolution of the subject, never materializes. The whole movement is one unconsummated gesture after another. It never manages to define itself either as a fugue or as a sonata. Forever frustrated in its immediate purposes, it is forever in search of a way out, symbolized here (as in the Ninth Symphony) by a brief second theme (m. 50 ff) in the “Elysian” key of the submediant. Here, as everywhere, cadences are highly attenuated: the only complete A[image: Image]-major triads in the section of the piece nominally in that key are placed in weak metrical positions, and in unstable inversions to boot. The cadence in the secondary key (m. 69) is made only at the end of another fuguelike time-river passage all’unisono.


  EX. 13-15A Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 8, Op. 13 (“Pathétique”), beginning of the slow introduction


  


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 13-15B Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32, Op. 111, beginning of slow introduction
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  The development, exceedingly brief or even stunted, begins with a number of gambits that go nowhere: first, a sort of passus duriusculus formed by repeating the diminished fourth from the first theme in a chromatic descending sequence; next, a passage that before petering out in yet another time-river negotiates the circle of fifths with a series of imitative, quasi-fugal entries on a countersubject to the same theme, now stretched to encompass a diminished seventh instead of a diminished fourth; finally, another go around a circle of fifths by way of retransition, each stage of its progress stabbed out with a diminished-seventh chord, sforzando. Of all Beethoven compositions, this one must be the most saturated with diminished-seventh harmonies, making it the most pungently and pervasively dissonant movement Beethoven (or anyone since Bach, who had very different reasons) had ever composed.


  And suddenly (m. 92) the struggle leaves off. The recapitulation repeats all the same futile gestures previously assayed in the exposition. As in the Coriolan Overture, the parallel major takes the place of the secondary key (mm. 116 ff), providing a brief ray of light or hope, but one that is dispelled even more quickly than in the Overture, and with the same dispiritingly “tragic” effect. Finally, as in the Trio, op. 1, no. 3, C major returns (Ex. 13-16b) in conjunction with a concluding diminuendo to end the movement, somewhat unexpectedly, on a note of alleviation or relief.


  EX. 13-16A Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, I, mm. 17–31
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  EX. 13-16B Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, I, mm. 146–end
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  Or escape. In the Sonata, unlike the Trio, the strangely abrupt mood of serenity into which the music is suddenly allowed to relax does not end the composition. It is, rather, picked up and sustained throughout the movement that follows. More than twice the length of the first, the second movement of op. 111 is a set of variations on a pristine binary theme (Ex. 13-17a); but it carries a significant subtitle, Arietta, a simple song or hymn. Like the Cavatina in the Quartet in B[image: Image], op. 130 (Ex. 12-10), or the Song of Thanksgiving in the Quartet in A minor, op. 132 (see Ex. 12-12), the movement conveys the impression of an especially immediate and personal utterance, even if the nonsustaining piano tone cannot impersonate a human voice as naturally as strings.


  EX. 13-17A Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, II, Arietta (mm. 1–18)
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  It is also one of the slowest and “raptest” pieces Beethoven ever wrote, despite the seemingly paradoxical use of tiny note values. At times the music practically reaches a point of stasis or suspended motion, as if Beethoven were putting into practice the advice he gave an aspiring composer, one Xaver Schneider, in a letter of 1812: “Continue to raise yourself higher and higher into the divine realm of art; for there is no more undisturbed, more unalloyed or purer pleasure than that which comes from such an experience.”24


  Just so, we can almost hear Beethoven taking imaginative leave of the world, retreating—or, as he would no doubt have preferred to put it, ascending—into the higher realm of art, where quiet ecstasy abides. (And now recall all the depressingly reiterated melodic descents in the first movement to which the lofty ascent of the Arietta is an answer.) To paraphrase a famous remark of Friedrich Schiller, the poet of the Ninth Symphony’s “Ode to Joy,” the movement stands as an “effigy of the ideal,” perhaps the most literal embodiment Beethoven ever gave to the “longing for the infinite” that E. T. A. Hoffmann identified as the romantic essence of his art.


  The attempt to adumbrate the infinite can be viewed in many dimensions. The most puzzling aspect of the movement, its notation, seems to be an effort to overwhelm the player or reader of the score with what Kant called the “mathematical sublime”—awesome, ungraspable profusion, as preeminently represented for Kant (in a passage Beethoven copied out and underscored) by “the starry sky above.” Notating the op. 111 variations in miniaturized [image: Image] time, with the beat falling on the dotted eighth, gives the page a similarly uncanny, immeasurably proliferous look. By the time the third or fourth variation is reached, the beat has been progressively divided into sixteenths, thirty-seconds, and sixty-fourths. Finally, triplets of thirty-seconds turn every beat into a miniaturized ([image: Image]) version of the full measure (Ex. 13-17b). Single measures stretch across whole systems in the score and one is faced, so to speak, with as many notes as there are stars in the sky.


  Nor is this the only way in which Beethoven tries to represent what is normally measured in music as immeasurable. The next stage of rhythmic diminution, finally reached after a little cadenza into which the fourth variation dissolves, is the unmeasured trill—a kind of aural vanishing point, in which all sense of countable time is lost (Ex. 13-17c). The most arresting effect comes in mm. 112–114, a triple trill (almost impossible—that is, infinitely hard—to perform) that lasts for seven beats, during which time seems to come literally to a halt despite the repeated notes in the bass.


  This symbol of infinite duration or boundless time returns in m. 160 to accompany the last, exalted statement of the theme in its original note values, bringing things full circle—or rather, full spiral, since the trills unmistakably signal a higher, transfigured mode of existence (Ex. 13-17d). As the latest, greatest philosophical romanticist, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), later put it of the similarly indefinite tremolando rhythms at the beginning of the Ninth Symphony, to listen is to feel oneself “floating above the earth in an astral dome, with the dream of immortality in one’s heart.”25 The trills serve another purpose as well, and one that is equally sublime. The ones in Ex. 13-17c introduce the only modulation ever to intrude, in this movement, upon the limpid C-major tonality of the whole. The triple trill takes place on a harmony that can only be interpreted as the dominant of E[image: Image] major; and, after a virtual eternity of trilling, chromatically (and timelessly) ascending into the musical ether, the tonic of that key finally materializes in m. 118, somewhat weakly but nevertheless definitely expressed (in first inversion), and confirmed by an allusion to the second phrase of the original melody.


  By analyzing a number of late works (along, in some cases, with their sketches), the pianist and Beethoven scholar William Kinderman identified the combination of high pitch and a modulation to E[image: Image] as Beethoven’s “symbol for the Deity,” directly related to (or inspired by) Kant’s invocation of the starry sky.26 That is a private meaning and an arcane one, deducible not from listening but only by dint of scholarly inquiry. What is available to every listener, though, and overwhelming in its effect, is the virtually fathomless distance that separates the pianist’s hands at this point: almost five octaves where E[image: Image] is first invoked, and almost five and one-half octaves on the next downbeat, where the right hand’s melodic arc reaches its zenith. That is yet another kind of musical infinity. It conjures up another sort of boundlessness—not of time but of space.


  EX. 13-17B Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, II, mm. 72–80
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  EX. 13-17C Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, II, mm. 106–20
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  It is also a recollection of the first movement—or rather, a reference to what in retrospect now stands revealed as a forecast in the first movement of the second movement’s oceanic vista. In mm. 48–49 of the first movement, and again in mm. 114–115 (see Ex. 13-18), the pianist’s right hand is required to traverse the whole breadth of the keyboard in great arcs, approaching and then exceeding five octaves in expanse. These sublime moments introduce the second theme in the exposition and the recapitulation respectively. The latter, actually the biggest registral leap in the entire sonata, takes place immediately before the one brief foretaste in the first movement of C major—the tonality that, in the second movement, will finally supplant its agonized C-minor contortions with a transcendent, rapturous stillness.


  EX. 13-17D Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, II, mm. 160–69
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  EX. 13-18 Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, I, mm. 48–49, 114–116
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  With its extremes of rapidity and stillness, its ability to make rapidity seem to merge with stillness, and its uncanny quality of hovering (most spectacularly in Ex. 13-19, mm. 89–92), the second movement of op. 111 was one of many romantic attempts—and perhaps the first fully conscious and considered one—to render the infinite palpable through music. If Hoffmann was right to insist that romanticism was music’s natural birthright, it would have happened anyway without Beethoven; we will never know.


  EX. 13-19 Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata no. 32 in C minor, Op. 111, II, mm. 89–92
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  THE MUSIC CENTURY


  But of course there was a Beethoven. And, owing in some large measure to that fact and to the enormous force of his example, the nineteenth century, especially in the German-speaking lands but not only there, was preeminently the music century. It was the century in which music embodied visionary philosophy, provided its audience with a medium in which they could live vicarious emotional lives, and became the object of emulation for all the other arts. It was the century in which composers could become culture heroes and political activists, could become champions of whole nations, could even define nationhood in new and powerful ways.


  FIG. 13-3 House of the music publishing firm of Nikolaus Simrock (Bonn), which issued the first editions of many of Beethoven’s compositions.
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  And that is because it was the century in which the audience for art music increased a hundredfold. As Arnold Hauser, the great social historian of art, would emphasize, from now on the middle class, not the aristocracy, would become the chief consumer of music, and music would become the favorite art of the middle class, “the form in which it could express its emotional life more directly and with less hindrance than in any other.”27 The vastly increasing size and importance of the middle-class public gave rise to a whole new class of public spokesmen and public educators for music. Thus the nineteenth century was also the century in which modern music journalism, music criticism, music scholarship, and music historiography were born. It was the century in which instrumental design and concert-hall construction rose to the challenge of the new mass audience with an unprecedented burst of technological advancement, when parlor pianos became standard middle-class furniture and had to be mass-produced to meet the demand, and when music publishing, benefiting from the industrial revolution, ballooned into a big business. The nineteenth century was the first great century of musical commerce and publicity.


  It was also the century in which institutions of standardized professional instruction in music flourished, thanks to the public conservatory system that had originated in revolutionary France and had been exported as a byproduct of Napoleon’s conquests. It found its most fertile soil in Germany, whence it spread to outlying regions like Russia and the United States, colonizing them in the name of the newly emancipated art of music. The nineteenth century was the great century of music education. Many of the important composers of the century—Felix Mendelssohn in Germany, Anton Rubinstein in Russia, Luigi Cherubini in France—became conservatory professors, training their pupils in an increasingly rigorous and standard academic discipline of composition. (What we now call “sonata form,” for example, was first described as such by Anton Reicha, a transplanted Bohemian composer, in a classroom textbook devised for the Paris Conservatory and published in 1824.) Yet just as many important composers—Robert Schumann in Germany, Hector Berlioz in France, the lesser known Alexander Serov and César Cui in Russia (just coming into its own as a music-consuming power)—went into public journalism rather than professional instruction. Criticism was an activity made both possible and necessary by the commercial and industrial explosion and its attendant publicity machine, but its practitioners, romantics all, adopted a distinctly “contrarian” position with respect to the institutions that sustained them, leading to a widening rift between the mass audience and the composers it idolized and supported.


  Schumann’s activity expressed the contradiction best. For his journalistic purposes, undertaken in response to the growth of public appetite for art, he invented a fictional mouthpiece called the “League of David” (Davidsbund), a band of idealistic musicians (all based on aspects of Schumann’s own personality) that did battle on the one hand with that very public, now branded the “Philistines,” and on the other hand against the “industrialized” routines of academic training, which fostered stylistic uniformity and conservatism.


  In seeming paradox, the nineteenth century, the century of burgeoning commerce, technology, industry, and mass education, was also the century in which composers cultivated introspection to the point of near incomprehensibility, defied and rejected their preceptors and predecessors, asserted the claim that they were more important than their patrons and audiences, and (in a pair of closely related, quintessentially romantic terms) purported to emancipate themselves and their art, and to render both their art and themselves autonomous. It was thus the great century of artistic individualism.


  The paradox, however, was only on the surface, for individualism and self-expression was also a prime middle-class virtue or ideal. In seeming to oppose their public, musicians were actually imitating it, for emancipation—political, social, economic—was their common goal. Both the composers and their listeners idealized the “self-made man.” Thus the “autonomous” musical work, the work of an “emancipated” creator, although touted as the work of world-transcending, “disinterested” (and therefore apolitical) genius, was equally a potent political symbol.


  As Hauser pointed out, as composers were emancipated from the service class (or, as one could also put it, as composers were cut adrift from the secure social structures that had formerly supported them), and their music was no longer written to specific order but created “on spec” (that is, in the expectation of a demand that had to be created), they came to despise the idea of composing as an “official” activity of any kind—which of course does not at all mean that they stopped doing such work, only that (to adopt Hauser’s Marxist vocabulary for a moment) they became “alienated” from the utilitarian aspects of their work. Hauser diagnoses this as a “conflict of conscience and a crisis where in earlier times no antithesis of any kind had been suspected to exist.”28 We have already seen how Beethoven’s forced social alienation (by reason of his deafness) contributed to his prestige. His handicap was read in retrospect as emancipation—as was Mozart’s falling out with his employer, the Archbishop of Salzburg. At the time both were experienced as catastrophes; in legend both were transformed into salvation.


  These legends were the product and the vehicle of canonization—turning Mozart and Beethoven, with Haydn, into timeless preceptors of art as the standard concert repertory took shape around their works (first, as we have seen, in England, the great commercial empire, but soon thereafter in Germany). All of these nineteenth-century expansions and developments, all these claims and counterclaims, however difficult to reconcile, could find precedent and validation in Mozart and (especially) Beethoven, and therefore no longer needed reconciling.


  Thus Beethoven became the authoritative—at times, even, the authoritarian—symbol of the age, the one who in the words of one self-appointed disciple, Richard Wagner, had shown “the only possible way” for music to develop further.29 And in becoming that, Beethoven (as we have seen at the beginning of this chapter) also became the chief butt and target of all who resisted that way and that development. Today more than ever, in fact, artists have felt the need to resist the universalizing or (in a term much favored by resisters) the “hegemonic” claims of romanticism, of aggressive heroism, of philosophical grandiosity—in a word, of Germany.


  And here we come to the untold story of musical classicism and musical emancipation. It represented the victory of German art, and so its history was written from the standpoint of the victors. The particular origins of the style and attitude represented by Beethoven were suppressed—even their origin in Beethoven. The origins were displaced to a more mythological time—that of Bach, Haydn, and Mozart, the earliest “canonized” composers—and the style was represented as an “unmarked” or transparent one that was said (in language drawn from the discourse of the Enlightenment) to represent “universal” and therefore timeless human values.


  This was the discourse of “classical music,” which, when purveyed by concert-giving and educational institutions in the guise of “music appreciation,” became (for one last paradox) the vehicle for the commercial (and, even more covertly, the political) exploitation of a product that was touted precisely as something above commerce and politics. For an example, here is a description of “Classicism” by Paul Henry Lang, the author of Music in Western Civilization (1941), the most successful music appreciation textbook of the mid-twentieth century:


  
    By the end of the eighteenth century we no longer speak of German music, for this music became the musical language of the world, as in the two previous supreme syntheses the musical language of the Franco-Flemish composers and later of the Neapolitans became the language of the world [in sixteenth-century church music and eighteenth-century opera, respectively]. For in the symphonies of Haydn, as in the works of Mozart and of the other masters of the era, there speaks a musicianship that is universal, timeless, and valid under all circumstances. This music is not one solution or one aspect, nor is it a personal matter; it speaks to all peoples.30

  


  By now it is easy to see that this is not a statement of fact but rather a polemic. (It is quite contradictory, in fact—if the Franco-Flemish and the Neapolitan “syntheses” did not ultimately prove to be “universal, timeless, and valid under all circumstances,” why should we expect the German one to do so?) “There are universal values,” the historian Stanley Hoffman has written, “and they happen to be mine.”31 That is Hoffman’s sardonic definition not of genuine universality, of course, but of ethnocentrism—a single (and therefore partial) viewpoint, asserted on behalf of a powerful nation, that seeks dominance by representing itself as universal and impartial.


  The same debasement of Enlightened “universalism” has been used on behalf of many “centrisms.” In American politics, for example, it has found echo whenever defenders of the status quo have tried to discredit legislation on behalf of the civil or economic rights of minorities, of women, of labor, or of the indigent as “special interest” legislation, implying that what favored the interests of rich white men served the interests of all. Ruling out personal decision in favor of an obligatory consensus (as Lang explicitly does on behalf of German “classicism”) is another move that nowadays advertises its political character more obviously than it did before World War II, explicitly a war fought against totalitarianism.


  Even Lang, after the war, muted his universal claims for Germany: his last book was a 1966 biography of Handel that zealously represented the composer as an Englishman by choice, against those who emphasized his German birth. There was still, of course, a universalist component in the argument, but now it was advanced on behalf of “cold war” values: the free enterprise, laissez-faire politics, and individual self-definition available on the Western side of the wall that by then divided Germany. It is more obvious than ever that the concept of “classicism,” for music, initially the creation of romanticism, was perennially available for tweaking on behalf of whatever values or interests might be contending at a given time for “universal” dominance.


  If historically factual proof of its origins, or of its political nature, is needed, moreover, it can be furnished. The first writer to speak of a “classical period” in music history, comprising the work of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and their lesser contemporaries, was the Leipzig music critic Johann Gottlieb Wendt, who wrote under the Mozartean pen name Amadeus Wendt, Amadeus being a translation of his second given name. He coined the term in a book with the unwieldy but revealing title Über den gegenwärtigen Zustand der Musik besonders in Deutschland und wie er geworden: Eine beurtheilende Schilderung (“On the present state of music, especially in Germany, and how it got that way: A critical sketch”), published in 1836, almost a decade after Beethoven’s death, and more than a quarter century after writers like E. T. A. Hoffmann began describing the three Viennese composers, but particularly Beethoven, as the founders of musical romanticism. Wendt’s title betrays the link between the discourse of classicism as a timeless or universal standard, and the discourse of nationalism: Germany as exemplary music-nation, whose values are (or should be) those of all peoples.


  It is easy to see now why Beethoven has always been “the one to beat.” One can sympathize with those who have opposed his authority, and one can do so without any loss of belief in his greatness. The very fact that after two centuries Beethoven is still the standard-bearer of the universalizing claims of classical music, and still receives the brickbats of resisters, is all the evidence we need of his centrality to the musical culture that we have inherited, and that is now ours to modify as we see fit.
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  Introduction

  The History of What?


  
    The argument is no other than to inquire and collect out of the records of all time what particular kinds of learning and arts have flourished in what ages and regions of the world, their antiquities, their progresses, their migrations (for sciences migrate like nations) over the different parts of the globe; and again their decays, disappearances, and revivals; [and also] an account of the principal authors, books, schools, successions, academies, societies, colleges, orders—in a word, everything which relates to the state of learning. Above all things, I wish events to be coupled with their causes. All this I would have handled in a historical way, not wasting time, after the manner of critics, in praise and blame, but simply narrating the fact historically, with but slight intermixture of private judgment. For the manner of compiling such a history I particularly advise that the matter and provision of it be not drawn from histories and commentaries alone; but that the principal books written in each century, or perhaps in shorter periods, proceeding in regular order from the earliest ages, be themselves taken into consultation; that so (I do not say by a complete perusal, for that would be an endless labour, but) by tasting them here and there, and observing their argument, style, and method, the Literary Spirit of each age may be charmed as it were from the dead.

  


  —FRANCIS BACON, DE DIGNITATE ET AUGMENTIS SCIENTIARUM LIBRI IX (1623)1


  


  Mutatis mutandis, Bacon’s task was mine. He never lived to complete it; I have—but only by dint of a drastic narrowing of scope. My mutanda are stated in my title (one not chosen but granted; and for that honor I extend my thanks to the Delegates of the Oxford University Press). For “learning and the arts” substitute music. For “the different parts of the globe” substitute Europe, joined in Volume 3 by America. (That is what we still casually mean by “the West,” although the concept is undergoing sometimes curious change: a Soviet music magazine I once subscribed to gave news of the pianist Yevgeny Kissin’s “Western debut”—in Tokyo.) And as for antiquities, they hardly exist for music. (Jacques Chailley’s magnificently titled conspectus, 40,000 ans de musique, got through the first 39,000 years—I exaggerate only slightly—on its first page,2)


  Still, as the sheer bulk of this offering attests, a lot was left, because I took seriously Bacon’s stipulations that causes be investigated, that original documents be not only cited but analyzed (for their “argument, style, and method”) and that the approach should be catholic and as near exhaustive as possible, based not on my preferences but on my estimation of what needed to be included in order to satisfy the dual requirement of causal explanation and technical explication. Most books that call themselves histories of Western music, or of any of its traditional “style periods,” are in fact surveys, which cover—and celebrate—the relevant repertoire, but make little effort truly to explain why and how things happened as they did. This set of books is an attempt at a true history.


  Paradoxically, that means it does not take “coverage” as its primary task, A lot of famous music goes unmentioned in these pages, and even some famous composers. Inclusion and omission imply no judgment of value here, I never asked myself whether this or that composition or musician was “worth mentioning,” and I hope readers will agree that I have sought neither to advocate nor to denigrate what I did include.


  But there is something more fundamental yet to explain, given my claim of catholicity. Coverage of all the musics that have been made in Europe and America is obviously neither the aim of this book nor its achievement. A glance at the table of contents will instantly confirm, to the inevitable disappointment and perhaps consternation of some, that “Western music” here means what it has always meant in general academic histories: it means what is usually called “art music” or “classical music,” and looks suspiciously like the traditional canon that has come under so much justified fire for its long-unquestioned dominance of the academic curriculum (a dominance that is now in irreversible process of decline). A very challenging example of that fire is a fusillade by Robert Walser, a scholar of popular music, who characterizes the repertoire treated here in terms borrowed from the writings of the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm. “Classical music,” writes Walser.


  
    is the sort of thing Eric Hobsbawm calls an “invented tradition,” whereby present interests construct a cohesive past to establish or legitimize present-day institutions or social relations. The hodgepodge of the classical canon—aristocratic and bourgeois music; academic, sacred and secular; music for public concerts, private soirées and dancing—achieves its coherence through its function as the most prestigious musical culture of the twentieth century.3

  


  


  Why in the world would one want to continue propagating such a hodgepodge in the twenty-first century?


  The heterogeneity of the classical canon is undeniable. Indeed, that is one of its main attractions. And while I reject Walser’s conspiracy-theorizing, I definitely sympathize with the social and political implications of his argument, as will be evident (for some—a different some—all too evident) in the many pages that follow. But that very sympathy is what impelled me to subject that impossibly heterogeneous body of music to one more (perhaps the last) comprehensive examination—under a revised definition that supplies the coherence that Walser impugns. All of the genres he mentions, and all of the genres that are treated in this book, are literate genres. That is, they are genres that have been disseminated primarily through the medium of writing. The sheer abundance and the generic heterogeneity of the music so disseminated in “the West” is a truly distinguishing feature—perhaps the West’s signal musical distinction. It is deserving of critical study.


  By critical study I mean a study that does not take literacy for granted, or simply tout it as a unique Western achievement, but rather “interrogates” it (as our hermeneutics of suspicion now demands) for its consequences. The first chapter of this book makes a fairly detailed attempt to assess the specific consequences for music of a literate culture, and that theme remains a constant factor—always implicit, often explicit—in every chapter that follows, right up to (and especially) the concluding ones. For it is the basic claim of this multivolumed narrative—its number-one postulate—that the literate tradition of Western music is coherent at least insofar as it has a completed shape. Its beginnings are known and explicable, and its end is now foreseeable (and also explicable). And just as the early chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and preliterate modes of thinking and transmission (and the middle chapters try to cite enough examples to keep the interplay of literate and nonliterate alive in the reader’s consciousness), so the concluding chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and postliterate modes, which have been discernable at least since the middle of the twentieth century, and which sent the literate tradition (in the form of a backlash) into its culminating phase.


  This is by no means to imply that everything within the covers of these volumes constitutes a single story. I am as suspicious as the next scholar of what we now call metanarratives (or worse, “master narratives”). Indeed, one of the main tasks of this telling will be to account for the rise of our reigning narratives, and show that they too have histories with beginnings and (implicitly) with ends. The main ones, for music, have been, first, an esthetic narrative—recounting the achievement of “art for art”s sake,’ or (in the present instance) of “absolute music”—that asserts the autonomy of artworks (often tautologically insulated by adding “insofar as they are artworks”) as an indispensable and retroactive criterion of value and, second, a historical narrative—call it “neo-Hegelian”—that celebrates progressive (or “revolutionary”) emancipation and values artworks according to their contribution to that project. Both are shopworn heirlooms of German romanticism. These romantic tales are “historicized” in volume III, the key volume of the set, for it furnishes our intellectual present with a past. This is done in the fervent belief that no claim of universality can survive situation in intellectual history. Each of the genres that Walser names has its own history, moreover, as do the many that he does not name, and it will be evident to all readers that this narrative devotes as much attention to a congeries of “petits récits”—individual accounts of this and that—as it does to the epic sketched in the foregoing paragraphs. But the overarching trajectory of musical literacy is nevertheless a part of all the stories, and a particularly revealing one.
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  The first thing that it reveals is that the history narrated within these covers is the history of elite genres. For until very recent times, and in some ways even up to the present, literacy and its fruits have been the possession—the closely guarded and privileging (evenlife-saving) possession—ofsocial elites:ecclesiastical, political, military, hereditary, meritocratic, professional, economic, educational, academic, fashionable, even criminal. What else, after all, makes high art high? The casting of the story as the story of the literate culture of music turns it willy-nilly into a social history—a contradictory social history in which progressive broadening of access to literacy and its attendant cultural perquisites (the history, as it has sometimes been called, of the democratization of taste), is accompanied at every turn by a counterthrust that seeks to redefine elite status (and its attendant genres) ever upward. As most comprehensively documented by Pierre Bourdieu, consumption of cultural goods (and music, on Bourdieu’s showing, above all) is one of the primary means of social classification (including self-classification)—hence, social division—and (familiar proverbs notwithstanding) one of the liveliest sites of dispute in Western culture.4 Most broadly, contestations of taste occur across lines of class division, and are easiest to discern between proponents of literate genres and nonliterate ones; but within and among elites they are no less potent, no less heated, and no less decisively influential on the course of events. Taste is one of the sites of contention to which this book gives extensive, and, I would claim, unprecedented coverage, beginning with chapter 4 and lasting to the bitter end.


  Indeed, if one had to be nominated, I would single out social contention as embodied in words and deeds—what cultural theorists call “discourse” (and others call “buzz” or “spin”)—as the paramount force driving this narrative. It has many arenas. Perhaps the most conspicuous is that of meaning, an area that was for a long time considered virtually off limits to professional scholarly investigation, since it was naively assumed to be a nonfactual domain inasmuch as music lacks the semantic (or “propositional”) specificity of literature or even painting. But musical meaning is no more confinable to matters of simple semantic paraphrase than any other sort of meaning. Utterances are deemed meaningful (or not) insofar as they trigger associations, and in the absence of association no utterance is intelligible. Meaning in this book is taken to represent the full range of associations encompassed by locutions such as “If that is true, it means that … ,” or “that’s what M-O-T-H-E-R means to me,” or, simply, “know what I mean?” It covers implications, consequences, metaphors, emotional attachments, social attitudes, proprietary interests, suggested possibilities, motives, significance (as distinguished from signification)… and simple semantic paraphrase, too, when that is relevant.


  And while it is perfectly true that semantic paraphrases of music are never “factual,” their assertion is indeed a social fact—one that belongs to a category of historical fact of the most vital importance, since such facts are among the clearest connectors of musical history to the history of everything else. Take for example the current impassioned debate over the meaning of Dmitry Shostakovich’s music, with all of its insistent claims and counterclaims. The assertion that Shostakovich’s music reveals him to be a political dissident is only an opinion, as is the opposite claim, that his music shows him to have been a “loyal musical son of the Soviet Union”—as, for that matter, is the alternative claim that his music has no light to shed on the question of his personal political allegiances. And yet the fact that such assertions are advanced with passion is a powerful testimony to the social and political role Shostakovich’s music has played in the world, both during his lifetime and (especially) after his death, when the Cold War was playing itself out. Espousing a particular position in the debate is no business of the historian. (Some readers may know that I have espoused one as a critic; I would like to think that readers who do not know my position will not discover it here.) But to report the debate in its full range, and draw relevant implications from it, is the historian’s ineluctable duty. That report includes the designation of what elements within the sounding composition have triggered the associations—a properly historical sort of analysis that is particularly abundant in the present narrative. Call it semiotics if you will.


  But of course semiotics has been much abused. It is an old vice of criticism, and lately of scholarship, to assume that the meaning of artworks is fully vested in them by their creators, and is simply “there” to be decoded by a specially gifted interpreter. That assumption can lead to gross errors. It is what vitiated the preposterously overrated work of Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, and what has caused the work of the “new musicologists” of the 1980s and 1990s—Adornians to a man and woman—to age with such stunning rapidity. It is, all pretenses aside, still an authoritarian discourse and an asocial one. It still grants oracular privilege to the creative genius and his prophets, the gifted interpreters. It is altogether unacceptable as a historical method, although it is part of history and, like everything else, deserving of report. The historian’s trick is to shift the question from “What does it mean?” to “What has it meant?” That move is what transforms futile speculation and dogmatic polemic into historical illumination. What it illuminates, in a word, are the stakes, both “theirs” and “ours.”


  Not that all meaningful discourse about music is semiotic. Much of it is evaluative. And value judgments, too, have a place of honor in historical narratives, so long as they are not merely the historian’s judgment (as Francis Bacon was already presciently aware). Beethoven’s greatness is an excellent case in point because it will come in for so much discussion in the later volumes of this book. As such, the notion of Beethoven’s greatness is “only” an opinion. To assert it as a fact would be the sort of historians’ transgression on which master narratives are built. (And because historians’ transgressions so often make history, they will be given a lot of attention in the pages that follow.) But to say this much is already to observe that such assertions, precisely insofar as they are not factual, often have enormous performative import. Statements and actions predicated on Beethoven’s perceived greatness are what constitute Beethoven’s authority, which certainly is a historical fact—one that practically determined the course of late-nineteenth-century music history. Without taking it into account one can explain little of what went on in the world of literate musicmaking during that time—and even up to the present. Whether the historian agrees with the perception on which Beethoven’s authority has been based is of no consequence to the tale, and has no bearing on the historian’s obligation to report it. That report constitutes “reception history”—a relatively new thing in musicology, but (many scholars now agree) of equal importance to the production history that used to count as the whole story. I have made a great effort to give the two equal time, since both are necessary ingredients of any account that claims fairly to represent history.
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  Statements and actions in response to real or perceived conditions: these are the essential facts of human history. The discourse, so often slighted in the past, is in fact the story. It creates new social and intellectual conditions to which more statements and actions will respond, in an endless chain of agency. The historian needs to be on guard against the tendency, or the temptation, to simplify the story by neglecting this most basic fact of all. No historical event or change can be meaningfully asserted unless its agents can be specified; and agents can only be people. Attributions of agency unmediated by human action are, in effect, lies—or at the very least, evasions. They occur inadvertently in careless historiography (or historiography that has submitted unawares to a master narrative), and are invoked deliberately in propaganda (i.e., historiography that consciously colludes with a master narrative). I adduce what I consider to be an example of each (and leave it to the reader to decide which, if any, is the honorable blunder and which the propaganda). The first comes from Pieter C. Van den Toorn’s Music, Politics, and the Academy, a rebuttal of the so-called New Musicology of the 1980s.


  
    The question of an engaging context is an aesthetic as well as an historical and analytic-theoretical one. And once individual works begin to prevail for what they are in and of themselves and not for what they represent, then context itself, as a reflection of this transcendence, becomes less dependent on matters of historical placement. A great variety of contexts can suggest themselves as attention is focused on the works, on the nature of both their immediacy and the relationship that is struck with the contemporary listener.5

  


  


  The second is from the most recent narrative history of music published in America as of this writing, Mark Evan Bonds’s A History of Music in Western Culture.


  
    By the early 16th century, the rondeau, the last of the surviving formes fixes from the medieval era, had largely disappeared, replaced by more freely structured chansons based on the principle of pervading imitation. What emerged during the 1520s and 1530s were new approaches to setting vernacular texts: the Parisian chanson in France and the madrigal in Italy.

  


  
    During the 1520s, a new genre of song, now known as the Parisian chanson emerged in the French capital. Among its most notable composers were Claudin de Sermisy (ca. 1490–1562) and Clément Jannequin (ca. 1485–ca. 1560), whose works were widely disseminated by the Parisian music publisher Pierre Attaingnant, Reflecting the influence of the Italian frottola, the Parisian chanson is lighter and more chordally oriented than earlier chansons,6

  


  This sort of writing gives everybody an alibi. All the active verbs have ideas or inanimate objects as subjects, and all human acts are described in the passive voice. Nobody is seen as doing (or deciding) anything. Even the composers in the second extract are not described in the act, but only as an impersonal medium or passive vehicle of “emergence.” Because nobody is doing anything, the authors never have to deal with motives or values, with choices or responsibilities, and that is their alibi. The second extract is a kind of shorthand historiography that inevitably devolves into inert survey, since it does nothing more than describe objects, thinking, perhaps, that is how one safeguards “objectivity.” The first extract commits a far more serious transgression, for it is ideologically committed to its impersonality. Its elimination of human agency is calculated to protect the autonomy of the work-object and actually prevent historical thinking, which the author evidently regards as a threat to the universality (in his thinking, the validity) of the values he upholds. It is an attempt, caught as it were in the act, to enforce what I call the Great Either/Or, the great bane of contemporary musicology.


  The Great Either/Or is the seemingly in escapable debate, familiar to all academically trained musicologists (who have had to endure it in their fledgling proseminars), epitomized in the question made famous by Carl Dahlhaus (1928–89), the most prestigious German music scholar of his generation: Is art history the history of art, or is it the history of art? What a senseless distinction! What seemed to make it necessary was the pseudo-dialectical “method” that cast all thought in rigidly—and artificially—binarized terms: “Does music mirror the reality surrounding a composer, OR does it propose an alternative reality? Does it have common roots with political events and philosophical ideas; OR is music written simply because music has always been written and not, or only incidentally, because a composer is seeking to respond with music to the world he lives in?” These questions all come from the second chapter of Dahlhaus’s foundations, of Music History, the title of which— “The significance of art: historical or aesthetic?”—is yet another forced dichotomy. The whole chapter, which has achieved in its way the status of a classic, consists, throughout, of a veritable salad of empty binarisms,7


  This sort of thinking has long been seen through—except, it seems, by musicologists, A scurrilous little tract—David Hackett Fischer’s Historians’ fallacies—that graduate students of my generation liked to read (often aloud, to one another) behind our professors’ backs includes it under the rubric “Fallacies of Question-Framing,” and gives an unforgettable example: “Basil of Byzantium: Rat or Fink?” (“Maybe,” the author comments, “Basil was the very model of a modern ratfink.”8) There is nothing a priori to rule out both/and rather than either/or. Indeed, if it is true that production and reception history are of equal and interdependent importance to an understanding of cultural products, then it must follow that types of analysis usually conceived in mutually exclusive “internal” and “external” categories can and must function symbiotically. That is the assumption on which this book has been written, reflecting its author’s refusal to choose between this and that, but rather to embrace this, that, and the other.


  Reasons for the long if lately embattled dominance of internalist models for music history in the West (a dominance that in large part accounts for Dahlhaus’s otherwise inexplicable prestige) have more than two centuries of intellectual history behind them, and I shall try to illuminate them at appropriate points. But a comment is required up front about the special reasons for their dominance in the recent history of the discipline—reasons having to do with the Cold War, when the general intellectual atmosphere was excessively polarized (hence binarized) around a pair of seemingly exhaustive and totalized alternatives. The only alternative to strict internalist thinking, it then seemed, was a discourse that was utterly corrupted by totalitarian cooption. Admit a social purview, it then seemed, and you were part of the Communist threat to the integrity (and the freedom) of the creative individual. In Germany, Dahlhaus was cast as the dialectical antithesis to Georg Knepler, his equally magisterial East German counterpart,9 Within his own geographical and political milieu, then, his ideological commitments were acknowledged,10 In the English-speaking countries, where Knepler was practically unknown, Dahlhaus’s influence was more pernicious because he was assimilated, quite erroneously, to an indigenous scholarly pragmatism that thought itself ideologically uncommitted, free of theoretical preconceptions, and therefore capable of seeing things as they actually are. That, too, was of course a fallacy (Fischer calls it, perhaps unfairly, the “Baconian fallacy”). We all acknowledge now that our methods are grounded in and guided by theory, even if our theories are not consciously preformulated or explicitly enunciated.


  And so this narrative has been guided. Its theoretical assumptions and consequent methodology—the cards I am in process of laying on the table—were, as it happens, not preformulated; but that did not make them any less real, or lessen their potency as enablers and constraints. By the end of writing I was sufficiently self-aware to recognize the kinship between the methods I had arrived at and those advocated in Art Worlds., a methodological conspectus by Howard Becker, a sociologist of art. Celebrated among sociologists, the book has not been widely read by musicologists, and I discovered it after my own work was finished in first draft,11 But a short description of its tenets will round out the picture I am attempting to draw of the premises on which this book rests, and a reading of Becker’s book will, I think, be of conceptual benefit not only to the readers of this book, but also to the writers of others.


  An “art world,” as Becker conceives it, is the ensemble of agents and social relations that it takes to produce works of art (or maintain artistic activity) in various media. To study art worlds is to study processes of collective action and mediation, the very things that are most often missing in conventional musical historiography. Such a study tries to answer in all their complexity questions like “What did it take to produce Beethoven’s Fifth?” Anyone who thinks that the answer to that question can be given in one word— ”Beethoven”—needs to read Becker (or, if one has the time, this book). But of course no one who has reflected on the matter at all would give the one-word answer. Bartók gave a valuable clue to the kind of account that truly explains when he commented dryly that Kodály’s Psalmus Hungaricus “could not have been written without Hungarian peasant music. (Neither, of course, could it have been written without Kodály,)”12 An explanatory account describes the dynamic (and, in the true sense, dialectical) relationship that obtains between powerful agents and mediating factors: institutions and their gatekeepers, ideologies, patterns of consumption and dissemination involving patrons, audiences, publishers and publicists, critics, chroniclers, commentators, and so on practically indefinitely until one chooses to draw the line.


  Where shall it be drawn? Becker begins his book with a piquant epigraph that engages the question head-on, leading him directly to his first, most crucial theoretical point: namely, that “all artistic work, like all human activity, involves the joint activity of a number, often a large number, of people, through whose cooperation the art work we eventually see or hear comes to be and continues to be,” The epigraph comes from the autobiography of Anthony Trollope:


  
    It was my practice to be at my table every morning at 5:30 A.M.; and it was also my practice to allow myself no mercy. An old groom, whose business it was to call me, and to whom I paid £5 a year extra for the duty, allowed himself no mercy. During all those years at Waltham Cross he was never once late with the coffee which it was his duty to bring me, I do not know that I ought not to feel that I owe more to him than to any one else for the success I have had. By beginning at that hour I could complete my literary work before I dressed for breakfast,13

  


  


  Quite a few coffee porters, so to speak, will figure in the pages that follow, as will agents who enforce conventions (and, occasionally, the law), mobilize resources, disseminate products (often altering them in the process), and create reputations. All of them are at once potential enablers and potential constrainers, and create the conditions within which creative agents act. Composers will inevitably loom largest in the discussion despite all caveats, because theirs are the names on the artifacts that will be most closely analyzed. But the act of naming is itself an instrument of power, and a propagator of master narratives (now in a second, more literal, meaning), and it too must receive its meed of interrogation. The very first chapter in Volume I can stand as a model, in a sense, for the more realistic assessment of the place composers and compositions occupy in the general historical scheme: first, because it names no composers at all; and second, because before any musical artifacts are discussed, the story of their enabling is told at considerable length—a story whose cast of characters includes kings, popes, teachers, painters, scribes and chroniclers, the latter furnishing a Rashomon choir of contradiction, disagreement and contention.


  Another advantage of focusing on discourse and contention is that such a view prevents the lazy depiction of monoliths. The familiar “Frankfurt School” paradigm that casts the history of twentiethcentury music as a simple two-sided battle between an avantgarde of heroic resisters and the homogenizing commercial juggernaut known as the Culture Industry is one of the most conspicuous and deserving victims of the kind of close observation encouraged here of the actual statements and actions of human agents (“real people”). Historians of popular music have shown over and over again that the Culture Industry has never been a monolith, and all it takes is the reading of a couple of memoirs—as witnesses, never as oracles—to make it obvious that neither was the avantgarde. Both imagined entities were in themselves sites of sometimes furious social contention, their discord breeding diversity; and paying due attention to their intramural dissensions will vastly complicate the depiction of their mutual relations.


  If nothing else, this brief account of premises and methods, with its insistence on an eclectic multiplicity of approaches to observed phenomena and on greatly expanding the purview of what is observed, should help account for the extravagant length of this submission. As justification, I can offer only my conviction that the same factors that have increased its length have also, and in equal measure, increased its interest and its usefulness.


  R. T.

  El Cerrito, California

  16 July 2008
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  Preface


  This volume covers what is often called the romantic period of music history. Like most terms of periodization, it is a misnomer. Music did have an important romantic period, but it began in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, and its great protagonist was Beethoven. Most of Beethoven’s work is covered in volume 2 of the Oxford History, but he remains a vital presence throughout the present volume, as the forefather to whom practically every nineteenth-century creative musician claimed kinship. By the second third of the nineteenth century, however, romanticism was only one of a number of important trends—some, like nationalism, closely allied with romanticism; others, like realism, quite opposed to it—that jostled one another in the burgeoning European musical scene.


  That burgeoning is itself an important story. The nineteenth century, the century of urbanization and industrialization, witnessed the beginnings of mass musical dissemination. The Industrial Revolution transformed the printing and distribution of sheet music. The huge growth in the population of cities gave rise to a new class of domestic music consumers as well as to the concert and opera worlds we still inhabit, in which great numbers of people throng together to experience performances. Large concert halls, subscription series, concert touring, arts management—all of these had their start in the nineteenth century, as did daily newspaper criticism, academic music scholarship, and musical historiography. To study the social practice of music in the nineteenth century is to study the early history of our musical present.


  The nineteenth century was also the century in which the literate practice of music spread far and wide into territories, like America and Russia, that had not previously been productive participants in that tradition. The relationship between these outlying areas and the traditional seats of education and innovation for literate music is complex and, in the true sense of the word, dialectical (i.e., mutually transforming). The last section of the last chapter (“National Monuments”), which brings the account of this particular development to its conclusion, is new, specially written for the present edition of the History, Added partly to rectify the sparse coverage or omission (acknowledged in the preface to the first edition) of several well-known composers, and to provide an appropriate context for them, this new section continues the international survey of late nineteenth-century symphonic music into Britain and Scandinavia and also brings to a close the history of national symphonic “schools.” For this reason, it spills over into the twentieth century, at times very far indeed. That spillover is a deliberate reminder that the history of art music in Europe and America, like the history of any cultural phenomenon of comparable scope, is not a single story, but rather a congeries of many narratives, and that there is no one time line along which all may be simultaneously recounted or observed. The histories of various genres and localities are often asynchronous, and the continuation of chapter 14 past the arbitrary cutoff marked by the turn of century provides a good opportunity to demonstrate and underscore the point.


  R. T.

  September 2008


  


  CHAPTER 1
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  Real Worlds, and Better

  Ones


  BEETHOVEN VS. ROSSINI; BEL CANTO ROMANTICISM


  


  DEEDS OF MUSIC


  In only one area did Beethoven fail to exert a transforming influence on the music of his time, and that was opera. Fidelio, his single operatic venture, initially a flop, as revised so often and so extensively that three distinct versions and no fewer than four overtures for it survive. As if recognizing that his talent suffered a limitation where the theater was concerned, Beethoven concentrated thereafter on composing “incidental music” for dramatic plays.


  The overture to Coriolan (1807), meant to be performed before the curtain went up on a tragedy by Heinrich Josef Collin (1771–1811), was his first essay of this kind. The complete performance of the play no doubt included more music by other composers in the form of entr’actes (music to fill up the time it took to change the scenery), music to accompany silent stage action (chiefly fights and duels), “melodramas” (lofty declamation to musical accompaniment) for the main characters, perhaps some little songs and choruses for minor characters, and of course dances.


  In 1810 Goethe’s historical tragedy Egmont, about a Flemish general and statesman whose political martyrdom sparked the revolt of the Low Countries against Spain, was performed with a complete incidental score by Beethoven. The Overture is in F minor, which with Beethoven was a kind of extra tragic, intensified C minor—compare his Piano Sonata, op. 57 (called the “Appassionata”), the String Quartet, op. 95 (called the “Serioso”), and so on. One of Beethoven’s most characteristically heroic orchestral works, the Egmont Overture plays out the Kampf-und-Sieg (Struggle and Victory) scenario to the very hilt. The brief but boisterous F-major coda in military style seems to compress the whole effect of the Fifth Symphony finale into a couple of coruscating minutes; it was reprised at the end of the play as the “Siegessymphonie”—the Victory Symphony.


  Two years later, two plays by August von Kotzebue (1761–1819), the most popular dramatist of the time and a notoriously reactionary politician, were staged with incidental scores by Beethoven to inaugurate the National Theater in Pest, the administrative seat of the Hungarian provinces. One was an exercise in exoticism: Die Ruinen von Athen (“The ruins of athens”), from which a “Turkish March” and a chorus of whirling dervishes became great concert favorites. The other was a somewhat ambiguous exercise in nationalism: König Stephan (“King Stephen”), about the semilegendary founder of the Hungarian nation, who formed Hungary’s first alliance with the German-speaking lands. It, too, features victory music, but the victory it celebrated was a thinly veiled celebration of Hungary’s submission to Germany.
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  FIG. 1–1 Beethoven’s Fidelio, lunette by Moritz von Schwind (1804–1871) in the foyer of the Vienna State Opera.


  


  The ill-favored opera, toward salvaging which Beethoven labored all through the period of his incidental music, started out as Leonore, oder Der Triumph der ehelichen Liebe (“Leonora, or the triumph of conjugal love”), on words translated and adapted by the court librettist Joseph von Sonnleithner, assisted by a whole committee of Beethoven’s friends, from a famous libretto by Jean-Nicolas Bouilly dating from 1798, The libretto exemplified a genre that became something of a craze after the French revolution. Modern scholars have christened it the “rescue opera,” a loose, anachronistic term that covers many situations. In general, though, French opéras comiques (operas with spoken dialogue and happy endings) in the decades surrounding the Revolution symbolized the theme of social emancipation in stories that portrayed an unjust abduction or imprisonment (usually at the hands of a tyrant) and a liberation, usually as the result of sacrifice—by lover, spouse, or servant, but in any case by a “common person” whose virtue is contrasted with the depravity of the tyrant.


  The chief composers of rescue operas on their native soil were André Grétry (1741–1813), whose Richard Coeur-de-Lion (“Richard the Lionhearted,” 1782) launched the genre and provided an early example of a motto melody that returned at significant points throughout the drama; Étienne-Nicolas Méhul (1763–1817) with Euphrosine, ou Le Tyran corrigé (“Euphrosine, or the Tyrant Rebuked,” 1790); Rodolphe Kreutzer (1766–1831), with Lodoïska (1791), which combined the liberation motif with Polish patriotism; and especially the transplanted Italian Luigi Cherubini (1760–1842), with another Lodoïska in the same year, and with many more rescue operas to follow. The first composer to set Bouilly’s Léonore, ou L’amour conjugal was the otherwise unimportant Pierre Gaveaux (1760–1825), for performance in Paris in 1798. Thereafter it was set twice in Italian by composers well known to Beethoven: Ferdinando Paer (as Leonora, ossia L’amore conjugale; Dresden, 1804) and Simon Mayr (as L’amor coniugale; Padua, 1805). Paer’s score was in Beethoven’s library at the time of his death, and contains some conspicuous parallels with Beethoven’s setting.


  The basic story line of this much-traveled and much-translated libretto, set in a fictionalized Spain, was a virtual paradigm of the rescue formula. Here it is, as summarized by the opera historian Scott Balthazar, with the names of the characters, and their voice ranges, adapted to Beethoven’s setting:


  
    Leonore (soprano), disguised as the boy Fidelio, has apprenticed herself to the jailer Rocco (bass), hoping to free her husband Don Florestan (tenor), who has been unjustly imprisoned for two years by his enemy Don Pizarro (bass-baritone). Pizarro learns that his superior, Don Fernando (bass), who is unaware of his treachery, will arrive the next day. Fearing a reprisal, Pizarro orders Rocco to arrange for Florestan’s murder by a masked man (to be Pizarro himself) and permits Leonore to be present at the scene. Before Pizarro can kill Florestan, Leonore intervenes, long enough for Fernando to arrive and rescue her husband. Rocco is pardoned and Pizarro imprisoned.1

  


  


  Sonnleithner’s adaptation of this simple plot for Beethoven complicated and extended it with subplots for minor characters (such as Marzelline, Rocco’s daughter, who has fallen in love with “Fidelio”), so that Bouilly’s swift two-act play became a slow-moving and fairly shapeless three-acter, which probably accounts for its initial failure. Leonore closed after three unenthusiastically received performances in November 1805 (ironically enough, during Napoleon’s occupation of Vienna; the audience consisted largely of French officers). A slightly shortened revision failed again in 1806, whereupon Beethoven radically scaled the work back and replaced several of the remaining items with shorter, more forceful alternatives. Leonore’s large aria— ”Komm, Hoffnung,” or “Come to me, O Hope”—near the end of act I, for example, was furnished with a very intense accompanied recitative addressed to Pizarro: “Abscheulicher! Wo eilst du hin?” (“Despicable man! Where are you rushing off to?”).


  The new version, now titled Fidelio to distinguish it from its predecessors, has been a repertory item ever since its premiere at the Vienna Karntnertor Theater on 23 May 1814. One of the reasons for its staying power is surely the fact that it at last allowed Beethoven to play to his strengths. The short second act, beginning with the imprisoned Florestan’s recitative and aria (his first appearance) and ending with a jubilant choral finale in praise of Leonore’s steadfastness, embodies yet another permutation of the basic dark-to-light scenario from Haydn’s oratorio, The Creation, that went into several of Beethoven’s instrumental works. Here it could be made more explicit than ever, not only by the presence of words, but by the use of actual stage lighting and scenery.


  Beethoven recognized the congruence between the reshaped libretto and his trusty heroic trajectory, and took steps to abet it. The only second-act items in the 1806 version of the opera that were significantly revised for the 1814 performance were the first and the last, and both were revised to make more vivid the contrast of dark and light as emancipatory metaphor. Florestan’s recitative and aria, “Gott! welch dunkel hier!” (“O God, what darkness here!”), is preceded by an orchestral introduction containing some of the “darkest” music Beethoven ever wrote. It resembles the beginning of the Coriolan Overture, except that the unisons are played softly (as if emanating from a remote place) and, as already mentioned, it is plunged one degree deeper into the dark flat region of the circle of fifths, to F minor. In pointed contrast, the C-major Finale begins with the chorus of townsfolk and prisoners praising the day (“Heil sei dem Tag!”) in bright colors intensified, as in the Fifth Symphony finale and the Egmont Overture, by the addition of a piccolo to the orchestra.


  The darkness and harshness of the introduction to Florestan’s aria are underscored by a number of well-understood conventions, including the hoary passus duriusculus, the chromatically descending bass with a history that extends back to the passacaglias and ciacconas of the sixteenth century. A more modern, indeed almost prophetic touch is the tuning of the timpani to a tritone, [image: image] and A, on which discordant notes the drums beat out a jarring tattoo during long-sustained diminished seventh chords. The stabbing woodwind phrases that follow have an uncanny vocal quality—cries in the dark (Ex. 1–1a). They are answered, as it were, by Florestan’s own opening cry— “Gott! welch dunkel hier!” (“Oh God, what darkness here!”)—one of the truly bloodcurdling moments in opera (Ex. 1–1b).


  EX. 1–1A Ludwig van Beethoven, Fidelio in vocal score, no. 11 (Florestan, introduction and aria, mm. 14–20)


  


  [image: image]


  


  Just as the musical artifices in the introduction are Janus-faced, linking past and future, so the aria has two stanzas that play on the same dramatic contrast. The first, in [image: image] (the relative major), is a reminiscence of the past, in which youthful freedom is contrasted with present slavery by the use of a sudden modulation to the pathetically fraught key of the flat mediant ([image: image]). The second, in F (the parallel major), was added to the aria for the 1814 revival. It foreshadows the metaphorical coming of day, as much by the use of the concertante solo oboe in its highest register as by the words that predict as a dream of heavenly immortality the events that are about to unfold in real life.


  The Finale testifies to the opera’s descent, for all its seriousness and its high ethical tone, from the comic operas of the eighteenth century, with their complicated “chain finales” in which continuous music underscores and reflects the dramatic action. It is constructed very much like a symphonic movement, with significant departures from and returns to stable tonalities. An opening march and chorus are followed by Don Fernando’s accompanied recitative, which maintains the C-major tonality as the words explicitly evoke the “stripping off of night.” Then, while Florestan is brought up from the dungeon out into the sun, the tonality begins to modulate flatward, as if Florestan’s dark key were accompanying him, only to be dispelled as Don Fernando recognizes the prisoner.


  The reuniting of Florestan and Leonore takes place in the warmly gleaming key of A major, which darkens momentarily into its relative minor as the crowd vents its wrath on Pizarro. The moment in which Leonore, at Don Fernando’s behest, actually unlocks her husband’s chains is set, as if in fulfillment of Florestan’s dream, in the dream key of F major, approached as a deceptive cadence from the dominant of A. All that remains now is for the assembled characters and chorus to celebrate the reuniting of the pair, and Leonore’s steadfastness, in a concluding blast of C major that reaches its peak of energy (Presto molto) in a veritable Siegessymphonie, colored every now and then with a little dab of [image: image] harmony just so that it can be dispelled again and the modulation into the bright clarity of C major reenacted (Ex. 1–2).


  EX. 1–1B Ludwig van Beethoven, Fidelio in vocal score, mm. 33–41
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  So powerful is the tonal trajectory of the second act of Fidelio, and so practiced and surefooted Beethoven’s enactment of it, that one can fairly regard it as the “nub and kernel, preceding all form,”2 to quote Schopenhauer, the reality that underlies the dramatic action and gives it life. This is what Richard Wagner, who saw himself equally as Beethoven’s heir and Schopenhauer’s, would later try to summarize in his famous definition of “music drama”— deeds of music made visible.3


  EX. 1–2 Ludwig van Beethoven, Fidelio, Act II finale
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  [image: image]


  


  Is the music in an opera a supplement to—or metaphor for—the action and emotion portrayed? Or are the action and emotion portrayed a metaphor for the underlying life force in which we all participate, of which music is the most direct and palpable embodiment we can ever know on earth, hence prior to all reason and representation? The latter, of course, is the true romantic (or at least the true German) answer—the answer that boggled the nineteenth-century mind and crowned instrumental music, of which Beethoven remained the preeminent master even when writing opera, as the supreme artistic medium.


  THE DIALECTICAL ANTITHESIS


  All these heady considerations notwithstanding, Fidelio had a negligible impact on the operatic culture of its time, nor did Beethoven loom very large in the consciousness of the theatergoing public. Within that world, within that consciousness, and within Beethoven’s own career, the work was something of an aberration. Its pedigree was decidedly off the main operatic line, which remained Italian or at least Italianate. So it would remain, arguably, for another hundred years, or as long as opera retained its cultural potency. In this sense, at least, Beethoven did not come anywhere near “receiving Mozart’s spirit,” to recall the behest of Count Waldstein, his early patron. To claim, as many (beginning with Wagner) have done, that Beethoven’s impact on opera came belatedly, through Wagner, is to regard Wagner as in some sense Beethoven’s direct or ordained successor. As we shall see, there were many claimants to that title.


  The man who did inherit the Mozartean operatic legacy (albeit not “from the hands of Haydn”) was cast immediately—and in terms that resonated far beyond the confines of the opera house—as Beethoven’s opponent, his rival, or (to use the language of German philosophy), his dialectical antithesis. In Gioacchino Rossini, the hardy preromantic temper survived into the romantic age, and thrived to the point where even Raphael Georg Kiesewetter (1773–1850), an Austrian nobleman who in 1834 published the first scholarly history of music in German (thus becoming the first “musicologist” in the present-day sense of the term), found he had to title his concluding chapter not “The Age of Beethoven,” as national pride might have prompted him to do, but “The Age of Beethoven and Rossini.” This is well worth pointing out because a century and a half later, in 1982, the eighth volume of the authoritative and impeccably scholarly New Oxford History of Music was issued, its title page emblazoned “The Age of Beethoven, 1790–1830.” The only apology came in the form of an editorial introduction, which began, “The title of no other volume of the New Oxford History of Music includes the name of a composer. But no other period of musical history is so completely dominated by one composer.”4 Nobody during the period in question would have agreed with that statement. The word “history” in the second sentence should obviously have been replaced by “modern historiography.” A historiography of early nineteenth-century music that allows itself to be completely dominated by Beethoven is one that has deliberately read his antithesis out of the canon.
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  FIG. 1–2 GioacchinoRossini, in a photograph taken long after his retirement.


  


  Kiesewetter’s recognition of Rossini as a counterweight to Beethoven is first of all an acknowledgment of opera’s continuing importance, indeed its dominance, among musical genres, which accounts for Rossini’s dominance among composers. As the Rossini scholar Philip Gossett has emphatically stated, “no composer in the first half of the nineteenth century enjoyed the measure of prestige, wealth, popular acclaim or artistic influence that belonged to Rossini.”5 But Kiesewetter’s recognition of Rossini can also be taken as an indication that German nationalism had not yet reached its most aggressive and intolerant phase. (For one of the dogmas of German nationalism was that “prestige, wealth, and popular acclaim” are inimical to true artistic values, which lie entirely within the artist and are vouchsafed to every artist by his national patrimony.)


  Nationalism, in the modern sense, was as much, and as importantly, a creation of the nineteenth century as was historiography. Indeed, neither concept can be understood except in terms of the other. Modern historiography was the product of nationalism, and modern nationalism was crucially supported by modern historiography. This nexus will be an important subtext to all the chapters that follow, not only those that deal with it overtly. Hence this little digression. Like anything else when viewed historically, Kiesewetter’s title tells us more than it told its contemporaries.


  At the time Kiesewetter wrote, Beethoven had been dead for several years, but Rossini was still very much alive. And yet, as Kiesewetter may have known, both their careers were over, even though Rossini still had more than thirty years of life ahead of him.


  Rossini was born on 29 February 1792 in the central Italian town of Pesaro on the Adriatic, then part of what were known as the Roman or Papal States, ruled directly by the Holy See. His father was a professional horn player in local bands, his mother a soprano. By the age of thirteen, the future composer was already appearing as a boy singer in operatic performances. He was sent the next year to the Liceo Musicale in Bologna for as well-rounded a traditional musical education as could then be had anywhere in the world. He wrote his first opera the year after that.


  A lucky break in 1810 landed the eighteenyear-old Rossini a contract with the Teatro San Moisè in Venice, and during the next eighteen years he would compose under contract some thirty-eight operas for houses all over Italy and eventually abroad, for a career average of better than two a year. Naturally, the frequency was at its greatest at the beginning, and became sparser near the end, when the composer commanded greater compensation and was no longer so driven by material need. Many of the early operas were composed in a month or less. The contract for Il barbiere di Siviglia (“The barber of Seville”), perhaps Rossini’s masterpiece and surely his most famous work both then and now, was signed on 15 December 1815. The first performance took place on 20 February 1816. Composition could not have begun immediately after signing, since another opera of Rossini’s (a now-forgotten rescue opera called Torvaldo e Dorliska) was nearing its hectic premiere, which took place on 26 December. During the eight weeks that remained the new opera had not only to be composed, but also copied, designed, and rehearsed. The actual writing probably occupied three weeks at most.


  These facts and figures bear eloquent testimony to the conditions under which Rossini, like all composers for the Italian commercial stage, then worked. Italian operatic life was a maelstrom of commissions, revivals, revisions, triumphs, fiascos, and pastiches, in which composers worked as part of a team with a theater impresario, a librettist, and a performing staff. His product, like any commercial product, was subject to all kinds of exigencies and prerogatives once it left his hands, with the result that, as Gossett puts it, “an Italian opera in the first half of the nineteenth century,” and no matter how distinguished the composer, “was treated as a collection of individual units that could be rearranged, substituted or omitted depending on local conditions of performance, local taste or, on many occasions, whim.”6 Nor did only impresarios and singers so treat it. Composers’ attitudes were no different. Rossini reused a duet from his first opera in five subsequent works. The very famous overture to Il barbiere was borrowed wholesale from a previous opera that had flopped.


  It was a kind of factory system, the economy in which Rossini flourished—music’s industrial revolution. It was centered not on scores but on performances, and so the central figures in the musical economy were the performers, and among performers the prima donna (leading lady) above all—which is how the term acquired the meaning it now has, applied to persons of either sex who expect others to cater to their every whim.


  Needless to say, no composer could afford to act like a prima donna. Nobody was about to treat a mere hired hand with that sort of deference. His was essentially a service role. Like the librettist’s, his primary aim was to please—the impresario, the singers, and (finally and most importantly) the paying public. He regarded his activity as a career, not a calling. Often enough he did not even get to choose his subject, and only rarely did he choose his librettist. Up to the very raising of the curtain on opening night he was busy with last-minute alterations at the request of all and sundry, and thereafter would be compelled to make endless revisions, at top speed, if the opera’s reception fell short of a triumph. The vocal lines had to be written in such as way as to accommodate the singers’ personalized ornaments (unless he was required to write the ornaments himself, as Rossini was compelled to do for at least one famous singer).


  Never did composers enjoy—if that is the word—a more practical, hands-on involvement with the rest of the musical economy. At the same time, rarely was there a musical economy that offered novice composers so many opportunities. And while any commercial undertaking will throw up its share of duds, by no means did it preclude “quality,” by whatever standard one measures. More than eighty years after its premiere, Giuseppe Verdi, Rossini’s undisputed successor as Italian opera king, looked back on Il barbiere di Siviglia, that three-week wonder of 1816, as “the most beautiful opera buffa there is.”7


  Mozart would have understood this life, these activities, these exigencies and these aims (as, more recently, would a composer of Broadway musicals). Once he moved to Vienna, Mozart lived a life not unlike Rossini’s, though a less successfully adapted one since commercial prospects were fewer and he had to act as his own impresario (which is why he produced more piano concertos than operas). Indeed, Mozart was Rossini’s chosen role model: “the admiration of my youth, the desperation of my maturity, and the consolation of my old age,”8 as he put it, famously, in retirement. The reclusive Beethoven, by the end of his life, for reasons both within his control and very much outside of it, had become wholly estranged from the practical world of music. Thus the dialectical relationship in which Beethoven and Rossini have been cast is fully warranted.


  Every facet of Rossini’s musical life and activity thus far described stands in the maximum possible contrast to Beethoven’s—beginning with the contrast between a career average of two operas a season and an output consisting of a single opera thrice revised over a period of a dozen years. It is the latter that is now regarded of course as “great composer behavior,” with Beethoven’s sketchbooks, a living record of agonizing labor, providing the ethical yardstick by which the work of all composers now tends to be measured.


  The score produced by such exacting toil is now regarded (or if the composer is great enough, venerated) as a definitive text embodying the “work,” of which performances can only be imperfect representations. Rossini—who did not leave a single sketch behind (which of course does not mean that he never made them), and who once boasted that, composing (as usual) in bed, he started a new overture rather than get out from under the blankets to retrieve one that the wind had blown away—represented a completely different value system, in which little importance was attached to the score as a document. All the score was, to a composer like Rossini, as to the impresario and the cast, was part of the equipment that made an opera performance possible.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 1–3 Title page of the first edition of the vocal score of Rossini’s L’Italiana in Algeri (Mainz: Schott, 1819).


  


  Within his own world, of course, Rossini was recognized as a great figure indeed. During his lifetime he achieved a prestige and authority that easily rivaled Beethoven’s. His first international successes came in 1813, when he was twenty-one: Tancredi, an opera seria (or melodramma eroico, in the newer language of the time) based on Voltaire, and L’Italiana in Algeri (“The Italian girl in Algiers”), the frothiest of farces. To write in direct (and, of course, lightning-swift) succession two masterpieces at opposite ends of the stylistic spectrum marked Rossini as by far the most “universal” master of his highly specific craft.


  A signal triumph was his appointment in 1815 (aged twenty-three) as director of all the opera theaters in Naples, then still the operatic capital of the world. He still answered to the impresario, but now had a say in the hiring of librettists and the casting of roles, both for his own operas and for those of other composers. That was real power, such as composers rarely enjoyed. During the seven years of his Neapolitan reign Rossini composed nine operas for the theaters under his jurisdiction, and another nine for other cities ranging as far afield as Lisbon. All but one of the Neapolitan operas were large tragic works, quite belying Rossini’s posthumous reputation as a jester. That reputation was in part the result of the survival patterns of early nineteenth-century opera generally, in part the result of the composer’s own later life in retirement (when his reputation as a “character” began to rival his reputation as composer), but also the result of insistent “northern” propaganda that continues to this day, inhibiting the revival of Rossini’s serious operas.


  After 1822, Rossini, by now (aged thirty) an international celebrity, worked mainly abroad. His last five operas were written for the theaters of Paris, the wealthiest in Europe. For one year (1824–25), Rossini served as director of the Théâtre-Italien, where operas were given in Italian. There he produced a single opera (Il viaggio a Reims, “The Journey to Rheims”) to celebrate the coronation of King Charles X, the surviving grandson of Louis XV, who succeeded his brother Louis XVIII on the restored Bourbon throne. Thereafter Rossini transferred his allegiance to the main Paris opera house, the Académie Royale de Musique.


  His first two productions there were adaptations of works from his Neapolitan period to French librettos, and to the incredibly lavish production values of what the French called grand opéra, a term that has gone virtually untranslated (as “grand opera”) into English to denote opera as extravagant or downright excessive spectacle. These operas certainly lived up to that billing, but all were cast into the shade by Rossini’s last opera, the vast historical epic Guillaume Tell (“William Tell”), after a play by Schiller.
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  FIG. 1–4 “Oath of the Three Cantons,” illustration by Celestin Deshayes for Rossini’s opera Guillaume Tell.


  


  This was a work of unprecedented scale. The arias were of a newly expanded scope, composed according to a formula that Rossini had perfected in Italy. And yet the musical texture is dominated not by them but by the ensembles, many of them including the chorus for a truly huge frescolike effect. There are also two ballet episodes and several grand processions of a kind the French had been using for some time, making the opera an eclectic summary, a kind of operatic “state of the art” as of the third decade of the nineteenth century.


  Guillaume Tell had its premiere performance on 3 August 1829. Rossini, aged a mere thirtyseven, then retired from the operatic stage; so that although he lived (luxuriously, in the Paris suburb of Passy) until 13 November 1868, when he died at the age of seventy-six, his actual career was of a downright Mozartean precocity, intensity, and brevity. And yet, it appears that Rossini regarded it, even at the peak of inspiration and innovation, as a job; having made his fortune—not only from the fruits of his pen but also from investments, one of them in a gambling casino—he could reward himself with a life of leisure.


  While it would not be fair to repeat without qualification the old jape that Rossini gave up composing for eating (for all that he was indeed a famous amateur chef and gourmet, albeit frequently impeded in these activities by bad health), his early retirement does confirm the essentially commercial nature of his career, one completely out of joint with the new romantic temper—possibly another reason for Rossini’s decision to quit. In 1854, in a letter to an admirer, Rossini referred to himself in retrospect as “the last of the classics.”9 On one level, of course, this was just an ironic comment on his inactivity; on another it was a boast that his art had weathered a quarter of a century of change in style and fashion and still remained viable in the repertory.


  On perhaps the most profound level, Rossini’s comment was an affirmation of the artist’s status as a social animal in solidarity with his audience, in opposition to the romantic cult of the lonely, alienated hero. On the most spurious level, the one Rossini meant to mock, it signaled the spread of the anachronistic notion, associated with German critics of the 1830s, that there had been a “classical period” in music that had ended with Beethoven. To claim in the 1850s to have been a part of that was to acknowledge that one was indeed a walking anachronism.


  Rossini did not give up composing altogether during the last forty years of his life. But he did it increasingly as a sort of hobby—to amuse himself and the friends who attended his exclusive Paris salon at a time when to amuse or “please” was no longer considered a worthy aspiration for a self-respecting artist in the public arena. Most characteristic of all were the 150 or so little songs and piano pieces, composed between 1857 and 1868 but never published during his lifetime, to which Rossini gave the nickname Péchés de vieillesse—Sins of Old Age (a takeoff on the cliché péchés de jeunesse, sins of youth).


  A few of these elegantly silly pieces found their way into print in an album called Quelques riens (“A few nothings”), published in Paris in the 1880s. They immediately acquired a cult following among connoisseurs, and were finally orchestrated in 1919 (by the Italian composer Ottorino Respighi) for a popular ballet called La boutique fantasque (“The magic toy shop”). Later the Péchés de vieillesse became the basis of another ballet—or rather two ballet suites, Soirées musicales (1936) and Matinées musicales (1941), by the English composer Benjamin Britten. These arrangements take their place in the anti-Beethoven discourse of the cynical and disillusioned period between the two World Wars. Rossini, though no longer given recognition as such, was still Beethoven’s dialectical antagonist.


  The only large-scale works Rossini attempted during his retirement were religious ones: an oratoriolike setting of the thirteenth-century hymn Stabat mater (“The mother stood by the cross”) for soloists, chorus, and orchestra, composed at a snail’s pace between 1831 and 1841, and a thoroughly idiosyncratic Petite messe solennelle (“Little solemn mass”), for soloists, chorus, two pianos, and harmonium, composed a few years before his death. (Almost his last work was an orchestration of the Mass, done in order to foil “pirates” in an age that did not yet provide international copyright protection to composers.)


  Unlike Beethoven (but again, quite like Mozart), Rossini did not make any substantial alteration in his style when writing sacred music. The immensely popular Stabat mater, in particular (and especially the aria “Cujus animam,” belted out by a tenore di forza), became an emblem of “secularized” or “operatic”—that is, sensuously appealing—sacred music, and a frequent target of abuse from the clergy (though a favorite with choirs). It was finally banned in the wake of a motu proprio or personal pronouncement by Pope Pius X, promulgated in 1903, famous (and popular) among music historians for its restoration of the Gregorian chant to active church use and its discouragement of polyphonic music (a battle the Church hierarchy had been fighting with composers and singers since the fourteenth century).


  The motu proprio contained the warning that


  
    since modern music has risen mainly to serve profane uses, greater care must be taken with regard to it, in order that the musical compositions of modern style which are admitted in the Church may contain nothing profane, be free from reminiscences of motifs adopted in the theaters, and be not fashioned even in their external forms after the manner of profane pieces.10

  


  


  Accordingly, a convention of the Society of St. Gregory of America, meeting in Rochester, New York, in 1922, drew up an index of “disapproved music,” in which Rossini’s name headed all the rest. A whole paragraph was devoted to the Stabat mater, in which it was directed that “all of Rossini’s compositions should be excluded from the Catholic choir. These works are unchurchly, to say the least. The Stabat mater is most objectionable from a liturgical standpoint.”11


  So yet again it appears that Rossini and Beethoven stood as dialectical antagonists: the one as a composer of secularized church music, the other as a composer of sacralized secular music. And the Vatican’s objections to Rossini’s “profanity” are (as we shall see) directly comparable to romantic objections to his sensuality—his Sinnlichkeit, to use E. T. A. Hoffmann’s language, as against the Geist or spirituality of Beethoven. And yet the fact that Rossini’s Stabat mater still needed banning more than eighty years after its first performance is only another indication of Rossini’s equal, if opposite, rank with Beethoven in the active repertory, if no longer in the official “canon” of great art. His fame surpassed that of any previous composer, and so, for a long time, did the popularity of his works. Audiences took to his music as if to an intoxicating drug—or, to put it decorously, to champagne, with which Rossini’s bubbly music was constantly compared.


  One inkling of his unbelievable vogue is the fact that it almost drove the 1824 premiere of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony out of Vienna, a city Rossini had then just conquered. Reaction to the Rossini craze cemented the association of Beethoven’s art with spirituality on the one hand and with Germanness on the other, thus forging a fateful nexus between idealism and nationalism. Another choice indication of Rossini’s wingspread came from far-off St. Petersburg, the capital of Imperial Russia, where between 1828 and 1831 eighteen different Rossini operas were performed, eleven in 1829 alone. (Semiramide, the last and largest of Rossini’s serious Italian operas, first performed in Venice, came to St. Petersburg in 1836, and launched a period of absolute Italian operatic hegemony in the Russian capital, with severe consequences for the development of indigenous opera there.) The Rossini craze has been associated with the spirit of imperial restoration; indeed, Prince Metternich, the arbiter supreme of post-Napoleonic Europe and the very apostle of political reaction, personally commissioned a pair of cantatas from Rossini for performance at the Congress of Verona (a sequel to the more famous Congress of Vienna) in 1822. The Rossini craze in Imperial Russia, and in the Paris of the Bourbon Restoration, would seem to give credence to this association. And yet this was one sphere—perhaps the one sphere—in which Rossini and Beethoven were not dialectical antagonists but comrades. Beethoven also supplied music for Metternich’s consumption, and was also especially popular in Imperial St. Petersburg (where the Missa solemnis actually had its premiere). Beethoven’s heightened, somewhat archaic spirituality (as exemplified by his fugal style) and Rossini’s flighty nonchalance—or at least their reception by European society—were thus responses to a common antiheroic or pessimistic stimulus. Both stances, as the music historian Carl Dahlhaus wisely pointed out, signaled a resigned detachment.12


  THE CODE ROSSINI


  Perhaps the greatest difference between the romantic sensibility, as represented by Beethoven, and the preromantic one, as exemplified by Rossini, lay in their respective attitudes toward forms and genres. As early as his op. 1, a set of piano trios, Beethoven was strongly inclined to “push the envelope” with respect to genre, transgressing generic and stylistic boundaries in a way that made his teacher Haydn uneasy. As his career went on, Beethoven’s attitude toward form became increasingly—and deliberately—idiosyncratic, with the result that it was always with him (and with us, contemplating him) an important esthetic issue.


  Or perhaps it would be more appropriate to call Beethoven’s formal procedures not so much idiosyncratic as syncretic, a word that emphasizes the recombination into new wholes of elements (symphonic and chamber styles, for example, or sonata and fugue) formerly regarded as disparate or even opposing. The familiarity or traditionalness of the elements recombined insures a degree of intelligibility, but the need for novelty and constant modification reflects the romantic emphasis on individuality and peculiarity, which became over the course of the nineteenth century an ever more pressing demand for originality, the more fundamental (radical, profound) the better.


  Rossini, by contrast, was very respectful of genres, as a composer whose works were assembled out of interchangeable parts had to be, to say nothing of a composer who staked his livelihood on pleasing an audience that, like all entertainment audiences, was fickle and conservative and knew what it liked. His idea was not to experiment radically with form in every piece, but rather to hit on a winning formula (ideally one that he could turn out better than any competitor) and, having created a demand for his product, stay with it and, if possible, keep on improving it. (Only a proven recipe, with a known purpose and a tested mechanism, can be improved or perfected in the strict sense, rather than merely changed or departed from.) So successful was Rossini in standardizing and improving his wares in accordance with public taste that his formulas eventually became everybody’s formulas. The history of Italian opera in the primo ottocento or early nineteenth century became the story of their continual growth and expansion at the hands of Rossini himself and his many followers.


  The opera historian Julian Budden very wittily called this set of formulas and conventions the Code Rossini.13 It is a marvelous term because of the way it parodies the so-called Code Napoléon—the French emperor’s revision of the time-honored Roman Law, an extremely rationalized and systematic civil code that spread over Europe in the wake of Napoleon’s conquering armies. Despite its imposition by force of arms, it was considered a model of enlightened efficiency and liberality, and remained in force long after Napoleon himself had passed from the scene. (It is still the basis of the French civil code, and its influence survives in all the countries of the European continent and their former colonies.) The Code Napoléon achieved its standardizing purpose in the short run by force of Napoleon’s authority, but in the long run because it worked, and provided a basis for further elaboration. That is what makes it such an apt analogy to the “Code Rossini.”


  The Code Rossini, like its Napoleonic namesake, was the basis for an extraordinarily detailed modus operandi. Its full measure is something only specialists can take. (One specialist, Richard Osborne, has constructed a “prototype” for the first act of a Rossinian comic opera, for example, consisting of nine standard sections, some of them with several equally standardized constituent parts.)14 Here it will suffice to describe a few of the typical components—overture, aria, ensemble—and show how they operated. All of them were based on models inherited from past practice; none was Rossini’s wholly original invention (“wholly original invention” being after all contrary to the whole point and purpose of the Code). Nor did he complete the process of standardization that modern musicologists have described. But he revised and renewed all components and turned them into proven recipes—which is only a more casual and businesslike, less “mystified” way of saying that he turned them into classics.


  Mozart was of course one of Rossini’s antecedents. More direct ones were Giovanni Paisiello (1740–1816), Rossini’s predecessor as opera czar in Naples, serving there for almost half a century (1766–1815), with a few years out for duty at the court of Catherine the Great in St. Petersburg (1776–84); and Domenico Cimarosa (1749–1801), another Neapolitan whose exceptionally peripatetic career also included a lucrative St. Petersburg stint (1787–91). There is nothing in Rossini that does not derive ultimately from the work of these three; but there is also nothing in Rossini that does not have “New! Improved!” stamped all over it.


  Take the overture to begin with. As we may remember from Mozart, the Italian opera sinfonia by the end of the eighteenth century was essentially a short “first movement” (or “sonata-allegro”). As a reminder we can take a brief look at the overture from Paisiello’s The Barber of Seville, first performed at St. Petersburg in 1782, based on the very same play—and partly on the very same libretto—as Rossini’s smash hit of 1816. The play, incidentally, was the first in Beaumarchais’s famous trilogy of which The Marriage of Figaro, musicked by Mozart and Da Ponte as Le nozze di Figaro, was the second. It concerns the madcap courtship of the young Count and Countess whose midlife marital woes form the premise of the second play. (In both plays the barber Figaro acts as the invincible comic accomplice—in the first to the Count, in the second to the Countess.) Paisiello’s setting was also a great and famous success; so much so that Rossini took a big risk in competing with it.


  Paisiello’s overture (like Mozart’s to Figaro) starts off with a busy, scurrying theme that sets an antic mood from the very start. Like many such themes, it stirs anticipatory excitement in the audience by proceeding through a rising sequence and a crescendo. Ex. 1–3 shows the beginning of Paisiello’s overture up to the elided cadence that sends the harmony off in search of the dominant key. When that key is reached, there will of course be a new theme group and a cadence. Then, according to the binary model, we expect a modulatory passage leading, through a far-out point (FOP), to a double return (first theme in original key), and a replay of the opening section with all themes in the tonic, concluding with a reinforced cadential flourish by way of coda.


  What Paisiello actually supplies is a streamlined or compacted version of the usual procedure, one regularly employed in opera buffa overtures. Instead of happening at the end of a modulatory passage and a FOP, the double return follows immediately after the dominant cadence, as if the opening section were being repeated. But where there had originally been a quick move to the dominant, now we get the modulatory section, replete with FOP, which, when it circles back to the tonic key, hooks up not with another “double return” but with the second theme group, now in the tonic. In standard “sonata form” lingo we could say that the development section, instead of coming between the exposition and the recapitulation, has been miniaturized and shoehorned into the recap.


  Now compare the overture to Rossini’s Barbiere. It is at once fancier and more streamlined. It has an extended slow introduction of the kind we have encountered in Haydn’s London symphonies, or Mozart’s Don Giovanni, but it is far more elaborate than either. In fact, it is a bigger introduction, and more important to the impression the piece makes, than in any but the most elaborately prefaced symphonies (among Beethoven’s, only the Fourth and the Seventh). It makes the customary functional progression from a strong tonic opening to an expectant dominant finish, but it is cast very decoratively in a miniature ternary or ABA form of its own: the midsection, consisting of a flowery cantabile melody reminiscent of an aria, is sandwiched or showcased between two segments that feature a pliant, harmonically malleable motive (four repeated thirty-second notes as upbeat to an eighth) from which a melodic fabric is constructed to support the necessary modulation from tonic to dominant (Ex. 1–4a). (It is a technique closely related, in fact, to the one by which the first movement of Beethoven’s Fifth is so famously constructed.)


  EX. 1–3 Giovanni Paisiello, Il barbiere di Siviglia, Overture (beginning)
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  The quick main section of the overture is “binary,” cast in two parallel but not quite equivalent halves. The first, as in Paisiello, is similar in content to a symphonic exposition: a theme in the tonic, a more lyrical theme in the dominant (or, as here, in the relative major because the tonic is minor), with a headlong, noisily orchestrated dash of a transition to connect them and a codetta to confirm arrival at the secondary key. What is unlike the usual symphonic binary movement is the full-blown structure of both themes. Especially striking is the second, cast in the form of elaborate woodwind solos (including a juicy solo turn for the horn, Rossini’s father’s instrument).


  The codetta (Ex. 1–4b) is Rossini’s special trademark, something without which no Rossini overture (except the selfconsciously “Parisian” one for Guillaume Tell) is ever complete: a series of ostinatos over a regular tonic-dominant seesaw in the harmony, sustaining a gradual, inexorable, magnificently orchestrated crescendo to a blazing fanfare of a tutti in which the bass instruments carry the melodic ball. This orchestral juggernaut—the “Rossini crescendo”—was the moment people waited for. Its implied emphasis on sensuous values—volume, color, texture—stands in the baldest possible contrast (or so it seems) to the spirituality of the German romantics.


  The exposition having come to its brilliant conclusion, the most perfunctory four-bar transition imaginable leads into what sounds like its repetition, but turns out to be a truncated recapitulation, with both themes in the tonic, and the transition between them virtually eliminated. The crescendo is not omitted, however: in the tonic it makes a bigger splash than ever. In fact, the way the recapitulation is abbreviated to speed its arrival makes the repetition of the rollicking crescendo seem like the overture’s very raison Théâetre. Its point and purpose has been to create a mood of festivity—or, to put it another way, to mark the occasion of its performance as festive.


  EX. 1–4A Gioacchino Rossini, Il barbiere di Siviglia, Overture, slow introduction
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  EX. 1–4B Gioacchino Rossini, Il barbiere di Siviglia, Overture, Allegro, Codetta (“Rossini crescendo”)
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  The mood of festivity is a generic one, unrelated to the content of the particular opera that follows. “Opera,” not this opera, is what is being marked as festive, and that ritualized sense of occasion—that sense of social ritual—will bring back to mind a great deal of what was observed in “music in the seventeenth & eighteenth centuries” chapter 4 about the nature and function of the old opera seria, that most festive and social of all “pre-Enlightened” genres. In fact—and this may seem surprising—overtures like this prefaced Rossini’s tragic operas as well as farcical ones like Il barbiere, forthey were festive social occasions, too.


  Indeed, the overture we have just examined was, originally, the preface to a serious opera, the forgotten Aureliano in Palmira (1813), the one flop in the otherwise golden year that produced Tancredi and L’Italiana in Algeri. Dissatisfied with the overture that prefaced Il barbiere at its unsuccessful premiere (or perhaps acting in response to the audience’s dissatisfaction), Rossini salvaged the earlier overture and tacked it on to the new opera, of which it now seems such a perfect encapsulation. That will show just how interchangeable Rossinian parts were meant to be. Even individual themes could be shifted and recycled from overture to overture.


  From this it follows that the generic description of one Rossini overture, such as the one to Il barbiere, can serve as generic description of them all. They all have the same tripartite slow introduction; they all have the same bithematic exposition (in which the second theme is always a woodwind solot); they all have the same “headlong, noisily orchestrated dash of a transition” they all have the same crescendo-coda; they all have the same truncated recapitulation. Does this mean that “when you’ve heard one you’ve heard them all?” Not at all! What differs inexhaustibly are the details— “the divine details,”15 as the novelist Vladimir Nabokov used to say of novels, another form in which generic similarities can blind a naive or unsympathetic reader to what connoisseurs rejoice in.
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  FIG. 1–5 Costume designs for Rosina, Don Basilio, and Figaro from the first production in Paris of Il barbiere di Siviglia (Théatre Italien, 1819).


  


  Rossini’s orchestration, for one thing, is more varied, more minutely crafted, and (at the climaxes) more richly sonorous than that of any previous composer. The great nineteenth-century flowering of virtuoso orchestration starts with him. His woodwind writing, above all, was epoch-making. And so was his use of percussion or “pseudo-percussion” like the beating out of rhythms by violin bows on candlesticks (nowadays on music stands) in the overture to Il signor Bruschino, another opera from the amazing year 1813 (Rossini’s twenty-first). Every Rossini crescendo may produce a similar frisson, but the specific means of production (the gimmicks, to use a current insider’s term) are endlessly variable.


  For another thing, Rossini’s melodic invention is inexhaustibly fertile. Those cantabile themes in his introductions, and those full-blown woodwind solos in the expositions may be interchangeable in function, but that function was to be catchy. They each etch a distinct profile in the aural memory. The combination of generic uniformity with distinction in particulars was the Rossini secret—seemingly anyone’s secret, but inimitable. Most memorable of all are the true virtuoso solos found in some overtures, which simulate with instruments all the appurtenances of a vocal scene. In Il Turco in Italia (“The Turk in Italy,” 1814) the florid cantabile, replete with roulades and trills, is played, improbably but all the more memorably, by the French horn. One of the most difficult horn solos in the repertory even now, with the benefit of the modern valve mechanism that revolutionized brass instrument design beginning around 1820, it must have been all but unplayable in Rossini’s time—the ultimate tribute to the composer’s father. The successful player must have earned the same kind of spontaneous ovation enjoyed by the singers—behavior increasingly disallowed under the new romantic etiquette.


  That is not the only aspect of Rossini to antagonize the romantic temper. Most conspicuous by its absence in his work is any hint of thematic “development.” Rossini overtures are often described, rather lamely, as sonata forms without development sections; but as we have just seen in the overture to Paisiello’s Barbiere, one can have development in other places, too. Rossini seemingly shuns it everywhere; nor is there any real FOP in his tonal design. The place where Paisiello had them (between the first and second themes in the recapitulation) is the place where Rossini dispenses with transition altogether.


  It is doubtful whether Rossini shunned development by design; more likely he merely found it unnecessary to his very direct and sensuously appealing purpose. Dispensing with it was a matter of business efficiency. But the avoidance in his music, on the one hand, of rigorous motivic unfolding, and, on the other, of symbolic harmonic drama was something German musicians and their colonial adherents found infuriating, for these (along with the spirituality that was assumed to result from them) were the very terms on which they staked their claim to universality of appeal. Music that could do without them, and yet succeed with many audiences, undermined the claim.


  And once Germans had pronounced their anathema on Rossini, his music was turned into a high esthetic cause by resisters. The lack or avoidance of thematic development became a matter of principle. Or rather, what was a lack in Rossini was turned by later generations of “Latinate” composers into an avoidance, and touted. The best illustration is a quip supposedly made by Claude Debussy, thought by many to be the greatest French composer at the tail end of the nineteenth century, while listening to a symphony by Johannes Brahms, thought by just as many to be the greatest German composer at the time: “Ah, the development section! Good, I can go out for a cigarette.” The century-long war of Geist vs. Sinnlichkeit— “spirit” vs. “sensuality”—was reaching a head.


  Yet, as is always the case with culture wars, this one was founded on an absolutely needless polarization of values. And as always, the polarization breaks down under scrutiny. Nothing in Rossini was so offensive to idealistic romantic taste as those infernal crescendos that appealed to an audience’s basest, grossest instincts. And yet, one of the greatest of all “Rossini crescendos” is the one that informs the coda to the first movement of Beethoven’s Third Symphony, the towering Eroica, which (as any romantic idealist will tell you) is the loftiest expression of absolute musical values—spiritual values—achieved as of its date (or, at any rate, as soon as that silly dedication to Napoleon was removed). What makes the one crescendo brutish and the other sublime? Context alone, as always—including the context of interpretive discourse and polemic.


  IMBROGLIO


  The comic ensemble is another area in which comparison with Paisiello will help us take the measure of the Code Rossini. As in Mozart’s operas, the comic ensemble finale was the site where composers could experiment with ways of suffusing fully composed music, formerly the province of the static or “freeze-time” aria, with real dramatic action, the more frenetic the better. Audiences loved the effect, and librettists began seeking opportunities to contrive dramatically active ensembles, often based on slapstick gimmicks, in other spots besides finales. As the opera buffa became more musically antic, it reverted once again to purely comic type, reversing the trend toward mixing dramatic genres that characterized Mozart’s later comic operas on librettos by Lorenzo da Ponte, with their occasional serious characters and their attendant vocal genres. The Countess in Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro is a seria character, despite the nature of the opera as a whole. Rosina, the same character (albeit not yet a countess) in Il barbiere, is a pure buffa ingenue (or, if more knowingly played, a “soubrette”).


  We can sample the pure-comic style pre-Rossini in the trio buffo from the second act of Paisiello’s Il barbiere di Siviglia (Ex. 1–5). The action revolves around a plot, masterminded by Figaro, to bring Count Almaviva and his beloved Rosina together, thus thwarting the designs of Dr. Bartolo, Rosina’s jealous guardian, who is planning to marry her himself. The first act ends with Figaro smuggling the disguised Count into Dr. Bartolo’s house. At the beginning of the second act, a frantically suspicious Dr. Bartolo is trying to find out who had visited the night before. He interrogates his two servants, Giovinetto (“Youngster,” i.e., an old man) and Lo Svegliato (“Mr. Wide-awake,” i.e., a simpleton), but to no avail. Figaro had taken the precaution of slipping drugs to each of them: Lo Svegliato has received a sleeping draught and can only yawn; Giovinetto, having taken a powder, can only sneeze.


  The musical trick here is constructing the whole interrogation out of typical pairs of balanced (“question-and-answer”) phrases, and endless melodic sequences derived from them: musical clichés given renewed freshness by their unexpected appositeness to the inane dramatic situation. Familiar from Mozart (especially the role of Leporello in Don Giovanni, the quintessential basso buffo servant role) is the rapid patter—even declamation at a note value shorter than a beat—to which Dr. Bartolo’s part in the trio is largely confined, with all three parts joining in at the end.


  Paisiello’s trio is a little masterpiece, and Rossini, when it came his turn to set Il barbiere, wisely refrained from competing with it. He left the episode with the yawning and sneezing servants in recitative, and nowadays it is almost always dropped in performance. Nevertheless, he did surpass his predecessor—indeed all predecessors—in the new level of zany virtuosity to which, hiding his sophisticated craftsmanship behind a smokescreen of ludicrous situations and effects, he brought all their techniques and devices. He loaded his operas with more ensemble pieces than ever, meanwhile extending the finales to a previously unheard-of scale, both in length and in what Da Ponte, Mozart’s comic librettist, called strepitoso-strepitosissimo, “tumult upon uproar,” which required fantastic virtuosity from all concerned, resourceful composer and rapidly enunciating performers alike.


  As far as rapid buffo patter is concerned, Rossini’s Barbiere contains the two absolute classics of the genre: “Largo al factotum” (“Make way for the jack-of-all-trades!”), Figaro’s bumptious cavatina or entrance aria in act I; and “La calunnia è un venticello” (“Slander is a gentle breeze”), the caustically brilliant aria in which Don Basilio, Rosina’s music teacher who doubles as a marriage broker, concocts a word-of-mouth campaign to disgrace Count Almaviva and thwart his designs. Figaro’s cavatina begins like a typical da capo aria: its “A” section and “B” section are easily spotted. But the return to A is hilariously preempted by a frenzy of patter, as Figaro is overwhelmed with thoughts of all the demands everybody makes of him, uniquely gifted as he is. The final section (“Ah bravo, Figaro… ,” Ex. 1–6) is traditionally taken as fast as the singer can manage it (and often a lot faster than that).


  EX. 1–5 Giovanni Paisiello, Il barbiere di Siviglia, Act II, Terzetto buffo (yawning and sneezing)
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  Don Basilio’s aria does not quite hit such a peak of vocal virtuosity; the virtuosity this time is the composer’s. For the whole dramatic point of this seemingly traditional “simile aria” rests on the crescendo idea: a little breeze of slander gathering force and becoming a hurricane of scandalous babble. And so all of Rossini’s skills as an orchestral illustrator are called into play, including such recherché effects as violins bowed al ponticello— “right on the bridge”—producing a strangled whisper to start the breeze on its way; or, at the storm’s acme, tongued tremolos in the woodwinds.


  The buffa style can only be exhibited at fullest strength, of course, in a finale; and there is no buffa finale in all of Rossini—which is to say, in all of opera—that can equal the first-act finale from L’Italiana in Algeri, one of the big hits of 1813, as an exhibitor of what it was that made Rossini the great counterweight to Beethoven in the eyes even of his German contemporaries. Running through almost a hundred pages of vocal score in record time, it is the most concentrated single dose of Rossini that there is.


  EX. 1–6 Gioacchino Rossini, Il barbiere di Siviglia, “Largo al factotum,” coda
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  A first-act finale must always portray the height of imbroglio—the moment of greatest, seemingly hopeless, tangle in the plot line. So here is what has happened:


  Mustafà, the Bey of Algiers, has grown tired of his wife Elvira and decides to marry her off to his Italian slave Lindoro. He sends his pirate commander out to find him an Italian girl. The pirates sink a ship, on which Isabella, the Italian girl of the title, is cruising in search of her fiancé (Lindoro, of course), and bring the survivors to the Bey’s court as captives. The commander announces her capture, and the Bey tells Lindoro he can go home if he takes Elvira with him.


  That is the setup. Things come to a head as the captive Isabella, on her way into the throne room, catches sight of Lindoro, on his way out. (Here is where the first-act finale begins.) The moment of recognition has a very conspicuous Mozartean resonance. Like the moment of recognition in the ballroom finale to the first act of Don Giovanni, it takes place over the strains of an unusually slow minuet—the trio (andantino) in which Lindoro, Elvira, and Zulma (Elvira’s slave) had been singing their farewells to Mustafà. A Rossini finale always takes to extremes the tempo trajectory on which all buffa finales are built. The Andantino is, so to speak, the launching pad.


  The lovers’ emotion is reflected in a wrenching flatward turn in the harmony, but just as the expected cadence to [image: image] is about to happen (and a love duet seems imminent), Mustafà chimes in with a typically bouncing, satirically florid mood-shattering buffo aside to express his befuddlement. The threatened duet turns into a septet, set against the continuing strains of the Andantino, in which all the assembled characters take part, Lindoro and Mustafà (as it were competing in confusion) in the lead.


  This moment of frozen perplexity having passed, the quick-witted Isabella confronts the Bey in a fast tempo that from here on will only get faster. With what we are now apt to recognize as the “arrogance of Enlightenment” (arguably the butt of Rossini’s humor, depending on how it is played), she berates the cowering Mustafà for his barbarian transgressions against universal human norms. How can he expect her to love a man who treats his wife so cruelly? How can he simply order Lindoro to marry a woman he does not love? Then, immediately contradicting herself, she insists that Lindoro, a fellow Italian, be made her retainer forthwith. A hopeless impasse has been reached: as the assembled singers declare, “Va sossopra il mio cervello, sbalordito in tanti imbrogli!” (“My little head is topsy-turvy, dumbfounded at such imbroglios!”). It is time for metaphors.


  The first metaphor, expressed allegro vivace, is the time-honored shipwreck, the standard metaphor of emotional breakdown. Then, in a stretta marked più mosso, everybody goes into an onomatopoetical tizzy. This is Rossini’s favorite comic device, the idea (as Budden puts it) of “human beings transformed by emotion into puppets,”16 and this ensemble set a benchmark of mechanical grotesquery never to be surpassed (Ex. 1–7). The ladies compare their mental agitation to a little bell aringing (“din din”); Lindoro compares his to a little clock aticking (“tic tic”); Taddeo, Isabella’s chaperone, compares his to a little crow a-cawing (“cra cra”); the pirate commander Ali to a hammer pounding (“tac tac”); and Mustafà to a cannon firing (“bum bum”).


  For twenty or so pages of vocal score they continue shouting and gesticulating in this vein, the chorus of Algerian harem girls and Italian sailors finally joining in to raise the hubbub to an even higher pitch of furious futility. And then the masterstroke: contrary to all reasonable expectation, the whole stretta, din-din, bum-bum, and all, is replayed ancora più mosso—yet faster! In a good performance the audience will not believe its ears. Rossini has taken bootless delirium, the jewel in the buffa crown, about as far as it can go. (Just in case anyone is worrying, though, the opera ends with Isabella and Lindoro in each others’ arms, and Mustafà and Elvira reconciled.)


  EX. 1–7 Gioacchino Rossini, L’Italiana in Algeri, from the Act I Finale
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  The device of comparing human emotion to mechanical or animal noises is as old as opera buffa itself; it goes all the way back to the closing duet in Giovanni Battista Pergolesi’s intermezzo La serva padrona, an item that produced a sensation comparable to Rossini’s about eighty years earlier. Over that span the opera buffa had traced a fairly straight trajectory of expanding technical resources (but not harmonic ones—that was German terrain!) and mounting, fairly coldhearted hilarity. Rossini stands unquestionably at its pinnacle. The buffa had reached the end of the line.


  HEART THROBS


  Not so the seria. Under the impact of romanticism, serious opera flowered anew, and again Rossini was at the forefront, although this aspect of his historical contribution is less evident in the context of today’s performing repertoire. It may be argued, in fact, that the most fertile articles in the Code Rossini were those that pertained to the serious aria (or more precisely and to the point, the scena ed aria that replaced the recitative-plus-aria unit of old) and those that pertained to the dramatic ensemble, imported from the opera buffa to serve serious or tragic aims. These were crucial renovations. They gave serious opera a new lease on life, transforming it into opera as we know it today.


  Once again it should be emphasized that neither these nor any Rossinian novelties were his wholly original invention. They were newly standardized and redeployed adaptations from previous practice. One can find them foreshadowed in the work of many composers, including Mozart. But beginning with Rossini, opera became unthinkable without them.


  The Rossinian serious aria (or duet) consisted of two main sections in contrasting tempos—the cantabile, or lyric effusion, and the cabaletta, or brilliant conclusion. The etymology of cabaletta, a term first encountered around 1820, is uncertain. It may be a corruption of the Iberian cobla, meaning stanza, for it usually consisted of a short stanza strophically repeated either in whole or in part, with an orchestral ritornello in between the repetitions and a brilliant coda, all of which amounted to an eager invitation to the singer to embroider away. Indeed, the double-aria conception is a quintessentially singerly one. It allowed the virtuoso to show off everything from beauty of tone and breath control (in the cantabile) to euphoric fireworks (in the cabaletta).


  For Italian opera, especially serious opera, remained a singers’ showcase. The new style of aria did serve new dramaturgical purposes and meet new dramaturgical criteria by allowing, through its new emphasis on contrast, for more action to be accommodated within what had formerly been static “aria time.” When preceded by an orchestral introduction and an accompanied recitative, when fitted out with a turn of plot (often involving the chorus) between the cantabile and the cabaletta to motivate the latter’s incandescence, or when enhanced by what were called pertichini (brief interventions by other characters in dialogue with the soloist), the aria could be built up into a whole scena, or dramatic scene, with a self-contained dramatic trajectory. But it served old purposes, too, and better than ever, since every aria became a varied demonstration of traditional vocal prowess, giving the audience that much more of what they had come to bask in.


  The item that put this new style of aria permanently on the map and made it de rigueur for perhaps fifty years to come was “Di tanti palpiti” (“So many heart throbs”), the hero’s cavatina (entrance aria) from Tancredi, the other colossal hit of the miraculous year 1813, and the most famous aria Rossini ever wrote. (As was often the case, the piece is named after its cabaletta, the most memorable part.) Years later, looking back on his career and feigning shame at his success (all the better to mock the pretensions of the great), Rossini thanked his publisher for a gift by abasing himself as the “author of the too-famous cavatina ‘Di tanti palpiti.’”17 Too famous, indeed. So completely had it come to symbolize Italian opera and all its values that, as long as it remained current on the recital stage, parodies of it were a universally recognized code among German composers and their audiences for triviality, flightiness, and inanity. As late as 1868, Wagner quoted it (and surely expected his audience to notice it) in the bleating Tailors’ Chorus from Die Meistersinger (Ex. 1–8). What could better recommend it to our attention?


  Tancredi, a “heroic musical drama,” is in its externals a quasi-historical opera of the old school, even down to the casting of the title role, a valiant knight-crusader, for a so-called musico—a contralto “in trousers.” (See Fig. 1–6; a generation or two earlier, the role would have been composed for a castrato.) In other ways, the libretto substantiates the frequent claim (or complaint) that romantic opera amounts in essence to a constant rehash of the myth of Romeo and Juliet: “star-cross’d lovers.” The title character, the exiled heir to the throne of Syracuse, and his beloved Amenaide are the children of warring clans. In Voltaire’s drama, on which the libretto was based, mutual suspicion prevents their union, and the drama ends with the hero’s death on the battlefield. In the first version of the opera, a happy ending was substituted. Later, Rossini retrofitted the last act with a tragic finale closer to the original (but also with a love duet, otherwise lacking in the opera). Nineteenth-century audiences preferred the first version; twentiethcentury revivals, mainly instigated by scholars, have favored the more serious tragic ending.18


  Tancredi’s cavatina (act I, scene 5) marks his first appearance in the opera that bears his name. He has just returned to Syracuse in disguise, torn between his love for Amenaide and his duty to his father, whose rule is threatened by Amenaide’s father. The orchestral Andante that opens the scene (Ex. 1–9a) is one of Rossini’s characteristic tone-paintings, full of nature sounds that conjure up the beautiful landscape to which Tancredi addresses his first words of accompanied recitative: “O sweet, ungrateful native land, at last I return to you!” The accompaniment to the recitative is full of orchestral and harmonic color, both of which change subtly to register the hero’s fugitive moods. A switch, first to the relative minor and then to the subdominant, accompanies thoughts of Amenaide, at first painful, then sweet, finally resolute.


  EX. 1–8 Richard Wagner, Die Meistersinger, Act III, Tailors’ Chorus (“mit Bockstriller”)
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  FIG. 1–6 Marietta Alboni (with moustache) in the trousers role of Arsace and Giulia Grisi as the title character in a revival of Rossini’s Semiramide (St. Petersburg, 1844).


  


  The cantabilesection,“Tu che accendi questo core” (“You who set this heart of mine afire,” Ex. 1–9b), ends with multiple cues for embellishment: the markings a piacere (“at pleasure,” i.e., do whatever you want) in the vocal part and colla parte (“stay with the soloist”) in the accompaniment. The fermata means “cadenza, please,” just as it did in the days of the da capo aria. If the notes on the page are recognizable at this point, the singer is not doing her job. The same goes double, of course, for the repeated strains in the cabaletta.


  What made this particular cabaletta such a favorite? One thing must have been the surprising modulation to the flat mediant (A[image: image] major) just where the first stanza seemed about to make its cadence (Ex. 1–9c). Not only did the little jolt give the audience a pleasurable frisson, it also functioned as a sort of FOP, requiring a modulation (via F minor) back to the tonic for the repetition of the opening line. The last dominant chord carries another fermata, requiring another cadenza: the harmonic structure and the vocal virtuosity work in tandem here to increase the satisfaction of return. And of course, the effect also plays upon—and plays out—the meaning of the words in the context of the action: the whole aria is about returning, and the very words that had launched the harmonic digression were “mi rivedrai, ti rivedrò,” “you will see me again, and I will see you.” The quick passaggii on the last page (Ex. 1–9d) were, as always, only a springboard for improvised delirium.


  EX. 1–9A Gioacchino Rossini, Tancredi, Act II, “Tu che accendi/Di tanti palpiti,” orchestral introdution


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 1–9B Gioacchino Rossini, Tancredi, Act II, “Tu che accendi/Di tanti palpiti,” cantabile
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  EX. 1–9C Gioacchino Rossini, Tancredi, Act II, “Tu che accendi/Di tanti palpiti,” cabaletta
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  But such explanations are rationalized reflections and, to the extent of their rationalization, false to an experience whose essence is sensuous immediacy, a sense that the music is playing directly on the nerves and calling up the listener’s own memories of the emotions portrayed. As the French novelist Stendhal put it in his Life of Rossini (1824), “without the experience, or the memory of the experience, of the madness of love, as love is known in the happy countries of the South, it is quite impossible to interpret the phrase mi rivedrai, ti rivedroò.” Stendhal’s Life is far more than a biography. (As a biography it is quite useless in fact, being full of errors and fabrications.) It is a great work of music criticism, as crucial in its way, and within its Franco-Italian milieu, as E.T.A. Hoffmann’s writings on Beethoven for an understanding of what—and how much!—the music of the early nineteenth century meant to its hearers. What Rossini’s contagious heart throbs meant to Stendhal, or stimulated in him, was a great liberating impetuosity of soul that contrasted utterly with the (as he saw it) pompous and vapid spirituality touted in the Protestant north, where manners were restrained and souls unmusical. Pitting Stendhal against Hoffmann is perhaps the best way of encompassing the increasingly split world of music in the early romantic era, with its nation-based esthetics and its hardened antagonisms.


  As the quotation about “Di tanti palpiti” already shows, Stendhal used Rossini (just as Hoffmann used Beethoven, just as Jean-Jacques Rousseau had used Pergolesi) as a springboard for national stereotyping. The passage continues, even more pointedly:


  
    The nations of the North might devour twenty Treatises on the Art of Poetry as learned as that of La Harpe [Jean-François de La Harpe (1739–1803), French literary authority and theorist of “classicism”], and still have no understanding why the words mi rivedrai precede the words ti rivedrò. If any of our fashionable critics could understand Italian, they would surely detect a lack of breeding, if not indeed a total contempt for the delicacies of social intercourse in Tancredi’s behavior towards Amenaide!19

  


  


  Beyond that, Rossini’s inimitable talent is said to reside in his plainness and clarity, in the indescribable rightness of his portrayal of things as they are, a rightness that silences criticism. Nowhere is this rightness better exemplified than in “Di tanti palpiti.” “What is there to be said about this superb cantilena?” Stendhal asks, using the fancy Italian word for song. “Talking about it to those who already know it would seem to me to be as absurd as talking about it to those who have never heard it—if indeed, in the whole of Europe there may still be people who have never heard it!” And in a footnote that drips with sarcasm, seemingly pointed directly at writers like Hoffmann who wax endlessly about the transcendent and the ineffable, he adds, “O happy lands, within whose boundaries there is known no stronger guarantee of a reputation for sublime profundity than a talent for being obscure and incomprehensible!” Behind this there lurks once again the figure of Beethoven, still alive at the time of writing, and already cast as the antipode to Rossini. In another passage, Stendhal removes all doubt that, compared with his idol, Beethoven and all that he stands for, is … well, limited. “Human emotions,” he declares, “tend to remain obstinately tepid when their reactions are interrupted by the necessity of choosing between two different categories of pleasure, each of a different quality.” And he illustrates his assertion with a remarkable comparison:


  EX. 1–9D Gioacchino Rossini, Tancredi, Act II, “Tu che accendi/Di tanti palpiti,” coda
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    If I were to feel the urge to listen to a resplendent display of pure harmony, I should go and hear a symphony by Haydn, Mozart or Beethoven; but if I were to desire melody, I should turn to Il matrimonio segreto or to Il re Teodoro [The Secret Marriage and King Theodore, operas by Cimarosa and Paisiello respectively]. If I wanted to enjoy both these pleasures simultaneously (insofar as it is physically possible to do so) I should pay a visit to La Scala [the Milan opera house] for a performance of Don Giovanni or Tancredi. But I confess that, if I were to plunge any deeper than this into the black night of harmony, music would soon lose the overwhelming charm which it holds for me.20

  


  


  How might Hoffmann have answered this? It would be easy enough to guess, but as it happens we can do better. Hoffmann himself never issued any comparable pronouncement about Rossini; but a writer known as “the Russian Hoffmann” did, and did it with specific reference to “Di tanti palpiti.” He was Vladimir Odoyevsky, a Moscow aristocrat who published novellas and fantastic sketches very much like Hoffmann’s, and who (again like Hoffmann) was an enthusiastic musical dilettante with some decent compositions to his credit.


  In 1823, aged nineteen, Odoyevsky published a satirical novella that contained a scene at the opera drawn pretty much from life. A troupe of Italian singers had come to town under the direction of Luigi Zamboni, a famous basso buffo who had “created” (that is, sung the first performance of) the role of Figaro in Rossini’s Barbiere. A Count Gluposilin (the name means “Strong-and-stupid”) is holding forth to young Arist (“The Best”), the first-person narrator, on the merits of Rossini during a performance of Tancredi. (They listen to the arias, converse during the recitatives.) “Di tanti palpiti,” the moment everyone has been waiting for, proves too much for Arist:


  
    — “What!” I shouted, “Tancredi is singing an écossaise, and a pretty poor one at that! And everyone is delighted with it??”

  


  
    — “Calm down,” Gluposilin remonstrated, on the verge of anger, “you want to quarrel with the whole world. Don’t you know, kind sir, this aria is so good that every gondolier in Italy is singing it!”

  


  
    — “I quite agree,” I answered him coolly. “This is a fine aria for a gondolier; but for Tancredi it won’t do at all. Do Mozart and Méhul write their operas like that? With what simplicity and strength they depict the slightest tinge of character! You won’t find Tancredi expressing his joys and sorrows like any old gondolier with them!”

  


  
    — “Enough already! Forgive me,” Gluposilin insisted, “but this aria is first-rate! It’s beyond argument, beyond argument!” … I had my revenge on Gluposilin. For the whole duration of the performance I tormented him with my doubts. When, for example, he went into ecstasies at roulades and trills, I stopped him cold with the remark that they were being done to the words Io tremo (“I tremble”), imieitormenti (“my torments”), il mio dolente cor (“my grieving heart”). Another time I pointed out to him that Argirio really shouldn’t be using a dance tune to tell Amenaide Non ti son più genitor (“I’m no longer a father to you”); and so on. I spent the evening angry at myself for understanding Italian, angry at the singers for their distinct enunciation; it took away half my pleasure.21

  


  “REALISM”


  Even as he denounces the cabaletta, Arist makes an important point about it when he notes its (to him) offensive dance rhythm. An écossaise (in German schottische, “Scottish”) was the early nineteenth-century version of the contredanse, by 1813 a ballroom favorite. So was the polonaise (“Polish”), a strutting processional dance in triple meter and another characteristic cabaletta rhythm. The use of ballroom dances as aria models had a considerable history, especially in Mozart. But it was in Mozart’s comic operas that he relied on the practice, not his serious ones. The infiltration of serious opera by the rhythms of the ballroom was only one of the ways in which by Rossini’s time the serious had adopted—and adapted to its purposes—the resources of the comic.


  To say this is by no means to imply that serious opera had become comic, or in any way less serious. It had, however, become more “realistic” within the admittedly unrealistic terms of romanticism. (And from the perspective of a Hoffmann or an Odoyevsky, of course, that made it less “spiritual.”) It was more concerned, in the words of Wye J. Allanbrook, to “move audiences through representations of their own humanity,” and playing subliminally on their memories of social dancing was a potent way of achieving that.22 The other all-important resource that serious opera borrowed from the comic in the nineteenth century was the ensemble piece—at first in finales, then in introductions and finales, and finally wherever the plot reached a crux.


  This, too, had nothing to do with comedy, but with “realism”: the possibility of integrating full-blown lyricism with interaction among characters, which is to say with dramatic action. In the nineteenth century, then, serious or tragic opera achieved what the comic opera had achieved in the eighteenth: the reconciliation of dramatic and musical values, so that they could be integrated in a single continuity rather than spotlit in an “artificial” alternation.


  But of course words like “realism” and “artificial” have to be put in quotes in discussions like this because opera (like any medium of artistic representation) is artificial and conventional by definition. What appears realistic is merely whatever artifice or convention happens to be accepted as that by a given audience. Dancelike arias and ensembles no more resemble real-life behavior than do alternations of continuo recitative and da capo aria. The most that can be said in favor of “true realism” is that the newer techniques enabled a somewhat more evenly unfolding action, so that operatic events took place in something more nearly resembling “real time” than before.


  Another change that to us may signal greater realism is the gradual abandonment in the 1830s of the heroic role en travesti. Men played men and women women; but the soprano lead was usually given a confidante sung by a lower-voiced woman—a contralto or a “mezzo-soprano” (to use a term coined in connection with the change) so that audiences could continue as before to enjoy virtuoso female duet singing, the brilliant cadenzas in thirds now representing devoted friendship rather than erotic love. But all of these modifications are matters of degree, not kind; and the degree, while crucial enough to matter (and to be in its time an object of controversy and acrimony), is rather small.


  The idea that “men are men and women women” might seem to have come late to opera, but in fact (as some recent cultural historians have argued) it arrived there no later than in many other areas of nineteenth-century thinking and doing. Gender identities, as categories incorporating and regulating both biological and social roles, seem to have hardened around the same time that national identities, and many other forms of personal identity, took on their modern definitions. In fact, the development of modern voice categories in nineteenth-century opera is an excellent illustration of the process described by Michel Foucault (1926–84), a French historian of ideas, whereby ars erotica, erotic art (or sexual artifice), was replaced by scientia sexualis, the science (or true knowledge) of sex.23


  Only since the nineteenth century, in this view, have gender roles and their attendant behaviors been as well defined, as standardized, and (consequently) as well policed as they are today. Another symptom of the change was the coining of the terms “homosexual” and “heterosexual”—terms that radically dichotomized, and set in opposition, modes of sexual behavior that had formerly coexisted and mixed more freely, especially among the aristocracy. Matters that had formerly been regarded as varieties of social behavior were redefined as matters of natural endowment or identity. As Foucault put it, it was nineteenth-century society, and no earlier one, that “set out to formulate the uniform truth of sex.”24


  This development, abetted as much by the nineteenth-century scientific revolution (which envisioned the possibility of a single, all-encompassingly “true” representation of nature) as it was by the rise of “Victorian” morality (whereby the behavior of the middle class was accepted as a social norm for all classes), made it harder for nineteenth-century audiences to accept soprano voices in heroic roles. The voice range could no longer be separated from the rest of the “female” constitution, nor could it credibly represent a character type that did not accord with Victorian notions of femininity, firmly identified with an ideal of bourgeois domesticity that would not be effectively challenged until past the middle of the twentieth century.


  BEL CANTO


  To see the new serious opera in its fullest flower, we can turn to Rossini’s successors: Vincenzo Bellini (1801–35), who was to the early 1830s what Rossini had been to the 1820s, and the somewhat late-blooming Gaetano Donizetti (1797–1848), who enjoyed a like preeminence in the decade 1835–45. In viewing their works we will see the coming of a truly romantic temper to the opera seria, and (partly for that reason) we will be dealing with operas that survive in active repertory, unlike those of Rossini, who is represented on today’s operatic stage by his comic operas alone. More specifically, we will see how the cantabile-cabaletta format was continually expanded until it could encompass long scenes packed with highly diversified action.
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  FIG. 1–7 Vincenzo Bellini, anonymous portrait at the Museo Teatrale alla Scala, Milan.


  


  Bellini, the son and grandson of composers, received intensive musical instruction from the Mozartean age of four, but did not write his first opera until his twenty-fifth year. He made up rapidly for lost time, even if he never quite developed Rossinian facility. By the time of his death, two months before his thirty-fourth birthday (more shades of Mozart), he had completed ten operas. At least four— I Capuleti e i Montecchi (“The Capulets and Montagues,” 1830), La sonnambula (“The maiden sleepwalker,” 1831), Norma (1831), and I puritani (“The Puritans,” 1835)—have entered the permanent Italian repertory, while the two 1831 operas are international standards.


  Eight of Bellini’s operas were written in collaboration with Felice Romani (1788–1865), the leading librettist of the period, whose eighty-odd scripts were set by dozens of composers from Rossini in 1813 to the Austrian piano virtuoso Sigismond Thalberg in 1855, some of them many times over. With Bellini, though, Romani formed the closest working relationship of his career; their partnership merits remembrance on a par with Lully/Quinault, Gluck/Calzabigi, and Mozart/Da Ponte. Like the others, the Bellini/Romani partnership created a type that defined a phase of operatic history.


  That type is sometimes rather vaguely called bel canto. All that the term means is “fine singing,” and it has been applied to many things, starting as far back as the Venetian opera of the 1630s. The application is always retrospective, however; bel canto is always something that has been lost—a golden age. The application to the operas of Bellini’s time, the one that has remained current in loose common parlance, was made by none other than the sixty-five-year-old Rossini, in a conversation that supposedly took place after dinner at his Paris residence one evening in 1858.


  “Alas for us, we have lost our native bel canto,” Rossini’s interlocutor, a wealthy amateur, reported him as saying. The loss consists “of three elements: first, the Instrument—the voice—the Stradivarius, if you like; second, Technique—that is to say, the means of using it; and third, Style, the ingredients of which are taste and feeling.” Such a loss can only portend debasement of all culture. The first symptom, as always, was contempt for honest labor.


  The “Stradivarius,” Rossini remarked (continuing the analogy with a priceless violin), used to be manufactured (he was referring, of course, to castrati), but now had to be cultivated—a task that began by assigning to the pupil, a child of no more than twelve, a strict regime of “guttural contractions,” soundless throat exercises, and this “purely aphonic gymnastic,” he noted, “could go on for months and months.” What was sought next was “equality of timbre over the whole range of the organ, equalization of the registers.” This took years, and no music was involved, only scales.


  EX. 1–10A Vincenzo Bellini, Norma, Scene e cavatina (Act I, scene 5), Parlante: “In pagine di morte”
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  Technique was acquired by singing exercises. Every voice teacher had his “page”—a set of studies or vocalises that imparted correct vowel placement and agility, leading to facility in gruppetti (fast ornaments), roulades (fast scales and arpeggios), trills, and the like. Typically, a student worked on the “page” for three years, and then another three were spent in “putting into practice as a whole,” or in combinations, “everything that had been studied in detail.” “Then,” according to Rossini, “at the end of a final year, the teacher could say proudly to that student (who had scarcely tried out a cavatina in class): ‘Go now, get on with you. You can sing whatever you wish.”’


  EX. 1–10B Vincenzo Bellini, Norma, Scene e cavatina (Act I, scene 5), Cavatina con coro (“Casta diva,” beginning)
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  But not even then was training over. Style had to be acquired before a singer dared perform before a paying audience. It meant listening to great singers and imitating them. For “style is traditions, and the secrets of those traditions could be surprised by the young novice only among great singers, the perfect models consecrated by fame.” Traditions, Rossini continued,


  
    elude scholastic instruction. Only the performing model, taken from life, can inculcate and transmit them. So that if those who possess the great, true traditions disappear without leaving disciples on their level, their art vanishes, dies.

  


  


  And of course, that is precisely what had happened. “Today there is no such school, there are neither models nor interpreters, for which reason not a single voice of the new generation is capable of rendering in bel canto the aria ‘Casta diva.’”25


  Inevitably, Rossini had named Bellini’s greatest and most famous aria, Norma’s cavatina in the opera that bears her name. And what was most telling was the fact that he referred to it not by the opening words of the cabaletta, but by those of the cantabile, for that was precisely the difference between the opera seria of Rossini’s generation and the romantic melodramma of Bellini’s. The great music now was the slow music, a music rarefied into fantastic melodie lunghe, lunghe, lunghe (“long, long, long melodies,” as an admiring Verdi called them),26 for composing which Bellini had an unparalleled gift. There was nothing like them in Rossini. The Bellinian cantabile was music that, like romantic music anywhere, sought to plumb subjective depths and scale transcendent heights.
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  FIG. 1–8 Poster for a revival of Bellini’s Norma at the Teatro alla Scala, Milan.


  


  It also partook of a romanticism that, as spoofed by W. S. Gilbert in The Mikado, “praises with enthusiastic tone/Every century but this and every country but [its] own.” Long long ago and far far away remained the preferred operatic locale, so that time could unfold in a leisurely mythological or epic manner. In the case of Norma, the place was ancient Gaul (the Celtic provinces of northwestern France) standing in for Britain—land of misty islands and the romantic locale par excellence for continental artists—and the time was that of the Druids as described by Julius Caesar in his history of the Gallic campaigns.


  The premise, as usual, was forbidden love. Norma, the Druid high priestess, is torn between her public duties and her guilty love for Pollione, the Roman proconsul, against whose occupying forces the Druids are planning to revolt. Her love has lately been aggravated by jealousy; for, although she has borne Pollione two children in violation of her oath of chastity, he has forsaken her in favor of Adalgisa, a temple “virgin.” In the end, Norma and Pollione, his love for her rekindled, perish on a sacrificial pyre in the Druid temple in voluntary expiation of their sin.
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  FIG. 1–9 Giuditta Pasta (1797–1865) in the title role of Bellini’s Norma.


  


  “Casta diva,” Norma’s cavatina, provides the framework for a scene of grandiose proportions, involving the participation of another soloist, her father Oroveso, the Archdruid (bass), and the full chorus, with the orchestra supplemented by what was known as the banda, a brass ensemble played on stage by musicians in costume. Almost all of its components have their counterparts or prototypes in the scene from Rossini’s Tancredi that culminates in “Di tanti palpiti.” But the growth in dimensions, the infusion of spectacle, and especially the enormous influx of stage action into what had formerly been an exclusively reflective domain can be interpreted as either a new romanticism or a new realism, and shows the ultimate futility of trying to distinguish between the two.


  The scene depicts a ritual: a sacrifice to the moon goddess and an augury in which the Druids hope to learn from the goddess whether the time is ripe for revolt. First, in an accompanied recitative, Norma haughtily addresses the populace and counsels patience. Her father objects, supported by stormy tremolando strings and seconded by the chorus, but she silences one and all by claiming divine inspiration. In a sort of speech-song called parlante (Ex. 1–10a), in which a repeated orchestral motif lends a momentary march-time regularity to the rhythm as if to underscore her words, Norma assures them that Rome will perish—but through decadence, not military defeat. She then leads the assembled congregation in a prayer. This is the famous cantabile, in which the priestess, entranced, cuts the sacred mistletoe from the holy oak and, responsively with the chorus, begs the goddess to calm the hearts of her compatriots.


  The long, long, long melody is heard three times in all. It sounds first as a flute solo, the new key prefigured by a sudden excursion into its Neapolitan region, as if graphically to portray the advent of Norma’s altered state of consciousness. The first two phrases of the ecstatically embellished melody, balanced four-bar periods, are played complete, but the third phrase is cut off after three measures and followed by a fermata—a favorite device for heightening expectation before a big lyric moment. Norma then sings the first stanza complete (Ex. 1–10b).


  The miraculous coherence of the melody despite its inordinate length is achieved by a paradoxical trick. It is deliberately irregular in phrase structure, so that it cannot be parsed all the way down by successive binary divisions. The first two phrases, foreshadowed by the flute, have “classical” regularity. The eight-bar whole comprises two equal and parallel four-bar phrases, and each of these in turn comprises a pair of two-bar phrases set off by caesuras. Then follows a pair of parallel phrases (or rather a single phrase of one measure’s duration and its embellished repetition) that veer off toward the relative minor.


  But instead of being answered in kind, they are followed by a phrase of five bars’ duration without any caesuras or internal repetitions at all. This last, longest, and least regular phrase, moreover, encompasses a thrilling contour. It arches quickly up to the melody’s highest note, preceded by a whole measure that does nothing but “stall” a half step below, its momentary inability to move forward emphasized by the unstable diminished-seventh harmony and the syncopated rhythm of its repetitions. And then, over two luxuriant measures, the tension relaxes by degrees, with every beat sung to the same rhythm, and the harmony zeroing in on the tonic along the circle of fifths. As the dynamics subside from the passionate fortissimo at the melodic peak to the pianissimo on which the chorus will enter, the melody sums up its entire range, finally touching down on the low tonic G that has not been heard since the middle of the first phrase.


  But there is another stratagem at work as well to keep this melody afloat, one that can be probed by taking note of how many beats begin with the melody sounding dissonances against the accompanying harmony. At first they are sparse. After the downbeat of the second measure, no such dissonance occurs until the functionally equivalent downbeat of the sixth. But then the tide of dissonance suddenly surges. Every beat of the seventh bar emphasizes the dissonant seventh (or the more dissonant ninth) of the dominant harmony, and the resolution to the tonic takes place against a chromatic appoggiatura to the third of the chord that clashes against its neighbor in the accompaniment as if G minor were vying with G major. The two one-measure phrases that provide the bridge to the climax are similarly riddled with accented dissonances; but the prize goes to the last two ostensibly relaxing measures, in which every single beat sounds a momentary discord, whether accented neighbor, appoggiatura, or suspension.


  These purely melodic dissonances are smoothly approached and quit. None stands out as a jagged stab. One is conscious only of peaceful lyricism, but one’s ear is kept perpetually on edge by an insistent undercurrent of harmonic tension in which practically every beat, crying out softly for resolution, maintains an understated but powerful undertow. When this great wave, this surge of melodic and harmonic electricity, has at last subsided, one feels that one has been transported and deposited in a different place. One’s own consciousness has been altered. That is romanticism.


  The two stanzas of the cantabile are separated by the choral response, to which the enraptured Norma adds the kind of roulades that Rossini, in 1858, already said no one could sing properly anymore. (We’ll never know; and we’ll never know what we’re missing). On repetition, the cantabile is enhanced by the continued participation of the chorus and a short coda + cadenza. To provide a transition to the cabaletta, which requires a change of mood, something must snap Norma out of her trance. This the banda does quite handily, signaling the completion of the service.


  Norma renews her promise that when the goddess commands, she will be ready to lead the attack. Oroveso and the chorus demand that Pollione be the first to die, and this of course sets Norma’s heart afire. She promises to punish him, but her inner voice of conscience confesses her inability to harm the man she loves. The whole cabaletta (“Ah! bello a me ritorna,” “Ah, come back to me, my beloved”) is sung as an extended agitated aside (that is, an expression of unspoken thoughts), cast in a military march rhythm that emphasizes the war that rages within Norma’s breast (Ex. 1–10c).


  Like virtually all cabalettas of the period, it is cast in a very regular form with a pedigree that goes all the way back to the middle ages: a (four bars) a′ (four bars) b (2+2 bars), a” (freely extended). Despite its rigidly conventional structure, however, it is the most personal music Norma gets to sing. “Heard” only by the audience, she addresses private words of love to Pollione, at complete variance with her public stance. This time the choral interjections between her phrases (and especially right before the coda + cadenza), in which the people wish ardently for a day that Norma hopes will never come, underscore not their community in prayer, but their secret irreconcilable opposition.


  EX. 1–10C Vincenzo Bellini, Norma, Sceneecavatina(Act I, scene 5), Cabaletta (“Ah! bello a me ritorna,” beginning)
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  [image: image]


  


  Thus between them the cantabile and the cabaletta encapsulate the heroine’s fatal dilemma. The musical form has managed to embody the dramatic crux; or rather, the librettist has managed to cast the dramatic crux in terms that the musical form can embody. That is the high, if oft-maligned, art of libretto-writing, of which Romani, on the evidence of this scene (to say nothing of the contemporary demand for his work), was a proven master. Finding musically motivated ways of constructing—or, in the case of preexisting plots, of radically reconstructing—dramatic scenarios required the exercise of considerable imagination and a highly specialized skill. It required the ability to imagine any dramatic situation in specifically musical terms.


  Why, then, have the efforts of professional theatrical poets been so frequently maligned? The reasons have principally to do with a generalized antipathy to conventions that was part and parcel of nineteenth-century esthetics, especially in the second half of the century when standardized musical forms themselves came under increasing suspicion. This, too, is something that could be ascribed either to romanticism or to realism. It also has to do with increasing reverence for canonical authors and texts—a feature of romanticism that often masqueraded as “classicism.” Thus adaptations of Shakespeare (as in Romani’s Capuleti e Montecchi, set by Bellini but not only by him), or of Victor Hugo (as in Romani’s Lucrezia Borgia, set by Donizetti), are presumed to be debasements rather than legitimate transpositions to an equally—or, for Italians, a far more—effective dramatic medium. Ironically enough, the more skill a librettist showed in redeploying the contents of a novel or drama for musical effect, the more artistically suspect his efforts were often held to be.


  The matter becomes especially ironic when one considers that, as demonstrated by the music historian Michael Collins as recently as 1982, I Capuleti e i Montecchi was based on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet only indirectly if at all. Its actual sources were the same sixteenth-century Italian novellas that had originally served Shakespeare, as filtered through more recent Italian plays, librettos, and ballets. This other tradition enabled Romani, as Collins put it, “to transform Giulietta and Romeo into nineteenth-century ideal types, the languishing heroine and the ardent hero, thus furnishing Bellini with the occasion to rise to great heights of Romantic expressiveness in his music.”27 To put it that way is to put the cart and the horse in the right order. It was the music that had to be served. Otherwise, why write operas?


  This may seem obvious enough, but there has always been a vein of opera criticism that implicitly prefers spoken plays to musical ones, remaining blind or deaf to the way in which conventional musical forms expertly deployed (and beautiful voices expertly employed) can serve to channel and intensify emotion, often beyond the means of the “legitimate” stage. The primary target of such criticism has always been the cantabile/cabaletta combination, the libretto’s supreme artifice. Thus Joseph Kerman, one of the most influential opera critics of the mid-twentieth century, could denounce the cabaletta (“one of the worst lyric conventions of early nineteenth-century opera”) as inherently antidramatic:


  
    This cabaletta was a fast, vehement aria or duet of extremely crude form and sentiment; it always came after a slower, quieter piece for the same singer or singers, and served to provide a rousing curtain. The form was strophic, and of the simplest pattern; the accompaniment consisted of a mechanically repeated polonaise or fast march rhythm. Between the slower aria and its cabaletta, a passage of recitative or parlante served to present some sort of excuse for the singer to change his mind.28

  


  


  But notice that everything is mentioned in this critique except the chief thing—the singing, for the sake of which the crude form and sentiment, the repeated rhythms, and the artificially contrived situation existed. Rossini might have ascribed this indifference to the vocal and sensuous aspects of opera to the critic’s impoverished experience. A hundred years earlier, after all, Rossini had already proclaimed the death of “fine singing.” But there was something else at work, too. Antipathy to Italian opera, quite the norm among mid-twentieth-century critics, was further testimony to the unquestioned dominance of the Hoffmannesque brand of German romanticism, with its strong preference for the “absolute” values of instrumental music and its idealist (Protestant and puritanical) contempt for all sensuality. Kerman’s critique might as well have been written a hundred years earlier by Odoyevsky.


  UTOPIA


  Even more adjustment became necessary when the object of “librettization” was a narrative rather than a dramatic work. As novels became increasingly popular, they furnished an ever greater proportion of operatic plots, which then had to be turned into scenarios, and finally into poetry for singing, with all the exacting formal and metrical requirements that implied. One of the most successful early nineteenth-century novel-operas was Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor (“Lucy of Lammermoor,” 1835), to a libretto by Salvadore Cammarano, a staff poet and stage director at the royal theaters of Naples with whom many composers collaborated. Their opera was in fact the sixth one to be based on The Bride of Lammermoor (1819) by Sir Walter Scott, then the most popular writer in all of Europe, whose novels and poems were the source for more than fifty operas. But there would never be a seventh. In its way, Lucia was the romantic opera to end all romantic operas.
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  FIG. 1–10 Fanny Tecchinardi-Persiani (1812–1867) as the title character in the first London production of Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor (lithograph by Edward Morton, 1839).


  


  Living a good deal longer than Bellini, and working throughout his quarter-century career at a Rossinian pace, Donizetti amassed a lifetime total of sixty-six operas. Like Rossini, he excelled in all genres. At least three of his comic operas— L’elisir d’amore (“The love potion,” 1832), La fille du régiment (“The daughter of the regiment;” presented in Paris in 1840), and Don Pasquale (1843)—are repertory standards. But Lucia was his most impressive and influential achievement. It brought to a new scale and standard the incorporation of ensemble writing within the opera seria, and it provided the prototype for what would become a distinct subgenre of operatic tragedy, the “mad scene.” As in the case of Rossini, Donizetti did not invent either of these contributions out of whole cloth; that was not in the nature of the opera biz. Rather, he crystallized them in practice by providing seemingly unsurpassable models (the sort of thing called a locus classicus), thus stimulating legions of emulators.


  The reasons for the popularity of Scott’s Bride of Lammermoor as an operatic source are not far to seek. It was one of his so-called “Waverley novels,” mixing Scottish local color with horrific plots, a combination that was irresistible to romantic artists and their audiences. Anything set in Scotland, the mistiest locale within the British Isles, was surefire romantic fare, and the novel was also tinged with a few choice if incidental elements of what was known as Gothic romance: mysterious or uncanny occurrences suggesting the influence of the supernatural, all set against the background of stormy landscapes, graveyards, dark ruins, and dilapidated castles.
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  FIG. 1–11 Gaetano Donizetti, in a portrait by Giuseppe Rillosi at the Museo Teatrale alla Scala, Milan.


  


  And, of course, it had the central ingredient—thwarted love. Lucy (Lucia) is the daughter of Sir William Ashton, Laird (lord) of Lammermoor, called Enrico in the opera, and cast as her elder brother. She is destined by her mother, Scott’s villainess (who never appears in the opera), for a marriage of convenience to the Laird of Bucklaw (Lord Arturo Bucklaw in the opera), a rich man who will save the Lammermoor fortune. But she loves Edgar (Edgardo), the son of the Laird of Ravenswood, her family’s mortal enemy. This basic situation, and some of the reasons for it, are set forth in act I of the libretto.


  Getting wind of Lucy’s attraction to Edgar, Lady Ashton (replaced by Enrico in the opera) coldly dismisses him from contention and sets about breaking her daughter’s spirit so that she will assent to the marriage that has been arranged for her. In the novel, Lady Ashton intercepts a letter from Lucy to Edgar; when it is never answered, Lucy is induced to believe that her beloved has abandoned her. In the opera, Enrico contrives a forged letter in which Edgar declares love to another woman. After reading it, Lucia can no longer resist her brother’s pressure. She signs the proffered marriage contract. Only then does Edgar manage to break in on the betrothal ceremony and expose the hoax. In the novel, he arrives after the wedding has been performed and immediately reacts by challenging both Sir William Ashton and his son Henry—the prototype of the libretto’s Enrico—to mortal combat on the morrow. In the opera, Edgardo directs his rage at Lucia, who (he is led to believe) has abandoned him. In a dramatic confrontation, he tears the ring he had given her off her hand and curses her. This, the height of the plot imbroglio, is the end of act II.


  The central scene of the third act is devoted to the wedding and its grisly aftermath, in which Scott’s Lucy murders her unwanted husband and appears, raving, among the guests. This episode is portrayed in far greater detail in the libretto than in the original novel. Disoriented, the heroine appears, dripping dagger in hand, believing that she is about to marry Edgardo. She goes through an imaginary ceremony with him, calls on him to meet her in heaven, and convinces one and all that her end is nigh. This famous scene, the mad scene, is sandwiched between a preliminary one (sometimes omitted) in which Enrico and Edgardo belatedly agree to their duel, and the final scene, in which Scott’s original ending is given a typically operatic twist. In the novel, Edgar, galloping furiously along the shore to meet his antagonists, is swallowed up in a quicksand. In the opera, Edgardo, waiting for his enemy in the Ravenswood graveyard, learns of Lucia’s death. He echoes her promise to meet in heaven, draws his dagger, and stabs himself, thus completing the parallel with the ubiquitous Romeo and Juliet.


  Act II, scene 2, sometimes called the act II finale, is the most complexly structured scene in the opera, and the one that best illustrates the way in which elements perfected in opera buffa were appropriated by composers of romantic tragedies. In a way, the scene is constructed in just the opposite fashion from the older opera seria, often nicknamed “exit opera” for the way in which the da capo arias of old were contrived to precede and motivate exits, which in turn preceded and motivated applause. Romantic opera, especially as it moves in on the dramatic crux, could be nicknamed “entrance opera” for the way in which characters are made to accumulate on stage along with the dramatic tension, until it all boils over in a sonorous ensemble.


  The scene, ostensibly an engagement party in a brightly lit, festively decorated hall, begins with two main characters, Enrico and Arturo Bucklaw, on stage, together with a chorus of guests, who begin the act by singing a toast to the lucky groom, to which he graciously responds. This conventional choral opener functions dramatically as the calm before the storm. From this point on to the end of the act, the musical form will be the one with which we are familiar: a cantabile, followed by a transitional passage (or tempo di mezzo, “medium tempo”) and the cabaletta. Only everything will be cast on a multiple scale. Rather than a cantabile/cabaletta for this character or that, we shall have a cantabile/cabaletta for the entire assembled cast. Thus buffo ensemble meets bel canto aria, creating a hybrid that combines features of both so as to project emotion (in a larger house, to a larger audience) more powerfully than ever.


  The “recitative” in this scene (so designated in the score) is actually a fine example of extended parlante. Arturo asks Enrico where Lucy is; Enrico, knowing her devastated state (brought on by his own deception), warns Arturo that she may be wearing a sad look, but that is because she is in mourning for her mother. All of this takes place over an orchestral melody with a chugging, marchlike accompaniment. It can be construed in a pinch as a contredanse, which some directors actually choreograph for the assembled guests so that the exchange between the principals may be seen as unfolding in “real time.” Lucia now enters, looking just as despondent as Enrico has predicted. The music underscoring the parlante makes a suitable change in meter, tempo, and key—from a neutral D-major moderato to a pathetic C-minor andante. She is accompanied and supported by Alisa, her mezzo-soprano sidekick, and Raimondo Bide-the-Bent, her tutor. The number of potential soloists on stage is now five. The unsuspecting Arturo greets her ardently; Enrico, in a hissing undertone, reminds her of her duty. Bide-the-Bent utters a sympathetic aside. Lucia signs the proffered contract.


  At this point the sixth main character, Edgardo, bursts upon the scene, disrupting the proceedings and causing Lucia to faint dead away. Needless to say, this forces another change of key and tempo (to [image: image] major, larghetto) and of course silences the hubbub of the parlante. The action goes into “aria time” for the famous sextet, in which we are made privy to the private ruminations and reactions of all the characters, simultaneously thunderstruck on stage. Another chugging accompaniment starts up, this time a polonaise, one of the most typical cantabile rhythms.


  First Edgardo and Enrico, from their diametrically opposing perspectives, give inner voice to their emotions (the former to his enduring love come what may, the latter to remorse) in the kind of gorgeous arching melody a cantabile demands (Ex. 1–11a). As they make their cadence, Lucy (regaining consciousness) and Bide-the-Bent take up the melody, she to lament that she has only fainted, not died, he to continue expressing his pity. Enrico and Edgardo continue as before so that now four singers are in motion, as if in a fugue. When the second stanza is done, the coda begins with Arturo expressing bewilderment, Alisa compassion, and the chorus muttering in amazement. All on stage are now singing at once, and the music moves to the inevitable climax, achieved with a crescendo, an affrettando (quickening), and a syncopated “stalling” high note for Lucia, reminiscent of the one for Norma at the ecstatic peak of “Casta diva.” Here of course it expresses not ecstasy but utter despair. No meaning in music is ever immanent. Everything depends on context. That is why conventions, in the hands of their best deployers, are not to be confused with stereotypes.


  Just as in Rossini’s comic finales, where as soon as the tempo seems to reach its very limit it is mind-bogglingly increased, here the climax is immediately repeated, louder than the first time (Ex. 1–11b). It is one of the requisite skills of fine operatic singing to be able to reach what seems like maximum power while keeping something in reserve, so that the maximum can be exceeded without falling into strain. The only difference the second time around is in the orchestration, especially the percussion punctuation at the peak.


  But that is just the cantabile. Again, as in Norma, it is the cantabile that is generally remembered by name (in this case by Edgardo’s incipit, “Chi mi frena”) rather than the cabaletta. But the cabaletta (called the stretta in ensemble finales) plays a very necessary role in capping off the scene, and the act. With the ending of the sextet, it is as if everyone snaps out of their paralysis into a furious parlante, marked allegro, to provide the tempo di mezzo. Seconded by the chorus, Arturo and Enrico furiously threaten Edgardo, who makes equally furious counterthreats, while Bide-the-Bent tries to referee. Then comes the next plot wrench: the return of the rings, with the revelation that Lucia and Edgardo had secretly plighted their troth. Perhaps the most striking aspect of this commotion is the part assigned to the utterly spent Lucia. It consists of only two notes: a single E, set to a quarter note, on which she makes response (“Si”) to Edgardo’s frenzied interrogations; and a single scream, a three-measure high A, with which she responds to his curses. And yet it is (when well performed) the part that the audience remembers.


  The curse now sets off the D-major stretta, in a jig (or tarantella) rhythm, marked vivace. Much simpler than the cantabile, it features a great deal of homorhythmic and even unison singing, and it is cast in a modified da capo form, in which the “A” stanza consists of threats from Enrico, seconded by Arturo and Bide-the-Bent; the “B” consists of defiance from Edgardo, supported by Lucia; a transition allows Alisa to add her horrified voice to the throng, urging Edgardo to leave and save himself; and the return of “A” is set in counterpoint with the opposing parts to provide a frenzied tutti. As in Rossini, the coda is a stretta (marked più allegro) in which the note values are slyly lengthened so as to allow an increase over what seemed the very limit of speed. Da Ponte himself would no doubt have found this strepitosissimo impressive. (It may be confusing to find both the whole fast section of the ensemble and its even faster coda designated by the same term, stretta. Probably the section took its name from the headlong coda, one of its most distinctive features.)


  EX. 1–11A Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Act II finale, beginning of sextet (“Chi mi frena”)
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  As for the mad scene, it is also based on the cantabile/cabaletta format, remodified to produce another sort of dramatic climax. The flexibility with which the basic matrix could respond to new dramatic situations and requirements shows it to be as malleable as its instrumental counterpart, the “sonata form.” If the one is a stereotype, then so is the other.


  EX. 1–11B Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Act II finale, climax of cantabile
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  As always, there is an opening parlante for Lucia, introduced by horrified pertichini from Bide-the-Bent and the chorus. She sings against an extended flute obbligato. (Donizetti had originally wanted to use an “armonica,” an instrument invented by Benjamin Franklin in 1761, consisting of water glasses of various sizes concentrically arranged around a spindle; ethereal or “otherworldly” pitched sounds were produced by touching wet fingers to the revolving rims.) What the flute plays is in itself significant, since it is a distorted reprise of Lucia’s first aria in act I (“Regnava nel silenzio”), in which she described a ghostly visitation of a long-slain Lammermoor lass who had been haunting the castle (Ex. 1–12ab). The flute thus adds a multileveled commentary to the action, establishing itself as Lucia’s demented inner voice and linking her cursed future to a cursed past. Nor is that the only reminiscence motif. When Lucia sees the ghost again, standing between her and Edgardo, the flute (now doubled by the clarinet) recalls the cabaletta of their clandestine love duet in act I (“Verrano a te”), again somewhat deformed (Ex. 1–12cd). The last reminiscence in this heartrending parlante is a poignantly elegant embellished reprise of the C-minor music that accompanied Lucia’s entrance in the act II finale, now mauled chromatically in a way that at once boosts pathos and intensifies the portrayal of her derangement (Ex. 1–12ef).


  EX. 1–12A Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Aria: “Regnava nel silenzio” (Act I)
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  EX. 1–12B Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Act III, scene 2, introductory flute solo
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  EX. 1–12C Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Duet:“Verranoate”(ActI)
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  EX. 1–12D Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Act III, scene 2, flute and clarinet
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  The cantabile aria now begins, as a slow waltz marked larghetto and cast in the usual (albeit somewhat deranged) aa’ ba” format—in the flute (Lucia’s alter ego) rather than the voice, which continues its parlante for a while, disguising the beginning of the formal lyric. This smudging of boundaries between sections was likely intended as another representation of Lucia’s disordered mind, but it was widely adopted thereafter as a “realistic” device. While still relying on the guidance of convention in planning their music, composers could thus give an impression of formal freedom that audiences could interpret as spontaneous emotion. Lucia’s lyric entry (“Alfin son tua,” “At last I’m yours”) comes on the “b” section, accompanied by her horrified onlookers, whose pertichini continue the main tune while Lucia, oblivious of them, soars in the mad empyrean. Not until the closing phrase (“Del ciel clemente”) does the prima donna sing the main tune at last, accompanied by the flute obbligato (Ex. 1–13a). But by now the tune is virtually buried in coloratura and crowned by a duet cadenza that Donizetti, relying on the taste and training of his performers, never dreamed of insulting them by actually composing. This interpolated cadenza, ironically enough (considering that Donizetti did not write it), is probably the most famous spot in the opera (although not in the score), and another locus classicus for earnest emulators and parodists alike.


  The tempo di mezzo is a lengthy parlante for several soloists and chorus, touched off by Enrico’s arrival on the scene. He witnesses Lucia’s delirium in which, unaware of his presence, she curses his cruelty in what seems at first like the start of the cabaletta (a llegro mosso in G[image: image] major: “Ah! vittima fui d’un crudel fratello,” “Ah, I was the victim of a cruel brother”). But the passage reaches a quick ensemble climax and then subsides, paving the way to the true cabaletta (Ex. 1–13b), in a quicker waltz time, marked moderato, accompanied as before by the flute (“Spargi d’amaro pianto,” “Shed bitter tears”). Each of its two stanzas is followed by a response from all present, the second of them including Lucia herself, who now imagines herself in heaven awaiting Edgardo’s arrival, her voice alone occupying a stratospheric space almost an octave above the tessitura of the choral sopranos.


  EX. 1–12E Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, cello motif from Act II finale
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  EX. 1–12F Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Act III, scene 2, violin motif
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  EX. 1–13A Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Act III, scene 2 (“mad scene”), Cantabile: “Del ciel clemente”
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  EX. 1–13B Gaetano Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor, Act III, scene 2 (“mad scene”), Cabaletta, “Spargi d’amaro pianto”
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  The mad scene from Lucia is not only an exemplary operatic number, inexhaustibly instructive to anyone who wants to understand what makes the genre tick, it also crystallizes certain aspects and paradoxes of romanticism with extraordinary clarity. The magnificent irony whereby Lucia’s madness, an unmitigated catastrophe to its observers, is a balm and solace to her, is graphically realized in the contrast between the stressed musical style of the pertichini, the parlanti, and everything else that represents the outer world and its inhabitants, and the perfect harmony and beauty of Lucia’s own contributions, especially as regards her duetting with the flute, which (as the audience instantly apprehends) only she can “hear.” That is already a mark of opera’s special power: its ability to let us in through music on the unexpressed thoughts and emotions of its characters, a terrain inaccessible to spoken drama (unless, like Eugene O’Neill in his dubiously experimental, much-mocked Strange Interlude of 1928, the author is willing to abuse the device of the “aside” far beyond the willingness of any audience to suspend its disbelief). There is far more to it, however. The beautiful harmony of voice and flute, conjuring up a better place than the one occupied by the sane characters (or, for that matter, the audience), is a perfect metaphor for romanticism’s aspirations. All art—all romantic art, anyway—to the extent that it aspires to “the condition of music” (in Walter Pater’s famous phrase) aspires to be a beautiful or comforting lie.


  Or is it the (higher) truth? To say so is plainly utopian, but that seems to be the message many audiences have wished to draw from art. How does such a message compare with other utopian messages, including religious and political ones, and with what consequences? These are questions to keep in mind from now until the end of the book. First broached by romanticism, they have been the most pressing esthetic questions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. And music, the most inherently (or at least potentially) unworldly and utopian of the arts, has been their most insistent harbinger.


  


  CHAPTER 2
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  The Music Trance


  ROMANTIC CHARACTERSTÜCKE; SCHUBERT’S CAREER


  


  THE I AND THE WE


  One of the great questions stirred—or restirred—by romanticism was the question of where truth lay. Older concepts of truth had depended on revelation (as in religion) or on authority and the power of enforcement (as in social hierarchies). The Enlightenment as defined by Kant depended for its notion of truth on the assumption of an indwelling endowment (as in his categorical imperative, the “moral law within”).1 The Enlightenment as defined by the Encyclopedists held truth to be external but universal, deducible through the disciplined (or “scientific”) exercise of reason—thus available to all and consequently “objective.”


  Whether revealed, enforced, innate, or rationally deduced, all of these concepts of truth had one thing in common: they could be formulated as “the” truth (or, to recall Michel Foucault’s phrase, “the uniform truth”). For this reason, the distinctions between them have proved unstable. If by the ostensible exercise of reason, for example, two equally enlightened persons reach opposite “objective” conclusions, the one with the greater power is likely to prevail, instituting one version of “the” truth by force and collapsing the difference between science and authority. Powerful churchmen, for example during the Inquisition, collapsed the difference between revelation and authority. And the only way of accepting the notion of an innate law is to rely on faith, thus collapsing the difference between the innate and the revealed. Might, ultimately, could still make right.


  By the beginning of the nineteenth century, history had provided sobering examples of the way the best-intentioned Enlightenment could degenerate into intolerance and dogmatism, culminating in the naked exercise of power. The most recent and chilling was the speed with which the French Revolution, which had billed itself as the triumph of enlightenment over authority, had produced the Terror. The contradiction had been prefigured in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s strange notion (expressed in his Social Contract) of imposing freedom by force;2 and it would have an even bloodier echo in the twentieth century in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution. Enlightenment and the sense of universal mission with which it endowed (or infected) its adherents would also be perverted, later in the nineteenth century, into a justification for imperialism, the forcible imposition of Western institutions on other cultures and societies in the name of reason and altruism (“the white man’s burden”3), but also in the name of economic exploitation.


  Romanticism provided an alternative to these notions of truth by removing the definite article. Truth (not “the” truth) is found in individual consciousness (or conscience), not decreed by public power. What was rejected was not the notion of truth but the notion of universalism. Instead, romanticism prized the particular and the unique (as proclaimed in the preamble to the same Rousseau’s Confessions). Truth is therefore relative, at least to a degree, to the individual vantage point and therefore to some degree subjective.


  The ideal became one not of uniform correct belief but one of sincerity—or, more strongly put, authenticity—of belief and utterance. Perhaps needless to say, relativism can degenerate into the law of the jungle even more easily than universalism can, since it requires little or no rationalization. If there is nothing to support my belief beyond the strength with which I hold or assert it, that strength will all too predictably translate into force if it meets with opposition. Such a view offers little prospect of community or social cooperation.


  In its purest or most radical form, then, romantic individualism turned inward from public life, espousing the pessimistic social and civic passivity exemplified in the deaf and isolated late Beethoven, and finding refuge in “estheticism” (Keats: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty”4). Its political impact, then, was negligible; but its impact on art—and music above all—was decisive. Romantic estheticism is the source of the still potent belief that art and politics are mutually indifferent if not mutually hostile terrains.


  Far from politically passive, however, was another strain of romanticism—one that substituted collective consciousness for individual consciousness as the arbiter of truth claims. The human collectivity most commonly invoked for this purpose was the “nation”—a new concept and a notoriously protean (not to say a slippery) one. One thing was certain, however: a nation, unlike a state, was not necessarily a political entity. It was not primarily defined by dynasties or by territorial boundaries. Rather, a nation was defined by a collective consciousness (or “culture”), comprising language, customs, religion, and “historical experience.”


  Not surprisingly, the romantic concept of nation—and its even more slippery corollaries like “national character,” “national spirit,” or “national pride”—gained maximum currency where nations were most obviously distinct from states, whether because many small states (like the principalities and dukedoms then occupying the territory of modern Germany and Italy) divided peoples who had language, etc., in common, or because a large state (like the Austrian Empire) comprised regional populations that differed in these same regards.


  And not surprisingly, the various ideal or hypothetical components of national character did not necessarily work together in reality: German speakers were divided by religion, Italian coreligionists by language. (What we now call “Italian” was spoken in the early nineteenth century by only a tiny fraction—some five percent—of the population of the Italian peninsula). Nor could anyone really say for sure what constituted a shared history, or precisely what that had to do with nationhood, since the linguistically and religiously diverse subjects of the Austrian emperor or the Russian czar certainly had a history in common. There were also the related but distinguishable concepts of ethnicity (shared “blood” or biological endowment) and of race, which played roles of varying significance and volatility in conceptualizing nationhood in various parts of Europe.


  Vagueness of this kind is a great stimulus to theorizing, and there have been countless theories of nationhood. So-called “modernization” theories emphasize the importance of literacy to the spread of “imagined community” over areas larger than individual cities, and identify the middle class, in its struggle for political equality with the hereditary aristocracy, as the primary historical agent of national consciousness, rather than the peasantry or the still small urban working class.5 Whatever the definition, the politically active phase of national consciousness arose when for political or economic reasons—that is, reasons having to do with various sorts of worldly power—it seemed desirable to redraw the map so as to make nations (“blood”) and states (“soil”) coincide. That wish and the actions to which it gave rise are commonly denoted by the word nationalism. Like every other human idea or program of action, it too could turn ugly. Preoccupation with “I” and “we” all too easily turned into preoccupation with “us and them”—self and other, often with dire consequences for the latter.


  The ugliness, though, came later. In its early phases, romantic individualism (idealizing the “I”) and romantic nationalism (idealizing the “we”) had benign cultural effects that transformed the arts. In this chapter we will explore the musical effects of the big I; in the next, of the big We.


  PRIVATE MUSIC


  With its belief in the authenticity of the solitary “I,” romanticism fostered a great burst of somewhat paradoxically “private” art. The paradox in the case of music, of course, is implicit in the act of publication or performance—a public display of privacy. But of course making one’s private soul known to the world was, like all art, an act of representation, not to be confused (except to the extent that the confusion served art’s purposes) with “reality.” The representation of private lives in published biographies, autobiographies, and diaries (genres that boomed during the nineteenth century) was a reflection of—and an example to—the aspirations of middle-class “self-made men” and their families, who were the primary consumers of this new romantic art.


  And consumption took place, increasingly, at home. The industrial revolution affected the arts by facilitating their dissemination and domestic use. Cheap editions of books for home reading, addressed to a much enlarged urban (and newly literate) public, and of music for home singing and playing, created new opportunities for authors and composers, and lent new prestige and popularity to the genres that were best suited to private consumption. In literature, this meant a new emphasis on lyric poetry—little poems that vividly expressed or evoked moods and stimulated reverie, encouraging psychological withdrawal from the world and contemplation of one’s “inwardness” (from the German, Innigkeit or Innerlichkeit).


  In music, where domestic consumption was further stimulated by the mass-production of pianos and other household instruments, the “inward” spirit found expression in actual settings of lyric poems or “lyrics” in an intimate style that did not require vocal virtuosity, and with manageable piano accompaniments that were often adaptable to guitar, harp, or other parlor instruments. Even more private and innig were the instrumental equivalents of lyric poems—short piano pieces, sometimes actually called “Songs Without Words,” that evoked moods and stimulated reverie, according to romantic thinking, with even more unfettered immediacy than words themselves could do, whether read silently or sung aloud.


  The closeness of the poetic and musical genres both in content and in effect is evident in their very names: a lyric poem, after all, means a “verbal song”; and as we are about to see, the early pieces for the parlor piano were often given names that evoked poetic genres. The closeness can also be savored by comparing the ways in which poets and musicians were typically described. The critic and essayist William Hazlitt (1778–1830) wrote marvelously of his contemporary the poet William Wordsworth (1770–1850), who introduced romantic poetry to England with a volume called Lyrical Ballads (1798), observing that “it is as if there were nothing but himself and the universe. He lives in the busy solitude of his own heart.”6 And here is Franz Liszt’s somewhat wordier description of another contemporary (and near countryman) of Hazlitt’s and Wordsworth’s, the Irish pianistcomposer John Field (1782–1837):


  
    In writing as in playing, Field was intent only on expressing his inner feelings for his own gratification. It would be impossible to imagine a more unabashed indifference to the public than his. He enchanted his public without knowing it or wishing it. His nearly immobile posture, his expressionless face did not attract notice. His glance did not rove … . It was not hard to see that he was his own chief audience. His calm was all but sleepy, and could be neither disturbed nor affected by the thoughts of the impression his playing made on his hearers … . Art was for him in itself sufficient reward for any sacrifice … . Field sang for himself alone.7

  


  


  Notice that in the case of a performing art, a new level of representation comes into play: the artist’s representation of himself to his audience. Field’s meticulously crafted public impersonation of solitude (described by Liszt, another great pianist, in collusion) leaves no doubt that a state of “artistic solitude” had come to represent artistic truth. It was the way a public performer in the heyday of romanticism “did sincerity.” And not only sincerity: disinterestedness had also to be simulated in the name of art “for art’s sake.” Also very telling is the name of the pianistic genre in which Field specialized, the genre in which Liszt had caught him, as it were, in the act of performing: it was called the nocturne—a French adaptation of the Italian notturno, “night piece.” The word itself was not new to music: Haydn, Mozart, and their contemporaries wrote many notturni. One, by Mozart, is famous as Eine kleine Nachtmusik, “a little night music,” using the German equivalent of the term. But in the eighteenth century the notturno, like the similarly named serenata (“evening music”), was a social genre: music for soirées, evening parties. And it was an eminently sociable music: frothy, witty, lighthearted—music to party by.


  The word and its attendant music, along with the very idea of the night, had changed enormously in their connotations by the time Field wrote his Nocturnes. In his hands they became the very emblem of solitude and inwardness. To quote Liszt: “from their very first sounds we are immediately transported to those hours when the soul, released from the day’s burdens, retreats into itself and soars aloft to secret regions of star and sky.” Such a music is not without precedent: C. P. E. Bach (1714–88) had written many Fantasias for the tiny-voiced clavichord, midnight pieces by necessity that shared features with Field’s Nocturnes as Liszt described them, especially as concerned the relationship between form and expression. Field’s Nocturnes, like Bach’s Fantasias, had a similar purpose: “to infuse the keyboard with feelings and dreams,” to quote Liszt,


  
    and to free music from the constraints imposed until then by regular and “official” form. Before him they all had of necessity to be cast as sonatas or rondos or some such. Field, contrariwise, introduced a genre that belonged to none of these existing categories, in which feeling and melody reigned supreme, and which moved freely, without the fetters and constraints of any preconceived form.

  


  


  Again this is not entirely true, historically. Artists have always loved to rewrite history to enhance their self-image. Beethoven himself, the past master of “official” form, wrote intimate pieces for the piano. Significantly, though, he called them bagatelles, “trifles,” pieces of no account. Now they were important. And Liszt’s twin emphasis on simulated spontaneity and meticulously crafted naturalness is another reminder that C. P. E. Bach’s fantasy style, known in its day as Empfindsamkeit (“hyperexpressivity”), was a harbinger of the later romanticism. In view of their geographical origin (Berlin) and their social (or rather, asocial) use, C. P. E. Bach’s fantasias could be called bourgeois romanticism’s musical debut.


  Next in line after Bach as progenitor of the romantic “piano lyric” (often called Characterstück in German or Pièce caractéristique in French) were a pair of Bohemians, Jan Ladislav Dussek (or Dusìk, 1760–1812)andVáclav Jan Tomášek (1774–1850). Dussek, an actual pupil of C. P. E. Bach, was like Field a peripatetic virtuoso, whose career took him from the Netherlands to Germany to Russia to Paris and finally to London, where he became a regular participant in Salomon’s concerts, appearing in 1792 alongside Haydn. In addition to his “official” sonatas and rondos and such, Dussek composed many pieces in a “pathetic” (pathos-filled) improvisatory style that particularly thrilled his audiences.


  One of them, The Sufferings of the Queen of France (1793), dedicated to the memory of the recently beheaded Marie Antoinette (a former patron of Dussek’s), was a runaway bestseller, appearing till the end of the decade in many editions. A fairly lengthy composition in ten sections, each with a descriptive heading, it is actually a rather old-fashioned piece in concept. It has forebears going back beyond C. P. E. Bach to his father Johann Sebastian’s Capriccio on the Departure of His Beloved Brother, and even further back to Johann Kuhnau’s so-called Biblical Sonatas (Musicalische Vorstellung einiger biblischer Historien or “Musical representations of several stories from the Bible”), which when published in 1700 carried a preface from the author maintaining even then that illustrative music as such was nothing new.


  Kuhnau cited one especially relevant forerunner, Johann Jakob Froberger and his famous harpsichord Tombeau or “funeral oration” on the death of the lutenist Blancheroche, composed in Paris in 1657. Its concluding page (Ex. 2–1a) contains a graphic illustration of its dedicatee’s accidental death by falling down a flight of stairs.Compare Dussek’s guillotine (Ex. 2–1b), which intrudes (in C major) upon the Queen’s last prayer (in E major). This harmonic relationship—the “flat submediant”—will be this chapter’s idée fixe.


  The only thing that could be called “romantic” here is the extravagance of the effect. Descriptive (or “programmatic”) music as such does not necessarily meet romantic criteria of inwardness or subjectivity. Indeed, explicit labeling, as Rousseau had pointed out long before, works against the romantic ideal (or as a romantic might say, against the nature of music) by guiding and limiting the listener’s reaction. Literalism also runs a great risk of bathos: can you suppress a grin at the sight of the performance direction (devotamente, “devoutly”) that accompanies the notation of the Queen’s prayer? (It is prefigured with even greater unintended comedy when “The Sentence of Death,” marked allegro con furia, is followed by “Her Resignation to Her Fate,” marked adagio innocente.) The somewhat younger Tomášek, who spent his entire career as a freelance performer and pedagogue in Prague, was unlike Dussek a self-confessed romantic who opposed the music of the fashionable concert stage (including Dussek’s), solemnly declaring that “truth is art’s only crown.”8 His character pieces contrast tellingly with Dussek’s. Where Dussek’s were explicitly illustrative, with titles to explain and justify the sometimes bizarre effects and the “formlessness” of the music, Tomášek used titles derived from classical poetic genres that did not disclose specific content but rather advertised a general “lyric” (and, from a romantic point of view, a more subjective and genuine) expressivity. Dussek represented Marie Antoinette’s joys and sufferings, Tomáššek his own—and, by implication, ours.


  EX. 2–1A Johann Jakob Froberger, end of Tombeau de M. Blancheroche
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  EX. 2–1B Jan Ladislav Dussek, The Sufferings of the Queen of France, no. 9
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  Tomášek’s main genre, associated with him as the nocturne is associated with Field, was the eclogue—a pastoral poem (literally a dialogue of shepherds) and one of the Roman poet Virgil’s favorite forms. In Tomášek’s hands it was a gentle lyric, usually cast in a simple scherzo-and-trio form, that occasionally used stylized evocations of rustic music (bagpipe drones, “horn fifths,” and so on) to evoke an air of “naivety,” of emotional innocence. (Despite the claims of the composer’s later countrymen, responding to a later political agenda, these folkish effects should not be confused with Czech nationalism.) For more intense and personal expression, Tomášek invoked the ancient genres of rhapsody and dithyramb. The former comes from the Greek rhapsoidos, meaning a singer of epic tales, and betokens a dramatic recitation. Dithyramb, originally a song or hymn to the God Dionysus, meant for Tomášk and later composers a particularly impassioned utterance.


  The Eclogues were published in seven sets of six between 1807 and 1819. The first set, op. 35, dedicated by Tomášk “à son ami J. Field,” preceded the appearance of Field’s first nocturnes by five years. Some of Field’s nocturnes were written earlier, however. They circulated before publication, often with titles like Serenade, Romance, or (perhaps significantly) Pastorale. In any case, the dreamy atmosphere associated with Field, and through him with the whole repertory of domestic romanticism, certainly pervades the Eclogues of his Bohemian friend.


  In the very first one (op. 35, no. 1; Ex. 2–2), that atmosphere is conjured up by a harmonic wash for which the liberal use of the sustaining pedal, while not explicitly indicated in the notation, is absolutely required. Romantic piano music was preeminently “pedal music.” It is unimaginable without the sonorous “fill” that the pedal was designed to provide, and which inspired composers and performers with many of their most evocatively “pianistic” effects.


  EX. 2–2 Václav Jan Tomášek, Eclogue, Op. 35, no. 1, beginning
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  Equally important to the atmosphere of naive sincerity, inwardness, and “truth” are the frequent dips into “flat submediant” harmonies, like the sudden excursion to D[image: image] major in measure 15 ([image: image]VI with respect not to the original tonic but to the local one, F). This is the romantic color-chord par excellence. An important precedent for its expressive use was the Cavatina from Beethoven’s B[image: image]-major Quartet, op. 130, where the flat submediant harmony introduces the unforgettable beklemmt (“agonized”) passage for the first violin, in which the imitation of a broken voice is combined with the chromatically darkened harmony to endow the passage with the authenticity (that is, the simulacrum) of direct “heart to heart” communication.


  Modulation to the flat submediant became a convention signaling that the music that followed it was just such a communication. It marked a kind of boundary between inner and outer experience and its sounding came to signify the crossing of that edge, endowing the music on the other side with an uncanny aura. The new dimension that these harmonies contributed to romantic music can best be compared, perhaps, to the goal that the great romantic diarist Henri Amiel (1821–81) set himself in his Journal intime: “Instead of living on the surface, one takes possession of one’s inwardness.” The sounding of the flat submediant meant taking that plunge beneath the surface.


  Tomášek used the flat submediant relation most tellingly in his dithyrambs, the impassioned “Dionysian hymns” in which he gave expression to his most inward moods. In these expansive pieces, the composer no longer sought to project naivety. Their emotional pressure is high, their range of expression more copious and complex. They are stretched, so to speak, on a broad ternary frame, in which a nobly lyrical—indeed operatic—middle section is flanked by turbulence on either side, implying an island of inward repose amid life’s turmoil. In two of the three dithyrambs in his op. 65 (1818), Tomášek cast the middle section in the flat submediant key, approached in both instances from the original dominant via a deceptive cadence. Ex. 2–3 shows how C major impinges on E major in no. 2; no. 3 plunges from F into D[image: image]. (The first dithyramb is in C minor, and its middle section is cast in the customary key of the relative major, also a mediant relationship but an expected one, and therefore not “marked” as “characteristically” expressive.)


  ALTERED CONSCIOUSNESS


  The effect of these modulations on the music’s temporality, that is the audience’s experience of time, is comparable to the effect of an operatic scene in which static “aria time” supervenes on the action-time of recitative. To evoke such an introspective effect in instrumental music is precisely the act whereby instrumental music becomes romantic. It was the effect against which Goethe—romanticism’s most formidable opponent, sometimes misread as a romantic himself because he described what he opposed so compellingly—issued his dire warning in Faust (1808).


  Faust will lose his soul to the devil Mephistopheles, the latter warns, as soon as he calls out to the passing moment, “Stop, stay awhile, thou art so fair!” (“Weile doch, du bist so schön”). That moment, the moment in which ethos (responsible action) is sacrificed to pathos (passive experience, surrender to feeling), will be the moment of damnation. That is the moment romanticism celebrates. Small wonder then that romantics were so often called poètes maudits (accursed poets, poets of the damned). Goethe’s famous last words were “Mehr Licht!” ([Give me] more light!). Romantics, as Liszt has already told us with reference to Field, were the poets of the night.


  EX. 2–3 Use of flat submediant in Václav Jan Tomášek, Dithyramb, Op. 65, no. 2, mm. 36–58
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  In his fourth “night piece” or Nocturne (1817), Field uses mediants and submediants alike to work his dark magic. The music is cast, like that of Tomášek’s Eclogues and Dithyrambs (indeed, like most character pieces), in a simple there-and-back ternary form—albeit one somewhat disguised, in keeping with Liszt’s comments on Field’s sublime “formlessness,” by the avoidance of sectional repeats and by the constant forward motion of the left-hand accompaniment. The chief articulator of form here is the harmonic trajectory, an old concept marked with new expressive associations.


  The music almost palpably slips into reverie in the middle section (Ex. 2–4a), where the harmony shifts from the A major of the outer sections into C major, and when C major gives way to its parallel minor. And when after that C minor gives way to a circle of fifths that plunges flatward as far as its Neapolitan region (D[image: image] major in m. 36), we can feel the deepening of the music trance (call it the composer’s, the performer’s, our own as we wish; distinctions become blurred with the quickening of subjectivity).


  We have had occasion once before to speak of a music trance, when examining the aria “Casta diva” from Bellini’s Norma (Ex. 1–10), the archetypical bel canto aria. And indeed, comparing Field’s melodic line and flowingly arpeggiated accompaniment with Bellini’s will show the source of the pianist’s inspiration: not Bellini himself, who in 1817 had not yet begun to compose, but the operatic style on which Bellini himself drew—as much a performing as a composing style. Where Tomášek had taken the scherzo (or minuet) and trio as his formal template, Field took the da capo aria. The consequent evocation of the human voice served him the way it had served Beethoven, as a means of communicating his musical message that much more sincerely and urgently. The composed mimicry of spontaneous embellishment (which, as Liszt informs us, Field freely varied in true bel canto style when performing his nocturnes) was one of the features of the domestic-romantic idiom that listeners prized most of all, because it added to the music another dimension of seemingly free impulse, at once bountiful and unconstrained. It imparted to the musical experience yet another dimension of subjective truth (the only kind of truth there was).


  The connection between trances or reveries and artistic response was much enhanced in early nineteenth-century thinking by the increasing interest just then (and the concomitant increase in understanding) of mesmerism, a practice of therapeutic trance-induction pioneered by the Austrian physician Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815), an acquaintance of the Mozarts. It was rechristened “neurohypnotism” (from “nervous sleep”), later shortened to hypnotism, around 1840 by James Braid (1795–1860), a Scottish surgeon. Mesmer thought that the hypnotic trance was produced by the influence of an invisible magnetic fluid that passed from the soul of the doctor to that of the patient. That is why he called it “animal magnetism,” or soul-magnetism. Braid thought it was the product of eye fatigue, transmitted from the eye to the cerebral cortex in the brain, to which the eye is connected, where conscious thought processes take place. By paralyzing the functions of the cerebral cortex, Braid thought, the unconscious mind was brought in contact with external reality and could be subjected to conscious control.


  EX. 2–4A John Field, Nocturne no. 4 in A major, mm. 24–37
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  What all early researchers into hypnotism believed was that it proved the existence of a level of reality that transcended the world of the senses. That level was where the true self lay. An entranced subject was more truly him-or herself than a person in the normal waking state. Any stimulus that could produce a trance phenomenon actually produced a state traditionally associated with poetic or artistic inspiration, in which—to quote Mesmer’s contemporary, the Swiss esthetic theorist Johann Georg Sulzer—one “turns all one’s attention to that which goes on in one’s soul, forgetting the outer circumstances that surround one.”9 The trance state was thus associated with the state of “inwardness” so prized by the romantics, and even with a state of inspiration.


  One of the prime stimuli that could produce these effects, it was long recognized, was music. Mesmer himself used the unearthly sound of music played on the armonica (or “glass harmonica”), already mentioned in the previous chapter in connection with Lucia di Lammermoor’s mad scene, as an aid to trance induction. In many late eighteenth-century “magic operas” and early romantic operas beginning with Mozart’s Magic Flute (1791), the armonica was used to accompany scenes of spell-casting or entrancement. The armonica parts in operas still in repertory—perhaps the most recent one being Glinka’s Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842)—are usually played today on celesta or glockenspiel.


  So the idea of music as trance-induction, and of trance-induction as a means of “taking possession of one’s inwardness” and therefore a high romantic art ideal, has (or had at first) a more concrete and literal aspect than might seem to be the case. There was a genuine aura of what romantics called “natural supernaturalism”—natural access to transcendent experience—in the romantic idea, eloquently expressed by the philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder in 1799, that “in the mirror of tones the human heart learns to know itself.”10


  To return to Field’s Nocturne, the harmonic “far-out point” (FOP), D[image: image], is enharmonically reconfigured as C[image: image] by way of retransition (Ex. 2–4b). The means of accomplishing this involves another mediant relationship: the augmented sixth chord on the last beat of measure 42, which immediately identifies its bass note, D, as the sixth degree of an as yet unstated (and, as it turns out, never stated) tonic (F[image: image]), of which the C[image: image]-major triad that lasts six bars in figuration is the dominant. Its status as sudden flat submediant is what gives the chord its powerful charge. A large chapter in the history of nineteenth-century harmony would recount the ways in which, over the course of the century, composers learned how to deploy and control the chord of the augmented sixth, and exploit that transcendent, hypnotic charge.


  SALON CULTURE


  Like most of Field’s nocturnes, the one in A major was composed, published, and for a long time chiefly performed in Russia, where Field had settled in 1803. He had come with his mentor Muzio Clementi (1752–1832), an Italian pianist who had become a major piano manufacturer, with headquarters in London. Clementi left Field behind as a kind of trade representative, who by his playing and teaching and commercial propaganda would stimulate the sale of Clementi pianos to a new clientele. Neither master nor pupil foresaw that Field would spend the rest of his life in St. Petersburg and (from 1821) in Moscow.


  EX. 2–4B John Field, Nocturne no. 4 in A major, mm. 41–45
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  Field’s presence in the Russian capitals, where he had numerous pupils and disciples, was among the catalysts in the process whereby, somewhat belatedly, Russia joined the nations of western Europe as a major producer of music in the tradition of which this book is a history. Perhaps the most notable musician in the Russian “Field tradition” was Maria Agata Szymanowska (1789–1831), a Polish noblewoman who, after a stellar international career as a pianist, settled in St. Petersburg in 1821, maintained a brilliant salon, and began publishing nocturnes in 1825. Mikhail Glinka (1804–57), the composer of the first internationally important Russian operas, was also (very briefly) a pupil of Field.


  But the reason for dwelling a bit on Field’s Russian career has less to do with burgeoning Russian nationalism (to which he, an immigrant Irishman writing in a cosmopolitan style, had little to contribute) than it has to do with the social situation in which Field, and his music, were nurtured there—a social milieu that in a sense encapsulated the special nature of Field’s music (and that of many other composers), poised on a kind of cusp between the private and the public spheres.


  That domain was the salon, a word already broached in connection with Szymanowska (and, in the previous chapter, with Rossini). The word is French (the language of high society everywhere in Europe), and literally means “a big room,” the kind found in the large town houses of aristocrats or nouveaux riches (“the newly rich,” that is, those who had earned their money in trade), where large gatherings of invited guests assembled. In English it was called the drawing room, short for “withdrawing room,” the room to which the company withdrew after dinner for conversation and entertainment. By extension, the word salon became synonymous with the assembled company itself, especially when that company was a “big” company, consisting of social lions, leaders of public fashion, politicians, or artists, including performing artists. The latter would be there by invitation if they were big enough figures to enjoy social prestige in their own right (or if, like Rossini or Szymanowska, they were the hosts). Just as often they were hired entertainers.


  To maintain a salon was to have an open house on a designated day (jour fixe) each week or fortnight, and to have a regular roster of important guests. There has been nothing like it as a performance venue since the mid-to late nineteenth century, but it was the chief catalyst of the “domestic-romantic” music we are now surveying. Only in such an environment does the idea of a “public display of privacy” lose its paradoxical, even faintly ridiculous mien. Salons, as exclusive gatherings, partook of both domains, and encouraged a form of music making that had high prestige but addressed relatively small elite audiences—addressing them, moreover, and in true romantic fashion, as individuals (as the historian Peter Gay wittily implied when he defined romanticism as “a vast exercise in shared solitude”).


  The music a pianist like Field composed for salon performance (whether by himself or by one of his fashionable lady pupils) served the same social purpose, for both composer and audience, as the concerto had served for Mozart. A statistical survey of Field’s output bears this out: he started his career as a public musician in London, with a concerto (in E[image: image],1799), made his early name in Russia with more concertos, but after 1822 composed only for solo piano or for piano intimately accompanied by a string quartet ad libitum. He had shifted his field of operations from the concert hall to the salon, and his music responded to the change with an ever-increasing quotient of Innigkeit.


  To jump ahead briefly to Frédéric Chopin (1810–49), the last and most famous representative of the “Field tradition,” the fact that—after an early group of concertos and other orchestrally accompanied pieces composed in his native Warsaw—his output consisted almost entirely of works for solo piano in small forms was due not only to his personal or “disinterested” esthetic predilections, but also to the ready support his creative and performing activities were receiving from Paris “salon culture.”


  The salon, in other words, was a new vehicle for the channeling of art patronage, based on a newly negotiated symbiosis between social and artistic elites. Music played at salons, much of it written to be played there, was marked by its milieu as socially elite. Reciprocally, its presence there, especially when played by its creators, marked the occasion and the assembled company as culturally elite. Each elite helped define and support the other. There were material benefits, too, for pianistcomposers in social contacts that led to fashionable pupils, mainly the daughters of those in attendance. That was how Field (and later, Chopin) earned a living.


  The material side of things was of course banished from the official discourse of romanticism. For the official view, consult the famous painting shown in Fig. 2–1: Liszt at the Piano, by the Austrian genre specialist Josef Danhauser (1805–45), a minor artist who nevertheless made a major statement here in producing what has become perhaps the most widely reproduced, and widely commented-on, depiction of early nineteenth-century musical life. It is in reality no such thing, but rather a fantasized scene that did not take place and never could have taken place. It renders a salon not as it actually was but as an artist might have idealized it, populated almost exclusively by artists (four writers and four composers) who have gathered to partake “disinterestedly” in art for the sake of art.
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  FIG. 2–1 Liszt at the Piano (1840) by Josef Danhauser.


  


  Seated furthest left is the French poet Alfred de Musset (1810–57), author of the famous novel La confession d’un enfant du siècle, one of the earliest examples of autobiographical fiction, a quintessentially romantic genre. Seated next to Musset is Amandine Aurore Lucie Dupin (1804–76), the Baroness Dudevant, who under the pseudonym George Sand was one of the most prolific novelists of the day, as well as the author of a truly immense autobiography. Her masculine pen name as well as her masculine attire and her trademark cigar (which the artist has made sure to include in the picture) identify her as a fighter for women’s rights, including free love. She fought, of course, by the lights of her time, when women sought equality with men by, as it were, becoming “social men,” as if playing out the role of the operatic musico in real life. Inverting (but thereby nevertheless asserting) the romantic formula of “public privacy,” George Sand’s private love life was quite public long before she actually wrote about it. Her most highly publicized extramarital liaisons were with Musset, as shown (thus dating the scene depicted to the early 1830s), and with Chopin.


  Behind and between Sand and Musset stands Victor Hugo (1802–85), master of all genres of romantic literature, and author—in the prefaces to his historical dramas Cromwell (1827) and Hernani (1830), performing which had brought about near-riots and fisticuffs in the theater—of perhaps the most militant manifestos ever penned on behalf of romantic art. (“Living form in place of dead form,” he called it in the former; “liberalism in literature” in the latter.) To the right of Hugo are two composers. Hector Berlioz (1803–69), to whom we will be formally introduced in a later chapter, was often compared with Victor Hugo as a militant romantic; of all important contemporary musicians he was perhaps the least beholden to salon culture and its intimate media. Embracing him is Rossini, whose “purely sensuous art” Berlioz loathed and, as critic, publicly excoriated. Although he would later run a famous salon himself, in this picture Rossini is for all sorts of reasons (reasons anyone who has read the previous chapter could easily list) completely, even a bit comically, out of place. The Austrian painter, in an early version of the notorious historiographical myth described in the previous chapter, has colonized him on behalf of the big bust on the piano.


  Before we get to the big bust, let us identify the remaining living figure, nestled submissively to the right of Liszt. She is the Countess Marie d’Agoult (1805–76), presumably the nominal hostess of the evening, who under the George-Sand-like pseudonym Daniel Stern was a minor French writer, but who was best known both during her lifetime and in history for her sexual liaison with Liszt, to whom she bore three daughters, one of whom (Cosima) will figure again in our narrative. She is probably posed with her back to the viewer because the painter did not know her face and could not make her recognizable.


  This painting is famous not only for its cast of characters but for its implicit (and possibly inadvertent) commentary not just on their gathering, but on the whole discourse of romanticism. It is a preeminently a portrait of shared solitude. All present are lost in a music trance, even (or especially) Liszt himself, who is sitting with his back to his hearers, eyes fixed on the big bust—none other than (who else?) Beethoven, the patron saint of creative isolation and all artistic truth. By a skillful trick of perspective, Beethoven has become a floating presence, a true divinity: although presumably supported by the pile of music atop the piano, his image can also be optically construed as resting on the distant horizon, dominating the whole landscape beyond.


  And what an imposing, outsized Beethoven it is, this bust, even if confined to quarters—a barrel-chested, broad-shouldered, bullnecked Arnold Schwarzenegger of a Beethoven, a god not only of artistic culture but of physical culture as well. Why such machismo?


  As usual, machismo masks nervousness, a nervousness related to the middle-class solidification of gender roles and identities noted in the previous chapter with regard to the newly “naturalized” assignment of voice types in opera. There was something feminine—uncomfortably feminine for “self-made men”—about the passivity of romantic listening. Salons, often if not usually hosted by rich or titled women (like the Countess d’Agoult and the Baroness Dudevant), where the music (unless performed by its composers) was usually performed by women, were increasingly looked upon as a women’s world; and as the music historian Jeffrey Kallberg has shown, the connotation spread to the music typically played there, particularly to the nocturne, its emblematic salon genre. By 1841, one German writer unearthed by Kallberg charged the nocturne with “a twofold error” consisting, in the first place, of “dawdling,” and in the second, of “falling into the effeminate and languishing, which displeases stronger souls and altogether tires the listener.”11 By 1844, another writer was complaining of the “soft, rapturous, tender, lyrical, almost womanly character of the Fieldian cantilena.”12


  Ironically enough, then, it was precisely from the early to middle nineteenth century, the heyday of musical romanticism, that the stigma of effeminacy—and of license, too, symbolized by the libertine, transvestite figure of George Sand and the adulterous Marie d’Agoult—began to attach itself to music, making musicians uneasy in a society where conformity to standardized sexual roles (and role-playing) was becoming more and more a requirement. By 1909, a critic could warn that exposure to a certain nocturne by Chopin “bewitches and unmans” a listener who is incautious enough to “tarry too long in its treacherous atmosphere.”13 This unease, and the misogyny to which it gave rise, were among the factors that conspired, beginning around the middle of the century, to cast the high-prestige notion of “salon music” into disrepute—a disrepute that has grown apace, so that the phrase is most often used today as a term of abuse, dismissing a composer as shallow or a work as trivially pretty. Rossini’s late career as a social lion, and the Péchés de vieillesse and Quelques riens he composed for performance at his own salon, also did their bit to recharacterize the nature of the salon (or return it to its eighteenth-century status) as a merry place where music functioned as aristocratic entertainment—a double sin for those who believed that art should have no social function beyond “disinterested” esthetic edification (that is, trance-induction). There was also the stigma of sensuality. At the soirée, described in the previous chapter, where Rossini discussed bel canto with his wealthy interlocutors, the discussion of music took place over fine cognac and imported cigars. A social milieu that put music in the category—or even the proximity—of “vicious pleasures” could only sully its reputation with a romanticism that was becoming increasingly imbued with Victorian values.


  The last straw was the petit-embourgeoisement of the salon, its loss of social cachet. In today’s French the word salon simply means “the living room” in any house or apartment. The change came about not through democratization, but by the ambition of middle-class households during the Victorian Age to enhance their social prestige by aping what the French called the grande bourgeoisie, the urban aristocracies of birth and wealth. A cynical sub-industry arose among music publishers in the later nineteenth century that catered to this pretense by supplying tacky mass-produced imitations of salon genres to grace the imitation salons in “petty bourgeois” homes. By then, moreover, the music that had inhabited the high-prestige salons of old had moved decisively into the concert hall, impelled by the canonization of some of its chief composers.


  But beware: the “tackiness” of the later product has been defined from a grand bourgeois point of view unwittingly adopted by historians loyal to Field and (especially) Chopin. The tackiness inhered as much in the mass-production and the cheap dissemination as it did in any ostensive defect of the product itself. When Carl Dahlhaus, for example, speaks of “the deadly mixture of sentimental tunefulness and mechanical figuration”14 found in what he calls “pseudosalon music,” and defines the latter as “pieces that were intended to delude provincial middle-class audiences into a musical daydream of salons they were not allowed to enter,”15 it is hard to miss the note of social snobbery.


  All of these bad qualities, perhaps needless to add, have been found in Field and Chopin, too, by those who have needed to find them. More often than not, what is tacky about tacky music turns out to be the people who listen to it. What really happened to salon culture in the later nineteenth century was that, by inundating the market with music that targeted the petty bourgeoisie, the music publishers of the nineteenth century managed to render the salon, and many of its musical genres, “déclassés,” no longer capable of creating the sense of an elite occasion. Let this brief account of the salon, its culture, and its fluctuating reputation serve to remind us once again how accurately (and how often) attitudes about art encode social attitudes.


  SCHUBERT: A LIFE IN ART


  The early romantic composer whose works now loom in history as the most decisive, all-transforming “crossing of the edge” into inwardness was a composer who lived his short life in relative obscurity, and whose enormous influence, both on his creative peers and on the listening habits of audiences, was almost entirely a posthumous one. In a way this is unsurprising, even fitting, since the music of Franz Schubert (1797–1828) reflected, in its exploration of the inner “I,” one of the most outwardly uneventful, essentially private lives any composer of major standing was ever destined to live.


  Unlike the “Vienna classics” Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, Schubert, the son of a schoolmaster, was actually a native Viennese, At the age of eleven he was accepted, like Haydn before him, as a choirboy in the imperial court chapel. There he took instruction with Antonio Salieri, still the imperial Kapellmeister. In addition to his chapel duties, Schubert played violin in (and occasionally conducted) a student orchestra organized by the twenty-year-old Josef von Spaun (1788–1865), then studying law at the University of Vienna. Spaun, who spent his career in the civil service supervising lotteries, would be Schubert’s lifelong friend and, because he survived long into the period of Schubert’s posthumous fame, became the chief source of biographical information about the composer.


  After his voice broke, Schubert briefly became an assistant teacher, then a young master, in his father’s school. By the end of the year 1816, however, encouraged by devoted friends whose families promised financial support, Schubert had renounced steady employment for full-time composition. (Nevertheless, over the next two years he would occasionally return to teaching at his father’s request, and he twice briefly accepted employment as music tutor to the children of a minor member of the Eszterházy family, famous for its patronage of Haydn.) By the age of nineteen he was the author of six operas (mainly singspiels, short comic works in German with spoken dialogue), five symphonies, sixteen string quartets (composed for family recreation), dozens of dances for piano or small chamber ensemble, and literally hundreds of songs set to verses by contemporary poets. The latter included some early masterpieces, never to be surpassed, including Gretchen am Spinnrade (“Little Margaret at the spinning wheel”), to a passage from Goethe’s Faust, composed at seventeen, and Erlkönig (“The Elf King”), to a ballad or narrative poem by Goethe, composed the next year. Small wonder that he inspired reverence among his friends, and appeared to their wealthier parents to be a good investment.
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  FIG. 2–2 Franz Schubert, portrait in oils by Josef Willibrord Mähler.


  


  In the autumn of 1817 Rossini conquered Vienna and Schubert, hearing him for the first time, was liberated by the experience. Until then (as seems inevitable for a Viennese) he had considered Beethoven the only possible model for composition in large forms, and a daunting one. This constraint is most obvious in his Fourth Symphony, composed early in 1816; it is cast in the “Beethoven key” (C minor) and subtitled “Tragic.” (This subtitle, unlike most, was actually the composer’s.) Schubert’s reputedly “Mozartean” Fifth Symphony, in [image: image] major, composed later the same year, is as clearly modeled on Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony (in the same key) as his Fourth Symphony had been modeled on Beethoven’s Fifth. To Spaun he confided, “I hope to be able to make something out of myself, but who can do anything after Beethoven?”16
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  FIG. 2–3 Stadtkonvikt in Vienna, the monastery school where Schubert lived while he was a choirboy at St. Stephen’s cathedral (drawing by Franz Gerasch).


  


  The works he composed soon after his brush with Rossini—notably two overtures “im italienischen Stile” (in the Italian style) and the Sixth Symphony in C major, all completed between October 1817 and February 1818—show a newface. The symphony, in particular, incorporated a vein of Italianate melody that was no longer customary in such works (often played, à la Rossini, by solo winds). The long tunes loosened up the structure and began to impart to Schubert’s large-scale compositions the discursiveness (or “heavenly length,” as Robert Schumann called it17) that so enraptured the later romantics who discovered them upon their posthumous publication.


  Beginning around 1817, Schubert began to find some public champions, mainly singers (one of them a nobleman) with whom the composer began appearing as song accompanist in fashionable Viennese salons. In March 1818, he had a “concert debut” of sorts when one of his Italian overtures was performed by a restaurant orchestra. In 1820, one of his singspiels ran for five performances at the same Vienna theater where Fidelio had its premiere, and Schubert was engaged thereafter to write some incidental music to other shows. A breakthrough occurred in 1821 when, thanks to a subscription undertaken by the composer’s friends, a number of songs (including Erlkönig, which thus became his “opus I,” and Gretchen am Spinnrade) were published.


  Their sales earned the twenty-four-year-old composer an income that, however meager at first, was nevertheless connected with his creative work. From then on, as the Viennese music historian Otto Biba has established,18 Schubert managed to eke out a living from the products of his pen, and was the only composer in Vienna at the time who was officially classified as a freischaffender Komponist—a “freelance composer” who neither gave lessons nor worked at a civil service sinecure nor enjoyed aristocratic patronage in support of his musical vocation. He was, albeit in a small way, a commercial success, and a bit of an economic pioneer.


  From 1822, the list of Schubert’s major works begins to accumulate: the Mass in [image: image] major, the unfinished Symphony in B minor that even as a two-movement torso has become a repertory staple, and the “Wanderer” Fantasy for piano which, published in 1823 as op. 15, was the first of Schubert’s larger works to be printed during his lifetime. It is named after the song that provided the theme for variations in the second of its four connected movements; there are similar song-variation movements in Schubert’s Quintet in A major (“The Trout,” 1819) and his Quartet in D minor (“Death and the Maiden,” 1824).


  Eighteen twenty-two was also the year of his first serious illness, a bout of syphilis that incapacitated him for several months and forced him to return to his paternal home. His financial resources depleted, Schubert was forced to accept lump sums rather than royalty contracts for the publication of some of his most popular songs. By the middle of 1823, he had been moved to the Vienna municipal hospital and was expected (at the age of twenty-six) to die. At this low point he produced one of his greatest works, the song cycle Die schöne Müllerin (“The beautiful miller maid”), a kind of novel-in-lyrics that ends with a lovelorn suicide.


  From this point to the end of his woefully truncated life, which ended at the age of thirty-one (some say from typhus or typhoid fever, others say alcoholism, still others tertiary syphilis), Schubert’s health would be precarious. But apart from the intermittent physical sufferings of the last years, and the unexpectedly grim finale, his life was no romantic scenario but a placid existence devoted almost entirely to creative work. To recount it is basically to offer a chronicle of composition, as one of his friends, the painter Moritz von Schwind (1804–71), already hinted in mock-exasperation in 1824: “If you go to see him during the day, he says, ‘Hello, how are you?—Good’ and goes on writing.”19 It was seemingly a life lived almost entirely inside the heart and head—and yet what could be more romantic than that? The inner life was the only life, according to romantic doctrine; and Schubert’s music was of a sort that seemed to give access to it, making the composer, despite the absence of outward personal drama (or indeed of any intense personal intimacies, at least reliably recorded ones), the subject of intense human interest and vicarious personal identification.


  The access, of course, is illusory, but such is the abiding influence of romanticism on today’s conventional thinking about the arts that we need constantly to remind ourselves that they deal in representations, not realities. The memoirs of his friends show Schubert to have been far from reclusive (except, as Schwind found out, in the afternoon). Musicological research has revealed him not to have been without worldly ambition, nor was he devoid of social recognition. Medical history assures us that his life span was neither as short nor his illnesses as egregious within the conditions and expectations of his time as they would be in ours. But nothing will prevent those affected by the music from creating its composer in its image. That is an integral part of the romantic experience: the beautiful lie (or higher truth) of a supreme fiction. As the critic Alex Ross has written, “The man is not quite there; the music is another thing altogether. Its presence—its immediacy—is tremendous,”20 and creates for us a sense of its creator’s presence that the mere facts of his life will not efface.
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  FIG. 2–4 Schubert singing with his friends, as drawn by one of them, Moritz von Schwind.


  


  The masterpieces, meanwhile, continued to mount: the “late” piano sonatas and character pieces, the “late” quartets, the dark and troubled song cycle Die Winterreise (“The winter journey”). The last year of Schubert’s life produced an astonishing series: the C-major Symphony (later nicknamed “the Great” to distinguish it from the “Little” C-major Symphony of 1817), the two piano trios, the Mass in [image: image] major, the C-major String Quintet, the last three piano sonatas, the F-minor Fantasie for piano duet, fourteen of his greatest songs collected in two volumes for publication—posthumous publication, as it turned out, under the title Schwanengesang (“Swan song”).


  Whether measured by quantity or by quality, the list (which could be augmented by a slew of minor works) strains belief, as indeed does Schubert’s output overall. His earliest known compositions are dated 1810, so that his whole career as a composer lasted no more than eighteen years, during which—by the reckoning of Otto Erich Deutsch (1883–1967), the compiler of a thematic catalogue of Schubert’s works modeled on Ludwig von Köchel’s Mozart-Verzeichnis—he amassed a total of 998 works, “an outburst of composition without parallel in the history of music,”21 in the provocative yet unchallengeable words of his biographer, Maurice Brown.


  PRIVATIZING THE PUBLIC SPHERE


  Out of this near-thousand “Deutsch numbers,” some of which actually represent groups of songs or short piano pieces (so that the total of actual compositions is well in excess of 1,000), a little over 200 were published during Schubert’s lifetime, of which 134 (almost precisely two-thirds) were songs. The proportion is representative: Schubert’s songs total around 630, accounting for almost precisely two-thirds of the entries in the Deutsch catalogue. The remainder of the published works breaks down as follows:


  
    22 secular choruses, including two for mixed voices, one for female voices, and nineteen for male chorus (Männerchor);

  


  
    19 groups of dances for piano (totaling 167 individual items, most of them tiny), including waltzes, Läandler (a slower version of the waltz), écossaises, Deutsche tänze (cf. Mozart’s “Teitsch,” a souped-up minuet on the way to a waltz), galops (fast dances in duple time, danced in “longways sets” with couples in a line, usually the concluding number at a ball), and cotillons (a more elaborate dance performed in “squares,” which also often served as a ballroom finale);

  


  
    15 publications for piano duet (four hands at one keyboard), totaling 49 individual items (mainly polonaises and marches, including the still popular Marches militaires, op. 51; but also an arrangement of one of Schubert’s opera overtures, and one sonata);

  


  
    7 works for piano solo, including three sonatas, the “Wanderer” Fantasy, a group of two Impromptus, a group of six Momens musicals (soon to be republished with a corrected French title as Moments musicaux), and a single waltz variation published in Diabelli’s famous collection of 1824;

  


  
    5 liturgical settings in Latin, including one complete Mass and a Deutsches Requiem or Trauermesse (a setting of the funeral rite in German), originally published as the work of the composer’s brother Ferdinand to help him with a job application;

  


  
    2 full-length chamber compositions: a string quartet in A minor, published in 1824 (with a dedication to Ignaz Schuppanzigh, the famous quartet leader) as op. 29, and a piano trio in [image: image] major, published in 1828 as op. 100.

  


  This list is very revealing of the nature of the music business at the time, and of Schubert’s willingness to work within market requirements, quite belying the withdrawn image his posthumous reputation has assigned him. With few exceptions, the list is confined to utilitarian, sociable, and domestic genres— “Biedermeier” genres, as contemptuous aristocrats called them (after “Papa Biedermeier,” the proverbially obtuse paterfamilias celebrated in humorous verses and cartoons), meaning stuff that was cheap and cozy. At the time of his death, then, Schubert was no famished genius but a composer of solid, albeit largely local reputation. Within his seemingly unpretentious limits he was regarded as a beliebter Tonsetzer, a “favorite composer,” by an appreciative public, albeit a public largely unaware that behind closed doors he was vying with Beethoven as a composer of quartets and symphonies and (rather less successfully) with Rossini as a composer of operas.


  That situation may have been on the point of changing at the time of his death. During his last year Schubert carried on negotiations with some northern German firms who showed a characteristically North German interest in “the highest in art” (as the composer put it),22 and his largest work to see print in his lifetime, the Trio, was published by the Leipzig firm of Probst. But as long as he was writing for the local Viennese market, he was happy to meet its demands. His dances, for example, were not Vortragsmusik (“performance music” or “music for listening”) but convivial Gebrauchsmusik (“music for active use”), dances to be danced to. The Männerchöre (“male choruses”) were written for a lucrative market that had been created by the proliferation of Viennese Mäannergesangvereine, men’s singing clubs. These works, now among his most obscure, were the Schubert compositions most often performed in public at the time.


  Piano duet playing was a convivial activity that lasted into the twentieth century, when the dissemination of sound recordings largely killed it off. Most orchestral works were published in piano four-hands arrangements to create a market for them; making them kept many hacks employed. (Schubert, however, had no access to their services, and it is quite indicative of public taste that of all his orchestral music it was the overture to the opera Alfonso and Estrella, an imitation of Rossini, that was chosen for publication in this form.) Even the large-scale works, the three piano sonatas and the two chamber pieces, were of a kind that could be enjoyed at home, whether in solitude or in company.


  None of Schubert’s compositions in large public media had any circulation to speak of during his lifetime. One singspiel (a farce of mistaken identity called Die Zwillingsbrüder, “The twin brothers”) made it briefly to the stage, as we have seen, in 1820. None of the other dozen stage works was ever produced until after Schubert’s death (sometimes very long after: Der Spiegelritter, the earliest one, had its first production in 1949). The only tune from a Schubert opera that musicians or music lovers are likely to know today is that of a duet in the singspiel Die Freunde von Salamanka (“The friends from Salamanca”), and only because Schubert used it for a set of variations in his Octet in F major for winds and strings. (The six-movement octet, a sort of suite, was first published complete in 1889, although the variations movement had already appeared in 1853 as part of a four-movement “sonatafied” version; the opera remained unperformed until the Schubert centennial celebrations of 1928.) Nor did Schubert ever hear one of his symphonies performed in public, although (as Biba discovered) the first five, with the perhaps significant exception of the “Tragic” Fourth, were performed by a band numbering about thirty at the salons of Otto Hatwig, a wealthy amateur who led the violin section (with Schubert himself sitting among the violas). The first Schubert symphony to be published was the “Great” C-major, in 1840; the “Unfinished” had to wait until 1867.


  Only one full-evening’s concert of Schubert’s works was ever given during his lifetime. It took place on 26 March 1828 in a small concert room owned by the Vienna Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde (Society of Friends of Music), one of the city’s three municipal concert bureaus, which since 1818 had been including Schubert’s works in its so-called Musikalische Abendunterhaltungen (“Evening musical entertainments”). But even on this occasion the program consisted of works in domestic and sociable genres: a quartet movement, the [image: image]-major Trio, a Männerchor, and seven songs, most of them performed by the baritone Johann Michael Vogl (1768–1840) with the composer at the piano. The little hall was packed with friends. The composer took in a respectable “gate.” But the Italian violin virtuoso Niccolò Paganini (1782–1840), a public sensation even greater than Rossini, had picked that very week to make his Vienna debut, and garnered all the press notices.


  Perhaps the best measure of Schubert’s lack of affinity for the public concert stage is the fact that he never wrote a concerto, despite receiving a commission in 1818 to write one. Later on, when he had become a posthumous “classic” and good box office, Liszt made a concerto arrangement of the “Wanderer” Fantasy, Schubert’s showiest piano composition. Similar salvage operations have been attempted on the two string sonatas. The one for violin and piano, in three movements without pause, is also titled Fantasie; and like the “Wanderer” Fantasy it has a slow movement based on one of Schubert’s songs, Sei mir gegrüsst (“Loving greetings”). The other, now played by cellists, was composed for arpeggione, a briefly popular, soon obsolete instrument resembling a bowed guitar.
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  FIG. 2–5 Schubert making music with Josephine Fröhlich and Johann Michael Vogl (pencil sketch by Ferdinand Georg Waldmüller, 1827).


  


  But there is little in Schubert that sustains a “concerto” mood. His works flourished best within the private circle of his friends, in the “shared solitude” of what they called “Schubertiads,” gatherings that fell somewhere between domestic get-togethers and full-fledged salons (Fig. 2–6). Nor did his larger, more public concert works (at least the later ones) compromise the mood of lyric introspection, for rendering which Schubert evolved a matchless and in some ways radically innovative technique.
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  FIG. 2–6 A “Schubertiad” (Schubert evening) at the home of Joseph von Spaun (drawing by Moritz von Schwind, 1868).


  


  Quite the contrary: through Schubert the mood of lyric introspection—of privacy—invaded and suffused the public genres. Schubert’s mature sonatas and symphonies rarely strike a heroic, “Beethovenian” attitude. Notwithstanding the occasional dramatic outburst, they are discursive, ruminative, luminous works that sooner induce reverie than excitement. Their peak moments more readily suggest diffusion of rapture than dramatic climax. Their tonal/thematic closures, in particular, substitute the serene satisfactions of “crystallization, of finely adjusted machinery clicking gently into place” (as the Schubert scholar Daniel Coren once eloquently put it) for the more strenuous gratifications of victory through struggle.23
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  FIG. 2–7 Andante de la Symphonie en la (Andante from the Symphony in A; i.e., the second movement—actually Allegretto—from Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony), by Eugène Lami (1840).


  


  Once they achieved widespread dissemination, a process that only began in the 1840s, Schubert’s sonatas, symphonies, and major chamber works enabled larger audiences than ever to experience music trances and shared solitude, and “take possession of their inwardness,” the way a group of Parisian concertgoers is shown doing in Figure 2–7, a watercolor by Eugène Lami, painted in 1840, titled Andante de la Symphonie en La—that is, the second movement (actually marked allegretto) from the A-major Symphony (no. 7) by, yes, Beethoven—but an uncharacteristically “Schubertian” movement that fits the description in the previous paragraph to a T. The last two Schubert symphonies, first performed in 1850s and 1860s, had an enormous influence on composers of the generation born between the 1820s andthe 1840s (from Anton Bruckner to Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák), helping in this way to revive their genre, which was then (as we shall see) in temporary decline.


  CROSSING THE EDGE


  To encompass a legacy as enormous and as important as Schubert’s within the confines of a narrative like this requires strategy. The nature of Schubert’s career, as just narrated, suggests that we begin with music published during his lifetime, which had some circulation among his historical contemporaries, and only afterward branch out into posthumous terrain. Thus we will be proceeding from the intimate domestic genres in which Schubert’s unique construction of musical subjectivity was formed, into larger genres that through Schubert (quite unbeknownst to his contemporaries) became infected with the esthetic of intimacy.


  We can pick up the stylistic and analytical thread exactly where we left it with Tomášek and Field, by starting with a character piece for piano. Schubert knew the works of Tomášek, and was personally friendly with one of Tomášek’s pupils, Jan Vaclav Vo[image: image]íšek (1791–1825), a transplanted Bohemian who was Schubert’s near contemporary, and who appeared as pianist at many of the same salons and Abendunterhaltungen as Schubert before his own almost equally untimely death. In addition to eclogues and rhapsodies, genres pioneered by his teacher, Vo[image: image]íšek also composed some impetuous character pieces to which he gave the name Impromptu (French for “offhand,” or “on the spur of the moment”). They were supposed to give the effect, prized by salon romantics and their audiences, of sudden, untamed inspiration.


  Like other types of character piece that we have seen, Vo[image: image]íšek’s Impromptus were usually cast in a simple there-and-back (“ternary” or “aba”) form. Schubert gave the name to eight similarly structured pieces, all written in 1827, of which two were published that same year. The second of these will remind us of Tomášek and Field in the way it “crosses the edge” from the tonic to the quintessentially romantic region of the flat submediant. But Schubert’s handling of the by-now familiar maneuver is an especially bold one that links the flat-sixth technique with another tonally destabilizing technique, that of “modal mixture,” the infiltration within a major key of harmonies drawn from its parallel minor (or, more rarely, the other way round).


  The sudden “impromptu” modulation in m. 83 that articulates the form of the piece— [image: image] major to B minor—looks (and sounds) very remote indeed. But, as always, what strikes the naive ear as impromptu is actually the result of a crafty strategy, consisting in this case of a double mixture. The many digressions into the parallel minor during the first section—one of them (mm. 25–32) going through a complete circle of fifths that touches on [image: image], [image: image], and [image: image] in addition to the signature flats—prepare the listener for the wildly accented [image: image] in m. 81 that brings the first section to its precipitous close. There is even a precedent (in the circle of fifths progression) for interpreting the [image: image]-major chord that follows as a dominant, furnishing a quick transition to the middle section. But when the new dominant makes its resolution to [image: image] (the amply foreshadowed flat submediant key), the expected major is replaced wholesale by its parallel minor, spelled enharmonically as B minor to avoid an inundation of double flats (Ex. 2–5a).


  This key, the parallel minor of the flat submediant, is sustained as an alternate home tonality much longer than its counterparts in Tomášek and Field. It is decorated with some fairly remote auxiliaries of its own—secondary dominants, Neapolitan sixths—that serve to promote its status as a stable region to the point where we can easily forget the instability of its traditional relationship to the original tonic. It is even given its own flat submediant, albeit in a context (m. 100) that temporarily identifies the harmony as the “Neapolitan to the dominant of the original flat submediant.” A mouthful like that is the equivalent of “third cousin on the mother’s side twice removed.” The relationship can be traced logically, and is therefore intelligible, but its distance, not the logic of its description, is what registers. The logic, while demonstrable, is beside the point. To insist on demonstrating it works against the intended effect.


  EX. 2–5A Franz Schubert, Impromptu in E-flat, Op. 90, no. 2, mm. 77–106
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  So stable does the remote secondary tonality come to seem that its return “home,” signaled by the descent of the bass B to [image: image] (the original dominant) in measure 159, comes not as the normal resolution of [image: image]VI to V, but as another jolt administered “impromptu” (Ex. 2–5b). The whole process is replayed in compressed and intensified form in the coda, where with really diabolical cleverness Schubert juxtaposes i–V progressions in B minor against V–i progressions in [image: image] minor, so that the ear scarcely knows which to choose as its point of orientation. The tonic has been thoroughly destabilized in very novel fashion, and when it is finally reasserted it remains colored by its antagonist, with [image: image] (the dominant of B minor) in place of G natural in the tonic triad. Another way of saying this, of course, is to say that the piece ends in the parallel minor.


  EX. 2–5B Franz Schubert, Impromptu in E-flat, Op. 90, no. 2, mm. 155–70


  


  [image: image]


  


  Yet another way of saying it, one that suggests the full innovative potential of Schubert’s harmonic and tonal freedom, is to say that the concept of “the key of [image: image]” now encompasses both major and minor, with all the constituent harmonies of either mode available at all times for arbitrary, “impromptu” (read: affective) substitutions. And what goes for the tonic goes for all the secondary tonalities as well, even the “key of [image: image]VI,” which can be interchangeably expressed as [image: image] major or as B minor. The range of harmonic navigation has been augmented exponentially.


  This has been a mild example. For a richer, more radical and suggestive taste we can sample one of the Moments musicaux. The six pieces that make up the set, while all of them vaguely ternary in format, were not conceived as a unit. They accumulated over several years, and a couple of them were published individually in “almanacs” (albums of miscellaneous pieces assembled by publishers for holiday sale) before the set as a whole was issued. The second of them (in F minor), which retains its independent popularity and is often used as a teaching piece, was originally printed in a Vienna publisher’s almanac for 1823 as “Air russe” (“Russian tune”), a banal title Schubert had nothing to do with. The sixth Moment musical, in [image: image] major (Ex. 2–6), was also given a picturesque name by the publishers when it appeared in an album called Guirlandes (“Garlands”) in 1825. They called it “Plaintes d’un Troubadour” (“The laments of a troubadour”), evidently pitching it to an unsophisticated public that held fast to the older, preRomantic idea of music as imitation of outer reality (objects, “real things”) rather than a representation of inwardness or an expression of the inexpressible.


  EX. 2–6A Franz Schubert, Moment musical no. 6 (D. 780)


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  The idea of a weeping troubadour was surely prompted by the droopy suspensions in the opening phrases, the kind of thing that had been called a Seufzer (sigh) since the days of Heinrich Schütz in the seventeenth century, if not earlier. That much is a cliché. What makes this piece so rare an experience has nothing to do with that, and everything to do with the idea of a “musical moment,” whether the title was Schubert’s idea or the publisher’s. The moment (in German, Augenblick— “the twinkling of an eye”) had a special meaning for romantics, as we have seen. It was the thing Faust was cautioned not to give himself up to—a stopping of time’s forward march, a subjective reverie. A piece of instrumental music called an Augenblick was a piece in “aria time,” or time-out-of-time. A piece that stops time is a piece that represents (or induces) the music trance.


  And indeed, one can actually hear time stop (and resume) in this music, when the harmony slips out of the circle of fifths into uncannily prolonged submediant regions that interrupt and suspend its customary progressions—and then slips back again. These marvelous effects are projected against the old minuet or scherzo-and-trio form (or perhaps more to the point by now, Tomašek’s “eclogue” form) in which two “binaries” make up a “ternary.” The first sixteen-bar period encapsulates a “normal” binary procedure: eight bars out (I–V) and eight bars back (V–I). The return trip makes its customary stop along the way at a FOP, namely III, expressed as C major in keeping with Schubert’s expanded version of tonal functions that admits modal mixture on every level.


  What gives the C major chord its uncustomary stability, so that it does not immediately register as the dominant of vi (which never materializes), is the way it has been introduced: by way of its own dominant seventh (in [image: image] position), its constituent intervals chromatically “altered” so that the chord contains an augmented sixth—two leading tones, B and [image: image], both of them seeking resolution, in contrary motion, to C. This “altered” version of the dominant (christened “French sixth” sometime during the nineteenth century) was a favorite chord of Schubert’s because of its power to change the course of harmony so unexpectedly and yet decisively. Both chromatic alterations—the use of the augmented sixth as a dominant-intensifier and the use of the modal mixture to transform a single secondary function—are fleeting harbingers of more radical harmonic transformations to come.


  The second or complementary period, beginning at the pickup to m. 17, is way out of proportion with respect to the first: sixty-one measures vs. sixteen! It is the “uncannily prolonged” mediant excursions—interruptions in the normal flow of time—that so bloat its length. The period begins right off on the flat submediant (F[image: image]), with a chord informally called the “German sixth,” a major triad to which an augmented sixth has been added in order to mandate, through the sixth’s implied resolution, another harmonic change of course. When the augmented sixth has achieved its goal (movement by contrary half steps outward to the octave), the chord produced (in m. 18) is the minor form of the tonic—and indeed, the whole eight-bar phrase thus introduced is cast in the parallel minor—the kind of shift we are learning to expect from Schubert.


  The next phrase, beginning with the pickup to measure 25, is the uncanny one. At m. 28, the chord previously interpreted as i, the minor tonic triad of [image: image], and which had previously proceeded through [image: image] to V in [image: image] minor, now suddenly veers back to [image: image]VI and is reinterpreted as a pivot chord (iii6) to the key of the flat submediant. As in the Impromptu, op. 90, no. 2, the [image: image]VI harmony has to be enharmonically respelled (as E major) if it is to function as a tonic without a hopelessly complicated notation. But the whole passage enclosed within the new key signature (mm. 29–39) is in fact a prolongation of [image: image]VI, the purple color-chord of romantic introspection, now promoted to the status of a temporary tonic. It is like passing into another world, another quality of time, another state of consciousness. Nowhere does Schubert more palpably cross the edge of inwardness.


  And then, just as E major is confirmed by a cadence in the eleventh measure of its reign, the key signature switches back, the enharmonic spelling is reversed, and a D-natural, insinuated (in m. 41) into what is once again spelled as an F[image: image] major triad, forces a re-resolution of the chord as a German sixth again, and a return from the shadow world back into the familiar surroundings of [image: image]. The resumption of the original plaintive tune at the pickup to m. 54 has closure written all over it. By the time m. 61 is reached, after eight uneventful bars of recapitulation, we have confidently foreseen the end.


  But instead of the anticipated perfunctory satisfaction, we are in for another sublime vagary, even more remarkably “out of time” than the first. In m. 62, Schubert introduces another modal mixture to complicate the harmony, producing a really fierce dissonance: a major seventh suspended over a minor triad. He resolves it as he did before (compare mm. 62–63 with mm. 1–2), but introduces a chromatic passing tone ([image: image]) along the way that is fraught with enharmonic potential. That potential is immediately realized when the relationship between the unstable [image: image] and the relatively stable [image: image] (only relatively stable because the chord it belongs to, a half-diminished seventh, is so dissonant) is reversed. The [image: image] moves back whence it came, but the intervening signature change, right in the middle of measure 65, recasts the [image: image] as a B[image: image], and reidentifies the [image: image] in retrospect as an A[image: image].


  In effect, both the [image: image] in the “soprano” and the [image: image] in the bass at the beginning of measure 65 are resolved as if they had been appoggiaturas all along rather than the root and third of a “relatively stable” supertonic in [image: image]. The chord thus landed on at the end of m. 65 is enharmonically equivalent to the augmented-sixth chord last heard in m. 41, and it will once again act as the pivot for a crossing of the edge—one that will take us even further into the interior realm than the first. The voicing of the chord in question—the “[image: image]” position, the tensest possible—immediately reidentifies the chord not as a German sixth in [image: image] but as a dominant seventh in drastic need of resolution to its tonic.


  Just for that reason, of course, Schubert employs the stalling tactic we have by now observed both in Beethoven and in Bellini, reiterating the [image: image] chord three times before allowing the inevitable to take place. The goal of the resolution, as of any dominant seventh in the [image: image] position, is to a triad in the [image: image] position. The root is A, a half step above the original tonic—so very close, one might say, and yet (by normal fifth relations) so very far. Only think of it enharmonically, as [image: image][image: image], and Schubert’s strategy is revealed: it is the tonicized Neapolitan sixth of [image: image], further disguised by its being maneuvered, through a passing [image: image] at the end of m. 68, to its root position.


  But immediately after touching down in measure 69, the A-major chord is revoiced once again, through the same passing [image: image], to its first inversion, allowing its perfectly normal resolution, in measure 70, as a Neapolitan to the dominant of the original key, awaiting resolution at last. Yet once again, of course, as soon as the end has heaved into view, the composer must stave it off, lingering on the far side of the edge through one more quiet spin to the tonicized Neapolitan, and one more repossession of [image: image], this time [image: image] in a resigned, indeed a spent, pianissimo.


  Quite the most remarkable thing about the final chord is that it is not a chord at all, but a hollow doubled octave. Its hollowness has an affective significance, to be sure. (It is what prompted the words “resigned” and “spent” in the previous paragraph.) But it has another aspect as well, equally important. In a piece so rife with modal mixtures and so dependent on them for its quality of feeling, an unambiguously major or an unambiguously minor concluding chord might seem too partial a resolution of its tensions.


  Or perhaps the word “unambiguously” is poorly chosen. It is not that the [image: image] tonality, or its quality as home, has become ambiguous. Quite the contrary. But its content, its store of possible connections and nuances, has been greatly augmented and enriched, and will no longer suffer delimitation. Expressive necessity—the need to represent new qualities of subjectivity, of inwardness—has mothered the invention of a whole range of expanded tonal relations. Any key can now be thought of as encompassing, and controlling, a double mode, and a new ambit of related keys available for “tonicization”—for setting up as alternate harmonic goals—including several that had not formerly figured among normal diatonic relations.


  This little Moment musical has demonstrated two such—the flat submediant and the Neapolitan. In previous diatonic practice, even Beethoven’s at its limits, these harmonies were always regarded and employed as “predominants” or “dominant preparations”—chords “on the way” to a stable harmony rather than potentially stable harmonies in their own right. The transformation of chords that had formerly implied dynamic process and motion into potentially stable, static harmonies is what lends music that exploits the new technique the quintessentially romantic quality of timelessness or “music trance.” The implication of motion is suspended; and since (to paraphrase the Greek philosopher Zeno) time is the measure of motion and motion the measure of time, the suspension of implied motion implies the suspension of time. That is what makes “aria time” available to instrumental music, and no one ever profited more from its availability than Schubert.
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  FIG. 2–8 Schubert’s “Great” C Major Symphony, together with his letter dedicating it to the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde, Vienna (which in fact did not perform it).


  


  ONLY CONNECT


  For an example of “aria time” impinging on the progress of a more extended musical argument, we can turn to a locus classicus, the codetta from the first movement of the “Great” C-major Symphony, Schubert’s last. This movement was Schubert’s longest and most complex orchestral composition in “sonata form.” But whereas we have learned from Beethoven to expect such a piece to form one singleminded, overarching trajectory through struggle to the inevitable victory, Schubert is likely to entice us—and entrance us—with islands of mysterious repose amid the hurly-burly, interrupting the forward thrust of the circle of fifths and calling out with Faust to the passing moment, “Stop, stay awhile!”


  The function of a codetta is to confirm closure in the secondary key (in this case G major), and so this codetta does. But Schubert’s way of establishing the key is to take an elaborate walk around it, shadowing it on both sides with mediants, B above (established through its dominant in m. 184) and [image: image] below (approached via a deceptive cadence directly from G in m. 190). The submediant tonality is prolonged for a total of thirty-eight measures, to m. 227, where it is forced back to G (in a manner recalling the Moment musical) by the addition of an augmented sixth. During its period of sway, it is temporarily resolved as a dominant (mm. 199–210), rocking back and forth with its tonic[image: image], characteristically expressed in the parallel minor, producing a tonality ([image: image] minor) that could be described either as the minor flat submediant of the original tonic (C) or as the minor Neapolitan of the local tonic (G).


  And then the [image: image]-minor triad is turned into a pivot through its [image: image] (spelled B), which is applied as a dominant to an F[image: image]-minor passage (spelled E minor) that could be viewed either as the minor Neapolitan of the [image: image] (the local flat submediant), or as submediant in its own right to the momentary [image: image] minor. The F[image: image](E) minor is treated almost exactly the same way that Beethoven treats the same tonal digression in the first movement of the Eroica Symphony. It is led back to the [image: image] whence it sprang (soon to be resolved through the augmented sixth back to G, the reigning tonic).


  EX. 2–7 Harmonic abstract of Franz Schubert, Symphony no. 9 (“Great”), I, mm. 181–240
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  As shown in the analytical chart given as Ex. 2-7, which may be compared with the score, the passage between the B-minor triad in measure 185 and the dominant seventh on B in measure 212 amounts to a sequence of flat submediants, creating a closed circle (enclosed in a box) that could be excised from the analytical chart without disturbing the coherence of the surrounding circle of fifths that gives the codetta its tonally functional import. But of course the really memorable and affecting music is contained precisely within the box. Most memorable of all is the [image: image]-minor episode, rendered uncanny by the virtually unprecedented use of a solo trombone. It shows up in the analysis simply as a digression within a digression.


  Again, it is the remoteness of the progression that appeals to the imagination, and its attendant static quality of time, rather than its logic—even though, as in the case of the Impromptu or the Moment musical, the logic of even the most remote connections can easily be demonstrated, and their relationship to the active harmonic ingredients easily understood. Moreover, and somewhat perversely if one insists on measuring Schubert’s procedures by a Beethovenian standard of efficiency, the actual running time of the different harmonic areas and individual chords seems as if by design to vary inversely with their functional caliber.


  Once again it should be emphasized that, contrary to what is often said about these processes, they do not render tonality—that is, the structure of key functions and relations—in any way ambiguous. Tonal coherence is not weakened or diluted by an increased range of relations and possible connections, but enormously enhanced. Departures and returns can now cover far more ground than ever, and mean more than ever. More territory is “hierarchized,” brought under the direct control of the tonic.


  But while tonality itself is not rendered ambiguous, the nature and behavior of many of its constituent harmonies certainly are so rendered. Homologous chords—chords identical in intervallic structure (hence in sound) but different in function—can now be used interchangeably with marvelous effect. We have just seen how the German sixth and the dominant seventh, chords that sound the same but resolve differently, can be freely interchanged so that the effective tonic can appear to fluctuate by a semitone. (Compare once again the resolution of the German sixth of [image: image] in mm.41–43 of the Moment musical and the enharmonically equivalent dominant seventh of A in mm. 65–67, or the two resolutions of [image: image] in the symphony extract.)


  The harmonic vocabulary of romantic introspection is one in which, as a matter of course, any augmented sixth chord can be resolved as a dominant seventh and vice versa, any triad in first inversion can be resolved as a Neapolitan and vice versa, and any constituent tone in a diminished seventh chord can resolve as a leading tone. The whole panoply of major and minor degree functions is freely available for use, and any one of them can function at pleasure as a pivot for modulation. In all of these techniques and more, Schubert was the chief pioneer, precisely because his art was nurtured in the intimacy of domestic genres.


  Pride of place is still given to mediant relations as a source of inward expressivity, especially the dusky flat submediant where, one could say, it all began. In fact, the flat submediant often functions in “late Schubert” as a constant shadow to the tonic, so that the music seems perpetually to hover on that “edge” of inwardness. Perhaps the most famous example is the opening of the first movement of Schubert’s last piano sonata, in [image: image] (D960), completed only a couple of months before his death in the fall of 1828 (Ex. 2–8).


  The first insinuation of the flat submediant comes after the first phrase of the opening theme, in a ghostly trilled [image: image] (the lowest [image: image] on the keyboard of Schubert’s time) that immediately falls back a semitone to the dominant. After the second phrase, the trill is repeated—only this time it is measured, and applied as a “Phrygian” half step above the tonic. The [image: image] and [image: image] thus sounded act as a pivot, becoming the third and fourth degrees of the scale of [image: image] major. The third phrase of the melody begins on the same pitch as the previous two, but that pitch has now been reidentified as the third scale degree rather than the first, and the melody continues in the key of the flat submediant for fourteen measures in a single unbroken phrase, culminating on the fifteenth downbeat on an unexpected, but enormously strategic [image: image].


  EX. 2–8 Franz Schubert, Sonata in B-flat, D. 960, I, beginning
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  That E[image: image] of course, creates an augmented sixth against the ostensible tonic, forcing resolution by contrary semitones to F. But the F, when it comes, is treated as the bass of a tonic [image: image], capping the opening theme with a radiant return to the original tonic, comparable in its effect to the manner in which the first theme of Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony had reached its climax a quarter of a century before. Schubert, in this case, was at once vying with Beethoven and updating him by adapting his strategy of reiterated, climax-driven thematic presentation to his newly subjectivized harmonic vocabulary.


  Nor are we finished with the flat submediant even yet. Just at the point where the first theme should be making its long-deferred final cadence (m. 45), the tonic triad is preempted by the diminished-seventh chord that shares its third and fifth. This deceptive cadence plays the traditional eliding role. It signals the move toward the secondary key area where, since the days of the Bach sons listeners had learned to expect a lyrical “second theme.” Schubert, from what we know of him, would seem the least likely composer to frustrate that expectation.


  Nor will he, but the treatment of the diminished-seventh chord introduced in measure 45 requires comment. It receives an unusual resolution that Schubert did a great deal to popularize in his published music, for it further expands the range of available harmonic connections. Normally (which is to say, traditionally) the diminished-seventh chord is built on the leading tone, and its resolution coincides with the progression of the leading tone to the tonic. Its first use as a modulating agent came about when its other constituent tones were resolved as ersatz leading tones, as sketched (in [image: image] major, the key of Schubert’s sonata) in Ex. 2–9a, turning the diminished-seventh chord into a pivot that could lead to four different keys, pitched (like the tones of the diminished-seventh chord itself) a minor third apart.


  In the resolution demonstrated in Ex. 2–8, one of the tones of the diminished-seventh chord is treated like an appoggiatura, resolving not up (as would a leading tone) but down, thus turning the chord into a dominant seventh which resolves the usual way, with a root progression along the circle of fifths (Ex. 2–9b). Of course the same effect can be obtained by treating the remaining three notes in the chord as appoggiaturas to a single held tone, enabling four more resolutions (Ex. 2–9c). And this last model suggests a further decorative refinement of the chord, in which, by the use of multiple neighbors, a diminished-seventh chord can embellish a single triad—normally, but not necessarily, the tonic (Ex. 2–9d).


  The progression demonstrated in the Sonata (Ex. 2–8) is the one shown in the first two “bars” of Ex. 2–9b, where Schubert’s enharmonic spelling shift is also illustrated. The key thus established is once again the key of the flat submediant, incarnated this time in the parallel minor as in the Impromptu, op. 90, no. 2 (Ex. 2–5). On this appearance the key is less stable; it will be dissolved the same way it had been created, through the use of a diminished-seventh appoggiatura, which leads it eventually to the expected dominant, F major. It has the quality of a mirage, or a will-o’-the-wisp.


  EX. 2–9A Cyclic resolutions of diminished-seventh chords, leading tone to tonic
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  EX. 2–9B Cyclic resolutions of diminished-seventh chords, single appoggiatura to dominant
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  EX. 2–9C Cyclic resolutions of diminished-seventh chords, triple appoggiatura to dominant
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  EX. 2–9D Cyclic resolutions of diminished-seventh chords, neighbors to a triad
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  But note that a single tonality, [image: image]/F[image: image], has shadowed both primary functions of the key of [image: image], playing submediant to the tonic and Neapolitan to the dominant. This not only tinges both functions with what Romantic poets called Doppelgäanger (ghostly or hallucinatory doubles), but also mitigates their opposition, showing that on the other side of the mysterious “edge” the tonic and the dominant share a hidden common ground. At the same time it relativizes the 150-year hegemony of the circle of fifths as sole arbiter of tonal coherence, positing two other cyclic models—thirds and semitones—as equally viable tonal administrators, the first accessible through mediant relationships, the other through Neapolitans. And finally, since the flat submediant is the “dominant of the Neapolitan,” this opposition among disparate harmonic routes—fifths, thirds, semitones—may be relativized in turn, and freely intermixed.


  Never had so many routes of harmonic navigation been open to composers, so many ways of making connections, so many methods of creating and controlling fluctuations of harmonic tension. And to the extent that these fluctuations were understood as metaphors or analogues to nuances of feeling, never had there been such a supple means of recording and, as it were, “graphing” the movements of the sentient subjective self—and all, in instrumental music, without any reference to externally motivating “objects.” Never had “absolute music” been so articulately expressive of the verbally inexpressible.


  NEW CYCLES


  The alternative harmonic routes—cycles of thirds and semitones—could also function by themselves, liberated (as it were) from the dominance of the cycle of fifths, and herein lay the most profoundly subversive potential of Schubertian (and post-Schubertian) harmony. As often happens, what begins as a representational artifice can exert an independent fascination as a technical device; an expressive means can become an end in itself, pursued for the sheer pleasure of the entrancing patterns it makes available. As we have already glimpsed fleetingly in the Impromptu in [image: image], op. 90, no. 2, there was a tendency to intensify the emotionally charged flat-submediant relationship by embodying it in sequences, giving the flat submediant af latsubmediant of its own. The G-major harmony in m. 100 of the Impromptu (Ex. 2–5a) stands in the same relationship to the key of the middle section as does the key of the middle section to the key of the outer sections. The three keys, in fact, could be placed in an “interval cycle” similar to the circle of fifths, that is, a sequence of moves by identical intervals that continues until the point of departure is regained: [image: image]–[image: image]/B–G–[image: image].


  This cycle of thirds is present in the Impromptu only by implication. It is stated fully and explicitly as a continuous succession in the passage from the “Great” C-major Symphony shown in Ex. 2–7. And it reaches a kind of epitome in the fourth movement of Schubert’s last string quartet, in G major (1826 [D887], never performed or published during his lifetime) a dizzy whirligig of a movement in which many novel interval cycles are demonstrated and experimented with. In the context of a Haydnesque moto perpetuo (“perpetual motion machine”), long a source of exhilarating musical humor, the idea of harmonic cycles is not only of absorbing technical interest but poetically appropriate as well (Ex. 2–10). Just as in the symphony extract, the cycle is broken, and normal tonal “functionality” resumed, when one of the harmonies ([image: image], suddenly respelled as B) finally resolves along the circle of fifths.


  On a more “structural” level, Schubert used the cycle of major thirds to organize the overall key sequence in the four-movement “Wanderer” Fantasy. Its movements, all played attacca (without any intervening pause), end respectively in C major, E major, [image: image] major, and C major. (The second movement, which ends in E, begins with a quotation of the song Der Wanderer in the relative key of C[image: image] minor.) And on a more explicitly “affective” level, the cycle of major thirds produces a terrifying blast of eerie sublimity when geared to the text of the Sanctus in Schubert’s Mass in [image: image] major another product of his final wonder year, 1828. The Mass Sanctus, we may recall, is a representation of the song of the angelic hosts surrounding God’s throne. Schubert’s use of the cycle of thirds here was surely an attempt to render the scene in as sublime or “unearthly” a manner as possible (Ex. 2–11). Once again, as we have come to expect from Schubert, major and minor triads are freely mixed—more for the sake of unpredictability here than for that of subjective expressivity (hard to attribute with any confidence to an angel). Even the [image: image] triad, when it recurs, is replaced by its minor variant to enhance its freshness—or its strangeness. (“It is the addition of strangeness to beauty,” Walter Pater said, “that constitutes the romantic character in art.”)24


  And now for the strangest, most unearthly touch of all: notice the orchestral bass line, in which passing tones have been inserted between the roots of all the third-related triads. These passing tones bisect each major third into major seconds, thus producing one of the earliest seriously intended whole-tone scales in the history of European music. (Mozart, had used one previously in his “Musical Joke” serenade, but only to represent out-of-tune violin playing.)


  As a theoretical concept, the whole-tone scale had been known since the sixteenth century. That is, since the sixteenth century it had been known that six whole steps add up to an octave in equal temperament. Music theorists and composers had made occasional (usually jocular) references to this phenomenon. The German organist Jakob Paix, for example, in a volume of canons published in 1590, printed a canon by Josquin des Prez under the rubric in hexatono (“at six whole steps”), leaving it to the reader to figure out with a chuckle that the piece was just an ordinary canon at the octave.


  For another example, the Roman composer Giovanni Maria Nanino (1543–1607), a pupil of Palestrina, wrote an ingenious canon in 1605 as a memorial for Pope Leo XI, who had died the same year he was installed. Subtitled “Ascendit in celum” (“He ascends into Heaven”), it consists of a phrase that is to be sung each time a whole step higher than the last (Ex. 2–12). But since there is an imitation at the fifth before the repetition at the second, the actual mechanism by which the canon perpetually ascends is the circle of fifths rather than the whole-tone scale. Before the nineteenth century nobody could find any serious musical use for a scale that did not contain any perfect intervals.


  EX. 2–10 Franz Schubert, Quartet in G major, IV, modulatory sequence
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  Now there was such a use, and Schubert was perhaps its earliest exponent. The earliest instance known to the present author comes from Schubert’s Octet in F major for winds and strings, composed in 1824 and first performed in public at a concert put on by the violinist Ignaz Schuppanzigh on 16 April 1827 (just three weeks after Beethoven’s death), at which Beethoven’s great advocate put Schubert forth as the great man’s successor. The octet is indeed one of Schubert’s most Beethovenian compositions in inspiration, although the work of Beethoven’s that provided the model for it, the Septet, op. 20, is early and relatively relaxed (Schubertian?) Beethoven. But Beethoven never wrote a passage like the one in Ex. 2–13.


  Although the cello plays a deceptively ascending figuration, its first notes in each measure collectively describe a descending progression of major thirds, a closed “sequence of flat submediants”—C, [image: image], E, C, ([image: image])—like the one shown in Ex. 2–11 from the Mass, Over this root progression, no fewer than three whole-tone scales descend as the violins and viola connect, with passing tones, the roots (in syncopation, to avoid parallels), fifths, and thirds of the resultant minor triads in contrary motion to the bass. All the earliest whole-tone scales functioned the way these do, as a means of connecting the roots (and, as we see, not only the roots) in a symmetrically apportioned, descending cycle of major thirds—a characteristic pattern or template that grew out of the romantic penchant for flat-submediant harmony, and now offered an alternative means of tonal navigation to the traditional circle of fifths.


  EX. 2–11 Franz Schubert, Mass in E-flat, Sanctus, beginning
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  EX. 2–12 Giovanni Maria Nanino,“Ascendit in celum” canon (1605)
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  EX. 2–13 Franz Schubert, Octet, VI, mm. 172–77
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  Schubert eventually experimented with analogous cycles of minor thirds as well, in which the linked tonalities all lie along an implied diminished-seventh chord (as laid out explicitly, if only “theoretically,” in Ex. 2–9). Here, too, a novel scale emerges from the part writing if passing tones are inserted between the successive chord roots, as Schubert demonstrated in another passage from the vertiginous finale of the G-major Quartet (Ex. 2–14a), where the wild harmonic gyrations undergo a stretta—an acceleration in sheer pace and an expansion of modulatory compass.


  The peculiar restlessness of the harmony is insured by the use of the [image: image] position for all the nodal points in the cycle of minor thirds, implying a cadence ceaselessly deferred and lending the passage the bearing of a frenzied, unappeasable pursuit. The emergent scale can be traced in the second violin part, which connects the chord roots with passing tones. Where the scale that emerged in this way from the cycle of major thirds consisted of a descent by whole steps, the cycle of minor thirds yields a scale that descends by alternating whole steps and half steps (Ex. 2–14b).


  Like the whole-tone scale, it proved extremely suggestive to the composers who became acquainted with Schubert’s posthumously published instrumental works at midcentury—particularly Liszt, who passed it along in turn to many other composers. One of them, the Russian composer Nikolai RimskyKorsakov (1844–1908), confessed in 1906 that Schubert, in his view, was the fountainhead of what he considered to be modern music, “the first composer in whom one can meet such bold and unexpected modulations.”25 (And, in saying this, he gave valuable testimony to the nineteenth century’s primary criterion of musical modernity.) Owing to the delayed publication of his works, the implications of Schubert’s tonal and harmonic experiments were still being worked out (albeit in entirely different technical and expressive contexts) almost a century after his death.


  EX. 2–14A Franz Schubert, Quartet in G major, IV, another modulatory sequence
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  EX. 2–14B Franz Schubert, Quartet in G major, IV, demonstration of the scale that emerges from the interpolated passing tones
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  B-MINOR MOODS


  As promised earlier, an extended look at one of Schubert’s larger, more public works will confirm the influence of the private genres in which he so excelled. That influence—an influence Schubert absorbed from his environment and then transmitted to his posthumous posterity (curiously skipping a generation, as we haveskipping a generation, as we have seen, owing to delayed publication)—is what produced the ultimate “romanticization” of the larger instrumental forms, as practiced by German composers (and others in the Germanic orbit) in the later nineteenth century. The obvious starting place is Schubert’s fortuitously emblematic “Unfinished” Symphony of 1822. The following discussion should be read with score in hand.


  This famous work has few precedents in the symphonic literature—not for being unfinished (for which there are precedents within every composer’s legacy, including five other unfinished symphonies in Schubert’s own) but for being cast in the key of B minor. Associated with the darkest, grimmest, most “pathetic” moods, the key had been pretty well avoided by earlier composers of symphonies, which fully accords with the history of a genre that had originated in theatrical and convivial milieus. The only previous B-minor symphony by a major composer was one of the set of six (for strings only) that C. P. E. Bach had written for (and dedicated to) Baron van Swieten in 1773. Haydn had written a symphony in B major in 1772, and cast its second movement, a plaintive siciliana, in the parallel minor. Both of these symphonies had partaken of the “stormy stressful” style of their decade, associated (explicitly in Bach’s case) with the idea of Empfindsamkeit, “hyperexpressivity.” Schubert’s symphony breathes a similarly special atmosphere, equally far from the traditional symphonic air of public celebration. It is usually referred to as number 8 because it was first published in 1866, a quarter of a century after the “Great” C-major symphony, which was actually written three years later. When another unfinished symphony (just a sketch in E major) was completed by an editor and published in piano score in 1884, it was given the number 7, and the “Great” Symphony was promoted to the magic Beethovenian number 9. The “Unfinished” retained its position as number 8, even though it was the seventh performable symphony in order of composition.


  No one knows why the piece remained unfinished. The manuscript full score breaks off after two pages of the Scherzo. A more complete piano sketch showing the whole Scherzo and a melodic outline of the Trio has enabled several scholars to “finish the Unfinished,” opportunistically tacking on the B-minor entr’acte from Schubert’s incidental score to Rosamunde (a play that ran for two performances in 1823) by way of finale.26 There is no real evidence that this was Schubert’s intention, and the idea of a torso that consisted of two pathos-filled movements and ended with a slow movement (and in the “wrong key”) appealed powerfully to romantic sensibilities, enhancing the symphony’s popularity and making it, with Beethoven’s Fifth and Ninth, one of the symphonies that most haunted the memories and imaginations of later composers. Its reach extended at least until 1893, when the canonized torso may have suggested to the Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky (who had already recalled the “Unfinished” Symphony in his ballet Swan Lake)the striking idea of ending his Sixth Symphony—also cast in rare B minor, and subtitled “Pathétique”—with a slow movement.


  Both the impulse to emulate Beethoven and the distance that separates Schubert from his older contemporary are evident from the symphony’s very outset. As early as his op. 1, a set of piano trios, Beethoven often preceded the first theme in a sonata movement with an assertive “preface theme” to take over the function of a slow introduction and command the audience’s attention. Often, especially when in a minor key as in the Trio, op. 1, no. 3, or the Fifth Symphony, the preface theme achieves this objective by being played in a peremptory unison. Schubert begins the first movement of his B-minor Symphony with a patently Beethovenian preface theme all’unisono—indeed at first it almost seems a paraphrase of the one that opens the Trio—but its character is the very opposite of assertive (Ex. 2–15). For such a mysteriously ill-defined beginning in Beethoven there is only one precedent: the Ninth Symphony—no precedent at all because Schubert’s symphony was composed before the Ninth was performed.


  EX. 2–15 Franz Schubert, Symphony no. 8 (“Unfinished”), mm. 1–8
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  On closer examination, this quintessentially romantic opening gesture turns out to be an embellished plunge from tonic to dominant—the descending-tetrachord motif that ever since the seventeenth century has functioned (in the words of Ellen Rosand) as “an emblem of lament.” We should not be surprised to find Schubert refurbishing an ancient convention; conventions, after all, are what make communications intelligible. But neither should we be surprised to find him investing it with a personal, “subjective” stamp in the form of a deliberately skewed phrase rhythm, its eight bars divided as asymmetrically as possible (2+3+3), with the last segment consisting of a single sustained tone (the equivalent of a “composed fermata”—another inverse reference to Beethoven’s Fifth?). The effect is less to stun the audience than to draw it in, to allow its members to “take possession of their inwardness.”


  The tremulous accompaniment figure that starts up in m. 9 to introduce the “first theme” is reminiscent—perhaps deliberately reminiscent—of the opening of Mozart’s G-minor symphony, K550. The texture of the theme itself, however, in which the string section accompanies the wind section, is one we have not seen in a Mozart symphony, nor any symphony. That texture was Rossini’s specialty (as we observed in the overture to The Barber of Seville Ex. 1–4), and it was Schubert’s peculiar historical mission as a writer of symphonies (though one studiously ignored, unless hotly contested, by German historians) to reconcile a new brand of Italian theater music with the Austro-German concert symphony, as if refreshing the genre with a new infusion from its original historical source.


  (For another example of pure Rossini in Schubert, see the rhapsodically dilated second theme in the first movement of the String Quintet in C major [mm. 58–138], scored first for the two cellos and then the two violins: it is a Rossinian operatic ensemble in every respect, even down to the chugging accompaniment, except insofar as it embodies a characteristically Schubertian mesmerizing pass into the local flat submediant, and its serenely radiant reversal. At the very end, moreover, just as in a Rossinian ensemble, the characters regroup, first cello and first violin—leading man and leading lady?—doubling at the octave [mm. 127–138] for perhaps the most soaringly Italianate melodic passage Schubert ever wrote.)


  Even less like a concert symphony and more like a Rossini overture is the way the first theme in the “Unfinished” proceeds to the second. Never in the symphonies of Haydn, Mozart, or Beethoven—not even in the piano sonatas of the Bach sons!—had a first theme made a full cadence in the tonic, as Schubert’s does so demonstratively in measure 38. The whole point of a “sonata allegro,” as practiced by its pre-Schubertian masters, was to elide that cadence (dramatically in symphonies, subtly in chamber music) into a modulatory bridge, and not allow a full cadence in the tonic until the very end of the movement. Schubert not only allows the first theme to finish, but follows it with an obviously “patched-in” four-bar linkup (mm. 38–41) to an equally stable second theme, as if almost defiantly to advertise a lack of interest in “transitions.” For such a seemingly perfunctory linkage of themes we again have to look to the overture to The Barber of Seville; and even there it had taken place in the truncated “recapitulation” rather than the more exacting “exposition.”


  But here the resemblance to Rossini ends, for Schubert’s procedure is anything but perfunctory. Notice the peculiar structure of the four-bar link, played by the horns and bassoons. It has the same rhythmic skew as the “preface theme,” dividing not 2+2 but 3+1. And the “3” consists of the same sort of long-held unison pitch as the last three measures of the preface. It is another “composed fermata,” or time-out-of-time, and its purpose, like that of all fermatas, is to interrupt the rhythmic momentum. Whereas a Beethoven fermata either comes on a rest or is followed by a rest, thus compounding the forward thrust with suspense, Schubert’s is on a quiet continuous sound that has the opposite effect. It neutralizes the thrust, replacing suspense (which quickens consciousness) with relaxation, deepening the music trance.


  Neither in Mozart nor in Beethoven nor in Rossini, moreover, have we ever encountered a second theme that is more than twice the length of the first theme. It, too, comes to a full cadence (m. 104) before being replaced by another long-held unison to initiate a quickie transition. And that unison is a B, the cadence note of the first theme. The whole second theme, for all that it is the longest sustained span in the movement so far, could be snipped right out with no loss of tonal coherence. It is an island of repose, a fair and fleeting Augenblick magnified into what philosophers call a “specious present”—a considerable duration that nevertheless represents instantaneousness. It is, in short, a moment musical.


  And as befits that status, it is cast not in the expected key of a second theme in the minor—that is, the mediant (III)—but in the romantically charged submediant. (Again, the only Beethovenian “precedent” comes in the as-yet-unheard Ninth Symphony.) The theme (Ex. 2–16a), as was so often the case in Schubert’s impromptus and moments musicaux, is redolent of domestic music: it has even been associated with a specific Viennese popular song (Ex. 2–16b), the rhythm of which also permeates the theme of the posthumously published Impromptu in [image: image] major, op. 142, no. 2 (Ex. 2–16c)


  EX. 2–16A Franz Schubert, Symphony no. 8 (“Unfinished”), I, second theme
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  EX. 2–16B A possible source for the second theme of Schubert’s Symphony no. 8 (“Unfinished”), I
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  EX. 2–16C Franz Schubert, Impromptu, Op. 142, no. 2, beginning
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  The theme is even constructed a bit like an impromptu or a moment musical, in something like a miniature aba form of its own. Its middle section is approached in a radically romantic, psychologically “realistic” way: the theme trails off right before its implied cadence (m. 61) in simulation of a mental vagary, and after a measure’s unsettled pause resumes in what seems a neurotically distorted form, the melody transferred to the massed winds supported by a unanticipated switch to the minor subdominant harmony in the abruptly tremolando strings and the suddenly roused trombones. The interval is wrong—a descending fifth (mistakenly recalling the first theme?) instead of a fourth; the right interval, sounded on the next try, is seemingly not recognized. A third stab brings the chord without which a romantic vagary is not complete: the flat submediant ([image: image])—with respect to the original tonic the submediant’s flat submediant, completing an implied cycle of major thirds, Schubert’s as yet unpatented specialty.


  The chord picks up its augmented sixth in m. 68, but its resolution is delayed by a whole series of feints, most strikingly (m. 71) to a diminished seventh chord that resolves two bars later according to the pattern illustrated in Ex. 2–9b, and in so doing initiates a little development section in which a motive derived from the third measure of the theme is put through a series of attempted, then frustrated, circles of fifths. The storm and stress having been dissipated by the cadence in m. 93, the theme is resumed in a stable but asymmetrically phrased (five-bar) variant, providing the closure of double return, and also providing reconciliation between the formerly opposed winds and strings.


  The actual development section, famously, is based throughout on the preface theme—the one theme that had been originally presented in a harmonically openended form requiring closure on the tonic. (Beethoven had used the preface theme similarly, albeit less singlemindedly, in op. 1, no. 3.) Never had an augmented sixth been more evocatively employed than in the uncanny beginning of the section (mm. 114–127), and never had it been more unconventionally handled: prepared as the submediant of E minor, it proceeds as the Neapolitan (!) of the original key, leading to the original dominant, expressed in its most dissonant form replete with minor ninth and prolonged earsplittingly, it could even seem sadistically, over a span of twelve measures (mm. 134–145).


  Of course the resolution of this grating dissonance is going to have to be deceptive—otherwise the development section will have achieved its harmonic purpose so prematurely as to make its continuation redundant. And so another series of feints is in the offing, far more dramatic because the scale is so much greater and the stakes are so much higher. The first of these feints (mm. 145–146) will involve an even more unconventional placement and conduct of an augmented sixth, producing one of the most violent deceptive cadences Schubert ever attempted.


  What makes the dominant ninth so tense is the extraordinary pressure of the ninth itself (the G in the present context) to descend to the root. And so, by moving the bass up to an Anatural (already a violent move because it creates a false relation with the A[image: image] in the dominant chord), and then resolving the dominant seventh thus created against the G as if it were a German sixth (in the hypothetical key of C[image: image]), Schubert manages to force the G to resolve in measure 146 as if it were an [image: image] upward to G[image: image] rather than downward to the long-awaited dominant root. The resolution that had been insisted upon, or pled for, over the preceding twelve bars is not only thwarted but preempted, leaving the properly mesmerized listener, who had been programmed to identify with the G and its desires, exhausted and disoriented.


  The diversionary ploy has its price: an unwanted cadence on C[image: image] now looms. It too must be frustrated. So Schubert preempts the arrival of its tonic with a diminished seventh chord, screamed out by the whole orchestra (m. 154), that reharmonizes the G[image: image] and directs it still further up, to A, presaging resolution to D. This time resolution is forestalled by precisely reversing the feint employed in measure 73, now transforming the dominant of D into a diminished seventh chord that is given an unconventional “outward” resolution of the kind more usually associated with augmented sixths. The resolution redirects the harmony back to E minor, the development’s point of departure and the subdominant of the original key.


  This time it takes Schubert forty-four measures to regain the dominant ninth (the only unusual harmonic effect along the way being the strangely voiced augmented Neapolitan in mm. 194–197, in the “wrong” inversion and again tinged with an augmented sixth), and its resolution finally brings closure to the preface theme, initiating a fairly placid recapitulation. Here the most noteworthy touch is the rerouting of the first theme (by means of some poignant stabs of harmony in mm. 229–231 and 238–240) so that it cadences in the dominant (where it “should” have cadenced in the exposition). But however unconventional this may appear, it is done for the sake of conformity to convention, for it enables the recapitulation of the second theme in the customary mediant key (D major). The coda (mm. 328 ff) rounds the movement off with a very demonstrative closure of the preface theme (with a few nostalgic nods at the subdominant, where the theme had spent so much time in the development).


  The first movement of the “Unfinished” Symphony, then, is a virtual textbook of submediant relations—many of them unprecedented in symphonic writing and astonishing in their assured virtuosity—and how they can be used to create both mood and form. In this way the symphony becomes a study of how the intimate and domestic forms (“lower” forms in the conventional, covertly social hierarchy of genres, to which Schubert outwardly subscribed) in which Schubert chiefly made his reputation, and in which he acquired his submediant skills, could affect the “higher” forms and infect them with Innerlichkeit, assimilating them to the mood music of the urban bourgeoisie.


  CONSTRUCTIONS OF IDENTITY


  The key of the second movement, Andante con moto, bears an unusual but thoroughly Schubertian relation to that of the first: it is cast in the subdominant of the parallel major, projecting the concept of modal mixture from the level of local harmonization to that of “macrostructure,” the relationships that give coherence to the whole multimovement sequence. Where the first movement had been a study in submediant relations, the second admits a much wider spectrum of third-relations to its purview. In part this is because its form is more loosely sectional, less “teleological,” than that of the first. Rather than a goal-directed sonata design, organized around a single overriding progress to closure, the movement is put together very much like the slow movement of Mozart’s [image: image] -major Symphony, K. 543, which could very well have been its model: a slow rondo (or, alternatively, a slow minuet or Ländler with two trios) in which both episodes are based on the same melodic material but contrast radically in key, both with the framing sections and with each other.


  Even if we ignore for the moment the many strongly colored “local” harmonies that attract our ear (beginning with the unconventionally “inverted” German sixth in measure 14 whose many recurrences will be a major point of reference) and take note only of chords that are “tonicized” by cadences and so contribute to the articulation of the movement’s form, we encounter an amazingly diverse and wide-ranging assortment, beginning with the brief excursion from the tonic E to the “parallel mediant” G (the mediant of the parallel minor, tonicized in m. 22) and back, which defines the shape of the opening section.


  The first episode (beginning with the four-bar unharmonized preface at m. 60)starts out in that Schubertian rarity, the ordinary diatonic submediant or relative minor. Remaining true to our plan and ignoring the beautifully executed (but cadentially unconfirmed) excursion to the parallel mediant (F major) at m. 74, we arrive at a mode switch at m. 83, immediately followed by the enharmonic recasting of C[image: image] major as [image: image]. (Note that we have had cadences by now on three members of a cycle of minor thirds encircling the tonic: E major, G major “above”, [image: image] major “below.”) Parenthetically we might note that the clarinet and flute exchange that takes place during this excursion into [image: image] major (mm. 90–95) removes any doubt that we are dealing here with a Ländler, an adapted (and locally Viennese) ballroom dance—that is, a Mozartean device updated by a composer who, unlike Mozart, “speaks Viennese like any other Viennese” (in the words of the poet August Heinrich Hoffmann von Fallersleben).27


  A return to C[image: image] minor provides a pivot to the submediant, A, at m. 109, suitably equipped with what sounds like an augmented sixth, just as, knowing Schubert, one might expect. But the chord is spelled as a dominant seventh, with Gnatural instead of [image: image], and so it resolves, into a remarkable “flat side” circle of fifths that touches down on D, the Neapolitan (m. 111); G, the parallel mediant of the original key (m. 121); and finally C, the parallel or “flat” submediant (m. 129), preparing the retransition to E major for the medial return of the “rondo” theme.


  The section that now begins (m. 142) is identical to the first section as far as m. 186, where it is suddenly rerouted to the subdominant to prepare for the second episode, which begins (m. 201) in the parallel subdominant, A minor, soon to be replaced by A major at m. 223. This key may be unremarkable with respect to the original tonic; but compared with its counterpart in the first episode, it is in the magical flat submediant key. At m. 244 the parallel tonic is briefly sounded as a pivot to the same “flat side” excursion along the circle of fifths as we heard in the first episode, only this time it moves much more quickly than before, because it is zeroing in on the original tonic from C, the original flat submediant (m. 250), to F, the Neapolitan (m. 252), which makes its conventional resolution to the dominant, and thence home.


  The final section is not a full recapitulation or rondo frame; rather it is a coda based on the original thematic material, with some enharmonic interplay between diatonic and chromaticized mediants that is at once witty and touching. First G[image: image] minor (III) is emphasized by an ordinary dominant embellishment (mm. 270–271, repeated in 277–278), then the four-bar violin preface is extended by an extra pair of measures that takes it (where else?) to C, the flat submediant, which then pivots ear-tinglingly to its flat submediant, [image: image] (m. 286), completing a cycle of major thirds, perhaps the earliest one in all of Schubert to have been explicitly enunciated in direct succession. And finally, in another characteristically Schubertian move, the violin preface, now adapted to the key of [image: image] major, is converted at the end to the parallel minor, by replacing the expected C. with a [image: image]. This is an especially disorienting move, since it involves an unaccompanied arpeggio (mm. 292–295) that describes an augmented octave. But of course it is also an especially strategic move, since that disorienting [image: image], reinterpreted enharmonically, turns out to be the original dominant. Its resolution secures the final closure (Ex. 2–17).


  This quick return from seemingly remote parts once again resonates with Mozart; one famous example is slow movement of his G-major Piano Concerto, K. 453, which has been given contradictory interpretations. Some have interpreted the distance as real, in which case the pleasing artifice by which it is so quickly traversed seems an ingratiating mask worn by violence; others have interpreted the distance as illusory, in which case the harmonic sleight-of-hand comes off as irony. The former interpretation casts the music as tragic, the latter as comic.


  The interpretation of Schubert’s harmony is beset with similar differences of opinion; but the stakes have seemed greater with him, and the disagreements have been more heated. Perhaps that is because his music, constructing a more emphatically private and personal space than Mozart’s, claims a greater personal investment from listeners. That would certainly be in keeping with romantic ideals, and to that extent, perhaps, the controversy has been a measure of Schubert’s artistic success. But the grounds of Schubertian contention have been no more confined (or confinable) to artistic matters than in the case of Mozart. With Mozart, aesthetic debate is connected with social issues. With Schubert, again very much in the spirit of romanticism, it is connected with issues of personal identity.


  EX. 2–17 Franz Schubert, Symphony no. 8 (‘Unfinished’), II, mm. 280–300
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  The latest controversy began with what scholars call “external” evidence—the interpretation of facts about Schubert’s life, not the interpretation of his scores. In 1989 Maynard Solomon, a highly respected biographer of Beethoven and Mozart, published an article in which he interpreted certain passages in diaries and letters, both Schubert’s and those of his friends, as coded references to the composer’s participation in what Solomon called the “male homosexual subculture” of the Austrian capital.28


  Solomon’s most compelling piece of evidence was a diary entry in which one of Schubert’s friends wrote that Schubert, being “out of sorts,” is in need of “young peacocks, like Benvenuto Cellini.” (Cellini, the great sixteenth-century sculptor and goldsmith, used references to game birds in his autobiography as a euphemism for the young boys he pursued for erotic purposes.) Later, a younger scholar, Kristina Muxfeldt, noted that among the song texts Schubert had set were poems by Count August von Platen, in the style of Persian love lyrics known as ghazals, that were full of transparent references to homosexual love. Schubert’s settings of these poems, she observed, were unusually intense in harmony, even for him.29


  These readings and findings, while original and unwontedly specific, were not really news. Schubert’s venereal disease, which may have hastened his death, had long since led to speculations concerning what one writer, as early as 1857, called passions mauvaises, “evil passions.”30 The judgment implied by the word mauvais reflected the moral standards of 1857, well into the Victorian age, when sexual roles, as observed in the previous chapter, were hardening. The judgment also obviously partook of the mythology of the poète maudit, equally anachronistic for Schubert. In Schubert’s time imputation of homosexual tastes or activities carried less stigma than they did at midcentury (here, many would contend, our own time is in agreement with Schubert’s), and were less bound up with issues of identity (but here our time differs profoundly from his). In any case, it is doubtful whether these matters would have excited as much controversy as they have, had some critics not begun to find corroborating “internal” evidence—that is, evidence in “the music itself.”


  Those who believed they had found such evidence claimed to locate it precisely in the novel harmonic and tonal relationships that we have been investigating, the very aspects of Schubert’s style that historians have prized as his signal contribution to the art of music, and on which many music lovers have founded their special sense of intimacy with the composer. In an essay entitled “Constructions of Subjectivity in Schubert’s Music,” Susan McClary, a versatile and imaginative scholar, made a direct connection between Schubert’s special genius for musically representing the romantic “I” and his alleged homoerotic leanings. Where Solomon’s prize exhibit had been a journal entry and Muxfeldt’s had been a song text, McClary’s was the second movement of the “Unfinished” Symphony, the composition we have just surveyed.


  McClary interprets the freewheeling mediant relationships and sleight-of-hand modulations that we have been tracing as analogous (or more exactly, homologous) to promiscuous personal relationships. Mediants are to fifths, she argues, as gay is to straight—in both cases (to simplify a bit) what is represented is pleasurable deviance from a socially mandated norm. “On some level,” she writes, “centered key identity almost ceases to matter, as Schubert frames chromatic mutation and wandering as sensually gratifying.” In Schubert’s “enharmonic and oblique modulations,” as McClary interprets them, “identities are easily shed, exchanged, fused, and reestablished, as in the magical pivot between E and [image: image] major near the end.”31 Finally, pursuing homologies between her description of Schubert’s musical behavior and recent descriptions of gay male behavior, she quotes a literary critic who, while employing a nearly impenetrable professional jargon, seems to be making a similar point about the pleasures of promiscuity: “Subjectivity within male coupling is episodic, cognized and recognized as stroboscopic fluctuations of intense (yet dislocated, asymmetrical, decentered) awareness of self-as-other and self-for-other.”32


  Whether this argument holds up depends primarily on how much evidentiary weight an analogy can be made to bear. (Analogies and homologies are partial similarities that have been singled out for the purpose of comparison. If the motivating premise is embraced a priori, as it is here, an analogical argument becomes dangerously liable to the trap of circularity.) But the controversy in which this argument participates is little concerned with the fine points of rhetoric. Rather, it has served as a diagnostic of contemporary attitudes toward sexual deviance. Those made uneasy by the thought of it have been quick to label the argument as an “assault” on Schubert, as one scholar has put it,33 or an attempt to appropriate his name and reputation on behalf of a political agenda.34


  What all sides to the debate agree upon, however, is that profound and possibly “subterranean” matters of personal identity are at stake, and that Schubert’s music has the power of representing them. The very thought was a product of Schubert’s time. Except in a few late works, not even Beethoven is so interpreted by anyone, but Schubert is so interpreted by everyone. That is the continuing triumph of romanticism.


  


  CHAPTER 3
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  Volkstümlichkeit


  THE ROMANTIC LIED; MENDELSSOHN’S CAREER; THE TWO

  NATIONALISMS


  


  THE LIED IS BORN


  Although German-speaking composers have been prominent in the last several chapters (and will remain so for several chapters to come), and despite the frequent claim that their prominence raised the German “art music” tradition in the nineteenth century to the status of general standard and model (at least within the instrumental domain), the fact is that only two important musical genres were actually German in origin, and one of them was vocal.


  The romantic Charakterstück for piano (to call it by its German name) was one of these, and the other was the romantic Lied (plural Lieder), the setting of a lyric poem for solo voice accompanied by the piano or (at first) some other “parlor” instrument, a genre so German that it has retained its German name in English writing. Both the character piece and the lied have cognate genres in other national traditions. The romantic character piece is in some obvious ways comparable to the fancifully titled harpsichord pièces by seventeenth-and eighteenth-century French clavecinistes like François Couperin. But there were two important differences. The French genre was “imitative” while the German one was “expressive,” in keeping with the great change in esthetic sensibility that the word “romantic” declares. And the French genre descended from the dance suite while the German one descended from the fantasia. The two genres, it thus transpires, were not genetically linked. The one did not lead to the other, and so the romantic Characterstück is entitled to be considered an independent genre, as indigenously German as the romanticism to which it gave form and expression.


  Similarly, the lied can be superficially compared with many previous forms of accompanied solo song, going all the way back to the monodies of the early seventeenth-century Florentines, or the English “lute ayres” of the same period. (The latter may look even more closely akin to the lied, since it had a fully composed accompaniment rather than a figured bass.) Indeed, the at times intense and personal expressivity of those earlier genres does seem to prefigure the primary esthetic aim of romantic lyricism. But again, the lineages were dissimilar. The monody and ayre descended respectively from the madrigal and the recitation of epic poetry. They were court genres, not domestic ones, and they were both quickly subsumed into the nascent opera. There is no genetic link between them and the lied.


  Like the Characterstück, the romantic lied originated in Berlin, the Prussian capital, and once again that curious protoromantic C. P. E. Bach (who wrote some two hundred lieder) played a crucial role in its birth. From the very beginning, moreover, the lied was associated not only with the idea of Empfindsamkeit or personal expressivity, but also with the idea of Volkstümlichkeit or “folklikeness.” The two ideals may seem at first incongruous, since the simplicities of folk song may not seem on the face of it the likeliest channel for the expression of a unique personal psychology. But in fact, as already hinted in the previous chapter, German romanticism saw personal and collective expression as mystically linked, each depending on the other for authenticity. It was in the lied that the romantic “I” bonded musically with the romantic “We.” Accordingly, the earliest lieder were in effect imitation folk songs with simple melodies that, while reflecting the mood of the poem, could be easily sung by nonprofessionals at home. The accompaniments were also kept simple and were (in theory, anyway) regarded as optional. The person chiefly responsible for the theory was a Berlin lawyer named Christian Gottfried Krause (1719–70), who first described the lied in a book published in 1752 under the title Von der musikalischen Poesie (“On poetry for music”), and then got several of his friends, including C. P. E. Bach, to furnish examples of it. Thus, rather unusually, the description of the genre actually preceded its earliest specimens. It was decidedly a cultivation, a “hothouse growth.”


  The first book of actual lieder was published in 1753 under the title Oden mit Melodien (“Odes with melodies”). An ode, which means a poem of praise sung to the lyre (whence lyric), was a time-honored classical genre that could be either public (choral) and grandiose, addressed to an assembled audience (as in the Greek drama or the odes of Pindar), or personal and intimate, addressed to a loved one (as in the odes of Sappho, or, in Roman times, of Horace and Catullus). It was the latter type, of course, that furnished the German romantics with their model. The model of models was Anacreon, a Greek lyric poet of the sixth century BCE, whose widely imitated “Anacreontic” verses celebrated the joys of wine and love.


  Americans may know about Anacreon because the drinking song that (in Francis Scott Key’s contrafactum) became “The Star-Spangled Banner” was originally called “To Anacreon in Heaven.” It was the more personal, amorous side of Anacreon that inspired the verses by Karl Wilhelm Ramler (1725–98) that (chosen by Krause and set at his instigation to suitably “Volkstümlich” melodies) laid the foundation for the romantic lied. Amint (Aminta), one of C. P. E. Bach’s contributions to Krause’s Oden mit Melodien, will give an idea of that foundation (Ex. 3–1). Its simple melody returns with every verse in the manner of a folk song. The simple three-part texture, completely written out even though it could easily be “realized” by a skilled continuo player, is additional evidence that the song is meant for home consumption by the relatively unskilled. The performance direction, Mit Affekt (“emotionally”), connoting an urban, sophisticated, self-aware manner seemingly at odds with the rustic simplicity of the tune, is a perfect paradigm of what we might call the “lied sensibility” with its unique crossbreeding of the I and the We.


  THE DISCOVERY OF THE FOLK


  This crossbreeding, which implied the impossibility of a particular “I” without a particular “We,” was in large part the brainchild of a Prussian preacher named Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803), who provided the main intellectual bridge between the Sturm und Drang movement of the 1770s and the later German romanticism. His basic idea may seem all too obvious to us, heirs as we are to two centuries of romantic thinking; but in its day it was a revolutionary notion. Very simply, Herder contended that there was no universal human nature and no universal human truth, no “sensus communis” as posited by his onetime mentor Kant. Rather, he argued, each human society, each epoch of human history, each and every human collectivity was a unique entity—and uniquely valuable. Human difference was as worthy of study and respect, and could be as morally instructive, as human alikeness.


  EX. 3–1 C. P. E. Bach, Amint (Wotquenne 199, no. 11)
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  This idea has been given various names, among them historicism, particularism, and relativism. Herder did not invent it out of whole cloth; parts of it were actually derived from the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the philosophes, who were among the most ardent upholders of Enlightenment and its gospel of universality. But the specific emphases Herder gave his eclectic intellectual compound, and the consequences he drew from it, mark his thinking as particularly romantic, and particularly German. Through him, paradoxically enough, aspects of German particularist thinking became universal. They provided the necessary philosophical foundation for all nineteenth-and twentiethcentury nationalist thought.


  It seems only natural and right that human particularity and diversity should have appeared natural and right to a German thinker. The German-speaking lands were then, and to some extent remain even now, a political and religious crazy quilt. And the idea of valuing particularity and diversity arose in reaction to the universalist, Enlightened assumption that progress lay in political consolidation and uniformity. To a French thinker, the politically fragmented German scene looked not only backward but weak; and shortly after Herder’s death Napoleon would prove the point by force of arms. Herder’s particularism and the German nationalism that grew out of it were in part an expression of resentment against French condescension, to say nothing of the French military threat.


  Looking for the bedrock of irreducible human difference, Herder fastened on language. In his influential tract Über den Ursprung der Sprache (“On the origin of language,” 1772), he argued that without language a human being would not be human. But language could only be learned socially, that is, in a community. Thus human singularity had its limits. A human was human only in the society of other humans, and the natural definer of societies was language. Since there could be no thought without language, it followed that human thought, too, was a social or community product—neither wholly individual nor wholly universal. Thus to view humanity only as a totality was to miss the very specifics that made people human. These were to be sought in language communities, each of which (since it had its own language) had its own characteristic mode of thought, its own essential personality.


  An Enlightened thinker might conclude that each language was merely a particular way of expressing universal truths. Herder insisted, rather, that each language manifested or (to put it biblically) revealed unique values and ideas that constituted each language community’s specific contribution to the treasury of world culture. Moreover (and this was the most subversive part of all), since there is no general or a priori scale against which particular languages can be measured, no language, hence no language community, can be held to be superior or inferior to any other.


  When the concept of language is extended to cover other aspects of learned behavior or expressive culture—customs, dress, art—those aspects will be seen as essential constituents of a precious collective spirit or personality. That spirit embodies a truth separate from but equal to the truths embodied by all other spirits. In such thinking the concept of “authenticity”—faithfulness to one’s essential spirit—was born. It became an explicit goal of the arts, not just their inherent nature, to express the specific truth of the community they served.


  These ideas put an entirely new complexion on the whole concept of folklore. Until the late eighteenth century, folklore, or local vernacular culture, was associated chiefly with the peasantry, and was therefore assigned a low cultural or intellectual prestige. Now folklore was seen as embodying the essential authentic wisdom of a language community or nation. Its cultural stock soared. It was zealously collected and studied, both for the sake of defining national characteristics and for the sake of comparing them. The brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, philologists (students of language) by training, compiled their epoch-making collections of folktales (Kinder-und Hausmärchen, “Children’s and household tales,” 2 vols, 1812–15) under the direct influence of Herder’s teachings. They followed up on these with an even more ambitious two-volume collection of German folk myths and legends, Deutsche Sagen (“German sagas,” 1816–18). By the middle of the nineteenth century their efforts had been duplicated in almost every European country.


  The great explosion of published folklore and its artistic imitations did a great deal to enhance the national consciousness of all peoples, but especially those in two categories: localized minority populations (like the Latvians or Letts, the original object of Herder’s collecting interest) whose languages were not spoken across political boundaries, and (at the opposite extreme) large, politically divided groups like the Germans, whose languages were widely dispersed across many borders. The boundary between the collected and the created, or between the discovered and the invented, was at first a soft one, easily traversed. It was not always possible to distinguish between what was collected from the folk and what was contributed by the editors, most of whom were poets as well as scholars, and did not distinguish rigorously between artistic and scholarly practice.


  The most illustrative case was that of the Kalevala (“Land of heroes”), the national epic of the Finns, who in the early nineteenth century lived under Swedish and, later, Russian rule. First published in 1835, it was based on lore collected from the mouths of peasants but then heavily edited and organized into a single coherent narrative by its compiler, the poet Elias Lönnrot (1802–84). It never existed in antiquity in the imposing form in which it was published, and which served to imbue the modern Finns—that is, the urban, educated, cosmopolitan classes of Finnish society—with a sense of kinship and national cohesion. Nor do the ironies stop there. The distinctively incantatory trochaic meter of the poem (the result of the particular accentual patterns of the Finnish language), when translated into English, provided the model for Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Song of Hiawatha (1855), which purported to provide the United States of America, a country of mixed ethnicity and less than a century old, with a sort of borrowed national epic that would lend it a borrowed sense of cultural independence from Europe.


  In the area that concerns us most directly, Herder himself made one of the earliest fundamental contributions, with his enormous comparative anthology of folk songs from all countries, Stimmen der Völker in Liedern (“Voices of the peoples in Songs,” 2 vols., 1778–79). In it, he actually coined the term Volkslied (folk song), now universally used to denote what had formerly been called a “simple” or “rustic” or “peasant” song. His collection was followed, and so far as Germany was concerned superseded, by the greatest of all German folk song anthologies, Des Knaben Wunderhorn (“The youth’s magic horn”), brought out by the poets Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano in three volumes between 1805 and 1808. Verses from this book, which contained no original melodies, continued to be set as lieder by German composers throughout the century and far beyond.


  In some ways this “discovery of the folk” was a mere recycling of an ancient idea, that of “primitivism,” the belief that the qualities of technologically backward or chronologically early cultures are superior to those of contemporary civilization, or more generally, that it is those things that are least socialized, least civilized—children, peasants, “savages,” raw emotion, plain speech—that are closest to truth. The most recent and dogmatic upholder of primitivistic ideas had been Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose Social Contract begins with the unforgettable declaration that “man was born free and is everywhere in chains.” No one had ever more effectively asserted the superiority of unspoiled “nature” over decadent “culture.”


  KULTUR


  But the Herder/Grimm phase did contain a new wrinkle, namely the idea that the superior truth of unspoiled natural man was a plural truth. The next step in the romantic nationalist program was to determine and define the specific truth embodied in each cultural community. Here is where the motivating resentment or inferiority complex finally began to break the surface of German nationalism. Not surprisingly, the values celebrated in the German tales—the “Prince Charming” values of honesty, seriousness, simplicity, fidelity, sincerity, and so on—were projected onto the German language community, which in its political fragmentation, economic backwardness, and military weakness (its primitiveness, in short) represented a sort of peasantry among peoples, with all that that had come to imply as to authenticity. It alone valued das rein Geistige, “the purely spiritual,” or das Innige, “the inward,” as opposed to the superficiality, the amorality, the craftiness and artifice of contemporary civilization, as chiefly represented by the hated oppressor empire, France.


  The word “culture” itself—or rather Kultur, to incorporate the special resonance the word had for the Germans—began to symbolize the values through which the German romantics set themselves apart from other peoples. As the German social historian Norbert Elias has put it,


  
    The concept of Kultur mirrors the selfconsciousness of a nation which had constantly to seek out and constitute its boundaries anew, in a political as well as a spiritual sense, and again and again had to ask itself: “What really is our identity?” The orientation of the German concept of culture, with its tendency toward demarcation and the emphasis on and detailing of differences between groups, corresponds to this historical process.1

  


  


  The answer to the question “What is German?” (Was ist deutsch?) arose most clearly in the romantic lied, a genre that was inspired, one is tempted to say, by that burning question of national identity. In the light of contemporary philosophy and politics (and the links between them), the mission of the lied to unite the “I” and the “We” takes on a newly clarified sense of purpose.


  The rediscovery of the folk and the consequent fever of collecting had an enormous impact on German poetry as well as the music to which it was set. Many poets, led by Goethe (a close friend, as it happens, of Herder’s), began writing in a calculatedly volkstümlich style so as to capture some of the forgotten wisdom that das Volk had conserved through the ages of cosmopolitanism, hyperliteracy, and Enlightenment. It was a neat switch on the concept of “the Dark Ages.” The dark, especially in its natural forest habitat, was in its mystery and intuitive “second sight” now deemed light’s superior as teacher of lore—that is, nation-specific, orally transmitted, traditional knowledge.


  LYRICS AND NARRATIVES


  The imitation folk poetry of German romanticism came in two main formal types: lyrics and narratives. The lyrics were often cast as “dance songs” that resemble the stanza-and-refrain forms used in medieval poetry, and not by accident: next to contemporary “folk” or oral culture, the expressive culture of medieval times, precisely because they were the Dark Ages, was newly valued by romantics as a storehouse of unsullied lore.


  Goethe’s most famous song-with-refrain, owing to the large number of musical settings it attracted, was Heidenröslein (“Heath rose”), one of his earliest lyrics, first published in 1773. It was reissued in 1794 in a book of Lyrischen Gedichte (poems for music) set by his musical collaborator Johann Friedrich Reichardt (1752–1814), the first great figure in the history of the lied, with more than fifteen hundred to his credit (Ex. 3–2). The text, a sustained metaphor for the “deflowering” of a maiden, consists in fact of a narrative; but the actual narrative genre (a matter of form as well as content) was something else:


  [image: image]


  


  The change from setting neoclassical or “Anacreontic” verses, as in Ex. 3–1, to setting volkstümlich poetry like this produced the mature German romantic lied. The change is often described as one between two generations of composers, or between a first and a second “Berlin song school.” The real change, however, was in the nature of the words they set.


  EX. 3–2 J. F. Reichardt, Heidenröslein
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  The main narrative genre of volkstümlich romantic poetry was called the ballad, another term with medieval (or pseudomedieval) roots: compare the Italian ballata or its prototype, the balada of the troubadours (called chanson balladé in northern France). The German term obviously reflects a faulty etymology, since a chanson balladé is, quite literally, a “danced song” rather than a narrative. The Germans were not responsible for the mix-up, however; the term ballad was first used in England, as early as the fourteenth century, to designate a sung narrative poem, often one that included dramatic dialogue between humans and supernatural beings, and that typically ended in disaster.


  As a folk genre the ballad flourished mainly in the British Isles and Scandinavia, lands of mist and frost that fascinated the German romantics. The earliest German romantic ballads were in fact translations from English and Scandinavian originals—or rather, imitations of Herder’s translations in his Volkslieder—and had no “true” German folk prototype at all. In this they resembled the Kalevala: they were contemporary creations manufactured to supply a desired ancient heritage. Far and away the most famous German ballad of this kind was Goethe’s Erlkönig (“The elf king”), written hard on the heels of Herder in 1782 and first published as part of a singspiel libretto called Die Fischerin (“The fisherman’s wife”). It achieved fame when republished, again in a setting by Reichardt, in the Lyrischen Gedichte of 1794 (Ex. 3–3 shows the grisly end):
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  Though very elaborately and effectively disguised with specifically Germanic and romantic surface features, Goethe’s pseudo-folkish ballad belongs to an ancient mythological tradition with origins going back at least as far as the Greeks: the “siren song” or song of fatal seduction, usually addressed by supernatural women to natural men, and most often given a maritime setting, as in the Odyssey (or in the form of another German romantic nature being, the Lorelei or Rhine mermaid). Goethe’s immediate model was Herder’s translation of a Danish folk ballad in which Herr Oluf, a knight, riding at night to summon guests to his wedding, meets up not with the Elf King himself but with one of the Elf King’s daughters, who tries to lure him in a lethal dance but, failing, mortally curses him along with his bride and mother.


  Goethe’s variation ostensibly removes the element of sexual allure (but perhaps only succeeds in displacing it interestingly), while surrounding the horse and rider with a whole syllabus of Germanic nature mythology, according to which the forest harbors a nocturnal spirit world, invisible to the fully mature and civilized father, but terrifyingly apparent to his unspoiled son. The father thinks he “sees perfectly” and is in control of things. He is powerless, however, against the spirits, who flaunt their ascendancy by taking the child. Thus the romantically nostalgic or neoprimitivist themes of hidden reality, invisible truth, the superiority of nature over culture (in none of which, incidentally, did Goethe really believe) are clothed in the imagery and diction of folklore to lend them supreme authority.


  EX. 3–3 J. F. Reichardt, Erlkönig, ending
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  FIG. 3–1 Moritz von Schwind, Erlkönig.


  


  THE LIED GROWS UP: HAYDN, MOZART, BEETHOVEN


  Until the end of the eighteenth century, and even a bit beyond, the lied was considered a lowly genre, the province of “specialist” composers (i.e., hacks) like Reichardt and his “Second Berlin School” contemporaries Johann Abraham Peter Schulz (1747– 1800) and Carl Friedrich Zelter (1758–1832), Goethe’s favorite, who as director of the Berlin Singakademie played a leading part in the Bach revival, another manifestation of burgeoning German nationalism.


  What Goethe liked about Zelter’s settings was their modesty and true Volkstümlichkeit. (He broke with Reichardt a year after the Lyrische Gedichte were published because, as he put it, Reichardt had a “forward and impertinent nature” and thought himself Goethe’s artistic equal.)2 What he disliked in the settings of others (emphatically including Schubert) was the oversensitive, overcomplicated response to each successive line in a poem that “smothered” the words in musical artistry. Far from showing him musically insensitive, though, the fear shows how easily distracted (or to put it positively, how strongly attracted) Goethe was by music. He wrote to Zelter in 1809 that however wary he may have felt, as a poet, toward music carelessly applied, no lyric poem was complete without it. Only when set and sung, he wrote, is a poem’s inspiration released into “the free and beautiful element of sensory experience.” In a wonderful formulation, he concluded that, when listening to beautiful words beautifully set and sung, “we think and feel at once, and are enraptured.”3


  But the lied nevertheless remained a low-prestige affair, which is why Schubert’s Viennese forebears, whose careers were oriented toward the aristocracy for support, cultivated it so little. Aristocracy, as ever, stood for cosmopolitan “civilization,” not particular Kultur. Between 1781 and 1803, Haydn composed no more than three dozen lieder with keyboard accompaniment in the style, more or less, of the “first” Berlin song school. (Compare that with fifteen “canzonettas” to English texts composed in London in 1794–95, and a walloping four hundred British folk song arrangements with obbligato strings, commissioned by publishers in London and Edinburgh.)


  One of Haydn’s most volkstümlich songs, though, has become exceedingly famous: Gott, erhalte Franz den Kaiser! (“God save the Emperor Franz!”), better known as the Kaiserhymne (“Emperor’s hymn”), which with various words and at various times has seen duty as national anthem for three countries (Ex. 3–4). The first was Austria, from the year of its composition, 1797, until 1918, when the last Habsburg emperor (Karl I) was deposed. Next came Germany, from 1922 to 1950, sung to a poem by Hoffmann von Fallersleben that dates from 1841 and begins “Deutschland, Deutschland über alles” (“Germany above all else”). Since 1950 the melody has served the Federal Republic of Germany (“West Germany” until 1990), sung to the words “Einigkeit und Recht und Freiheit” (“Unity, Justice, and Freedom”).


  Haydn’s hymn was composed under the inspiration of “God Save the King,” the earliest of all national anthems in the modern sense (first used in 1745 but, like the British “unwritten constitution,” never formally adopted). Equally to the point, it was composed in direct “rebuttal” to La Marseillaise, the French revolutionary hymn that was officially adopted as the anthem of the Directory government in 1795 and has been in continuous use ever since. True, Haydn’s hymn celebrated an imperial dynasty rather than a nation in the modern sense. But the concept of nationhood had developed by the late 1790s to the point where the “folklike” style was the only way one could embody a national sentiment that aspired to crosscut all social classes. Later, in a gesture that found a number of echoes, as we have seen, in Schubert, Haydn cast the slow movement of his Quartet in C major, op. 76, no. 3, as a set of variations on “Gott, erhalte Franz den Kaiser!” so that the quartet is now known as the “Emperor” Quartet.


  Mozart, who composed some sixty freestanding (or “insert”) arias with orchestra (all but five in Italian, the operatic lingua franca), left only half that many songs with keyboard accompaniment (all but four in German, his native tongue). One, at least, is a masterpiece—or so Goethe thought. The text of Das Veilchen (“The little violet”), Mozart’s only Goethe setting (composed around 1785), was extracted, like Erlkönig, from a singspiel libretto (Erwin und Elmire, 1775). Curiously reversing the sexual roles in Heidenröslein, thefloweriscastthistimeasthespurnedmalelover, trampledunderfoot.


  Mozart’s setting sports an appropriately volkstümlich opening theme, first given by the piano in the form of a ritornello, then repeated by the voice; and it makes some nicely restrained illustrative use of the piano (to paint, for example, the maiden’s “carefree step”). But it is really a miniaturized aria, with an opening section that modulates to the dominant, a middle section in the parallel minor with a poignant far-out point on VI, and a return to the original key “doubled” by a final thematic and textual reference (Mozart’s idea!) to the opening stanza for the sake of a proper da capo closure.


  EX. 3–4 Joseph Haydn, Kaiserhymne (Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser!)
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  Beethoven’s involvement with the lied was about as deep as Mozart’s: in a composing career that lasted twice as long, he composed about twice as many lieder (not counting 168 purely mercenary folk song arrangements, mostly at the instigation of the same British publishers who tempted Haydn). His song output does contain one major work, however: An die ferne Geliebte (“To the distant beloved”), op. 98, completed in 1816 and published with a dedication to his patron, Prince Lobkowitz. Rather than a single song, it is a set of six, all linked by composed transitions and ending with a thematic recollection of the first, thanks to which it bears the subtitle Liederkreis, literally a “circle of songs.” In English the term is song cycle.


  Beethoven’s, though not quite the first, is the earliest song cycle to survive in active repertory. The cyclic idea seems originally to have been an English one, as befits the land where the modern novel had its birth. For at its most elaborate a song cycle could be compared with a novel in songs, just as the earliest English novels, like Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740), were cast in the form of letters—discrete utterances between which the reader or listener was left to infer the connections that produced the plot.


  The poems Beethoven set, by Alois Jeitteles, an obscure Jewish medical student in Vienna (later a famous physician), interweave nature imagery with personal pathos. There is a lot of rustic imagery in the music—echoes off the mountainside, birdsong, and the like. Though written out for the sake of the changing, often illustrative accompaniments, the individual songs conform (allowing for a bit of ornamental variation) to the stanzaic (or “strophic”) structure of folk songs, with a single melody repeated for every verse unit.


  Beethoven’s songs, in other words, are still Lieder im Volkston or volkstümliche Lieder (folklike songs) but with a much stronger admixture of personal sentiment than we have seen in previous lieder. Song no. 2, the most rustic in the set, also has the most “pathetic” harmonies where the text refers to “inner pain.” The very fluid tempo also serves to instill a sense of subjective sentiment into the music. Even when not specified by the composer, a fluctuating tempo, called tempo rubato or “stolen time,” suggesting spontaneity of feeling, would become an essential component of “romantic” performing style.


  Joseph Kerman has pointed out that “the lied grew up in reaction to the ‘art music’ of Italian opera, cantata, and canzonet,” just as the Kultur of German romanticism was a reaction to the artifices of “civilization.” Therefore, he adds, the English term “art song,” which is sometimes used as a translation for “lied,” is “miserably confusing.”4 But Beethoven succeeded, while maintaining the unaffected “natural” tone without which lieder are not lieder, in reweighting the scales on the side of art. With him, art and nature, craft and spontaneity, are brought into a more traditional equilibrium. Not surprisingly, Goethe hated his songs; Beethoven was the “smotherer” supreme.


  Ex. 3–5 samples the first, second, and last songs from An die ferne Geliebte, including the transition into no. 6 as a reminder that the individual songs are connected by the piano. The general style is not all that far removed from that of Reichardt: indeed, the middle stanza of the second song (Ex. 3–5b), in which the voice chants a monotone while the piano takes over the tune, was probably modeled on Reichardt’s effective (hence widely imitated) “transcription” of the Elf King’s insinuating whisper in Ex. 3–3. Like Mozart, Beethoven tampered with the ending of the text, planting a “pre-echo” of the final lines at the end of the first song so that the cycle can “come full circle” with wistful hopes of vicarious union through shared song.


  The ending of the cycle resonates powerfully, of course, with Beethoven’s well-publicized loneliness, well known to every listener. Here the composer’s “I” decisively preempts the traditional “We,” but forges a new We (and, in its subjective sentimentality, an equally German one) by enlisting the listener’ssympathy. And yet it is still important, whenever biographical resonances impinge on the way we interpret romantic art, to distinguish the “persona” embodied in the art from the person who lived the life. From what we know of his life, the actual Beethoven (as often observed) sang most readily “to the safely distant beloved.” The da capo effect that unifies the cycle operates on several levels. There is the literal musical quotation at the end (where, ironically, it is actually the poet who is “quoting” the extra stanza that the composer had planted earlier, not that a listener would know), which involves a change of meter and tempo (Ex. 3–5d). And there is a coda suffused with motivic reminiscences, culminating in a striking reminiscence of the first phrase in the final cadence, forcing one last poignant retrospect. But upon examination, the main tune of the sixth song turns out to be a variation of the opening melody in anticipation of its literal return. It retains the contour up to [image: image] down to F, and up again to C (see Ex. 3–5e)


  EX. 3–5A Ludwig van Beethoven, An die ferne Geliebte, no. 1, mm. 1–9
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  EX. 3–5B Ludwig van Beethoven, An die ferne Geliebte, no. 2, middlestanza
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  EX. 3–5C Ludwig van Beethoven, An die ferne Geliebte, no. 6, mm. 1–16
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  EX. 3–5D Ludwig van Beethoven, An die ferne Geliebte, cyclicreturn
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  EX. 3–5E Ludwig van Beethoven, An die ferne Geliebte, the motivic relationship between the first and last songs


  


  [image: image]


  


  SCHUBERT AND ROMANTIC IRONY


  Yet for all the structural excellence and expressivity of An die ferne Geliebte, the lied remained for Beethoven a minor genre. The first major composer for whom it was a major genre—hence the composer through whom the lied became a major (and an indispensable) genre in any history of European “art” music—was Schubert, as already implied in the previous chapter. A full understanding of Schubert’s romanticism is impossible without understanding how his lieder newly negotiated the relationship of “I” and “We.”


  In investigating them, we shall reencounter many of the same devices (particularly harmonic devices) that we have already associated with the subjective and spiritual side of romanticism, only this time they will be approached by way of Volkstümlichkeit. To attempt to assign priority here—to decide whether Schubert’s songs “influenced” his instrumental music or the other way around—would be fruitless, and it would miss the point. Take, for a first example, Lachen und Weinen (Ex. 3–6), composed in 1823 to a poem by Friedrich Rückert (1788–1866). In overall form and character it is simple, sincere, and as volkstümlich as you please, but the antithesis at the heart of the poem— “Laughing and Crying,” apparently unmotivated but of course motivated by love—is expressed by artful modal mixtures of a kind that eventually became absolutely basic to Schubert’s harmonic idiom. Compare, for example, the beginnings of the exposition (Ex. 3–7a) and recapitulation (Ex. 3–7b) in the first movement of the G-major String Quartet, which we already know to be one of Schubert’s harmonically most adventurous compositions.


  EX. 3–6 Franz Schubert, Lachen und Weinen, D. 777
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  The quartet shows the same reversal as the song: the initial switch from major to minor comes back as minor-to-major. Nor is the switch in either case just a static exchange. The initial mode switch in the song sends the melody off into an asymmetrical pair of phrases that include an “affective” dominant-ninth chord and an “entranced” flat submediant. The corresponding reversed switch in the second half of the song sends the melody off into an equally asymmetrical phrase that cadences on the subdominant, approached by a “V of IV” that thoroughly destabilizes the tonic. At these points subjectivity (the “I”) comes graphically to the fore, but in a way that can only be appreciated in dialectical, even ironic opposition to the folkish “We” with which each stanza begins (and ends). When absorbed into the “absolute” medium of the string quartet, these effects retain their expressive potency, but are no longer limited in their connotation to the simple emotional opposites defined by the poem.


  EX. 3–7A Franz Schubert, Quartet in G, D. 887, I, mm. 1–10
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  EX. 3–7B Franz Schubert, Quartet in G, D. 887, I, analogous spot in recap
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  Or take the opening of “Am Meer” (“By the sea”), a song composed for the Schwanengesang collection in 1828 to words by Heinrich Heine (1797–1856), the most outlandishly subjective and ironic of all romantic poets (Ex. 3–8a); or else take the opening of Die Allmacht (“The Almighty”), a majestic hymn composed in 1825 to words by the composer’s friend Johann Ladislaus Pyrker (Ex. 3–8b). These songs give off an aura of the sublime—in Wordsworth’s unimprovable lines, “The sense of God, or whatsoe’er is dim/Or vast in its own being”5—obtained by juxtaposing the tonic in brusque unruly fashion with chromatic chords of a kind that normally precede the dominant.


  Approached this way, such chords, in the words of the famous music theorist Heinrich Schenker, “plunge into the very midst of spiritual experience.”6 Indeed, in “Am Meer,” a song of truly bizarre imagery (the lover’s tears, a metaphor for sexual intercourse, when imbibed become a deadly soul poison), the uncanny chord comes first, so that the song begins with a shiver of uncanny subjectivity. It evokes or exposes Innigkeit in a spectacularly violent way, suggesting (in Kerman’s words now) “everything in the world that is inward, sentient, and arcane.”7 More literally, perhaps, but also more chillingly, the unprepared augmented sixth chord in Am Meer might seem to symbolize the poisoned kiss itself.


  Without the eccentric context provided by the poem, one thinks, such a progression could have no meaning at all. But then one hears the very opening of the Quintet in C major (Ex. 3–8c), composed the same year as “Am Meer,” and one has to think again. The same kind of uncanny juxtaposition materializes—even uncannier, because the diminished seventh proceeds not to the dominant, as in Die Allmacht, but circles right back to the tonic, the oscillations of E and E[image: image] hair-raisingly evoking modal mixture of the most destabilizing kind, with all its emotional implications intact. Yet it materializes in an imaginatively openended context, all the more arcane for its being wordless.


  In which context did such arcane eloquence originate? Impossible—tantalizingly, blessedly impossible—to say. The combination of an extreme subjective expressive immediacy and an unspecified or “objectless” context is what gave rise to the sublime romantic notion of “absolute music”—one of the most potent, but also one of the most widely misunderstood, of all romantic concepts. Schubert’s opening gesture in the quintet, more vividly than almost any other single idea that could be quoted in an example, gives an inkling of what one later composer (Richard Wagner) would mean when he spoke of music as “saying the unsayable,”8 or what another later composer (Felix Mendelssohn) would mean when he said that the meaning of music is not too indefinite for translation into words, but far too definite.9


  EX. 3–8A Franz Schubert, Schwanengesang, opening of “Am Meer”
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  What these admittedly extreme examples also show is that by the end of his career, Schubert no longer distinguished between the possibilities of the lied and those of the more “artistic” genres against which the lied, as Kerman reminds us, had originally rebelled. This is not to say that Schubert did not share the general views of his time where the relative importance of genres was concerned. One of his most frequently quoted letters is the one to his friend Franz von Schober (30 November 1823) in which, with reference to the song cycle Die schöne Müllerin (“The beautiful miller maid”), now regarded as one of his masterpieces, he complained that “since my opera I have composed nothing but a few songs to Müller.”10 (The poet of the cycle, Wilhelm Müller, was probably moved to write it by the implied pun on his own name, which means “miller.”) The opera (Fierabras) has been forgotten, but at the time it seemed to Schubert the more important work by far.


  Still, there was nothing in the realm of harmonic invention, formal experiment, psychological nuance or even keyboard virtuosity, that was “too good” for a Schubert lied—with one conspicuous exception. Vocal (or “operatic”) floridity remained forbidden to the genre. Occasional cadential ornaments aside, there is never a hint of coloratura. On the rare occasions where Schubert allots more than two notes to a syllable of text, it is almost always for the sake of invoking some “preverbal” form of vocal expression—like the moan of pain that accompanies the word “Weh” (woe) in “Wasserfluth” (“The water current”), the fifth song in that gloomiest of song cycles, Die Winterreise (Ex. 3–9). The basic vocal idiom is always that of the Volksweise (folk tune), the “natural” music representing the “We,” inflected by eccentric details of melody, harmony, or accompaniment that at extreme moments allow the “I” to intrude.


  EX. 3–8B Franz Schubert, opening of Die Allmacht
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  EX. 3–8C Franz Schubert, opening of Quintet in C
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  The only exceptions to this rule are for the sake of irony, a sake that can justify the suspension of any rule. Irony—saying one thing and meaning another—is sometimes regarded (especially by poets who specialize in it) as being somehow inaccessible to music. W. H. Auden, one of the great poets of the twentieth century, writing in collaboration with Chester Kallman, once permitted himself to assert that


  EX. 3–9 Franz Schubert, “Wasserfluth” (from Die Winterreise, no. 5), mm. 1–14
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    since music, generally speaking, can express only one thing at a time, it is ill adapted to verses which express mixed or ambiguous feelings, and prefers poems which either express one emotional state or successively contrast two states.11

  


  


  Beginning with Schubert, though, there is scarcely a composer of song (or opera) who did not contradict this blunt dictum on practically every page, for irony (with its stronger relative, sarcasm) is one of the romantic artist’s most indispensable tools. Even if Auden and Kallman’s basic premise were true, that music “can express only one thing at a time,” music in conjunction with a text can easily express “mixed or ambiguous feelings,” or downright contradictory ones, with breathtaking and often heartrending effect. But of course we have already seen that Auden and Kallman’s basic premise is untrue. Just recall all the harmonic “puns” encountered in the previous chapter—for example between the dominant-seventh chord, which resolves straightforwardly by fifth progression, and the “German sixth,” which resolves obliquely by half step—and the ways in which Schubert is able to exploit such ambivalences in order to express an enormous range of ambiguous feelings even in the absence of words.


  In “Der Müller und der Bach” (“The miller and the brook”), the next-to-last song in Die schöne Müllerin, irony works on a number of levels that together make this ostensibly pretty song an agonizing heartbreaker. This cycle is an especially “novelistic” one. It follows one of the stereotypical novel plots: boy meets girl; boy gets girl; boy loses girl to a rival. The dénouement is tragic: thwarted in love, the hero kills himself; and “The Miller and the Brook” records the very moment when the fatal decision is made.


  Like Goethe’s Erlkönig, the poem features the folkloric device of nature-made-animate: the journeyman miller and the brook engage in a dialogue. Only this time the device is not “naive.” The poet does not affect belief in the reality of the brook’s voice; it is clearly delusional, turning the song into a typically novelistic interior dialogue. That is the first, purely textual, irony. The second irony consists in the unusually florid (=“pretty”) style of the setting, with its decorative melodic curlicues at cadences that do not always carry particularly charged words. Clearly, the youth is putting on tragic airs, at least at first (Ex. 3–10a).


  The youth sings of his broken heart; the brook offers consolation (Ex. 3–10b), not only in its cheery babbling (the pianist’s righthand!), butbyatypicalmodeswitchinto the major. At the youth’s reentry the mode switches back, but the brook’s babbling continues: a synthesis. When the youth takes up the brook’s major mode at the very last line, however, it marks no return to a solaced mood, but marks instead the moment at which his will to live is vanquished by his grief, which must find relief at any cost (Ex. 3–10c). And this, of course, is the third, most poignant irony. Comparison with Lachen und Weinen (Ex. 3–6) will drive the point home. In that song, as in “The Miller and the Brook” up to the last stanza, the mode symbolism is straightforward: major is happy, minor is sad. At the end of “The Miller and the Brook,” however, minor is sad and major is sadder. As before (for example, in Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor, discussed in chapter 1), as always, the irony comes about through a mastery of conventional codes that is so sure as to permit their idiosyncratic manipulation.


  EX. 3–10A Franz Schubert, Die schöne Müllerin, “DerMüllerundderBach,”mm. 1–10
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  EX. 3–10B Franz Schubert, Die schöne Müllerin, “DerMüller und der Bach,” mm. 29–40
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  EX. 3–10C Franz Schubert, Die schöne Müllerin, “DerMüller und der Bach,” mm. 71–82
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  That mastery of irony, coupled with an unparalleled capacity to find the psychological or “interior” dimension in the poems he put to music, set Schubert apart from his songwriting contemporaries from the very beginning of his songwriting career. At first, like most composers of lieder, he worked within the limits of the volkstümlich lyric as established by Goethe. Two of his early hits, both written during his teens, were settings of the very poems given above as Goethean models together with their settings by Reichardt.


  Schubert’s Heidenröslein and his Erlkönig were both composed in 1815, when he was all of eighteen years old. They are a perennial classroom pair. The former illustrates the “strophic” type of setting favored by Goethe and his chosen musicians, in which only a single model musical stanza is composed and reused, just as in a folk song, as many times as the poem has stanzas, fulfilling the romantic ideal of naturalness. The latter exemplifies the more artistic kind of setting that Goethe claimed to despise, in which the musical setting follows the poem’s meaning rather than its form, proceeding straight through without regular internal repetitions, each verse inspiring its own musical counterpart. There is no good single term to cover this kind of setting, since as a type it is defined basically by what it does not do, namely set the text “strophically.” What it does do has to be separately described each time or else presented without comment, since part of the point of avoiding the strophic style was to make the setting sui generis—that is, constituting a class of its own. This, too, was a romantic ideal: Herder himself was obsessed with the notion of being sui generis to the point of inventing a German equivalent, urwüchsig (roughly, “growing from scratch”), from which he derived the rather monstrous abstract noun Urwüchsigkeit to define the quality of uniqueness that he valued above all. He applied these terms first of all to languages and language communities, of course, rather than to individuals. For urwüchsig lied settings “nonstrophic” would be as good (or bad) a term as any. What has in fact become standard is the equally clumsy and uninformative “through-composed,” a direct translation of the German durchkomponiert.


  While it is customary to say that the strophic form is “natural” and the through-composed is “artistic” (and while we are following custom here), there is no reason why strophic settings could not be artistic in the highest degree. Schubert’s Heidenröslein (Ex. 3–11) seems as natural (or “artless”) an imitation folk song as could be desired, distinguished above all by the memorable perkiness of its thrice-repeated strain. But Goethe’s poem (see above) has a booby-trap in the form of an asymmetrical five-line stanza (rhymescheme ab/aab). Schubert found a wonderful solution to the problem of making the melody reflect the parallelism of the two unequal half verses and at the same time making the three-line group (terzet) as coherent a unit as the two-line group (couplet).


  The couplet does what comes “naturally.” Its two lines each occupy two measures, and each of the four measures contains a single harmony, the whole describing a perfect cadence: [image: image]. The “artistic” challenge comes with the terzet, where it becomes necessary to invent a three-stage harmonic design. First, by inflecting the C (the third of the ii chord) to C[image: image] on its second appearance (m. 6), Schubert turns it into a V[image: image] of V, a more restless harmony; next, by ending the second line of the terzet with a deceptive cadence (iii instead of V, the expected resolution), Schubert makes a third phrase (=line) necessary. Moreover, the five-line verse now ends with a half cadence on V, and it is left to the two-line refrain (mm. 11–14) to route the harmony back to the tonic. Thus the three cadences (couplet-terzet-refrain) together comprise an unshakably stable I-V-I progression, imparting a like shapeliness and stability to the stanza despite its asymmetry.


  But now take an even closer look, at the placement of the harmonies not only with respect to one another, but also with respect to the words. In the second and the third stanzas (the ones supposedly left “to chance” or “to take care of themselves” in strophic settings), the tensest (most chromatic and dissonant) harmony—the “V[image: image] of V”—coincides with the promise and then the delivery of the rose’s painful retaliation (“Ich steche dich,” “… und stach”). Formal strategy and poetic meaning have thoroughly interpenetrated, as in only the most “artful” poems and songs. The eighteenyear-old Schubert was already a past master of art-concealing art.


  EX. 3–11 Franz Schubert, Heidenröslein, model stanza


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  REPRESENTATIONS OF CONSCIOUSNESS


  Heidenröslein was written in August 1815, Erlkönig in December. In between came sixty other songs, three choruses, a piano sonata, a set of twelve dances, a cantata, and an opera. By then Schubert was a seasoned composer of dramatic ballads; Erlkönig was his seventeenth essay in that genre. His earlier settings had relied a great deal on operatic devices, particularly the use of recitative for the narrator’s lines. In Erlkönig, recitative has shrunk down to just a single line: the horrifying final one in which the child’s death is revealed. Elsewhere the momentum is maintained at considerable cost to the poor pianist’s right arm, to which the horse’s incessant hoofbeats are assigned. (That triplet pulse, although never before so boldly rendered, was already traditional in setting this poem: compare Reichardt in Ex. 3–3.)


  Besides the horse, there are four “roles” in this narration, each characterized in relief against the unremitting gallop—the increasingly distraught child, the desperately consoling father, the grimly deadpan narrator who sets the scene and tells the outcome, and, of course, the sinisterly beguiling title character. It is when the Elf King sings that the pianist gets a bit of relief, owing to Schubert’s uncanny knack for ironic characterization. The sweet crooning of the sprite—sweet, that is, until he loses patience at the end of his third speech—so occupies the attention of the terrified but fascinated child that the hoofbeats fade into the background, only to return with redoubled force at each panicked outcry from child to father. That insidious ironic sweetness—experienced, as it were, from the threatened child’s perspective—is much scarier than any conventional spookiness (like Reichardt’s monotone chant) could be.


  What keeps the dramatic pressure so high is not just the relentless (and potentially monotonous) rhythm, but also the tonal scheme. The Elf King, of course, always sings in major keys, in contrast with the horror music surrounding his interventions. They are, first, the relative major ([image: image]), then the subdominant major (C), and finally the inevitable submediant ([image: image]), poised strategically for a return to the tonic. In the long horrific middle of the song, however, from the Elf King’s first appeal to the child until his last, successive cadences are pitched hair-raisingly on ascending half steps. Using capital letters to represent major keys and lower case for minor, the unprecedented progression of tonics is [image: image]–b–C–c[image: image]–d–[image: image].


  Also perhaps unprecedented is the level of dissonance at the boy’s outcries, “Mein Vater! Mein Vater!” At these points the harmony could be described as a dominant ninth chord with the root assigned to the pianist’s horsy right hand. The voice has the ninth, pitched above, and the left hand has the seventh, pitched below. The result is a virtual “tone cluster” (D against [image: image] and C the first time; E against F and D the second time; finally F against [image: image] and [image: image]).Ex. 3–12 shows the end of the Elf King’s first appeal (in [image: image]), the child’s dissonant recoil to the sound of hoofbeats, and the modulations to B minor (father) and C major (the Elf King’s second try). As in the case of the cycles of thirds investigated in the previous chapter, the harmonic logic of these progressions, within the rules of composition Schubert was taught, can certainly be demonstrated. That logic, however, is not what appeals so strongly to the listener’s imagination; rather it is the calculated impression (or illusion) of wild abandon. The mark of a successful innovation, on the terms of the game as Schubert and his contemporaries played it, was to be at the same time novel and intelligible. That is a difficult assignment, here carried off by the eighteenyear-old Schubert seemingly at the prompting of a spontaneous (hence effortless) inspiration.


  EX. 3–12 Franz Schubert, Erlkönig, mm. 66–85
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  Even Goethe, finally, was impressed with this song. Schubert sent him a copy in 1816 with a request for permission to dedicate the song to the poet, but received no reply. The poet was no doubt offended by the young composer’s impudent failure to respect the poem’s stanza structure—just the thing we postromantics tend to value most highly in the song today. Fourteen years later, and two years after Schubert’s death, a young singer, Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient (1804–60; soon to become the most famous dramatic soprano in Europe), sang it in the aged Goethe’s presence and bowled him over. “I had already heard this song, and it meant nothing to me,” Goethe’s literary assistant and biographer Johann Peter Eckermann recorded him saying, “but sung like this, it conjures up a great picture before my eyes.”12


  Another song that ineluctably conjures up a picture is Gretchen am Spinnrade (“Little Margaret at the spinning wheel”), a famous set piece extracted from Goethe’s dramatic poem Faust. Schubert’s first masterpiece, it was written over a year earlier than Erlkönig, in 1814, when the composer was only seventeen. It is not a “still” but a “moving picture” that is conjured, a dramatic scene. On one level of motion, the “micro” level, we have the spinning wheel, rendered in wonderful detail: the oscillating right hand figure, marked sempre ligato, shows the wheel turning; the left hand thumb, marked sempre staccato, suggests its clicking; and the occasional pickups in the bass represent Gretchen’s foot on the pedal (Ex. 3–13a). But this static representation turns dynamic, and we come to the “macro” level of depiction, when Gretchen, remembering Faust’s kiss, momentarily forgets to spin, and the piano falls silent, only to start up again with the foot-on-pedal figure (Ex. 3–13b).


  As in Erlkönig, what really keeps this scene in motion, far beyond the mechanism of mere scenic description, is the fluidly mobile tonal scheme, more an aspect of narration—and then? and then?—than depiction. The music begins and ends stably in D minor—or so it seems. On closer inspection, we notice a significant lack. The initial D-minor chord, whose figurations establish the picture of the spinning wheel, is never confirmed as tonic by a cadence. (The apparent V–I progressions in the bass, representing the working of the foot pedal, are not accompanied by changing cadential harmonies; they take place entirely within the continuously sounding tonic.)


  In fact, the first chord that follows the tonic is a chord that destabilizes it: C major (m. 7), relative to which the first chord is not i but ii. The ostensible key of C is confirmed (albeit very weakly) by a cadence in m. 11, but slips back to the original tonic by m. 13. Still, though, there has been no strong cadence to D minor; the dominant harmony on the weak beat of m. 12 that pulls the music back toward D is lacking its crucial third, that is, the leading tone. The key of D minor is more solidly established than before, but still very weakly.


  The original tonic is reestablished in m. 30 to accommodate the textual refrain (“Meine ruh ist hin …”), and only now is the chord of D minor preceded (in m. 29)by its fully expressed dominant. From here to the end of the song the key of D minor will return only with the refrain. Each time, moreover, Schubert will exploit the refrain’s tonally openended character to launch a new modulation as Gretchen’s memory ranges back over the events she is reliving. Most of the next section, in which she recalls Faust’s physical presence and his kiss, moves as before through A minor to F major, but at m. 55 begins an intensifying progression similar to the one noted in the middle of Erlkönig, in which tonicizing cadences occur on successive steps of a scale—here G, [image: image], and [image: image], the last finally enhanced with an electric G[image: image] and resolved as an augmented sixth to the original dominant (enhanced with a shocking ninth) for the culminating recollection of the kiss.


  All during this passage, the representation of the spinning wheel has been losing definition. The first thing to go (beginning in m. 51) is the click-click-click of the left thumb; later (m. 66), as we know, the turning figure itself is stilled. As Charles Rosen observes, the actual object of Schubert’s representation “is not the spinning but Gretchen’s consciousness of it,” just as the actual object of representation in Erlkönig was not the Elf King “as he really is” (there is, after all, no such thing—or so we think) but the child’s consciousness of him.13


  In both cases, consciousness of the “objective” surroundings (spinning wheel, hoofbeats) recedes as the “subjective” vision grows more vivid. The representation of “inwardness” as it interacts with and triumphs over the perception of external reality is the true romantic dimension here, the source of the music’s uncanny power. “Objective” representation, whether of spinning wheels or horses’ hooves, was old hat, esthetically uninteresting in itself; its “subjective” manipulation is the startling new effect, prompted in Schubert’s imagination by those “inward” aspects of the poem to which he was uniquely attentive.


  To return to Gretchen: after the next refrain (mm. 73 ff), the music goes off on another “intensifying progression,” with successive cadences on [image: image] (m. 86), F (m. 88), G (m. 90), and finally—after a long digression over a dominant pedal—on A (m. 97), treated immediately as the dominant of the original key, which allows the song to end with a final tonic refrain. What we have gone through (along with Gretchen, so to speak), is an extended “stream of consciousness” represented by the widely ranging harmony, its cadential processes and goals kept weakly defined on the surface (but, of course, at all times firmly directed and controlled from behind the scenes). A deliberately attenuated tonal coherence serves the purposes of psychological realism. The generic language of tonal harmony, one often hears it said, has been subverted in the interests of specific portraiture.


  But of course that’s only how things look. In fact, nothing has been subverted. Rather, a new task, that of representing a unique human exercise of memory in musical terms, has given rise to a new technique, a new way of using an existing vocabulary. Indeed, it was a musical need (tonal closure), one that no poet has reason to heed, that prompted Schubert to end his setting with a final refrain, absent in the original poem. Schubert’s use of a refrain shows the way in which “strophic” and “through-composed” procedures, often presented as mutually exclusive stances or alternatives, actually work in harness, allowing individual lieder to assume a great variety of shapes, and turning the tension between the “shapely” (ontic) and the “dynamically progressing” (gignetic) aspects of form to expressive account.


  From this earliest Schubert lied masterpiece let us jump to one of the latest— Der Doppelgänger (“The double,” from the Schwanengesang cycle)—for a last look at Schubert’s transformation of the genre (Ex. 3–14). It is one of the few songs in which Schubert tackled the burgeoning “urban” romantic theme of mental disintegration, presented by poets of a post-Goethe generation without the sugar-coating of nature painting or folklore, and by composers who set their work without a reassuring veneer of Volkstümlichkeit. Without that veneer, which leaves open an interpretive escape hatch (was it really the Elf King? was it the child’s delusion? was it marsh gas after all?), psychological realism—the reality of psychological disturbance brought about by the stress of urban living—is confronted head-on.


  EX. 3–13A Franz Schubert, Gretchen am Spinnrade, mm. 1–17
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  EX. 3–13B Franz Schubert, Gretchen am Spinnrade, mm. 63–75
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  The poet most closely associated with the depiction of extreme or neurotic mental states triggered by thwarted desire was Heinrich Heine, Schubert’s exact though much longer-lived contemporary. More precisely, as the Schubert scholar Richard Kramer points out, Heine ruminates ironically on the “bitter aftertaste”14 of love, rather than on the more familiar romantic theme of ecstatic anticipation, as for example in Beethoven’s An die ferne Geliebte. Der Doppelgäanger, from Heine’s Buch der Lieder (“Songbook,” 1827), the only book of his that Schubert lived to see, opened up a theme that would haunt romantic artists to the end of the century, and indeed beyond, as a metaphor for existential loneliness: the theme of dissociation, “out of body” experience. The poet, returning to the scene of an unhappy love, encounters a stranger who turns out to be himself, endlessly replaying the futile exertions of the past.


  The mood of the poem is obsessional, to say the least, and so it may not completely surprise us that, just this once, Schubert chose the old-fashioned groundbass form for his setting (Ex. 3–14). Here it functions not only as formal unifier but as metaphor. The four notes outlined by the outer voices in the chords played before the voice enters contain a very unstable interval, the diminished fourth A[image: image]–D, that perpetually forces an obligatory resolution of the D (only “hearable” in B minor as an appoggiatura) to C[image: image]. The motive, turned into an ostinato that continually forces the same resolution, figures the compulsively repetitive behavior the poem describes. Running through the song like an idée fixe, an incessant thought, it provides a frame for the voice’s breathless phrases in quasi-recitative. (Schubert reused the motive, which he seems to have derived, diminished fourth and all, from the subject of the C[image: image]-minor fugue in Book I of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, to evoke a sense of uncanny awe in the Agnus Dei from his Mass in [image: image] major, also the product of his last year, in which the motive modulates terrifyingly from the relative minor to the frightful, flat-filled parallel minor.)


  There are two fixed and two variable notes in the ostinato. The B and the D are unalterable, whereas the A[image: image] and C[image: image], once their functions have become accustomed and predictable, are often lowered from their normal positions in the scale of B minor—the A[image: image] to a “modal” A[image: image] and the C[image: image] to a “Phrygian” C[image: image]—to enhance the effect of weirdness and abnormality. It is on one of the eerie Phrygian alterations, of course, that the singer recognizes his own horrifying image in the stranger—a German sixth (m. 41) that if normally resolved would lead out of the tonic key to its subdominant (as almost happens at the very end: one could, if one tried, hear the last two measures as a half cadence on the dominant in E minor). The chord does not proceed normally, however, but rather (in m. 42) resolves as an appoggiatura to a French sixth chord that serves as an altered dominant of B.


  But now, in a fashion that anticipates one of the bedrock tenets of Freudian psychoanalysis, confrontation with—and acknowledgment of—the specter from the past brings relief (albeit temporary) from the obsessional pattern: the basso ostinato is replaced in mm. 42–54, corresponding to the lines addressed directly to the uncanny double, by another pattern that first rises by semitones and then briefly escapes to the major mediant. (The psychoanalytic resonance should neither disconcert nor be discounted as anachronistic; Freud repeatedly confessed his debt to the psychological insights of the romantic poets.)


  ROMANTIC NATIONALISM


  With this thoroughly urbanized and neurotic song we have strayed pretty far from the state of nature, as did the lied itself in the generations after Schubert. The solo song became increasingly a site for subjective lyric expression, the more intense or even grotesque the better, leaving collective subjectivity to the larger, more literally collective choral and dramatic genres. The traditional volkstümliches Lied became once again the domain of specialist composers, like Carl Loewe (1796–1869), who, though actually a couple of months older than Schubert, is usually thought of as belonging to a later generation since he lived so much longer. He remained faithful to the ballad and other genres of story-song into the 1860s, and also, in the spirit of Herder, set Slavic and Jewish folk texts in addition to German ones.


  Loewe’s setting of Erlkönig (Ex. 3–15) was one of his earliest ballads. It was composed in 1818, a year later than Schubert’s, but before Schubert’s was published. By the time Loewe published his setting in 1824, however, Schubert’s had been in print for three years and was already famous. So Loewe’s version has to be seen as a competing setting, justified by its difference from its predecessor. The differences, as it happens, all point in the direction of a greater nature mysticism, a more naive romanticism. Like Schubert (or, for that matter, like Reichardt), Loewe uses a compound meter that reflects the strong hoofbeat iambs and anapests of Goethe’s poem. But his rhythm is less relentless than Schubert’s; he seems more interested in the evocation of a static, atemporal sphere—the Elf King’s supernatural domain—into which the horse and its riders have intruded.


  EX. 3–14 Franz Schubert, Der Doppelgäanger
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  The evocation of timelessness though tremolos—an essentially orchestral device (based on a bowing effect) and something of a rarity in piano music—pervades the song from beginning to end, and palpably surrounds the child whenever the Elf King speaks (Ex. 3–15a). At these moments the horse and its headlong charge pass into oblivion, and the music is even more insidiously sweet and inviting than Schubert (who never gives up the human perspective entirely) had made it. Perhaps most significantly, the Elf King’s appeals to the boy are set to melodic phrases reminiscent of horn signals. Not only does that lend them a harmonic immobility that deepens the boy’s music trance, so to speak, but the timbre of the hunting horn—in German, Waldhorn or “forest horn”—had long since become the primary tone color of supernatural timelessness for German romantics, evoking the “forest primeval,” as Longfellow would later put it in his romantic poem Evangeline.


  Another “anti-Schubertian,” anti-ironic touch comes at the very end (Ex. 3–15b), where Loewe eschews the distancing operatic manner to which Schubert still made recourse. He allows the rhythmic motion to come to a stop in the middle of the last line, to create a proper storyteller’s suspense, but then accompanies the final word, “tot” (dead), with a horror-harmony rather than Schubert’s recitative-punctuating formal cadence (the musical equivalent of a deadpan “throwaway”). Loewe clearly “believes” more in the supernatural content of the poem than Schubert did. That folkish naivety (or “faux-naivety”) characterized Loewe’s ballads to the very end.


  THE LITURGY OF NATIONHOOD


  Otherwise, the volkstümliches Lied was fast transforming itself into the frankly and literally patriotic Vaterlandslied, sometimes called the Rheinlied after the symbolically charged river Rhine, the quintessential emblem of Germany. Such songs were composed in quantity as the idea of German cultural unity, primed by anti-Napoleonic resentment and sparked by Herderian folk-romanticism, was transformed into a political agenda. A “textbook” example of the genre is Was ist des Deutschen Vaterland (“What is a German’s fatherland?”), a famous poem by Ernst Moritz Arndt (1769–1860), a professor of history and a fierce publicist in the cause of German nationalism, set to music in 1825 by Gustav Reichardt (no relation to Johann), a Berlin conductor and singing teacher.


  The poem, drafted in 1813 at the very height of Napoleonic resistance, is basically a long list of German-speaking territories, each offered as an answer to the title question and resoundingly rejected with the same refrain: “Oh no, no, no! His fatherland must be greater than that.” The last two stanzas, musically set off from the rest, contain the true (that is, politically correct) answer.


  EX. 3–15A Carl Loewe, Erlkönig, mm. 27–34
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  EX. 3–15B Carl Loewe, Erlkönig, ending
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  FIG. 3–2 Des Deutschen Vaterland as published in Ludwig Christian Erk’s Deutscher Liederschatz (Treasury of German Songs, 1859–1872).
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  Reichardt’s setting is only one of many settings the famous poem received. For the most part a rather ordinary if spirited volkstümlich march, it nevertheless contains a stroke of true German genius when, at the mention of God singing lieder (!), and again at the plea for “rechten deutschen Muth,” the music takes a turn toward the Schubertian visionary terrain of mediants and submediants to inspire a music trance of nationalist fervor. As a result, according to Ludwig Erk (1807–83), the latterday Herderian from whose posthumous collection Deutscher Liederschatz (“Treasury of German songs”) Fig. 3–2 is taken, “this song was in the decades 1830–70 one of the German songs in most widespread use, and had great political significance.” No less significantly, he adds that “since the ideal of a united German empire has become a reality, our song has begun to be forgotten.” Mission accomplished.


  But it was also the original mission of a great deal of music that did not pass so quickly into oblivion. Under the impetus of romantic nationalism, choral music came back into its own. It enjoyed a rebirth that can only be compared with its original “birth” for European music history as the continent-uniting music of the medieval Christian church, the first music deemed important enough to be recorded in notation. That implied trajectory, from chant to lied and from church to folk, testifies to the transformation romanticism wrought not only in the way one thought about nation, but also the way one thought about art. Both concepts were sacralized, made holy, in the process of their romantic redefinition.


  Romantic choral music was associated not only with Gemütlichkeit, the conviviality of social singing, celebrated in the Männerchor texts for which Schubert had supplied such a mountain of music, but also with mass choral festivals—social singing on a cosmic scale that provided European nationalism with its very hotbed.


  These affairs had originated in the aftermath of the French Revolution as an explicit attempt to put the nation-state in the place formerly occupied by God and king in the popular imagination. Beginning in 1794 (Revolutionary Year III), the Cult of the Supreme Being—code for the revolutionary State—was established. Significantly enough, this cult replaced an earlier cult of the Goddess of Reason, which proved musically barren. The new cult inspired a rich liturgy, some of it actually modeled on that of the Catholic church. Its exercises culminated in the singing of revolutionary hymns by choeurs universels, choirs embracing all present. The men’s choral societies that flourished in the German-speaking countries, and the choral festivals that brought them together in monster assemblies, were echoes, so to speak, of the French “universal choirs”—albeit adapted, after the post-Napoleonic restoration, to a political sentiment that was literally counterrevolutionary.


  The Swiss educator Hans Georg Näageli, one of the leaders of the “Liederkranz” or singing-society movement, frankly confessed the aspirations that motivated its growth and spread. For a Swiss like Näageli, such aspirations were best described as civic, concerned with social order. For Germans, they were better described as nationalistic in the most literal sense of the word: concerned with nation-building. No matter how the political cause may be described, what served and sustained it musically was ever the same. “Take hordes of people,” Näageli wrote in 1826,


  
    take them by hundreds, by thousands, bring them into human interaction, and interaction where each is at liberty to express his personality in feelings and words, where he receives at the same time like-minded impressions from all the others, where he becomes aware in the most intuitive and multifarious way possible of his human selfsufficiency and camaraderie, where he radiates and breathes love, instantly, with every breath—and can this be anything other than choral singing?15

  


  


  One could hardly hope to find a better illustration of romantic nationalism—the “I” finding fulfillment in the “We.” But now let us recall some memorable words by St. Basil, the founder of Christian monasticism, dating from the fourth century CE. For him, too, choral music was first of all a means of promoting fellowship: “A psalm forms friendships, unites those separated, conciliates those at enmity … . So that psalmody, bringing about choral singing, a bond, as it were, toward unity, joins the people into a harmonious union of one choir.”16


  But where Basil saw choral singing as bringing harmony to a monastic community of perhaps hundreds, Näageli and his contemporaries saw it as uniting whole nations numbering perhaps millions, the sort of “imagined community” that had no way at all of being imagined in St. Basil’s time, or for many centuries thereafter.


  THE ORATORIO REBORN


  Not that modern concepts of nationhood could not be projected on the ancient past. Indeed, such projections—to be blunt, such figments of imaginary history—were the inevitable product and propagator of modern nationalism wherever it appeared. The Biblical Hebrews were enthusiastically cast as protonationalists by Handel and his English oratorio librettists in the mid-eighteenth century for the benefit of an audience now regarded as the first true European nationalists in the modern sense of the word. And it was the spread of modern nationalism in the aftermath of Napoleon’s defeat that mainly accounted for the nineteenth-century rebirth of the “Handelian” oratorio in Germany, where it had never thrived before, alongside the nationalistic “Bach revival,” which also began with an oratorio, albeit of a different sort: the St. Matthew Passion, performed in Berlin under the twenty-year-old Felix Mendelssohn, a pupil of Carl Friedrich Zelter (Goethe’s intimate), in 1829.


  That event was a tremendous watershed in the growth of German choral music. In its wake, literally hundreds of German oratorios were composed for performances at summer choral festivals that, first organized in 1814, had reached grandiose proportions by the 1830s, with throngs of performers holding forth before even bigger throngs of spectators, all hungry for nationalistic edification.


  In keeping with the nature of the venue, festival oratorios nominally followed the Handelian rather than the Bachian model: secular works on (usually) sacred themes, rather than actual service music. But just as in Handelian times, the sacred was interpreted metaphorically, as a standin for the national. Indeed, one German critic was even moved to reclaim Handel (suitably re-umlauted as Häandel) for a German sensibility that Handel never knew, declaring that the score of Judas Maccabeus, just revived in translation for a music festival on the Rhine, “breathes the deep seriousness of the German spirit and expresses the most joyful volkstümlich enthusiasm.”17


  In keeping with the old genre’s new purposes, a new theme was added to the traditional biblical and Apocryphal subject matter on which Handel’s oratorios had drawn: legendary plots from the history of the Christian church, many of them based on episodes from Torquato Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata (“Jerusalem delivered”), a sixteenth-century epic poem set at the time of the First Crusade. One such oratorio, Die Zerstörung Jerusalems (“The devastation of Jerusalem”), first performed at a festival in Leipzig (Bach’s city) in 1832, was the work of Carl Loewe, already familiar to us for his volkstümlich ballads.


  Loewe’s lifetime fame came not only as balladeer but also as the most prolific composer of nation-building festival oratorios. His work thus provides a link between the volkstümlich and the feierlich—between the folkish and the sacred—and makes all the more obvious the nationalistic subtext behind the “Jerusalem” theme. Just as Handel’s audiences recognized themselves in his choruses of Israelites, so German nationalists read a parallel between Jerusalem’s fate (sacked but then delivered) and the one they wishfully predicted for their own country, first disunited and devastated but then united and triumphant.


  Later Loewe oratorios featured legendary figures from German history. Gutenberg, first performed in Mainz, the great printer’s city, in 1836, celebrated the four-hundredth anniversary of his first experiments with moveable type. Johann Hus, first performed in Berlin in 1842, commemorated the fifteenthcentury religious martyr. Loewe even composed an oratorio called Palestrina (1841) that recounted the legend of the Pope Marcellus Mass through which the great religious composer was reputed to have saved the art of music. Because his work was “inspired” rather than “correct,” Palestrina counted as an honorary romantic—and, it followed, an honorary German.


  Quite the most remarkable aspect of Loewe’s oratorios, from the historical if not the artistic point of view, is the way they managed to hybridize one exclusively Bachian element into the otherwise Handelian mold. Like the Bach Passions and cantatas, almost all of them (even Palestrina!) incorporated the traditional Protestant German-language geistliche Lieder (spiritual songs) popularly known as “chorales” into the musicodramatic proceedings, both in simple fourpart harmonizations (Cantionalsäatze) and in more elaborate fugal or cantusfirmus settings.


  What may seem at first surprising about this is the chorale’s association with actual worship services. There were those, in fact, who thought the use of chorales inappropriate for festival rather than actual service use. They were in the minority, however. Chorales were retained for the same reason that Martin Luther had originally sponsored them: their use, whether sung by a congregation or merely heard by an audience, furthered Gemeinschaft, the sense of community that could as easily foster nationalism as Protestantism.


  What is truly remarkable, though, and remains so even on reflection, is the fact that Loewe was a devout Catholic, who advertised his religion as his main artistic inspiration. Equally remarkable is the fact that the most important of the German choral festivals, for Loewe as much as anyone else, was the Lower Rhine Festival (Niederrheinisches Musikfest), inaugurated in 1817 with gala performances of Haydn’s oratorios, and by the 1830s the site of music pilgrimages from near and far. Its main site was Düsseldorf, with subsidiary performances in the neighboring cities of Cologne, Wuppertal, and Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle), the French border city that had once been Charlemagne’s capital. Although these cities had passed from the Holy Roman Empire to Prussia in the post-Napoleonic settlement of 1815, their historical ties were to the Rhineland, and their dominant religion remained Catholic.


  The assignment to Lutheran Prussia of historically Catholic territories was an enormous spur to German unification, which eventually happened in 1870 under Prussian hegemony. (And the assignment to a post-Napoleonic, militant Prussia of territories bordering on France, it has been frequently observed with benefit of hindsight, made two world wars inevitable.) As a result of these political changes, and as a further cultural spur to unification, Catholic composers now felt free and even called upon to incorporate Lutheran chorales into works that were then performed by largely Catholic assemblies of musicians for largely Catholic audiences. In other words, the Lutheran repertory of chorales was now, in apparent defiance of a sometimes bloody history, considered the common property of all Germans irrespective of creed. A religious repertory was in effect coopted in the name of a nation.


  There could be no greater testimony to the ascendancy of the national—and eventually the nationalist—ideal and its transformatory power in post-Napoleonic Europe. Now nation trumped even religion as a definer of human community, and the chorale became for all intents and purposes a brand of spiritual folklore— Volkstümlichkeit made holy. This revolution in the meaning of the chorale was explicitly recognized—indeed proclaimed—in 1819 by the same Ernst Moritz Arndt whose celebrated patriotic poem Des Deutschen Vaterland gave rise to all those enthusiastic musical settings. In a Herder-inspired pamphlet entitled Vom dem Worte und dem Kirchenliede (“On language and church song”), Arndt called for the revival of the chorale and its enshrinement in a common songbook for the use of all Christian Germans.


  “Such a project,” one historian has dryly observed, “was of course a liturgical impossibility.”18 But by the 1820s it was no longer a cultural impossibility, as culture became increasingly identified with nation rather than faith. Near the end of his life, Ernst Ludwig Gerber (1746–1819), a great musical lexicographer and the first scholarly historian of German music, pled for the recognition of chorales as the closest thing modern Germany had to genuine folk songs. Later Herder-inspired research, as we know, revealed that Germany actually had a rich surviving folk heritage; but Gerber’s idea, however mistaken, was nevertheless symptomatic of the way chorales were now being understood.


  Like folk songs, chorales were ancient (or at least “historical”) artifacts of nationhood, bearers of the national spirit. Along with the folk song revival, the chorale revival might help reverse the universal spiritual decline of modern Europe that wore the sheep’s clothing of Enlightenment. As Glenn Stanley, a historian of the German oratorio, has put it, the chorale came to be seen as “an image of a former, better time,” in which the nation’s spirituality was as yet “a culture unperverted by secular influences.”19 More colorfully, the German romantic poet Novalis, writing as early as 1802, saw the salvation of all music in the chorale revival, if it succeeded in counteracting “the hatred of religion that came with the Enlightenment and reduced the infinite creative music of the universe to the monotonous rattling of an infernal mill.”20


  MENDELSSOHN AND CIVIC NATIONALISM


  To see the chorale in action in its new and highly fraught cultural context, we can survey the way it is employed in Paulus (“St. Paul”), an oratorio by Felix Mendelssohn (1809–47), composed between 1832 and 1836 and performed to great acclaim in Düsseldorf under the twenty-seven-year-old composer’s highly experienced baton at the 1836 Lower Rhine Music Festival. Choosing this piece will offer a further perspective on the relationship between religious and national culture in Germany as mediated by the oratorio, since the composer was by birth neither a Protestant nor a Catholic, but a Jew.


  The plot of Mendelssohn’s oratorio, assembled from scripture by the composer with the assistance of his friend, the Lutheran theologian Julius Schubring, concerned the career of the Apostle Paul of Tarsus, born a Jew, who, after an early career as a persecutor of Jewish heretics (i.e., Christians), received a divine revelation on the road to Damascus and devoted the rest of his life to preaching the Gospel of Christ to the Gentiles. As the story of a convert, a Jew turned Christian, it was the story of Mendelssohn as well. By choosing to write an oratorio, moreover, the composer was acting exactly in the Apostle’s footsteps, turning away from his own former community and preaching the Gospel to the gentiles. The autobiographical component ran deep, and surely helped motivate the choice of subject.


  Jakob Ludwig Felix Mendelssohn was the grandson of Moses Mendelssohn (1729–86), the famous Jewish philosopher and apostle of eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Yet despite descent from what might be called the German-Jewish aristocracy, the future composer’s father Abraham Mendelssohn, a banker, had his children baptized in 1816 to facilitate their assimilation, as “emancipated Jews”—Jews who enjoyed full civil rights—into German society. (Abraham himself and his wife converted to Protestantism in 1822 and signaled the fact by adding the Christian surname Bartholdy to the family name; the composer is sometimes called Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy.) Mendelssohn’s oratorio thus became in its way an allegory not only of the composer’s own career, but of the family history as well.
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  FIG. 3–3 Felix Mendelssohn, pencil portrait by Johann Joseph Schmeller (1830).


  


  Yet like the genre to which it belonged, it was also an allegory of the German nation, thanks to the chorales. Nor was this the first time chorales had played a symbolic role in a work by Mendelssohn. In 1829, right after his epochal St. Matthew Passion performance, he had accepted a commission for a symphony, now known as the “Reformation” Symphony, to be performed the next year in commemoration of the three-hundredth anniversary of the “Augsburg Confession,” which marked the official beginning of German Protestantism as a genuine “ism” and a national church. Traditional Lutheran music figures in various parts of the symphony.


  The slow introduction to the first movement, for example, made the Lutheran response formula known as the “Dresden Amen” familiar to concert audiences. (It was first used in a Passio germanica—German Passion oratorio—by a sixteenth-century Dresden cantor named Joseph Schlegel, who possibly composed it; but it quickly became “traditional.”) The finale was an impressive chorale fantasia on Luther’s hymn “Ein’ feste Burg” (“A mighty fortress”), in which the “episodes” outlined a concurrent symphonic-binary (“sonata form”) structure. In its combination of novelty and antiquarianism, virtuosity and spirituality, all in the name of a national religious commemoration that presaged a national regeneration, the symphony was an apt symbol of a moment in the life of the German nation, and put its twenty-one-year-old composer at the forefront of the nation’s musical establishment.


  Or would have, had the celebration for which the work was commissioned not been called off. Mendelssohn did eventually reach the pinnacle of German civic music life, albeit a bit more slowly than at first predicted, but it was Paulus, rather than the “Reformation” Symphony, that proved the breakthrough composition.


  The oratorio was conceived in the wake of the eventual first performances of the symphony, which took place in Berlin and London, under the composer’s baton, in 1832. Where Ein’ feste Burg had been the inevitable choice to symbolize the Reformation itself, the chief chorale in Paulus is “Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme” (usually translated “Sleepers, wake! a voice is calling”), on which J. S. Bach had based one of his most famous cantatas (BWV140). It was an equally inevitable choice for an oratorio that is all about receiving God’s call and spreading God’s truth.


  The Overture is in effect a prelude and fugue for a traditionally brass heavy“festival” orchestra (updated with trombones and “serpent” or Sshaped proto-tuba) in which the chorale melody is heard first, straightforwardly harmonized, in the prelude and then, stripped down to its first line, as a motto-style cantus firmus sounding in proclamatory counterpoint, mainly in the winds, against the working out of the fugue, mainly in the strings. The climax comes with the regaining of the prelude’s major mode and the full statement of the chorale in massed winds against continuing rushing figuration in the strings.


  This is Mendelssohn at his most retrospective or “historical.” But it is important to keep in mind the primary purpose or function of this stylistic retrospectivism, and the reason why it was so highly valued by audiences: it furthered the agenda of cultural nationalism by creating the conditions through which—to quote Ernst Moritz Arndt yet one more time— “history enters life and life itself becomes part of history.”21 Such music advanced the high ethical cause of public edification. Its style as such was a function of its purpose.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 3–4 Wind and brass instruments, as illustrated in Diderot’s Encyclopédie. The serpent is at the upper left.


  


  The Overture is answered, as it were, by the chorale setting that follows the scene of Paul’s conversion (Ex. 3–16). This is a setting very much in the style of certain Bach chorales, in which a simple harmonization is accompanied by orchestral “illustrations.”Here the illustration consists of massed brass fanfares to provide a properly gleaming recollection of the divine manifestation, in which the voice of God is described in scripture as being accompanied by a blinding light. Heinrich Schütz, the great German Protestant master of the seventeenth century, had used a full chorus in echo style to represent that voice; Mendelssohn used the choral sopranos and altos, divided into four parts, accompanied by an aureole of winds and brass.


  Because of the brass interventions, it is unlikely that the audience (representing the “congregation”) could have joined in the singing of the chorale. But there was nothing to prevent their joining in the singing of the first chorale in Paulus (Ex. 3–17) and literally becoming a Gemeinschaft, a “community” of coreligionists or compatriots. Mendelssohn did not specifically call for such audience participation, and probably did not expect it. Other latterday oratorio composers, however, did call for it; and even where the audience remained silent, it was clear to all that a simple chorale setting like Ex. 3–17 represented the singing of a Gemeinschaft that symbolically included all those present.


  EX. 3–16 Felix Mendelssohn, Paulus, Chorale(no. 16), beginning
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  EX. 3–17 Felix Mendelssohn, Paulus, Chorale(no. 2), beginning
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  The remaining chorale settings in Paulus are two. “O Jesu Christe, wahres Licht” (“O Jesus Christ, light of truth”), another chorale that makes reference to Paul’s conversion, is set in a somewhat more elaborate style than Ex. 3–16, with a full-fledged ritornello, replete with imitative counterpoint, that intervenes between the lines of every verse. The last chorale setting, by far the most significant both symbolically and musically, is the one sampled in Ex. 3–18. Here Paul, having found his true calling, is addressing the Heathen, who have just mistaken him and his miracle-performing companion Barnabas for the gods Jupiter and Mercury. He rebukes them for their idolatry, preaching that “God does not reside in temples made by human hands.” Instead, he exhorts them, “You yourselves are God’s temple, and the Spirit of God dwells in you.”


  These words are then given illustration by Mendelssohn in a remarkable exchange between St. Paul and the chorus. Paul sings, “Aber unser Gott ist im Himmel, er schaffet Alles was er will” (“But our God is in heaven; he creates all according to his will”). The melody to which the Apostle sings these words is not a chorale; rather it is a volkstümlich tune of a type that can be plausibly transferred to a crowd of Heathen “folks.” When they take up the refrain, however, their counterpoint, doubled discreetly by the strings, becomes the background or accompaniment to a chorale melody sung by the second sopranos (till now held in reserve), illustrating the notion that their singing bodies, providing a “home” for the chorale melody, are indeed the dwelling-place of God’s spirit.


  And what chorale melody do the second sopranos sing in Ex. 3–18? None other than “Wir glauben all’ an einen Gott” (“We all believe in one God”), the tune to which, from the time of the very earliest Lutheran hymnbooks, Luther’s translation of the Nicene creed was sung. The whole first verse of the Lutheran creed passes in review, enshrined in an oratorio given its first performance before an audience largely made up of Catholics, to consecrate an ideal of national religious union. There could be no greater testimony to the link that German romanticism had forged between language, folk, and “spirit” in the name of Nation. Through his ostensibly sacred work, Mendelssohn actually emerges as perhaps the nineteenth century’s most important—and successful—civic musician.


  EX. 3–18 Felix Mendelssohn, Paulus, last part of no. 36, con molto di moto, mm. 122–49
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  He was duly recognized and rewarded as such, and given the opportunity to lead his soon-to-be-united nation to musical greatness. In 1833, after his first appearances as conductor at the Lower Rhine Music Festival (which did for Handel in Germany what Mendelssohn’s 1829 Berlin Passion had already done for Bach), he was appointed music director of the Catholic city of Düsseldorf, a tenure that culminated in the first performance of Paulus. Next he was appointed chief conductor of the Leipzig Gewandhaus (Drapers’ Hall) orchestra concerts, which became, as a result of his appointment, the most prestigious music directorship in all of Protestant Germany. He held this post with great distinction for a dozen years, 1835–47, in the course of which he did more than any other single musician to reinvent not only German, but all of modern concert life in the form that we now know it.


  Under Mendelssohn’s directorship, subscription seasons were extended to increase the orchestra members’ pay and insure their exclusive loyalty, so that standards of performance could rise. “Serious” programming was introduced, with symphonies performed seriatim (that is, complete and without interpolations between the movements) and “classic” repertory, including Bach (an old Leipziger), maintained alongside performances of new works. An international roster of “name” soloists regularly appeared with the orchestra. Mendelssohn himself conducted not only choral works, the traditional job of the music director or Kapellmeister, but symphonies as well (formerly directed from his chair by the leader of the first violins, still known for this reason as the “concertmaster”). Mendelssohn also appeared regularly as concerto soloist, as chamber-music performer, and as organist in sacred concerts. As significant an event as his Berlin Bach and his Düsseldorf Handel premieres was Mendelssohn’s Leipzig premiere of Schubert’s “Great” C-major Symphony in 1839.
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  FIG. 3–5 The Leipzig Gewandhaus (Market Hall) as sketched by Mendelssohn.


  


  From 1843, Mendelssohn added the role of director of the newly founded Leipzig Conservatory (soon regarded as Europe’s finest training school for composers) to his civic duties. In the same year he was also made director of the Berlin Cathedral Choir and conductor of the symphonic subscription concerts of the Berlin Opera Orchestra. From around 1840 he was the uncrowned composer (and conductor) laureate of England, too, where his protégé Prince Franz Karl August Albert Emanuel of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha (1819–61), a talented organist and composer, had, by marrying Queen Victoria, become the Prince Consort of the realm (known to his subjects as Prince Albert).


  Mendelssohn’s preeminence in England was cemented by his second oratorio, Elijah (Elias in German), completed ten years after Paulus and first performed (in English) at the 1846 Birmingham Festival, the grandest and most triumphal of British musical ceremonials, bloated up to gargantuan proportions in competition with the German festivals. The chorus numbered more than 300, the orchestra 130. (By then, though, the total personnel at the Lower Rhine Festival numbered 631; henceforth, when it came to nationalism, Germany would never be outdone.) As obviously Handelian as Paulus was Bachian, the chorale-less Elijah remained, alongside Handel’s Messiah, an invariable British festival item, performed as an annual national sacrament to the end of the Victorian era.


  Another sidelight on Mendelssohn’s status as pan-German and pan-Protestant culture hero, and the status of his musical idiom as the lingua franca of German liberal nationalism, is the way his musical style was appropriated by so-called Reformed Judaism. This was a modernizing movement that arose around 1825 within the German Jewish community in response to civil emancipation. It surprised and to a degree displeased the gentile establishment that had predicted wholesale conversion and assimilation—in effect, the disappearance of urban Jewry—to follow upon the granting of civil rights. Instead, many German Jewish congregations began aping the outward forms of Protestant worship—the structuring of the service around a German-language sermon; the use of music in a contemporary style, performed by choirs and organs; sometimes even the adoption of Sunday rather than Saturday as the Sabbath—but without renouncing the actual Jewish liturgy.


  The earliest musical luminary of Reformed Judaism was the Vienna cantor Solomon Sulzer (1804–90), who commissioned from his friend Schubert, in the last summer of the latter’s life, a choral setting in Hebrew of Psalm 92 (Tov l’hodos, “It is good to give thanks”). The greatest choirmaster-composer for the reformed synagogue was Louis Lewandowski (1821–94), who came to Berlin from the Polish-speaking part of East Prussia at the age of twelve, became the protégé of the banker Arnold Mendelssohn (the composer’s cousin), and was sent, the first Jewish pupil ever, to study composition at the Berlin Academy of Arts, from which he graduated with honors, having composed and conducted a symphony, the traditional Habilitationsstück or graduation piece.


  Lewandowski’s collected liturgical works, issued in three volumes between 1871 and 1882, enshrine Mendelssohn’s elegantly polished yet volkstümlich choral style as a sort of homage to the liberal spirit of emancipation and reform at a time when, as we will shortly see, the tenor of music, of politics, and of musical politics were all turning against Mendelssohn and liberalism alike (Ex. 3–19).


  But perhaps the best measure of Mendelssohn’s public stature during the last decade of his life was the unanimous homage rendered him in the Leipzig press, at once the most influential and the most factionalized music press in Germany, if not all of Europe. Writing in the old and respectable Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung (“Universal musical times”), the editor, Carl Ferdinand Becker, declared in 1842 that Mendelssohn’s works and deeds could be “only contemplated, never criticized.” Mendelssohn’s fellow composer Robert Schumann, writing in the “opposition” paper Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (“New journal for music”) of which he was the founding editor, as early as 1840 dubbed Mendelssohn “the Mozart of the nineteenth century.” Mendelssohn’s only serious career disappointment, after the cancellation of the Augsburg Reformation Festival, was his failure in 1832 to be elected director of the Berlin Singakademie to replace his teacher Zelter. (A decade later the post, like any post in Germany, would surely have been his for the asking.) But he paid the price of his success: he died of apparent overwork, following a series of strokes, in the fall of 1847, aged thirty-eight. A large statuary monument to him was erected outside the Leipzig Gewandhaus. Until its dismantling by the Nazi government in 1937, it was one of two major musical memorials in the city, the other being the monument to Bach in front of the St. Thomas Church.


  EX. 3–19 Louis Lewandowski, Ma towu oholecho Jaakow (“How goodly are thy tents, O Jacob”), opening psalm for sabbath morning service (Todah w’simrah, I, no. 1)
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  How goodly are Thy tents, O Jacob, Thy dwelling-places, O Israel.

  And I, through Thy abundant kindness, will enter.
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  FIG. 3–6 Monument to Mendelssohn by the sculptor Werner Stein, which stood in front of the Leipzig Gewandhaus from 1892 to 1937.


  


  NATIONALISM TAKES A TURN


  Yet less than three years after Mendelssohn’s death, in September 1850, an article appeared in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (by then no longer edited by Schumann) that set in motion a backlash against him from which his reputation has never fully recovered, and put a whole new complexion on the idea of German nationalism, indeed of nationalism as such. The article, signed K. Freigedank (“K. Free-thought”), was called Das Judenthum in der Musik (“Jewry in music”), and it made the claim that Jews, being not merely culturally or religiously but biologically—that is, racially—distinct from gentile Christians, could not contribute to gentile musical traditions, only dilute them. There could be no such thing as assimilation, only mutually corrupting mixture. A Jew might become a Christian by converting (as Mendelssohn had done), but never a true gentile (hence never a true German).


  As long as nationalism was conceived in linguistic, cultural, and civic terms, it could be a force for liberal reform and tolerance. To that extent it maintained continuity, despite its romantic origins, with Enlightenment thinking. A concept of a united Germany could encompass not only the union of Catholic and Protestant under a single flag, but could also envision civic commonalty with Jews, even unconverted ones, so long as all citizens shared a common language, a common cultural patrimony and a common political allegiance. During the 1830s and 40s, the period now known to German historians as the Vormäarz (because it preceded the abortive revolution of March 1848), German musical culture had demonstrated the liberality and inclusiveness of its nationalism by allowing an assimilated Jew to become, in effect, its president.


  Mendelssohn, for his part, was an enthusiastic cultural nationalist, even a bit of a German chauvinist, as his letters, with their many smug if affectionate comments about the musical cultures of England, France, and Italy, attest. The libretto of Paulus, which begins with the story of the stoning by the Jews of St. Stephen, the first Christian martyr, even betrays an anti-Judaic sentiment.


  But there is a profound difference between the anti-Judaism of the Paulus libretto and the sentiment displayed in Das Judenthum in der Musik, to which we now apply the label anti-Semitism (a term coined—by its adherents!—in France in the 1890s). That difference, moreover, is directly congruent with the difference between the liberal or inclusive nationalism of the early nineteenth century and the racialist, exclusive nationalism that took its place in the decades following 1848 and that is with us still. A religion may be changed or shed, as a culture may be embraced or renounced. An ethnicity, however, is essential, immutable, and (to use the favored nineteenth-century word) “organic.” A nationalism based on ethnicity is no longer synonymous with patriotism. It has become obsessed not with culture but with nature, symbolized by Blut und Boden (blood and soil).


  Thus, for the author of Das Judenthum in der Musik, even Mendelssohn’s undoubted genius could not save him from the pitfalls of his race. He could not “call forth in us that deep, that heart-searching effect which we await from Music,” because his art has no “genuine fount of life amid the folk,” and can therefore only be “reflective,” never “instinctive.” His choice of Bach rather than Beethoven as his model was the result of a stunted, “inorganic” personality: “the speech of Beethoven can be spoken only by a whole, entire, warm-breathed human being,” while “Bach’s language can be mimicked, at a pinch, by any musician who thoroughly understands his business,” because in Bach “the formal still has the upper hand” over “the purely human expression.” In sly reference to E. T. A. Hoffmann’s bedrock romantic tenets, the author denied Mendelssohn, or any Jew, the ability to rise above mere glib, social articulateness and achieve “expression of an unsayable content.” Yet in seeming paradox, the most conclusive proof of Mendelssohn’s impotence (and his unworthiness of comparison with Mozart) was his failure to write a great opera. Oratorio— “sexless operaembryos”—was the highest level to which his Jewish spirit could aspire. The only authentic emotional expression Mendelssohn could achieve was the “soft and mournful resignation” found in his piano pieces, where the author of the article affected to discern a genuine and moving response to the composer’s own consciousness of his racial inadequacy.


  Finally, the author warned, Germany’s acceptance of this musician as its musical president was only the most obvious sign of the “be-Jewing” (Verjüdung) of the nation in the name of Enlightened liberality. The Jewish influence must be thrown off if the nation is to achieve organic greatness, its heroic destiny.22


  With contents that by the late twentieth century could only be regarded with alarm, such an article would hardly be worth quoting in a book like this but for three factors that conspired to make it in its day, and (alas) have allowed it to remain into ours, a force to be reckoned with. In the first place, it is the most vivid symptom to be found in musical writings of a change in the nature of nationalism that all modern historians now recognize as a major crux in the history of modern Europe (and, after the bloodsoaked twentieth century, in the history of the entire modern world).


  Second, it paints a picture of Mendelssohn that has remained influential even after its motives have been forgotten, owing to the radical opposition it constructs between retrospectivism or conservatism (stemming, in this case, from Bach) and “revolutionary” progressivism (stemming from Beethoven) as historical forces. This dubious opposition, originating in ugly politics, has nevertheless remained a basic tenet of music historiography since the middle of the nineteenth century. It has been influential, moreover, not only on historians but on composers as well, which has made it a major influence on the actual history of composition, not merely its historiography.


  Third and most immediately consequential: as many readers guessed, and as he himself revealed in 1869, “K. Freigedank” turned out to be Richard Wagner (1813–83), an envious fellow composer and a native Leipziger (and, though it is usually forgotten owing to the very different shapes of their careers, a member of the same generation as Mendelssohn) who would shortly become in his own right one of the towering figures in music history. Wagner’s words achieved an almost scriptural authority for his innumerable followers, and he was probably the most potent single “influence” on many succeeding generations of composers everywhere. As hardly need be added in view of his pronouncements on Mendelssohn’s limitations, his main domain was opera.


  His authority was such that by the end of the 1860s, Wagner was (in Carl Dahlhaus’s words) the “uncrowned king of German music.”23 Comparison of that epithet and the one we have applied to Mendelssohn— “president of German musical culture”—not only goes a long way toward explaining Wagner’s obsessive antagonism toward the figure he displaced, but is also quite suggestive of the trajectory along which the parallel histories of music and of Germany would proceed over the course of the nineteenth century.


  EPILOGUE: TWO PRODIGIES


  As already hinted in Schumann’s comparison with Mozart, Felix Mendelssohn was arguably the greatest composing prodigy in the history of European music. He was not exploited by his parents the way Leopold Mozart exploited Wolfgang. He was not taken on concert tours as a child and did not develop an early freakish fame. Nor, though coming close (with fourteen symphonies for strings and one for full “classical” orchestra completed by his sixteenth birthday), did he quite have the child Mozart’s amazing facility. But it was not until the age of nineteen, with his violin concertos of 1775, that Mozart began writing music in a style, and of a quality, that was entirely his own, while Mendelssohn produced works as early as the age of sixteen that have to be considered mature masterpieces, the equal of anything anyone was writing at the time.


  His Octet (or double quartet) in [image: image] major for strings, op. 20 (1825), and especially his Overture to Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream, op. 21 (1826), originally written as a piano duet, treat extended forms with complete mastery, and are stylistically original to boot. The Overture, particularly its opening section with its depiction of Shakespeare’s fairies, sounded a new note of “fantastic romanticism”—a light, scurrying, “elfin” style to which Mendelssohn returned repeatedly in later life (almost always, curiously enough, in the key of E), and that, though widely imitated, remained his virtually patented property (Ex. 3–20).


  His infatuation with Bach and Handel, nurtured by his rigorous, counterpoint-saturated training with Zelter, is also reflected in his earliest compositions, not only in purely academic exercises (for example, a long series of fugues for string quartet) but also in his first masterpiece. The climactic moments in the Octet’s fugal finale (Ex. 3–21) are crowned by exuberant quotations from Handel’s Messiah (“And He shall reign forever and ever” from the Hallelujah Chorus), which are later subjected to a very rigorous and complicated contrapuntal development.


  These examples, impressive as they are, have a down side from the most exigently romantic point of view. They give evidence that Mendelssohn never outgrew his precocious youthful style. Like many musicians from highly cultured, affluent families, used to having his material and emotional needs easily met, he remained stylistically conservative and expressively reserved, disinclined to use his music as an outlet for the display of “inwardness” or strong personal emotion, and feeling no need to attract attention with a display of “revolutionary” novelty. Throughout his short career he remained comfortably faithful to the musical status quo—that is, the “classical” forms, as they were already thought of by his time. His version of romanticism, already evident in his earliest works, consisted in musical “pictorialism” of a fairly conventional, objective nature (though exquisitely wrought), and in a predilection for a “national character” that was as often exotic as German.


  EX. 3–20A Felix Mendelssohn’s “elfin” style, opening of Midsummer Night’s Dream Overture, Op. 21 (1826), mm. 8–15
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  EX. 3–20B Felix Mendelssohn’s “elfin” style, opening of Rondo capriccioso, Op. 14 (1827), mm. 1–4
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  EX. 3–20C Felix Mendelssohn’s “elfin” style, Violin Concerto, Op. 64 (1844), beginning of last movement, mm. 3–10
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  EX. 3–21 Felix Mendelssohn, Octet, Op. 20, IV, mm. 22–33
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  Thus two of his five mature symphonies, in the spirit of Herder, incorporate volkstümlich souvenirs from countries to which he had traveled: no. 4 in A major (1833) ends with a finale in tarantella style and is called the “Italian,” while no. 3 in A minor (1842) incorporates highland tunes and is called the “Scottish.” (As the dates indicate, Mendelssohn’s symphonies were published in an order that had little to do with their actual chronology.)


  The one genre in which Mendelssohn could be regarded as a pioneer arose to suit a need created by his practical activity as conductor and concert programmer: the so-called concert overture, a freestanding, poetically titled orchestral piece (usually in something akin to “first movement” or “sonata” form) that served as a curtain raiser to a concert rather than an opera. The one most frequently played today is another Scots-inspired piece, Die Hebriden (The Hebrides; also known as “Fingal’s Cave”), composed in 1830, when Mendelssohn was twenty-one. In 1842, Mendelssohn added several additional pieces, including the famous Wedding March, to his Midsummer Night’s Dream Overture to make up an incidental score that could either be used to decorate the play or be performed in its own right as a suite.


  Mendelssohn, in short, although he played a highly visible part in the general discourse of romanticism (especially its nationalistic strain), was anything but a “poète maudit.” His was the music of a well-adjusted, self-confident social animal, embodying civic virtue in his public works and the bliss of domesticity in his private ones, particularly his numerous albums of Lieder ohne Worte (“Songs without Words”), gently lyrical (and not too difficult) character pieces for piano that spread his fame into countless homes. Until its sadly premature expiration, his was a dream career like Haydn’s, pursued under altogether different social conditions, but just as successfully.


  It was different with the Mendelssohn family’s other musical prodigy. By the time Felix Mendelssohn was born, his older sister Fanny (1805–47) had already shown signs of unusual gifts. She began piano studies in 1812, after the family had moved to Berlin, first with her mother and later (together with her brother) with Ludwig Berger, the Prussian capital’s most distinguished teacher. She also underwent the same training in theory and composition as her brother, with Zelter, and enrolled in Zelter’s Singakademie to study voice in 1820. Her first composition, a song in honor of her father’s birthday, was written in 1819, when she was fourteen. Felix’s earliest compositions, stimulated by her example, date from the next year.


  It was Fanny Mendelssohn who originated the genre “Songs without Words,” originally called Lieder für das Pianoforte or “Songs for Piano” and modeled at first on some cantabile (singing-style) études by Berger. She produced in all more than 500 compositions, including 250 songs, more than 125 piano works, a string quartet, a piano trio, and an orchestral overture. Her most extended works, like her brother’s, were choral, written at a time when she was conducting an amateur choir that gave regular concerts in Berlin. They included two cantatas for soloists, chorus, and orchestra: Hiob (“Job”) and Lobgesang (“Hymn of praise”), the latter bearing the same title as Felix’s Symphony no. 2, which like Beethoven’s Ninth has a choral finale. Her magnum opus is the Oratorium nach den Bildern der Bibel (“Oratorio on biblical scenes”), completed along with the cantatas in 1831, the most active year of her composing career, when she was twenty-five (and a year before Felix began composing Paulus, his first oratorio, on which he frequently consulted with Fanny).
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  FIG. 3–7 Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel, drawn in 1829 by her husband, Wilhelm Hensel.


  


  Virtually none of Fanny Mendelssohn’s music became known during her lifetime beyond the circle of her family and the friends who frequented her Sunday salons; and after her marriage (to the Prussian court painter Wilhelm Hensel) and the birth of her son (Sebastian, named after Bach), she experienced a severe falling-off of inspiration (or “the mood to compose,” as she put it in a letter to Felix). Both her isolation and (probably) her creative blocks were the result of the discouragement she received, from her father and later from her brother, when it came to pursuing a career. Her father forbade her to publish her music or perform in public lest she become ambitious and compromise the feminine virtues of “love, obedience, tolerance and resignation” (read: submission) on which the stability of family life depended, as he put it to her in a letter (the grim italics were his).24


  Instead, eight of her lieder were published in 1827 and 1830 in books of songs by her brother, and under his name. Once only, after her father’s death, did she appear as a concert pianist, performing a concerto by Felix at a charity affair in 1838. Only in 1846, a year before her death, when she was forty years old, did her thirtyseven-year-old brother give her permission to accept the invitation of two Berlin publishing houses to issue small albums of her lieder and her Songs without Words. A few more publications, including the Trio, appeared at Felix’s instigation after her death (like her brother’s, from a sudden stroke), so that her catalogue includes eleven “opuses.”


  Her music, like her brother’s, is the product of their social background and training: stylistically conservative, technically polished, and emotionally reserved. In the genres that she cultivated extensively (basically the “women’s” or “salon” genres of keyboard miniature and lied) her output bears entirely favorable comparison with his, as the two songs given in Ex. 3–22 will show. They were printed side by side in Felix’s Zwölf Lieder (“12 songs”), op. 9 (1830). One of them is by Fanny (but which?).


  Many, in fact, regarded Fanny as Felix’s potential peer. One was Goethe, who ended a letter to the sixteen-year-old Felix Mendelssohn with “regards to your equally talented sister.”25 Another was the French composer Charles Gounod, who met her much later in life, on vacation in Rome in 1840, and was amazed to discover her “rare ability as a composer.”26 The life of Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel is compelling proof that women’s failure to “compete” with men on the compositional playing field has been the result of social prejudice and patriarchal mores (which in the nineteenth century granted only men the right to make the decisions in bourgeois households), not the “natural” deficiency that defenders of the status quo dependably allege. The matter is especially poignant in the case of the Mendelssohns, who epitomized enlightened, emancipated, and assimilated Jewry, since Fanny’s fate exposed the limits to emancipation, and the internal resistance to it, just as the posthumous backlash against Felix exposed the limits, and the external resistance, to assimilation.


  EX. 3–22A Ferne (textbyJ. G. Droysen), Op. 9, no. 9, mm. 1–12
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  EX. 3–22B Verlust (text by H. Heine), Op. 9, no. 10, mm. 1–19


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  


  CHAPTER 4
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  Nations, States, and Peoples


  ROMANTIC OPERA IN GERMANY (MOZART, WEBER),

  FRANCE (AUBER, MEYERBEER), AND RUSSIA (GLINKA)


  I. PEASANTS (GERMANY)


  MR. NATURAL


  Up to now we have seen peasants on the operatic stage only as accessories. They represented their class, not their country. The elevation of Volkstümlichkeit to the status of a romantic ideal changed all that. It happened first, of course, in Germany, the land where das Volk was first “discovered.” And the first operas in which the new concept of das Volk showed up were the nineteenth-century descendants of the vernacular comic operas known as singspiels, “plays with singing.”


  Up to now, comic opera, for us, has mainly meant opera buffa: the sung-through Italian genre that, starting out as modest intermezzi, conquered the music theaters of the world by the 1750s and (as we saw in chapter 1) had been exerting a strong influence on serious opera as well. In countries like France, Germany, and England, which had thriving spoken theaters, there was another route to comic opera. In these countries (but never in Italy) simple musical numbers—often based on “timbres” (the tunes of well-known folk or popular songs) and meant for the untrained voices of actors—were inserted into spoken comedies for added entertainment or sentimental value. The French name for the genre that resulted is the most revealing: comédies mêlées d’ariettes, “comedies mixed with little songs.”


  It went without saying that only a character “simple” enough to sing a simple song could credibly sing one in the context of such a play, and so mixing little songs into comedies led to an enormous increase in rural settings. The most popular plots were ones in which (following a tradition going all the way back to the medieval “pastourelle”) honest peasant lovers won out over the machinations of wicked squires, or in which aristocrats (even kings) learned about virtue from the simple manners of country folk.


  A vivid example is Le roi et le fermier (“The king and the farmer,” 1762), a comedy by the popular playwright Michel-Jean Sedaine (1719–97), with “morceaux de musique” (pieces of music) by Pierre-Alexandre Monsigny (1729–1817), a talented noble amateur. A king, traveling incognito, intervenes to rescue a farmer girl who has been abducted by a villainous aristocrat. The king is charmed by the country singing, evidence of the singers’ purity of heart. But convention decreed that, once having identified himself, the king leave the stage before the final number, a lowly vaudeville, a strophic affair in which every character takes a turn, hardly befitting a king’s dignity. (The term vaudeville had a very complicated history, extending from fifteenthcentury comic songs that flourished in the “valley of Vire”— Vau de Vire—in northern France, all the way to the variety shows of the early twentieth century. In the eighteenth century it seems to have been a corruption of voix de ville, “city tunes,” even though it was applied to songs sung on stage by rustic characters.)


  Le roi et le fermier was an adaptation from an English model, and the English theater bequeathed to the continent another kind of spectacle “mixed with music”: the “magic play,” in which, following a tradition that went back to the seventeenth-century Restoration stage, music was used to differentiate supernatural characters (fairies, sorcerers, and the like) from natural ones. Both varieties of musicalized theater, the peasant comedy or comédie mêlée d’ariettes (= Singspiel) and the magic play (= Zauberspiel), fed into the German stage, eventually producing a hybrid, called Zauberoper (“magic opera,” perhaps better translated as “fable” or “fairytale” opera), that flourished briefly as a craze in Vienna’s suburban theaters.


  The craze lasted from the 1780s into the early nineteenth century, and we have it to thank for Mozart’s last operatic masterpiece, Die Zauberflöte (“The magic flute”), commissioned by its librettist Emanuel Schikaneder (1751–1812), a singing actor who ran one of those suburban theaters, the Theater auf der Wieden, where Mozart’s singspiel was first performed on 30 September 1791, a couple of months before the composer’s death.


  It was in Die Zauberflöte, rather than in his small and insignificant output of lieder, that Mozart came into really fruitful contact with the volkstümlich style. It is only one of the many categories represented in the opera, a magnificent farrago or variety show encompassing just about every conceivable style from the most serious to the most farcical, from the most exotic to the most indigenous, and from the most archaic to the most up-to-date. The all-encompassing mixture (under the aegis of “Egyptian”—that is, Masonic—rites) was code for the universalist message of the Enlightenment.


  Approaching it now from the limited standpoint of the volkstümlich is hardly going to do it justice. But singling out this one strand from its rich tapestry will serve our present purpose. Not that the volkstümlich is in any way an inconspicuous component. On the contrary, it is associated with one of the opera’s most memorable characters: Papageno, the Queen of the Night’s birdcatcher, played in the original production (and partly improvised in the slapstick “Hans Wurst” or Punch-and-Judy tradition) by Schikaneder himself.


  Papageno fulfills a traditional role for a peasant character in Die Zauberflöte—the Sancho Panza role, so to speak, serving the opera’s hero Tamino, a Javanese prince on a noble quest, as wisecracking “vulgar” (i.e., folksy) sidekick, the way Sancho Panza served the knight errant Don Quixote in Cervantes’s famous novel. But in his magic, half-man/half-bird aspect he also symbolizes, or begins to symbolize, the specifically romantic mystique of das Volk in a way that no previous operatic character had done.


  The birdcatcher enters in act I, dressed in his suit of feathers and playing his little pipe, singing as straightforward an imitation folk song as any eighteenth-century composer had ever put on paper (Ex. 4–1a). Although headed “Arie,” like all the solo numbers in the opera, it is just a strophic lied (compare Schubert’s Heidenröslein in chapter 3) with an introduction and the most minimal ritornello imaginable—just the five notes of Papageno’s panpipe plus a cadence. It is a sort of “Ur-musik,” as the Germans would say—a primeval music close to the state of nature. And of course his natural drives are what Papageno celebrates in song, particularly the drive to catch a “bird” and reproduce himself through her.


  EX. 4–1A W. A. Mozart, Die Zauberflöte no. 2, Papageno’saria(“DerVogelföanger bin ich ja”)
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  Just as Papageno’s music seems close to the imagined origins of music, so Papageno’s utterances often seem close to the origins of speech and language, as if embodying Herder’s concept of the origin of human culture(s). Early in the action, Papageno is punished for boasting by having his mouth padlocked, so that he can only gesticulate and hum, “Mmmm-mmm-mmm.” Still, he manages to communicate in this way with Tamino. When the lock is removed, he announces that now he’ll “chatter forth afresh,” but truly. Papageno gets to break through from primeval utterance (Ursprache) to language even more graphically at the other end of the opera, during the act II finale, when he is finally granted his heart’s desire: a wife (Papagena), through whom he will raise his brood (i.e., a basic human “community”). The two confront one another and, as if reborn in happiness, say each other’s names as if uttering their first words (Ex. 4–1b).


  In this gentle slapstick of foreplay and procreation, we are privileged to witness in metaphor the decisive moment, described by Herder, when humans became truly human, forming communities through language: “The human race in its childhood formed language for itself precisely as it is stammered by the immature,” Herder wrote; “it is the babbling vocabulary of the nursery.”’1 Or as Mozart and Schikaneder put it, “Pa-pa-pa-pa-pa-pa-pa.” Thus in Die Zauberflöte, the peasant characters begin to represent something beyond a single, simple social class. They begin their long career in art as symbol for the human race itself, differentiated by language into nations.


  EX. 4–1B W. A. Mozart, Die Zauberflöte Act II finale, Papageno/Papagena duet
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  DER FREISCHÜTZ


  The decisive step that turned opera not into an attempted Enlightened mirror of all humanity at once, as in Die Zauberflöte, but rather a romantic mirror of a specified nation, was taken when whole casts were assembled from the peasant class—not just sidekicks and “comic relievers,” but heroes and heroines, villains, and all the rest. Once peasants—people of the soil—were not merely an element of contrast, they could begin to represent the soil itself, from which the nation drew its sustenance and what Herder called its Urwüchsigkeit, or “autochthony.” Their music, too, could provide something more than incidental or decorative trappings. It could become a stylistic bedrock for scenes of all types, including the most dramatic, even tragic ones.


  The first opera to achieve the status of national emblem or mirror in the nineteenth century was Der Freischütz (1821), by Carl Maria von Weber (1786–1826). The title, literally translated, means “The free marksman,” which conveys little to anyone unfamiliar with the German folk legend (Volkssage) on which it is based. For this reason, the opera is sometimes called The Magic Bullet in English. Its legendary source was first published in 1810 in a bestselling collection of ghost stories (Gespensterbuch) by Johann August Apel and Friedrich Laun.


  Weber, a cousin of Mozart’s wife, Constanze, was born into a distinguished family of musicians. His parents ran a traveling singspiel theater, so he grew up intimately familiar with the existing repertory of popular music-plays in German. Only when the family’s tours were interrupted, whether by his mother’s illnesses or by the Napoleonic Wars, did they stay in one place long enough for their son to get any regular schooling. One of his early teachers was Michael Haydn, Joseph’s brother, under whose supervision the precocious composer produced his third singspiel (but first successful one), Peter Schmoll und seine Nachtbarn (Peter Schmoll and his Neighbors), first performed in March 1803, when the composer was all of sixteen. The story, a sentimental yarn about a family of refugees from the French Revolution and their fate in Germany, was a timely one.
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  FIG. 4–1 Carl Maria von Weber, engraving by C. A. Schwerdgeburth (1823) after a portrait by Carl


  


  In September 1803, Weber journeyed to Vienna to study with the aging Joseph Haydn, but the latter, increasingly enfeebled with what would probably be diagnosed today as Alzheimer’s disease, declined to take on a new pupil. Instead, Weber spent a year as apprentice to Georg Joseph Vogler (1749–1814), known as Abbé (or Abt) Vogler because of his youthful position as court chaplain at Mannheim. Vogler was a rather eccentric composer (Mozart once called him “a faker pure and simple”),2 but a remarkable teacher whose theories of distant modulation and whose interest in all kinds of exotic musics stimulated Weber’s composerly imagination.


  Vogler’s influence may be seen in his pupil’s incidental music to Turandot, Prinzessin von China (“Turandot, the Princess of China,” 1809), a “theatrical fable” by the Venetian dramatist Carlo Gozzi (1720–1806) in Schiller’s translation. All seven numbers are based on a purportedly authentic air chinois (Chinese song) Weber found in Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de musique of 1768. (Rousseau’s source was A Description of the Empire of China, published by the traveler Jean-Baptiste Du Halde in 1738; see Fig. 4–2.) Later, Gozzi’s play became the basis for a famous opera by Giacomo Puccini; later still, the air chinois turned up in an orchestral work by Paul Hindemith called Symphonic Metamorphoses on Themes by Carl Maria von Weber (!). The beginning of Weber’s overture, one of the earliest European compositions to incorporate an Asian theme other than an Islamic (“Turkish”) one, is given in Ex. 4–2.


  Exoticism or orientalism may seem a far cry from nationalism. In light of what nationalism has become, it is a far cry. But in their early phases, nationalism and Exoticism were opposite sides of the same coin. They both reflected an interest, at least potentially benign, in human difference (ours from them, theirs from us). Weber’s own predilections led him in many directions where settings and “local colors” were concerned. After the Turandot music he composed a one-act singspiel called Abu Hassan (on a subject drawn from the Arabian Nights), with a conventionally “eastern” coloration similar to the one in Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio. After Der Freischütz he began Die drei Pintos, an opera (never finished) with a Spanish setting; then came Euryanthe (1823), set in France in the age of chivalry; then Oberon (1826), set partly in “fairyland,” partly in Africa, and partly (again) in medieval France.


  EX. 4–2 Carl Maria von Weber, beginning of Overture to Turandot
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  FIG. 4–2 Chinese, Native American, Swiss, and Persian tunes as they appear in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de musique (1768). The Air chinois at top left went into Weber’s incidental music for Gozzi’s Turandot (1809), thence into Paul Hindemith’s Symphonic Metamorphosis after Themes by Carl Maria von Weber (1943).


  


  All of these settings can be called “typically romantic,” since romanticism, as we learned in chapter 1, was as much drawn to the long ago, the far away, and the never-never as it was to the celebration of self. And the self that romanticism celebrated (whether personal or collective) was in any case a “romanticized” (that is, idealized and often mythologized) sense of self. The idealization of the peasantry in romantic opera was actually the idealization of a nation’s mythic origins, not the peasants as they actually were, or the conditions in which they actually lived (rarely matters to celebrate).


  Most important of all: if Der Freischütz looms now as Weber’s most important work because of its role in “inserting” opera, so to speak, into the history of nationalism, that is due entirely to its reception by the composer’s contemporaries, and later by posterity. It is not necessarily an indication, let alone the result, of the composer’s intentions. Critics never tire of pointing out that in its musical style and forms the opera owes as much or more to the international theatrical mainstream of its day (that is, to Italian and—say it softly!—even French models) than it does to the Volkslied movement.


  It is also probably true that Weber was originally attracted to the story of Der Freischütz more for its ghostliness than for its local color. Horror stories and other manifestations of “black romanticism” were very much in vogue at the time. It was the age, after all, of Mary Shelley’s immortal Frankenstein (1818). A few years after Der Freischütz, Heinrich August Marschner (1795–1861), a younger contemporary of Weber’s who was widely regarded as his heir, scored a big hit with a “grosse romantische Oper” called Der Vampyr (1828), a title that needs no translation, with a plot (loosely based on Byron) that needs no description.


  One may even concede that the circumstances of the opera’s first production—the inaugural musical offering at the newly rebuilt national theater in Berlin, the Prussian capital—were, at least at the outset, more powerful than the composer’s intentions or even the work’s specific contents in creating its aura as an event in the life of the nation. National significance, like historical significance and even artistic significance, is a two-way street. It is the product of an interaction between an object (the work) and its consumers (reception), and arises in the course of a performance history.


  That said, however, it is entirely appropriate to quote an encomium addressed to Der Freischütz in 1909, as it approached its centenary, by the American music critic Henry Krehbiel (1854–1923), who was himself of German extraction and presumably knew whereof he wrote. “There never was an opera,” Krehbiel enthused, “and there is no likelihood that there ever will be one, so intimately bound up with the loves, feelings, sentiments, emotions, superstitions, social customs, and racial characteristics of a people.”3 The reference to race is dated, but Krehbiel speaks truly on behalf of the composer’s countrymen. At a time when Germans were yearning for symbols around which they could construct a sentiment of Einheit, of their unity and singularity as a people, Weber provided one, and it was accepted with joy.


  The “two-way street” worked in an especially graphic way where Der Freischütz was concerned. By 1824, an English writer touring Germany, struck by the way its “beautiful national melodies” were “sung in Germany, by all classes, down to the peasant, the hunter and the laborer,” concluded from this that Weber, lacking the ability to invent his own tunes, had filled his opera with folk songs. In fact Weber borrowed nothing, not even the bridal chorus expressly subtitled “Volkslied” (Ex. 4–3). Yet by 1824, according to the English writer’s testimony, the song (and many others from the opera) had become a Volkslied. It had entered the popular oral tradition. Sung by actual hunters and peasants who did not know the opera, it had gained acceptance not just as a volkstümliches Lied, a “song in folk style,” but as an actual folk song.


  None of this can be said for Der Vampyr, or for Weber’s other operas. It was the nation, not Weber, who made his ghost-story opera a national opera. Its significance for German nationalists of a later time rested on that prior acceptance by the nation at large. It was then that the opera picked up its freight of ideology. Wagner, living in Paris in 1841, took the opportunity presented by the French premiere of Der Freischütz at the Grand Opéra to send this chauvinistic dispatch to the newspapers back home, in which Weber’s name is never even mentioned, as if the opera were the collective issue of the German Volk:


  
    O my magnificent German fatherland, how must I love thee, how must I gush over thee, if for no other reason than that Der Freischütz rose from thy soil! How must I love the German folk that loves Der Freischütz, that even now believes in the wonders of artless legend, that even now, in manhood, feels the same sweet mysterious thrills that made its heart beat fast in youth! Ah, thou adorable German daydream! Thou nature-rapture, bliss in forests, gloaming, stars, moon, village clock-chimes striking seven! How happy he who understands thee, who can believe, feel, dream, delight with thee! How happy I am to be a German!4

  


  


  EX. 4–3 Carl Maria von Weber, Der Freischütz no. 14,“Volkslied”
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  “Das deutsche Volk,” extolled by Wagner, is Papageno writ large, a whole nation of Mr. Naturals—or of Maxes, to name the wholesome, handsome, gullible hero of Weber’s opera. Like many legends from many countries, the plot is a basic yarn of good and evil involving a Faust-like pact with the devil:


  
    Max, the tenor title character, a hunter and forest ranger, is gulled by Caspar, another forester and a sinister bass, into going with him to the “Black Huntsman” Samiel’s abode in the Wolf’s Glen, the very depths of the forest, there to secure his diabolical aid. The next day Max, who has been suffering a slump, must face a test of marksmanship on which his whole future depends. If he wins the match he will succeed Cuno, the chief ranger to the local prince, and marry Cuno’s daughter Agathe, whom he loves (and who loves him).

  


  
    In the Wolf’s Glen Caspar, coached by Samiel, forges the seven magic infallible bullets that he and Max will use on the morrow. What Caspar does not tell Max is that the seventh bullet goes not where the marksman directs it, but wherever Samiel may wish. When the Prince lets fly a white dove and Max aims the seventh bullet at it, Agathe (who has had a prophetic dream) cries out that she is the dove. Too late: the gun is fired, and she falls—but only in a faint. It is Caspar, the evil tempter, whom Samiel has killed with the seventh bullet. Max confesses his misdeed, is forgiven, granted the position he sought, and wins Agathe’s hand.

  


  Perhaps needless to say, the original folk legend had ended in a bloodbath. The happy ending, in which the benevolent prince intervenes the way a deus ex machina (a god lowered in a machine) might have done in an ancient opera seria, was a concession to the requirements of the comic opera genre, as contemporary audiences knew perfectly well. But despite its many conventional aspects, the opera did contain some real novelties, and it was these that enabled audiences to point to Der Freischütz as something new under the sun—something new and theirs.


  One is the Overture, which has quite deservedly become a concert staple. Even so, its frequent detachment from the opera is somewhat ironic, because one of its chief claims to historical fame is its close integration with the drama that follows it. With a single conspicuous exception, all its themes are taken from vocal numbers inside the opera. This is something we have seen previously only in the overture to Don Giovanni, and there only in the slow introduction, where the opera’s dénouement is foreshadowed.


  Probably prompted by Beethoven’s Coriolan and Egmont overtures, neither of which actually precedes an opera, Weber made the Freischütz Overture an instrumental précis of the whole drama to follow. Foreshadowed in advance of Weber only by a few French composers, by the second half of the nineteenth century such a procedure would be standard, even de rigueur. And as it became so, it became routinized in the form of the casual medley or “potpourri” overture—literally a mixed bag (even more literally, a “rotten pot”) of themes. Weber still observed the formalities of “sonata-allegro” form, and like Beethoven drew dramatic meaning from them. Leaving the slow introduction aside for the moment and beginning with the molto vivace, we can trace both the first theme in C minor and the transitional clarinet melody, marked con molto passione, to Max’s first aria, in which he feels an inexplicable foreboding as Samiel steals across the stage behind him (Ex. 4–4a). The full-blown “second theme” at m. 123 comes from Agathe’s aria in act II, in which, by contrast, she expresses her joyful hopes for the future (Ex. 4–4b). The stormy bridge material (mm. 53–86) is drawn from the horror music in the forging scene at the Wolf’s Glen.


  It will surely not pass unnoticed by anyone hearing it that the overture’s “recapitulation” recapitulates not only the themes but also the C-minor/C-major trajectory associated with Beethoven’s Kampf und Sieg (battle-and-victory) scenarios. Indeed Weber dramatizes things even more emphatically than Beethoven ever did by detaching the C-major recap of the second theme from the rest and preceding it with a snatch of dark “forest music” from the slow introduction followed by a fanfare—in short, turning it into a “Victory Symphony,” as Beethoven put it in the Egmont Overture. Agathe’s optimism, voiced cautiously (in E[image: image]) in the exposition, is now proclaimed from the rooftops, telegraphing the joyous resolution of the drama. (And while we are on the subject, it is time to reveal that calling Beethoven’s minor-major progressions the Kampf und Sieg scenario was already a slightly ironic allusion-in-advance to Weber, who actually wrote an oratorio with that title in the fateful year 1815, to commemorate Wellington’s victory over Napoleon at Waterloo.) This pointed reference in the Freischütz Overture to Beethoven’s rhetoric of contrasts has many counterparts in the opera, where time and again dark and light are strikingly juxtaposed. The most famous instance is the beginning of act III, which opens on Agathe’s sunlit room after the midnight horrors at the Wolf’s Glenat the end of actII. She sings a paean to the sun’s warmth in harmonious duet with a solo cello. This scene was repeatedly cited by later composers and critics (and not only German ones) as a model of how all the elements in opera—poetry, music, scene-painting, lighting—can interact to intensify a single impression.5 It was a major stimulus on the theory and practice of composers (most notably Wagner) who saw in opera a “union of all the arts.”


  EX. 4–4A Carl Maria von Weber, Der Freischütz no. 3, Allegro con fuoco
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  EX. 4–4B Carl Maria von Weber, Der Freischütz no. 8, Vivace con fuoco, mm. 2–11
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  We have been holding the slow introduction to the Freischütz Overture in reserve because it contains the one important musical passage without a direct counterpart in the body of the opera: the “aria” for four concertante French horns (Waldhörner— “forest horns”!—in German), or to be more precise, for two pairs of horns, one in C, the other in F, that alternately call to one another and croon together over a bed of murmuring strings (Ex. 4–5). It seems a normal enough way to set the scene for an opera about hunters (and one that had plenty of eighteenth-century precedents), but as sheer sound it was an unprecedented and electrifying effect that forever changed the nature of orchestral horn writing.


  Until then horn parts had hardly differed from trumpet parts except in range. Now the horn became for German composers the Naturlaut— “nature sound”—par excellence, instantly evoking the whole panoply of romantic nature mysticism. After Weber, a quartet became the normal orchestral horn complement everywhere, not just in Germany. But what made Weber’s horns sound particularly “German,” hence (to recall Krehbiel) “intimately bound up with the loves, feelings, etc., of a people,” was the close harmony, equivalent in range and “voicing” to the style of the Männerchor, the men’s-chorus idiom that instantly evoked nationalistic singing societies with their patriotic hymns and “Rheinlieder.” Weber’s horn quartet, in other words, effectively mediated between the human (vocal) and ghostly (forest) domains, giving the first real taste of what Paul Bekker (1882–1937), a historian of orchestration, called “the orchestra of romantic illusion.”6


  EX. 4–5 Carl Maria von Weber, Der Freischütz Overture, mm. 9–36
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  As soon as the horns have finished (m. 25), the strings begin an eerie unmeasured tremolo, a device that has been traced back as far as Niccolò Piccinni in 1781, but not yet a commonplace in 1821. It makes all the more explicit the supernatural connotations of the forest-horn music; and in the very next measure harmonic color joins orchestral color to transport us to the world of the baleful nature spirits on whom Max and Caspar will be calling: the tremolo veers into a rootless diminished-seventh chord that is held out for four measures before returning to the harmony whence it sprang. It is a magnificent amplification, so to speak, of the sublime opening of Schubert’s C-major Quintet (Ex. 3–8c).


  Eeriness is compounded by the use of the clarinets in their lowest register, and the thudding notes of the timpani, marked “solo” (albeit supported by the double basses, pizzicato, for greater pitch definition). We definitely get the feeling that not only the cello melody beginning at m. 27, but also the harmony and the orchestral timbres will be returning later with dramatic significance—or, in other words, that these atomic musical particles (a single chord, a timpani stroke) have become “motivic.”
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  FIG. 4–3 Scene from Der Freischütz, lithograph by Adam and Holstein after Johann Heinrich Ramberg (1763–1840).


  


  The significant return comes, of course, in the act II finale, the midnight forging scene known as “The Wolf’s Glen” (Fig. 4–3). The whole scene is a series of ghastly apparitions or Geistererscheinungen that (as the music historian Anthony Newcomb was first to demonstrate in detail) reproduces the effects of a phantasmagoria, an exhibition of optical illusions produced by a “magic lantern” or light projector.7 Phantasmagorias were a popular form of mass entertainment in the early nineteenth century, invented by a French engineer named Étienne-Gaspard Robert (or Robertson) and first shown to the public in Paris in 1798.


  Some phantasmagorias, like Robertson’s own, were frankly presented as light shows, or demonstrations of an ingenious scientific apparatus. Others were billed by charlatans as supernatural events in which “actual” specters were raised: the prophet Samuel (cf. Samiel!), originally raised by the Witch of Endor at the behest of King Saul; a witches’ sabbath; a “nonne sanglante” (nun with bleeding stigmata); a “danse macabre” (dance of death), and the like. Weber was only the first of many composers who took a cue from the phantasmagoria shows: in later chapters we will observe a Witches’ Sabbath orchestrally evoked by Hector Berlioz (1830), and an orchestral Danse macabre conjured up by Camille Saint-Saëns (1874).


  To achieve the musical equivalent of a light show implies a musical analogy with visual imagery. The operative correspondence or common denominator—the tertium quid (third element), to put it in terms of logic—is color, which in music means effects of “chromatic” harmony (from chroma, color in Greek) and effects of timbre (“tone color”). The Wolf’s Glen scene in Der Freischütz, more than any previous musical conception, abounds in such effects; and what is more, it links them in a way already noted in the Overture, where a chromatic harmony (the diminished seventh chord) is expressed through a rare timbre (unmeasured string tremolo).


  That very effect is the chief connecting tissue in the Wolf’s Glen, which otherwise consists of an explosive succession of brief, blindingly colored and contrasted episodes. The scene opens in the key of F[image: image] minor, as distant from the key of the Overture as a key can be. As soon as the “chorus of invisible spirits” intones its “Uhui! Uhui,” however, the tonic chord is replaced with the very same diminished-seventh (C–[image: image]–F[image: image]–A) tremolo that we have seen strategically prolonged in the overture. It, too, functions as a tertium quid, bearing the same intervallic relationship to C minor as to F[image: image] minor: as spelled in parentheses above, the first two notes are the root and third of the former and the remaining ones are the root and third of the latter, identifying it as C minor’s “tritone complement.” The whole scene will be an oscillation between these two tritonally related keys: Weber was no doubt recalling the tritone’s medieval nickname of diabolus in musica, part of musicological folklore to this day. But it is the mediator of the progression, the diminished seventh chord, redolent as it is of the Dungeon Scene from Beethoven’s Fidelio (Ex. 1–1a), that is the scene’s really characteristic harmony. It sounds whenever the devil Samiel is invoked (becoming, in effect, his identifying motive), and is sustained for as many as eight measures at a stretch.


  The scene takes shape through an ever-accelerating progression of images. It begins with another miracle of media coordination to set beside the scene in Agathe’s room, but at the opposite extreme, with every component conspiring to project gloom. The orchestration—once again combining low-or “chalumeau”-register clarinets and tremolando strings, to which a soft trombone choir and faint glowering bassoons are added—reinforces the murk onstage. When the unseen spirits wail and the harmony turns dissonant, the stage direction, in which an intermittently visible full moon “throws a lurid light over all,” is matched by a pair of piccolos in octaves, adding their sinister glint to the unison woodwind choir. This music, “coloristic” to an unprecedented degree, continued to reverberate in the work of opera composers, and eventually “symphony composers” as well, for the rest of the century.


  The vocal writing effectively mediates between song and “melodrama,” or accompanied speech. The voice of Samiel is never set to music; it remains an unintegrated alien presence throughout the scene. Max’s first terrified outcry is preceded by an uncanny horn blast first heard in the Overture (m. 93). The first phantasmic vision is that of Max’s mother in her grave; next comes Agathe, appearing to Max alone as a hallucination. When she seems about to plunge to her death in a waterfall, the orchestra sounds another reprise from the Overture (rushing strings at m. 249).


  Then the actual bullet-casting begins. Each of the seven bullets, counted off by Caspar and eerily echoed by an offstage voice, is accompanied, exactly as in a light show, by a fleeting hallucination, the orchestra assuming the role of magic lantern, projecting bizarre orchestral colors in dazzlingly quick succession to parallel the flashing stage lights.


  
    • At the shout of “One!” night birds with glowing eyes come flying out of the trees and flap their wings. Measured trills in the strings accompany glinting diminished seventh chords (the Samiel-harmony!) in the winds.

  


  
    • At “Two!” a black boar comes crashing through the bushes and darts across the stage. A rumbling of the bass instruments over a diminished fourth is accompanied by the tremolando strings: the rumble’s low notes are harmonized by the Samiel chord.

  


  
    • At “Three!” a hurricane bends the tops of the forest trees. The music is clearly adapted from the Storm (fourth movement) in Beethoven’s “Pastoral” Symphony.

  


  
    • At “Four!” an invisible coach, of which only the supporting fiery wheels can be seen, rattles across the stage to precipitate triplets reminiscent of Schubert’s Erlkönig.

  


  
    • At “Five!” the “Wild Hunt,” a ghostly mirage replete with horses and dogs, appears in midair. The phantasmic hunters egg their hounds on to the sounding brass of the orchestral horns.

  


  
    • At “Six!” volcanic eruptions break out, accompanied by a reprise of the whole madly squalling thematic transition from the Overture (m. 61 ff), but this time veering off into tonal regions (F[image: image] minor, [image: image] minor) never even broached in the Overture’s development section.

  


  
    • At its height, at the count of “Seven!” Samiel himself appears; Caspar and Max fall in a dead faint; the full orchestra, rolling timpani predominating, negotiates an unprecedented juxtaposition of the keys of C minor and F[image: image] minor, with a single reiterated diminished seventh chord the sole intermediary.

  


  Though Weber’s “Wolf’s Glen” looms in retrospect as a watershed of musical romanticism, and though the idea seems paradoxical given the subject matter, many German artists at the time suspected it of excessive “realism.” That is because it gave its imaginative or (in the language of the time) “fantastic” contents a visually explicit representation. In so doing it contradicted Beethoven’s precept, in describing the “Pastoral” Symphony, that music should aim at mehr Ausdruck der Empfindung als Mahlerey, “more the expression of feeling than painting.” What Weber had accomplished, with unprecedented success, was frankly painting, and some of his contemporaries were offended by it.


  By implication, they included E. T. A. Hoffmann himself, the foremost German theorist of musical romanticism. In an essay on theatrical direction published in 1818, he had warned that:


  
    Nothing is more ridiculous than to bring the spectator to the point where he, without needing to contribute anything from his own imagination, actually believes in the painted palaces, tress, and rocks … . First and foremost one must take care to avoid anything unseemly; then one must rely on a deep understanding of the genuinely fantastic, which will work upon and free up the fantasy of the spectator. The stage set should not itself, as an independent striking image, attract the eye of the spectator. Rather the spectator should come to feel, as the action progresses and without being aware of it, the effect of the stage set in which the action takes place.8

  


  


  This is exactly the kind of argument that people advanced, in the early days of mass-produced and widely available television, on behalf of radio: it enlisted the listener’s imagination (“the mind’s eye”) rather than dulled imagination with explicit imagery. Then, as before (and as always), there was a covert social component to the criticism. It came out almost explicitly in a letter from Zelter to Goethe after the Freischütz premiere. After praising the music, he mocked the staging of the Wolf’s Glen scene, replete with “clouds of dust and smoke,” and added that “children and women are crazy about it.”9


  Newcomb argues convincingly that the scene’s obvious debt to the phantasmagoria shows—a street and fairground entertainment, not a “high art”—was the aspect that evoked the criticism, and that it concealed social snobbery: aristocratic scorn for the “peasant” tastes of street and fairground spectators. It was only after the opera’s canonization as mirror or mystical embodiment of German nationhood that such criticism was silenced. But that was the point, exactly. It took precisely such a “lowering” of taste to give the work such an elevated status. Thanks to it, “peasantry,” as figurative proxy for the nation, was not only represented in the work but actually incorporated into it. Whether described as a debasement of aristocracy or as an elevation of peasantry, a truly national art, like the idea of nation itself, gave differing social classes a common ground, and a common bond.


  II. HISTORY (FRANCE)


  OPERA AND REVOLUTION


  There was another route to nation through opera. The musical stage became the favored site, in the age of burgeoning nationalism, for the idealized or allegorical reenactment of every nation’s history. If largeness of conception automatically meant significance of achievement, historical opera would rank first in the history of opera, since history-in-music became the overriding preoccupation of the venerable Paris Opera (the Académie Royale de Musique). In the period of the so-called July Monarchy (1830–1848), the Académie Royale became the site of the hugest opera spectacles ever attempted anywhere. Never was art more directly involved with or inspired by politics, and never was politics more directly concerned with national destiny.


  The Parisian predilection for the “monster spectacle” was a direct reflection of France’s self-image as the great political monolith of Western Europe. It had been so under the Bourbon monarchy, when the French court opera had flourished, and so it remained after the revolution. At a time when the maps of Germany and Italy were crazy quilts of little principalities and city-states, and the multinational Hapsburg (“Holy Roman”) Empire was slowly crumbling under its own dead weight, France was the same large centralized entity it had been since the fifteenth century, the only continental European country that looked on an early nineteenth-century political map pretty much the way it looks now.


  Its political fortunes may have been volatile, what with three revolutions in little more than fifty years and a perpetual pendulum swing during the nineteenth century between republican and imperial rule. But its territorial integrity was stable, and its military was mighty. It took the whole “concert of Europe,” the massed armies of every other major European country, even Russia, to beat its armies back during the Napoleonic Wars. Even when subdued, France remained a giant and “the one to beat,” and its arts establishment continued to reflect that traditional self-image.


  The Paris Opera’s post-Napoleonic recovery was signaled by the building of a new home for it in 1821, the Salle Le Peletier (named after the street on which it stood), with a seating capacity of around two thousand. That was indeed large for the time, even if the Metropolitan Opera House in New York (both the old house in use from 1883 to 1966 and the one at Lincoln Center that replaced it) accommodated almost twice that number. The difference is that for all its size, the Paris Opera was in 1821 still a government-subsidized enterprise that, while encouraged to recoup its expenditures, did not have to do so.


  Even after the July Revolution, government involvement with the theater remained strong and decisive, reflecting the even more fundamental fact that in nineteenth-century France (and, to a considerable extent, in many European countries even today) opera was considered a national asset and an instrument of national policy, while in twentieth-or twenty-first-century America it is considered a luxury product and is expected, therefore, to earn a profit—not that it can really do so without philanthropic and (to a small and incessantly contested degree) public support.


  The new house was not only large, it was also superbly equipped. In 1822 it became the first opera house to use gas lighting instead of candles, around 1830 the first to use limelight, and in 1849 the first to use electricity. Its stage machinery was comparably advanced. Composers and librettists were encouraged to exploit it in consultation with a specially appointed stage manager (metteur en scène), the first such official in the history of opera, who from 1827 supervised a staging committee consisting of specialists in machine construction, lighting, set-design, and costumery.


  This renewed emphasis on the visual reflected, just as it did in Weber’s Germany, a deliberate modernization and popularization of an ancient and aristocratic art. All the design and mechanical innovations on which the Académie now prided itself had long since been standard equipment for the melodramas, peepshows, dioramas, and vaudeville comedies displayed at the so-called boulevard theaters visited by the bourgeoisie. The Académie Royale now wanted to attract that audience, not only because its patronage was lucrative, but also because the bourgeoisie increasingly defined the concept of “nation” in France, even after the post-Napoleonic Restoration, and the Académie now thought of itself, in a way it could never have done under the old regime, as a national theater.


  The first opera to benefit from this state-supported grandiosity in production was a five-act monster titled La muette de Portici (“The mute girl of Portici,” 1828, sometimes called Masaniello or Fenella after its leading characters), by Daniel-François-Esprit Auber (1782–1871), to a libretto by Eugène Scribe (1791–1861). Some said (and say) that Scribe was the greatest librettist of the nineteenth century, some that he was the worst. What all must agree is that he was the century’s most prolific and influential dramatist. As the arbiter of the so-called pièce bien faite (well-made play), and creator of literally dozens of libretti set by every composer of the period (some more than once), Scribe was the nineteenth-century Metastasio.


  Even his admirers admit that Scribe’s librettos are full of hackneyed language and theatrical clichés. What he was uniquely gifted for doing, however, was what librettists were paid to do—that is, exploit resources and create opportunities. In the words of Louis Véron (1798–1867), Scribe’s nominal boss as director of the Opéra in its glory days:


  
    For a long time people have thought that nothing was easier to compose than a poem for opera. What a huge literary error! An opera in five acts can only come alive by means of a very dramatic scenario bringing into play the grandest passions of the human heart and strong historical interest. This dramatic action, however, ought to be able to be comprehended by the eye like the action of a ballet. It is necessary that the chorus play an impassioned role in it and be so to speak one of the interesting characters of the play. Each act ought to offer contrasts in settings, costumes, and above all in ably prepared situations. The librettos of M. Scribe offer this abundance of ideas, these dramatic situations, and fulfill all the conditions for variety of setting (mise-en-scène) that the construction of an opera in five acts demands. When one has at one’s disposal the most enormous theater, an orchestra of more than eighty musicians, nearly eighty chorus members male and female, eighty supernumeraries [“spear-carriers” or “extras,” walk-on actors who do not speak or sing but augment the spectacle], not counting children, a company of sixty machinistes [highly skilled stagehands] for moving sets, the public listens and expects great things from you. You fail in your mission if so many resources only serve you to put on comic operas or vaudevilles!10

  


  


  And that is why there were five acts: it was the standard format for tragedies, “great” plays. In collaboration with Véron, with Charles Duponchel (1794–1868) and Pierre Cicéri (1782–1868), metteurs en scène, and with a pléiade of gifted composers, beginning with Auber and also including Jacques Fromental Halévy (1799–1862) and especially Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791–1864), Scribe masterminded a new and epoch-making genre called “grand opera,” or (since it was associated specifically with the Paris Opera house) grand opéra. The enduring repertoire of late nineteenth-century opera—above all the operas of Verdi and Wagner (falsely supposed to be antipodes)—is fundamentally beholden, both musically and dramatically, to grand opéra, and historically incomprehensible without knowledge of it.


  La muette de Portici, slightly predating both the July Revolution and the advent of Véron, set the tone for these mighty collaborative efforts, and became their model. Just as Véron described, a passionate love intrigue is played out in it against a vast historical panorama, with intense dramatic confrontations alternating with immense crowd scenes and extravagant scenic effects. It was to motivate the crowd scenes that the historical background initially became so important, and it was his skill at aiming acts unerringly toward grandiose dénouements that made Scribe such a successful librettist for the genre.


  To get crowds moving on stage, popular uprisings were handy, and so La muette de Portici is projected against the background of an insurrection led by the Neapolitan fisherman-revolutionist Tommaso Aniello (called Masaniello) against Spanish rule in 1647. It was a popular subject at the time. A stirring literary account of it, Raimond de Moirmoiron’s Mémoires sur la revolution de Naples de 1647, published in 1825, had already been turned to theatrical account in an opéra comique with music by the transplanted Neapolitan Michele Carafa, a friend of Rossini, which in turn restimulated literary endeavors: several “book versions” (commercial spinoffs from the opera) like the pseudonymously authored Masaniello, histoire du soulèvement de Naples en 1647 (“Masaniello: The Story of the Naples Rebellion of 1647”) were being hawked in the Paris bookstalls.


  In addition, a spectacular “diorama” (pictorial projection with lighting effects) called the “Eruption of Mount Vesuvius” was being displayed on the boulevard, at the theater of Louis Daguerre, the future photographic pioneer. To compete with all of these at once, a tragic twist was envisioned, and that made necessary the five-act tragédie lyrique format that would henceforth become standard once again, as it had been in the days of Louis XIV.


  A three-act opéra comique libretto on the subject of Masaniello, by a staff hack named Germain Delavigne, was already the theater’s property. It was to “play-doctor” that version into a “well-made” lyric tragedy that Scribe was engaged. The tragic treatment meant replacing spoken dialogue with fully accompanied recitative; that already meant lengthening the piece, since singing takes so much longer than speaking. It also meant interpolating ballet into at least two of the acts as had been de rigueur at the Académie Royale since Lully’s time. These requirements were even applied to existing operas when staged by the Académie Royale. The production of Weber’s Der Freischütz that Wagner described (and, for home consumption, derided) in 1841 had been fitted out with orchestrally accompanied recitatives, composed on commission by Berlioz, who also orchestrated a well-known piano piece of Weber’s— “Invitation to the Dance” (Aufforderung zum Tanze), a rondeau brilliant in waltz time (1819)—to serve as the interpolated ballet.


  Above all, tragedy implied an illfated love intrigue. In meeting this last requirement Scribe was faced with a quandary. Owing to the unexpected departure of one of the Académie’s leading ladies, only one dramatic soprano was available for the new opera, not enough to populate a traditional love triangle. Scribe’s inspired solution was to raid the ballet (another genre that was having a popular rebirth at the Académie Royale), where miming to music had long since been brought to a high degree of expressive precision. The use of a mime character as operatic protagonist was not completely unprecedented (there is one, for example, in Silvana, an early opera by Weber). But the idea was novel enough, and the Académie’s stable of attractive ballerinas popular enough, to stimulate advance interest in the new work among the social classes the theater now wanted to woo. And so the “mute girl” was not only included in the cast but even made the title character.


  Thus arrived at, the love triangle in the opera’s foreground became that of Alphonse, the Spanish viceroy’s rakish son, who is betrothed to the Spanish princess Elvira, but who has seduced and abandoned the mute fishermaid Fenella, whose spunky pantomimes provide not only piquant entertainment—especially as played at the premiere by the ballerina Lise Noblet (1801–52), a famous beauty reputedly “kept” by Count Claparède, a wizened military hero who was the crony of the Vicomte de Martignac, the Minister of the Interior (whose office oversaw all theaters), and consequently a focal point for gossip (Fig. 4–4)—but also the primary incitement for the background matter, her brother Masaniello’s rebellion.


  Scribe’s technique for relating libidinous foreground to historical background is shown off to perfection by his scenario for the opera’s culmination, the fifth act. It is essentially a refinement (if that is the word) on the “entrance opera” technique described in chapter 1 in connection with Donizetti, in which characters accumulate on stage as the plot thickens. Set at the gateway to the Viceroy’s palace, now occupied by Masaniello’s victorious troops, and with an ominously smoking Mount Vesuvius visible at stage rear, the act proceeds in two great waves.
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  FIG. 4–4 Lise Noblet as Fenella in Auber’s La muette de Portici (1828). Lithograph by Lemercier after a drawing by Achille Deveria.


  


  Wave the first: the act begins, just as act II had begun, with a barcarolle, a decorative, seemingly innocent “genre” number for Pietro, one of Masaniello’s henchmen, and his companions, wine cups in hand. Between the barcarolle’s stanzas, however, Pietro reveals that Masaniello has betrayed the revolution he has set in motion, that he (Pietro) has punished Masaniello with a slow poison, and that Masaniello will soon be dead. Borella, another revolutionist, rushes in with a crowd of fishermen and issues a call to arms against Alphonse’s forces, who are poised to attack. The crowd responds with panic, not only at the threatened bloodshed but also at the volcano’s impending eruption. They call for Masaniello. He arrives, clearly deranged from the effects of the poison, singing an incoherent reprise of the act II barcarolle (i.e., a “mad scene”), while Vesuvius and the Viceroy’s advancing army both rumble in the orchestral background. Fenella rouses him from his reverie and, becoming aware of the situation, Masaniello leads everyone off but Fenella, who is left alone onstage, miming prayer.


  Wave the second: the first to enter this time is Elvira, who warns Fenella to flee. Next Alphonse arrives with news that Masaniello has perished at the hands of his own followers, incited by Pietro. As the massed choruses (fishermen, fisherwomen, revolutionists, Spanish soldiers) reenter the stage, Vesuvius erupts. On learning of her brother’s death Fenella is overcome with grief. To general horror, she throws herself into the burning lava that has begun to inundate the stage.


  Musically speaking, what is most remarkable about this act is its breakneck dramatic tempo: a matter not of clock time or of musical tempo as normally defined, but of structure. As listed in the score, there are only two “numbers”: the opening barcarolle and a colossal unbroken finale that takes in all the rest of the action. As established in the days of Mozart and Da Ponte, a finale is a section in which musical numbers never close with full cadences (i.e., signals to applaud), but are subsumed into an unbroken continuity, further emphasized by frequent, sometimes remote, harmonic modulations reflecting the vicissitudes on stage.


  We have previously seen the ensemble finale, long the exclusive preserve of the comic opera where it originated, adapted to tragic ends in the Italian operas of the 1830s (Bellini) and 1840s (Donizetti). Rossini, in his late opere serie for Naples, had also adapted it in this way. Having come to Paris and produced some of these operas in French translation, Rossini was part of the background to the Scribian finale as well. But before Scribe there was no precedent for a whole act that was in effect a continuous finale, which is to say a fluid dramatic or “organic” continuity uninterrupted by individual “numbers.” As Wagner wrote in wonder, spectators perceived La muette de Portici as “something completely novel,” because “one was always kept in suspense and transported by a complete act in its entirety.”11 This will be a very important point to remember when considering the various operatic “reforms” of the later nineteenth century, most of which (but particularly Wagner’s own) were attempts to achieve precisely this “numberless” continuity. Remembering this is all the more pertinent in view of an implicit, often forgotten, irony. Idealistic reformers of opera were wont to look back derisively on the French grand opéra, giving it in retrospect a reputation for opportunistic, exploitative commercial cynicism that is certainly supported by many of the details in this account of its origins and of the genesis of La muette de Portici. Surely no operatic genre was ever devised with a more constant and fretful eye toward its public reception. And yet two of the principal tenets of late-century “reformist” opera—the emphasis on uniting all media (poetry, music, setting, spectacle) in mutually reinforcing collaboration, and the achievement of “numberless” continuity—were powerfully anticipated by the grand opéra not in opposition to public taste but in the very act of courting it.


  And yet public taste—a protean, discrepant thing—has rarely if ever been successfully controlled or anticipated from “above”; nor does public reception ever completely match creative intention. The adventures of La muette de Portici provide one of the most pointed illustrations of these truths. That story, the story of its reception, is its truest claim on our attention.


  The opera was planned during the period of the so-called Bourbon Restoration, toward the end of the stormy and reactionary reign of Charles X, the brother of Louis XVI, the last monarch of the old regime (beheaded during the Reign of Terror). Charles had succeeded his other brother, Louis XVIII, who had been placed on the throne by the “concert of Europe” following Napoleon’s defeat. By 1827 the political atmosphere was tense and theatrical censorship was severe. In such circumstances an opera about a revolution, even one as removed in time and place as Masaniello’s, might seem the very last thing the Académie Royale, France’s most official musical stage, would consider offering for public view. In fact, however, the opera was planned by the theatrical directorate in direct collaboration with the king’s chief minister, the Vicomte de Martignac, in an effort to sway liberal opinion away from renewed revolutionary action.


  The revolution depicted in the opera is not only abortive but disastrous for all concerned. By the fourth act it has gone out of Masaniello’s control and descended into mob rule. Masaniello turns against his former companions (even offering his protection to Alphonse and Elvira) in an effort to stop the senseless bloodshed. He becomes, improbably enough, the embodiment of order, and is condemned by the senseless mob for his moderation. It is only Fenella’s final act of suicidal desperation that brings everyone to their senses. The opera’s last lines, spoken “in one voice” by all the surviving characters and choruses, suggest that the natural disaster (the eruption of Vesuvius) was a divine punishment for the civil disaster they had wrought:
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  As Karin Pendle, a historian of the grand opéra, observes, the intended moral of the opera was that in Masaniello’s revolution, and by implication in all revolutions, “the losers are not primarily the leaders but rather the masses of people who have been taken advantage of by both sides.” It was “the mood of the times,” she adds, that “dictated the content of La muette de Portici,” and “its warning was there for all who had ears to hear.”12 And yet as Jane Fulcher, a rival historian of the grand opéra, points out, many among the public had ears for another message altogether, and managed to find it in the opera by “reading” the work opportunistically and selectively, the way large, heterogeneous modern audiences always interpret works of art.


  The outcome of the drama finally mattered less to the public than the manner in which the crowd, with which the public identified, was portrayed. “In the end,” writes Fulcher,


  
    the depiction of the people was the work’s most gripping aspect: the people depicted as grand and heroic, through most of the work, on the first royal stage … . The blocking of the crowd scenes presented them as an active and self-assured group, now themselves in a position to inspire fear and awe in the authorities. Moreover, their choral scenes, by far the most musically powerful parts of the work, similarly projected a sense of dignity and pride that clashed openly with what occurred at the opera’s end.13

  


  


  So completely did bourgeois audiences identify, against official expectation, with the powerfully portrayed peasant revolutionaries, as to turn the opera into a virtual “accessory before the fact” to the revolution of 1830, the so-called July Revolution, in which political power was decisively wrested by the bourgeoisie from the aristocracy for good and all.


  This reading of the opera against the official grain was much abetted by the means of its public dissemination. Operas were published and popularized not only as complete works, but in separate “numbers” as well. Individual numbers were encoded in barrel organ cylinders and became street music. They were issued in sheet music and enjoyed independent sales as home music. One item from La muette de Portici that became an instant, runaway bestseller was the act II duet for Masaniello and Pietro, “Amour sacré de la patrie” (“Sacred love of fatherland,” Ex. 4–6).


  Detached from its original context, this exhilarating marchlike number could serve as many contradictory purposes as could patriotism itself, teaching government and governed alike that works of art could be freely appropriated, in an age of mass dissemination, for use as political weapons. It became customary for audiences to applaud the revolutionary duet with special showstopping fervor, turning the occasion into a virtual antigovernment demonstration. What the nineteenth century learned from the grand opéra was that works of art could be dangerous. They were dangerous not necessarily by design but by virtue of their ambiguity—and, consequently, the different ways in which they could be used. In an age of emergent mass politics, music had become a potential rabble-rouser. Opera could now not only mirror but actually make the history of nations. In extreme cases it could even help make the nation.


  Just how literally this was the case was driven home when La muette de Portici was exported, first to Germany, next, and fatefully, to Belgium. The political situation in the Low Countries, particularly among the Frenchspeaking Belgians or Walloons, was much closer to that portrayed in the opera than the situation in France, where the opera had already proved politically explosive. Like Masaniello’s Neapolitans, the Belgians had been living under Hapsburg domination since 1815, when the Congress of Vienna had peremptorily assigned the Belgian provinces to the United Kingdom of the Netherlands, a de facto Austrian protectorate. The July Revolution in France had emboldened Belgian patriots to seek independence. They demanded a performance of La muette de Portici, banned by the nervous Austrians, as the price of their participation in birthday celebrations for the Dutch king, William of Orange, scheduled for 24 August.


  La muette, heavily cut, opened the very next day, Wednesday, 25 August 1830, at the Théâtre de la Monnaie in Brussels. As usual, the authorities cut the wrong numbers. The scenes of mob violence were gone, but “Amour sacré de la patrie” remained. Having circulated for two years in sheet and street music, it was widely known by heart. By the end of the number, the whole audience seemed to be on its feet, singing along. The chief of police sent a scout outside to assess the mood of the mob that had collected on the theater square. The scout returned and reported that the chief was to be assassinated in his box at the end of the performance.


  By the end of the fourth act, most of the audience had left the theater and had joined the crowd, which swept into and occupied the offices of the main Brussels newspaper, the city courthouse, and the Hôtel de Ville, the seat of government. The decisive moment came with the storming of the municipal armory and the distribution of weapons to the rioters. Over the next few days the revolt spread to other cities. Unable to contain the crowds, the Dutch forces withdrew. By the next year, with the connivance of the anti-French coalition of “powers,” Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha (uncle of the soon-to-be-crowned Queen Victoria of England) had been elected King of the Belgians. His descendants reign to this day.


  EX. 4–6 Daniel-François-Esprit Auber, La muette de Portici no. 8, duo, ‘Amour sacrée de la patrie,’ mm. 48–56
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  Historians debate the spontaneity of the Belgian uprising, and its precise relationship to the operatic performance that seemed to spark it. Was the demonstration an unpremeditated reaction to the patriotic duet or was the duet the prearranged signal to begin the demonstration? The latter, admittedly, seems more likely to be the case, since according to all reports the police anticipated the demonstration (if not its strength) and had put the theater square under guard.


  Yet how much of a difference, finally, do these admissions and qualifications make? Unaffected is the status of the musical performance—and, secondarily, of the work performed—as a political act. It is clear, moreover, that the effect of the performance on Belgian history had nothing at all to do with the conception of the work or the intentions of its creators. But again, what difference did that make to the Brussels demonstrators, and what difference should it make to us?


  BOURGEOIS KINGS


  The Belgian insurrection of August 1830 differed very significantly from its French counterpart of the previous month (the so-called July Revolution), to which it is often likened. The one was a revolt of patriots against an imposed foreign regime. The other was a revolt by an aristocracy of wealth (the haute bourgeoisie or upper middle class) against an aristocracy of birth. It put an end to the Bourbon dynasty once and for all, but, remembering the postrevolutionary Reign of Terror and fearful of the “proletariat” (the industrialized and newly populous urban working class), the victors, headed by the venerable Marquis de Lafayette of American revolutionary fame, held back from redeclaring republican rule. Instead, a liberal constitutional monarchy, respectful of individual rights (and particularly the rights of private property), was declared by the newly empowered legislature or Chamber of Deputies, a stronghold of bourgeois interests.


  At its head stood Louis Philippe (1773–1850), the gray-suited, umbrella-toting “citizen king,” whose father, the Duke of Orléans, had been an active revolutionary (under the name Philippe Égalité) but had been martyred by the Terror. The new king stood for the protection of bourgeois interests against aristocrat and proletarian alike. Especially after a number of variously motivated attempts were made on his life, the France his reign represented became a bastion of “conservative liberalism,” a strong secular state committed to economic growth and the securing of all attendant rights and privileges. The “July Monarchy” was thus at once a beacon of religious and civil tolerance and bulwark of political stability, bitterly opposed in the name of these values to all clericalism and aristocratic resurgence, but to all revolutionary or socialist tendencies as well. It was a brief European foretaste of “Americanism,” the sort of capitalistic economic liberalism that only became a world force much later with the emergence of the United States as a world power.


  And its art exhibited traces of precocious Americanism as well; it is hard nowadays to overlook the many parallels between the luxuriance and the implied values of the July Monarchy’s most exalted art product—the grand opéra, which reached its zenith under Louis Philippe—and those of the Hollywood movie industry: the same basis in popular spectacle, the same emphasis on high-tech “production values” and “special effects,” the same preoccupation with richly appointed semi-fantastic historical settings, and the same enthusiastic, anachronistic reinforcement of contemporary middle-class values by means of epic dramaturgy.


  And by no means least: the same social tolerance in the name of economic expansion, exemplified in the hospitality shown both by Hollywood and by the Académie Royale under Louis Philippe to enterprising Jewish talent. Both Halévy and Meyerbeer, the grand opera’s leading lights, were Jews (and Meyerbeer was a foreigner to boot). But both were welcomed as creators of artistic showpieces of a specifically national type, in which the French nation in its most militantly bourgeois phase took an intense patriotic pride.


  Indeed, Halévy’s most successful opera, La Juive (“The Jewess”, 1835), to a book by Scribe, is an impassioned indictment of religious bigotry. That is not what packed them in, though. It was, rather, the staging by Duponchel and Cicéri that bowled audiences over with its conspicuous consumption and its “cast of thousands,” causing one reviewer to exult that “the Opéra may become a power capable of throwing its armies into the balance of power in Europe.”14 The gold standard for opulence, however, was set the next year by Les Huguenots, Meyerbeer’s masterpiece, which also clothed a liberal bourgeois plea for religious tolerance in raiment of unbelievable, Versailles-rivaling splendor.


  The composer of Les Huguenots was born Jakob Liebmann Meyer Beer to a wealthy Berlin family, comparable to the Mendelssohns but if anything even richer and more acculturated. It was a mark of his sense of security that the composer’s father, Juda Herz Beer, a sugar merchant and an elder in the municipal synagogue, never converted or had his children baptized. His mother, Amalia, the daughter of perhaps the most prosperous banker in Berlin, actually made her son swear never to renounce his hereditary faith; and while the composer was a totally assimilated and cosmopolitan citizen of Europe, and never religiously observant, he honored his pledge and was eventually brought back to Berlin for burial, amid huge publicity, in the city’s Jewish cemetery.
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  FIG. 4–5 Meyerbeer, photographed in 1855 by Félix Nadar.


  


  His career is if anything an even more impressive illustration than Mendelssohn’s of the opportunities that opened up to “emancipated Jews” in the early optimistic decades of the nineteenth century. Trained first as a piano virtuoso, he was able to perform Mozart’s D-minor Piano Concerto at the age of ten. Two years later he enrolled in the Berlin Singakademie where, a couple of decades ahead of Mendelssohn, he studied theory and beginning composition (counterpoint) with Carl Friedrich Zelter. In 1810, having embarked on a professional career and contracted his last two names into “Meyerbeer,” he began two years of lessons (alongside Weber, from then on a friend) with Abbé Vogler.


  Meyerbeer landed a court Kapellmeister’s post in 1813, the same year that his second German singspiel was produced to indifferent success. Wishing to devote himself to theatrical composition, and therefore unhappy with the prospect of a life spent in small-time court service, he took the advice of Antonio Salieri (still the Vienna court composer), quit his job, and went to Italy to learn the tricks of the opera trade. Actually, it was not much of a gamble. Thanks to his family’s fortune, Meyerbeer was financially independent throughout his life. Indeed, he was one of the richest men in Europe, and in later years knew how to use his money to manipulate the press. (His biographer, Heinz Becker, credits him with the invention of “the modern press conference with refreshments.”)15


  He spent eight miraculously successful years (1816–24) in Italy (Venice, Padua, Milan) much as Handel had done a century before him, Italianizing not only his style but even his first name (to Giacomo). By the time of his last Italian opera, Il crociato in Egitto (The Crusader in Egypt, 1824), a melodramma eroico on the Rossini model (and the last important opera, incidentally, to feature a major role for a castrato), Meyerbeer was recognized as Rossini’s most viable rival. (His viability was most effectively, if backhandedly, acknowledged by Rossini himself, who never tired of denigrating Meyerbeer’s work, especially after he had quit the scene and Meyerbeer continued to thrive.) Il crociato was a deliberate bid to attract the attention of the Paris opera houses, by then regarded (thanks precisely to their status as an official national establishment) as the Mecca of the operatic world. After a trial Paris production of another of his Italian operas in 1826, he was at last favored (a year later than Rossini) with an actual Paris commission. The commission came not from the Académie Royale but from the director of the Opéra Comique, with whom the composer had struck up a friendship. For that house one was expected to write three-act operas with spoken dialogue and happy endings: by then it was a firmly established principle that a tragic opera ended with at least one death and a comic opera with at least one marriage. Before he could embark on the project, however, he was sidetracked by a request from the widow of Weber, who had just died unexpectedly in London, to complete his friend’s singspiel, Die drei Pintos.


  There are probably the makings of a psychological novel in Meyerbeer’s lifelong failure to keep this promise. (He finally returned the still-unfinished score to the Weber family a quarter of a century later, appeasing them with a large indemnity; the opera was eventually completed—in 1887!—by a young opera conductor named Gustav Mahler, who went on to become a major composer of symphonies but never wrote an opera of his own.) The temporary delay had a fateful and, for Meyerbeer, a very happy consequence, however. While he was ostensibly occupied with the abortive Drei Pintos project, the success of Auber’s Muette de Portici created a demand for more operas on a like heroic scale, and Meyerbeer thus got in on the ground floor, so to speak, of the nascent grand opéra.


  The original Opéra Comique commission— Robert le diable (“Robert the devil”), vaguely based on an old Norman legend—would have been something of a chip off Der Freischütz, already popular at the Opéra Comique in a free adaptation called Robin des bois (“Robin Hood”). Robert, one of several knights set to compete for the hand of Princess Isabelle, is tempted by his sinister friend Bertram, just as Max is tempted in Der Freischütz by his friend Caspar, to enhance his chances of success with supernatural aid. Bertram turns out to be not a man but a demon, and not Robert’s friend but his father. He comes within a hair’s breadth of claiming Robert’s soul, but is defeated in the end by Alice, Robert’s foster sister.


  In the five-act grand opéra version eventually presented at the Académie Royale, Bertram is swallowed up in an earthquake at the very end, and Robert is led off to the altar, where Isabelle is waiting. (Thus the marriage survived from the opéra comique conception, but what is actually shown on stage is Bertram’s hellish Don Giovanni-ish demise.) The obligatory third-act ballet is a counterpart to Weber’s “Wolf’s Glen,” with a fiery “Valse infernale” representing a demoniac orgy in a deserted cave, and most spectacularly (as well as most obviously indebted to the phantasmagoria shows) a swirling dance for a whole convent-cemetery’s worth of risen nuns’ corpses. This was as much an opera to see as to hear, and it has been argued that the real hero behind Robert le diable was Cicéri, the designer. But it made Meyerbeer the toast of Paris (and the object of furious resentment back home). The Jewish parvenu became the bourgeois king of the opera, to match the one at the helm of government. He maintained his preeminence with three more grand opera scores, each with an elephantine gestation period and a behemoth of a production, spaced out over a period of thirty years.
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  FIG. 4–6 Edgar Degas (1834–1917), The Ballet from “Robert le Diable” (1871).


  


  While maintaining Robert le diable’s colossal scale and reliance on awe-inspiring spectacle, the operas that followed differed significantly from the prototype as dramatic conceptions. It was not an artistic difference alone, but one that matched the changes in the political climate. Owing to the snail’s pace at which the cumbersome Paris production machine had to operate—whereas Italian productions typically went from contract-signing to opening night in a matter of weeks, the process normally lasted from three to twelve years in Paris—a grand opera production could sometimes be curiously out of joint with the times by the time it reached the stage.


  Robert le diable was a case in point. Although first presented in 1831, in the first year of the July Monarchy, the score was commissioned and supplied in the waning years of the restoration. However thrilling, it was at heart a frivolous diablerie (“deviltry,” to use the term current at the cheap boulevard theaters) with a facile, unproblematic moral and a rather smugly happy end, in which good and bad characters alike receive their just deserts. The works actually created in the period of the ascendant bourgeoisie, in contrast, employed the same dazzling theatrical rhetoric to produce uniformly horrifying dénouements, investing them, however artificially, with a gripping moral urgency.


  M. Elizabeth C. Bartlet, a historian of the Paris musical stage, has caught their common denominator with succinct precision. In the grand operas of the July Monarchy, she writes, “sympathetic characters are crushed by forces beyond their control.”16 The portrayal of these forces as human rather than supernatural was the reason why every grand opera commissioned after 1830 had to have an explicit historical setting, usually a well-defined “time of troubles” brought about by irreconcilable factional strife. And the forces being human, they are subject to moral judgment and can serve as cautionary examples. The moral is always the same: “Don’t let things get out of control! Resolve your differences!” Naked conflict, intransigence, prejudice, as every grand opera shows us time and again, lead inevitably to destruction.


  Rarely if ever does the opera appear to take sides within the conflict portrayed. It sides, ostensibly, against conflict itself. As George Sand was quick to discern (and to approve), however, there was an implicit political bias in grand opéra. It proceeded, she noted, from a “new liberal theory of history according to which, far from being the exclusive property of revolutionists, terrorism was attributed primarily to the aristocratic nobles, kings, princes and gentlemen.”17


  In Les Huguenots (1836) these political morals are drawn with particular clarity thanks to the trusty Romeo-and-Juliet formula. A pair of star-crossed lovers, Raoul (Protestant) and Valentine (Catholic), are caught in the Reformation’s web. They meet their doom in the course of the infamous St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre of 1572, in which many hundreds of Huguenots (French Calvinists) were shot dead in the streets of Paris at the behest of Catherine de’ Medici, the Italian-born queen mother. The entire fifth act of the opera was given over to a reenactment of the horrible event, at the end of which the auditorium famously reeked of gunpowder and buckshot, adding yet another sensory element to the media-saturation for which the grand opéra was famed. Like La Juive, which preceded it by a year, Les Huguenots is an indictment of religious fanaticism and an implicit declaration of bourgeois liberalism.


  In Le prophète (1849), the setting is sixteenth-century Holland and Germany, where another fanatical religious movement, that of the Anabaptists (“Rebaptizers” rejecting infant baptism), held sway. The Anabaptists, whose main tactic was fomenting peasant revolts, could be looked upon as the extreme left wing of the early Reformation movement. The title character is John of Leiden (Jean in the opera), who declared himself the resurrected King David and declared a theocratic “kingdom of Zion” in the town of Münster in 1534. After presiding over this self-created polygamous religious commune for about a year, John was defeated by the Catholic prince bishop whom he had deposed and was publicly tortured to death along with his followers.


  In the opera, Jean is portrayed as a good-natured innkeeper gulled by crafty thieves posing as Anabaptists into becoming their religious figurehead. He is disillusioned in the end, with tragic results for himself, Berthe his betrothed (who stabs herself when she learns the tyrannical “prophet’s” identity), and his mother Fidès, who dies with Jean in the catastrophic explosion of his palace, which he himself has engineered as an act of expiation. In this opera the political subtext is especially obvious. As the poet and critic Théophile Gautier (1811–72) wittily observed, “the Anabaptists and the peasants have dialogue that one could believe to have been drawn from the prose of communistic journals” such as were proliferating in the period leading up to the abortive proletarian revolutions of 1848.18 Again there was an irony engendered by delayed production. By the time it was staged, the revolution of which it sought to forewarn had already taken place and France was again a republic.


  L’Africaine (“The African girl”), the last Scribe-Meyerbeer collaboration, was not produced until 1865, a year after the composer’s death. Once again the historical setting is the sixteenth century, the “age of exploration,” but the exotic geographical setting (“an island in the Indian Ocean”) is semi-fantastical. And once again religious fanaticism (this time the Iberian inquisition) is cast as a destructive force, though this time it has a rival in the collision and mutual corruption of European and African mores.


  The two main characters are the Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama and Sélika, an “African” (actually Hindu) queen he has brought back to Portugal as a slave and concubine. Taking her back with him on a subsequent expedition, Vasco is defeated and captured by Sélika’s tribe. In the end, though, she demonstrates her superior magnanimity by first marrying him rather than having him killed, and then letting him go back to Portugal with Inès, his European betrothed. In a final scene reminiscent of the Dido-and-Aeneas theme so beloved of the opera seria composers of yore, Sélika, like Dido (also an African queen), poisons herself on a promontory overlooking the sea as Vasco and his fleet depart.


  GRANDEST OF THE GRAND


  As Wagner’s appreciation of La muette de Portici has already suggested, a grand opéra cannot be fairly sampled as a musical achievement at any level short of an entire act. The fourth act of Les Huguenots is the inevitable choice, not only because it has long been acclaimed as the greatest, if not the “grandest” single act in all of grand opéra, but also (if paradoxically) because it is an interestingly atypical work that reveals the genre’s conceptual Achilles’ heel even as it suggests the ways in which its virtues would later be absorbed into the international operatic mainstream.


  It is often said that grand opéra killed the bel canto, just as bourgeois pretension and “conspicuous consumption” killed aristocratic grace. As evidence, its amazing paucity of solo numbers is often cited. Arias, the dramatic as well as the musical focal points in Italian operas, became merely occasional and decorative, often sung ad libitum. Single characters rarely got to occupy the stage long enough to sing one. And while every grand opera score contained its share of “detachable” numbers (numbers intended for a life outside the opera on the recital stage and in homes), they are often throwaways, used for the purpose of narrative exposition rather than emotional effusion, and are written in a simple ballad (strophic) style more often than in the gripping sequence of accelerating tempos that one gets in Italian opera.


  In Les Huguenots only two characters are given real arias to sing. Both of them are decidedly minor characters, and their big moments come early in the evening, before the plot has had a chance to thicken much. One is Marguerite, the Queen of Navarre, who gets a traditionally regal coloratura aria at the beginning of act II to establish it, in keeping with the “act-oriented” principle of Scribian librettos, as the “feminine” act (replete with a then-licentious bathing scene) to contrast with the all-male cast of act I. The other is Urbain, Marguerite’s gawkily flirtatious page, a “trousers” role often compared with that of Cherubino, the Countess Almaviva’s androgynous lover-boy in Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro. (There is also a blustery musket song in act I called “Pif paf pouf!” for the basso profondo role of Marcel, an old Huguenot; it was often detached, and became famous, but it is hardly an aria.) It is a superb commentary on the values of grand opéra that it should have been Urbain, the most incidental of the major roles in Les Huguenots, who was given the opera’s most famous aria to sing. But even as an element of décor, the Cavatine du Page (“Nobles seigneurs, salut!” [“Greetings, Noble Lords”]) is a sumptuous and revealing tidbit. It deserves a peek for the way it brought a note of frank sexual suggestiveness into operatic music, making winkingly overt what had always been an implicit component of opera’s appeal.


  Marguerite has sent Urbain into the stag party that is act I with a summons for Raoul, the male lead. The demonstratively male atmosphere of the act makes the travesti character’s sexual ambiguity all the more piquant. The character is a boy, but the singer is a woman among men, and the composer plays the gag for all it is worth. Urbain is marked as “exotic” (i.e., sexy) by his vocal range, to be sure; but also by his coloratura flourishes at the beginning and the end, which provide a musical equivalent to the ironically obsequious courtly bows that surely accompanied them in the stage business. His lascivious allure is also underscored by Scribe: the Count of Nevers (the host on whose party he has intruded) pointedly addresses Urbain as “beau page”—literally “handsome page,” but to be understood as “pretty boy.”


  But all of these (and the gorgeously sensuous orchestration besides) are secondary to the main attraction, the lilting waltz rhythms in which Urbain’s creamy cantabile phrases are cast, as close to a belly dance as a meter could get within a strictly European setting. It is a compound waltz, in fact, implying in its [image: image] meter two levels of curvaceous ternary movement, whirls within whirls (and still more whirls when the writing includes sixteenth-note triplets). Urbain’s melody behaves like a veritable ballerina—pirouettes (twirls) cynically placed on the word “honneur,” jetés (leaps) on “Chevaliers,” spectacular fouettés en tournant (whip-arounds) to characterize the coquettish series of “nons” in the middle section.


  Most coaxing of all are the battements (flutters) alternating with tendus (stretches)—the staccato repeated notes alternating with languorous “sighing” pairs (marked dolce e legato in the composer’s manuscript)—in the middle section, where the page promises “glory and bliss” to the lucky recipient of her mistress’s summons. There is technical interest here in the composer’s apparently superfluous use of the words staccato and legato to denote what might already seem sufficiently explicit in the dots and slurs (Fig. 4–7). Spotlighted in this way they tell the conductor to reinforce the distinction by adjusting the tempo—something that was becoming more and more the rule in romantic orchestral practice, now that baton conducting was coming in. A new kind of virtuoso—the podium virtuoso—was emerging.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 4–7 Autograph score of the Page’s cavatina from act I of Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots (1836).


  


  And he was emerging amid controversy. That Meyerbeer asks for the conductor’s intervention here is evidence that he saw the innovation as useful. Others affected disapproval, especially where the sacralized repertory of “absolute music” was concerned. There is a passage in a treatise on conducting by Felix Weingartner (1863–1942), who saw himself as a reformer of the art, in which he protested what he described as the distortions wrought by the podium virtuosi of his student days. The chief culprit was Hans von Bülow (1830–94), probably the late nineteenth century’s most celebrated maestro. The passage Weingartner chose for illustrating von Bülow’s sins was one from Beethoven’s Egmont Overture that exhibits exactly the same contrast in articulation that Meyerbeer called for in Urbain’s cavatina (Ex. 4–7).


  EX. 4–7 Ludwig van Beethoven’s Egmont Overture, second theme
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  Weingartner carped that Bülow “leaped at once from allegro into an andante grave” at this point, “thereby destroying the uniform tempo” marked by the composer. The historical evidence (including Meyerbeer’s notation) suggests that Weingartner’s protests were actually bent not toward the restoration of a lost propriety but at a new ideal of regularity most appropriately associated with twentiethcentury modernism. Ironically enough, the tradition of tempo fluidity Weingartner was trying to stamp out (and which was effectively eliminated from most twentiethcentury performances) was a tradition largely instituted by the very figure whose unsullied texts Weingartner was trying to restore. For Beethoven was one of the first baton conductors, and all who have given earwitness testimony on his performances agree, to quote one of them, that he was “much concerned to achieve a proper tempo rubato.”19 It is altogether possible, even likely, that Meyerbeer, German by birth, was trying through his notation to acquaint French musicians with the freewheeling “Beethovenian” approach to tempo he had imbibed in his youth.


  But it was a new expressive purpose to which Meyerbeer sought to put the style. His page’s cavatina is worlds away from the Innerlichkeit of German romanticism, and Meyerbeer’s use of coloratura is equally far from that of his Italian contemporaries, Bellini and Donizetti. The page’s delivery is not self-revealing. It is a facade. The only affect projected (if one can call it an affect) is that of coquetry. For high romantic emotion one must turn, in a grand opéra, to the “production numbers”: the morceaux d’ensemble, as they were called.


  Vocal virtuosity will certainly not be lacking. Not for nothing were performances of Les Huguenots billed as les nuits de sept étoiles— “nights of seven stars”—and ticket prices raised. With seven roles demanding singers of the absolute first rank it was the highest-priced of all operas for all concerned, including the management. But it was a new kind of virtuoso singing that Meyerbeer required in dramatic (as opposed to decorative) roles: a forceful rather than graceful virtuosity that demanded an extension of the full (or “chest”) voice almost to the top of the range, with a concomitantly lessened dependence on refined falsetto (“head-voice”) singing. This is the kind of heroic singing style we know today as “operatic.” For better or worse, we owe it, in the first instance, to Meyerbeer.


  The fourth act of Les Huguenots contains just three big numbers. First there is a “scene,” a hectic recitative number in which Valentine, now married and unavailable, hides her illicit Protestant lover Raoul from her father St. Bris, the mastermind of the St. Bartholomew’s Day plot. After the first performances, Meyerbeer added a brief romance for Valentine alone so as to give the opera’s female lead a lyrical moment to balance Raoul’s little air at the beginning of act V. Its two to three minutes’ duration, believe it or not, is the only span of time in the entire four-hour show when the stage is occupied by a single soliloquizing character expressing strong emotion. This was indeed a new kind of opera!


  What follows next is one of Scribe’s most powerful “dramatic tableaus,” to which Meyerbeer composed his most famous morceau d’ensemble: the Conspiracy and Blessing of the Daggers (Conjuration et bénédiction des poignards). Here is where the St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre is plotted. The first section, the conjuration, is baritone St. Bris’s big moment. He leads the taking of the oath with a big rabble-rousing tune (“Pour cette cause sainte”/“For this holy cause”) whose resemblance to La Marseillaise, whether calculated or not, is patent—and potent (Ex. 4–8).


  Treated at first as if it were the beginning of an aria, its second half is immediately taken up by St. Bris and Nevers (now Valentine’s husband), as a duet accompanied by shouts of assent from the chorus of Catholic lords, and a pair of countermelodies (in contrary motion, of course) for Tavannes, an ardent coconspirator, and the horrified Valentine (sung “aside” to the audience, cadenza and all). Having thus been given a monumental exposition, the tune will come back as a kind of rondo theme (or “double return”) to bind up the whole tableau. In between its appearances Nevers, realizing that it is not a battle but a craven massacre of innocents that is being planned, angrily withdraws. With fine irony, Meyerbeer gives him the hushed yet nevertheless crowning reprise of the tune so bumptiously put forth by St. Bris, as Nevers claims the honorable position that St. Bris in his cowardice has abdicated.


  EX. 4–8 Giacomo Meyerbeer, Les Huguenots, “Pour cette cause sainte,” compared with La Marseillaise
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  After Nevers has stalked off the stage, and Valentine has been shooed away by her father, the actual plot is hatched, following which three monks enter, bearing baskets full of white scarves that will serve on the morrow as identification badges for Catholics during the bloodbath. (During their entrance, Valentine, having escaped from her room, returns unnoticed to the stage and sings an arioso reminding the audience about the concealed presence of Raoul.)


  The preparation for the blessing of the daggers is a moment of brutally degraded pomp, characterized musically by the dotted rhythms of the old French overture. The actual blessing (Ex. 4–9) is intoned to a weird chord progression that shows Meyerbeer to have been paying attention to the latest developments in German music: the tonic, A, is shadowed by major thirds below (E major) and above (C major), completing an uncanny “thirds cycle” before the C-major chord resolves as a dominant to F.


  After an anathema has been pronounced on the Huguenots, and an oath taken to spare no one, be it graybeard, woman, or child, the stage erupts in a bloodthirsty allegro furioso that functions as a sort of choral cabaletta. Meyerbeer’s virtuosity in the scoring of this sonorous explosion (still using “natural” brass instruments) was widely admired and emulated, perennially cited in orchestration treatises beginning with Berlioz’s in 1843. What seems almost a greater achievement, though, is the way in which the composer managed to scale the sonority down by degrees to pianissimo as the conspirators disperse.


  EX. 4–9 Giacomo Meyerbeer, Les Huguenots, Act IV (blessing scene)
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  Here, the most fully populated moment of the tableau, was where Scribe thought the act was over. And so it was when the opera went into rehearsal in June 1835. It was Adolphe Nourrit (1802–39), the leading tenor of the Opéra, playing Raoul, who demanded that he and his leading lady—Cornélie Falcon (1812–97), his protégé and mistress, in the role of Valentine—be given a proper love scene. It was not an easy thing to rationalize, and Scribe refused to supply it. Meyerbeer turned to a friend, Émile Deschamps, for the requisite text.


  In the end, the strangely motivated Grand Duo went like this: Raoul emerges from hiding and immediately makes for the door, so that he can warn his fellow Huguenots of the impending catastrophe. The desperate Valentine, losing her head and trying to detain him, blurts out that she loves him. Thunderstruck (“Tu l’as dit!”/“You said it!”), Raoul asks to hear her say it again, over and over. This provides the slow “cavatine” portion of the duet, set in the exotically “remote” key of G major and marked andante amoroso (Ex. 4–10). But finally, hearing the local church bells give out the fatal signal (on F, followed by a blast of brass on a jarring C that may remind us of Weber’s Wolf Glen tritones), he tears himself away and runs to his coreligionists’ aid, thus providing the pretexts for a concluding “stretta” or fast finish.


  What seemed to Scribe a contrived situation, improbable to the point of absurdity, became irresistible theater when realized. The freezing of the action into “aria time” at this terribly fraught juncture—just long enough for the two doomed characters to catch a moment’s “inward” bliss before being predictably crushed by the inexorable march of external events—brought audiences to a frenzy of empathy. It was instantly the most successful number in the opera, chiefly responsible for the work’s becoming the first grand opera to reach a thousand documented performances (in Paris in 1900); and it has retained its reputation as a masterpiece even as Meyerbeer’s music has fallen out of the active repertory and his name has sunk, in many quarters, into low repute.


  What brought the opera up to this self-surpassing level was the introduction of a new member into the planning board, so to speak, to join the composer, the librettist, the theater manager, the stage director, and the designer. Or rather, it was the readmittance to lost privilege of an old member, the oldest one of all, namely the singer. Never before in a grand opera, and never since, did a solo singer’s voice dominate the work’s most memorable moment. That made Les Huguenots at once the greatest grand opéra and an atypical one. It fused the novel, timely values of grand opéra with the foundational, “eternal” verities of all public music drama, as set in stone in Venice almost exactly two hundred years before. Opera has always thrived—and, it seems, can only thrive—on voice-inspired empathy.


  EX. 4–10 Giacomo Meyerbeer, Les Huguenots, Act IV (“Cavatine,” andante amoroso)
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  Until then not particularly known for its intimacy, Meyerbeer’s music, especially in the cavatine that capitalized on Nourrit’s extraordinary range and timbre, set a standard of tenderness that long remained a touchstone. In the witty words of Hugh Macdonald, a historian of French opera, “‘Tu l’as dit’ is a classic love duet: at least it is of a type that immediately became a classic,” owing to its many imitators. “Echoes of this duet are heard throughout the nineteenth century, not just for its orchestral and vocal style but for its key. I doubt if any composer familiar with Les Huguenots (and what composer was not?) was free to use [image: image] in any other way.”20


  VAGARIES OF RECEPTION


  Macdonald’s long list of Meyerbeer’s debtors and emulators has its ironies. For one thing it shows that, whatever the enabling conditions that brought forth Meyerbeer’s work, its artistic and historical significance is not at all tantamount to, or exhausted by, its now-forgotten political significance. Even in its own time, the opera circulated in a variety of guises thanks to the many touchy government censorships that held sway in post-Napoleonic Europe. It was banned outright in French Protestant cities; in Vienna, and later in St. Petersburg, it became The Guelphs and the Ghibellines with the action transferred to thirteenth-century Italy; in Munich the setting was changed to seventeenth-century England and the warring factions became Anglicans and Puritans.


  But whatever the ostensible subject, a composer’s colleagues, rivals, and progeny constitute an audience in their own right, one that (like all audiences) receives its impressions selectively and reads opportunistically, according to its predilections and its needs. So the other irony—that the list of Meyerbeer’s debtors contains some who were far from his professed admirers—is in the end not so surprising. Most noteworthy is the prominence among them of Richard Wagner, whose hostility to Meyerbeer was of a piece with his denigration of Mendelssohn.


  In Das Judenthum in der Musik, Wagner steered clear of naming Meyerbeer’s name as well as his own (probably because Meyerbeer was then technically an employee of the Prussian court and enjoyed its protection), but nobody had any trouble guessing the identity of “a far-famed Jew composer of our day” who “has addressed himself and his products to a section of our public whose total confusion of musical taste was less caused by him than exploited by him to his profit.” This charlatan “writes operas for Paris, and sends them touring round the world.” His is an art designed to titillate “that section of our citizen society whose only reason for attending the opera is utter boredom.” His success, Wagner argued, is “proof of the ineptitude of the present musical epoch,” since “the Jews could never have taken possession of our art until our art began to show signs of what they have now demonstrably brought to light—namely, its inner incapacity for life.”


  To clinch the point, Wagner triumphantly asserted that “so long as the art of Music had a real organic life-need in it, down to the epochs of Mozart and Beethoven, there was nowhere to be found a Jew composer,” just as “at the time when Goethe and Schiller sang among us, we certainly knew nothing of a poetizing Jew.”21 In other words, Wagner claimed, it was not a change in the legal and social status of affluent Jews (their so-called emancipation) that made possible their participation in the arts, but rather the degeneration of the arts themselves, which had degraded them to a level susceptible to Jewish infiltration.


  This diatribe did not go unanswered. One answer, appearing in the same journal as the original screed, went beyond the defense or vindication of individuals. Instead, it managed to engage Wagner’s (or “Herr Freigedank’s”) arguments at a profound and culturally significant level. The author, Eduard Bernsdorf, was a member of a distinguished German family of diplomats. (His nephew, who called himself Johann-Heinrich von Bernstorff, served as German ambassador to Washington in the years immediately preceding the First World War.) Bernsdorf’s main point was that Wagner’s diagnosis of the state of contemporary art and society was accurate, but that it was merely witless scapegoating to attribute it all to Jewish influence. “What he says about Meyerbeer is in many respects true,” Bernsdorf allowed, “but not because Meyerbeer is a Jew but because Meyerbeer is a man of the nineteenth century.”22


  A man of the nineteenth century—a “modern man,” that is, in the eyes of contemporaries—meant a beneficiary of progress in commerce and technology. The works of Meyerbeer—or rather their success—epitomized this benefit. Nineteenth-century improvements in transport and communications (e.g., the railroad, the telegraph) shrank distances dramatically, and enabled a truer cosmopolitanism than ever before. Of this, too, Meyerbeer had been a conspicuous beneficiary. A great deal of romantic ideology—especially where it involved the purity of nations and ethnicities (and particularly where it took on an exclusionary or xenophobic tinge, as it did with Wagner)—was a direct reaction to this new cosmopolitanism born of urbanization and improved communications. In many ways, then, romanticism had become antimodern and reactionary. This was the kind of romanticism Wagner’s tract espoused.


  And to such romantics, the Jew—who had achieved civil rights and emerged as a force in gentile society concurrently with (and partly as a result of) urbanization as well as the technological and commercial modernization of Europe—became the symbol of everything they found threatening in modern life. Defenders of German Kultur began to see Jews not only as tainted by commerce (“merchants”) and as spreaders of “modernity,” but as the henchmen of the hated French with their cosmopolitan mores and their unregenerate Enlightened “civilization.” What better focal point for such a phobia, then, than “a far-famed Jew composer” who “writes operas for Paris, and sends them touring round the world”?


  These ancient debates would hardly merit airing in a book like this if they were merely ancient debates. Sadly, however, aspects of Wagner’s anti-Semitic diatribe (motivated partly by personal spite, Meyerbeer having been his indispensable benefactor but having ceased his financial support in 1846) continue to surface, sometimes unwittingly, in present-day discussions of Meyerbeer, and continue, often unwittingly, to influence contemporary thinking about art. The most influential music history text of the mid-twentieth century (and still in print), Paul Henry Lang’s Music in Western Civilization, paraphrases Wagner almost word for word, imputing the same “boredom” to Meyerbeer’s audience (in a quote cribbed from Voltaire): “One goes to see a tragedy to be moved, to the Opéra one goes either for want of any other interest or to facilitate digestion.”23


  Then comes a fusillade of dated antibourgeois rhetoric, presented (one hopes) in naive ignorance of its former status as anti-Semitic code: Meyerbeer’s operas were “written and composed for the use of merchants”; his work represented “the invasion of the bourgeois spirit, the pursuit of money and pleasure,” which “abolished the sincere atmosphere of the first fervors of the romantic movement”; they represented the sinister intrusion of “a foreigner” into the domain of French art, when “a certain Jacob Liebmann Beer came to France” and “deliberately set out to utilize the weaknesses of the French character”; they are not a legitimate genre because they lack “a foundation in nature.”24


  The only thing missing is Wagner’s magnificent string of epithets summing up what he (and many since) perceived as the cynicism of Les Huguenots, the opera to which he was most indebted, and that consequently caused him the most distress: “a monstrous piebald, historico-romantic, diabolico-religious, fanatico-libidinous, sacro-frivolous, mysterio-criminal, autolytico-sentimental dramatic hotchpotch.”25


  But the worst of it, for the Germans, was the fact that so much of the music in Les Huguenots seemed to be deliberately ugly. “The horrible is Meyerbeer’s element,” wrote Robert Schumann, another composer-turned-journalist, when the work was given in Leipzig in 1837.26 That made Meyerbeer, in German eyes, not a romantic but another base realist, willing to sacrifice art’s transcendent domain to the depiction of grim, filthy, or (worst of all) ordinary reality. The other side of realism was the importation into art of the musical artifacts of “external reality,” made all the more intolerable in the case of Les Huguenots by the fact that one of these artifacts was a Protestant chorale—indeed the most famous of all chorales, Luther’s own Ein’ feste Burg, invoked not for its spiritual content but as a trademark to identify the Protestant faction.


  Literally from the beginning of the opera (the Overture) to the end (the act V massacre), Ein’ feste Burg haunts the opera (see Ex. 4–11), sometimes merely quoted (for example, by the doughty old Marcel in act 1), sometimes “developed” (as in the massacre). All parties to the device—composer, audience, critics—were aware that it was not historically “true” to use a Lutheran melody to represent the Calvinist Huguenots. The melody was selected not for its literal truth but for its “verisimilitude”—a distinction that is crucial to an understanding of artistic realism.


  What is “verisimilar” is what seems true (vraisemblable in French), not necessarily what is true. When it came to musical “semiosis”—the creation of musical “signs”—what counted above all was legibility: not “is it the literal truth?” but “can it be read?” Only Ein’ feste Burg, Meyerbeer realized, would instantly and automatically register with uninitiated audiences as “Protestant.” Within the context of the artwork it alone, consequently, would elicit a “true” response. That is why another name for verisimilitude is “artistic truth.” What is most important to realize is that artistic truth was as “real” a truth as any other kind. For one thing, it immediately set at nought all political censorship. Hearing Ein’ feste Burg ring out in an opera retitled The Guelphs and Ghibellines immediately erased the censor’s cover and revealed the work’s “true” and original intent.


  So it was not the actual, factual falsity of the symbol that made it anathema to German romantics, but rather the profane use to which Meyerbeer had put it, as well as the potentially corrupting effect such a usage might have on the audience. “I am no moralist,” Schumann wrote, moralizing, “but it enrages a good Protestant to hear his dearest chorale shrieked out on the boards, to see the bloodiest drama in the whole history of his religion degraded to the level of an annual fair farce, in order to raise money and noise with it.” And even more pointedly, “one is often inclined to grasp one’s brow, to feel whether all up there is in the right condition, when one reflects on Meyerbeer’s success in healthy, musical Germany.”


  This time, however, there was no question of anti-Semitic code, because the work with which Schumann invidiously contrasted Meyerbeer’s degrading spectacle was Mendelssohn’s Paulus, “a work of pure art,” in which “the resumption of the chorale,” as Schumann put it, served the purposes of true religious feeling and, beyond that, the expression of das innerliche Herz, “the inward heart,” romantic art’s only true domain.27


  III. PEASANTS AND HISTORY (RUSSIA)


  A NEWCOMER TO THE TRADITION


  Perhaps the most piquant case history involving the relationship between music (particularly opera) and ideas of nationhood was that of Russia, which emerged as a European musical “power” at about the same point in its history as its emergence as a political and diplomatic power. Consequential musical contacts between Russia and Western Europe were a result of the “Westernizing” campaign of Tsar Peter I (“the Great,” reigned 1682–1725), and mainly occurred, to begin with, in Peter’s new capital,


  EX. 4–11A Ein’ feste Burg in Les Huguenots, Overture, mm. 1–13
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  St. Petersburg, named for the Tsar’s patron saint. Over the course of a rough century beginning in the 1730s, Russia participated in the musical commerce of Europe first as a consumer only, then as a producer for home consumption, and finally as an exporter.


  Since the period in which Russia emerged as a musical power was precisely the period when Herderian ideas about the essential reality of national character—and the merits of cultural difference—were gaining credence, it is not surprising that the second phase of Russian participation, that of domestic production, should have placed a premium on national “markings,” often secured by the incorporation of “natural artifacts” from the surrounding peasant culture, newly valued under Herder’s influence.


  EX. 4–11B Ein’ feste Burg in Les Huguenots, Act I, “Choral”
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  EX. 4–11C Ein’ feste Burg in Les Huguenots, Act V, height of the massacre
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  The first published collection of transcribed Russian folk songs (narodnïye pesni, a term directly translated from Herder’s Volkslieder), arranged for voice and parlor piano, was issued in 1790. It was compiled by an aristocratic admirer of Herder named Nikolai Lvov, with musical arrangements contributed by a hired hand, an immigrant Bohemian pianist named Johann Gottfried (or Jan Bogumir) Pratsch. The Lvov-Pratsch collection immediately became an avidly mined quarry of raw thematic material for composers in the European tradition (including such Europeans as Beethoven, who mined it for his “Razumovsky” Quartets, op. 59).


  Later, when Russia became a musical exporter in its own right, the cultural-commercial value of its product was much enhanced by its exoticism, providing another incentive for national coloration. Utilizing Russian peasant lore within literate or “fine-art” musical products is often seen as an example of Russian “nationalism” in music, and the term can be justified in various contexts so long as it is not forgotten that the nations of Western Europe were just as nationalistic as Russia in the post-Napoleonic period. Indeed, Russia received its notions about national character, and its nationalistic aspirations, from the West; Russian “nationalistic” music has therefore to be regarded as an aspect of the country’s musical Westernization.


  For the only Russian music to which the word “nationalistic” is ever applied is the music composed by urban Russians with elite Western training, in Western forms, and for Western media. The truly indigenous music of Russia, that is its folk music, is never called nationalistic, because it has no sense of an “other” against which its character is to be measured, and without a sense of the other there cannot any true selfconsciousness. “And what should they know of England who only England know?”28 asked the British poet Rudyard Kipling in the heyday of imperialist expansion. The same question is worth asking of any country that seeks national self-assertion, whether in art, in politics, or in art politics.


  In any event, no other country was ever more conscious of the power and value of musical “semiosis”—musical “sign” language, often involving the appropriation of musical symbols “from life”—than Russia. As long as there has been a significant school of Russian composers in the European art music tradition, there has been a musically defined mythology of the Russian nation and its history, and it has often sought expression through the incorporation—or more precisely, the “professional assimilation”—of folklore.


  The presence of that “significant school” in Russia is often dated precisely to the year 1836, the same year that witnessed the Paris premiere of Les Huguenots. And the crucial event that gave that year its significance in Russian musical history was also an operatic premiere: that of A Life for the Tsar, a “patriotic heroic-tragic opera” by Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka (1804–57).


  This was not by a long way the first Russian opera, let alone the first opera premiered in Russia. The history of music as a continuously practiced secular fine art in the European literate tradition begins for Russia in the year 1735, ten years after the death of Peter the Great, when his niece, the Empress Anne (or Anna Ioannovna, reigned 1730–40), decided to import a resident troupe of Italian opera singers to adorn her court with elegant imported entertainments. Anne’s operatic project could be called a continuation of Peter’s legacy into a new cultural sphere.


  The main reasons why Russia had stood culturally apart from Western Europe until the advent of Peter the Great were two: first, Russia accepted Christianity (in 988) from Byzantium, the seat of the Greek (Eastern) Orthodox Church; and second, from around 1240 until 1480 Russia was ruled as a conquered territory by the Mongol empire, from a seat in Central Asia. Under the suzerainty of an Islamic empire, the Russians and their local rulers, while still Christian, were for two centuries politically and economically cut off from all other Christian states. By the time the Muscovite princes were able to shake off their Muslim overlords, Byzantium and all the former Greek territories had fallen to the Ottoman Turks, another Islamic empire. Thus Russia had become an isolated Orthodox power, and took pride in viewing itself as the “Third Rome,” the true seat of Christendom.


  Up to the time of Peter, virtually the only literate musical tradition in Russia was that of Church chant and its derivative polyphonic genres, preserved in a neumatic notation of a kind that had not been used in Western Europe since the days of the Carolingians. So alien was the secular art music of the West from any indigenous Russian music that the Russian vocabulary distinguished radically between the two. Russian chant was called peniye (“singing”). All Western art music, whether vocal or instrumental, was called musika, later changed to muzïka. (The sign ï represents a Russian vowel similar to the English short i, but pronounced much further back in the mouth; in Russian transliterations, the letter i stands for the same sound as the Italian i, namely the English long e.)


  The first Russian musika treatises and practical scores, which began appearing in the late seventeenth century, disseminated what was known as partesnoye peniye (“part-singing”) or khorovïye kontsertï (“choral concertos”): that is, a cappella adaptations of Venetian-style “concerted” motets for the use of Orthodox choirs in what is now Ukraine, an area bordering on Catholic Poland. (They had to be a cappella because the Orthodox Church, strictly interpreting the last line of Psalm 150— “Let everything that has breath praise the Lord!”—forbade the use of inanimate instruments for divine praises.) One of these treatises, the Grammatika musikiyskaya (1675) by the Ukrainian singer and composer Nikolai Diletsky, has the curious distinction of containing the earliest graphic representation of the complete chromatic circle of fifths.


  The earliest indigenous secular genre of muzïka practiced in Russia was called the kant. Kanty were simply songs in partesnoye peniye or choral concerto style furnished with secular texts of any kind. These genres were short-lived and fairly primitive attempts at hybridizing native Russian genres with high-prestige Western styles.


  The Italian opera, though at first a wholly imported court luxury that had no contact at all with native genres (or even native musicians), eventually took root and thrived. The first opera to have its premiere on Russian soil was Il finto Nino, overo La Semiramide riconosciuta (“The feigned child;” or, “Semiramis recognized”), an opera seria by Franceso Araja or Araia (1709–70), the Naples-born maestro of Anne’s troupe. (Should this be called the first Russian opera?) Araja stayed in St. Petersburg until 1762, through the reigns of Anne and her three immediate successors. In 1755, he composed an opera seria, Tsefal i Prokris (“Cephalus and Procris”), to a libretto in Russian by the court poet Alexander Sumarokov (1718–77), to be enacted before the court of the Empress Elizabeth by a cast of serfs. (Or was this “the first Russian opera”?)


  Araja was succeeded, during the long reign of the Empress Catherine II (“the Great,” reigned 1762–96) by a very distinguished line of St. Petersburg maestri di cappella: Vincenzo Manfredini (served 1762–65), Baldassare Galuppi (1765–68), Tommaso Traetta (1768–75), Giovanni Paisiello (1776–83), Giuseppe Sarti (1784–1801, with interruptions), Domenico Cimarosa (1787–91), and Vincente Martín y Soler (1790–1804, with interruptions). These were among the biggest names in all of Europe. Catherine lured them to her cold, remote capital by offering them huge “hardship wages,” and they definitely put St. Petersburg (which in terms of international diplomacy stood for all of Russia) on the international musical map. One of the most famous operas of the late eighteenth century, Paisiello’s Barber of Seville (1782), had its premiere in the Russian capital. Sarti, Catherine’s special favorite, was Mozart’s closest rival in fame and prestige (as Mozart acknowledged by quoting his music in Don Giovanni).


  Two changes that took place under Catherine had far-reaching, if not necessarily intended, significance for the eventual growth of a national school of composition. First, comic operas (often French ones, with spoken dialogue) were performed at Catherine’s court alongside the more serious Italian fare. And second, native-born composers began to receive training from the maestri, mostly in order to furnish modest comic operas in the Frenchy popular style that the maestri felt it beneath their dignity to compose.


  Thus the first European-style comic opera by a native composer to receive performance in Russia was Anyuta (“Little Annie”), a comédie mêlée d’ariettes presented at the empress’s summer residence in 1772, in which the vocal numbers were sung to the tunes of well-known folk or popular tunes. It was modeled, by one of Catherine’s court poets, directly on a French favorite called Annette et Lubin. The musical arrangements, by a composer whose name has been forgotten, have not survived, but the work, artistically insignificant as it must have been, is historically famous because according to some people’s definition, this was “the first Russian opera.”


  Meanwhile, two talented Ukrainian-born lads, Maxim Berezovsky (1745–77) and Dmitri Bortnyansky (1751–1825), were sent by Catherine in the late 1760s (probably after apprenticeship with Galuppi) to complete their studies in Italy with the famous Bolognese pedagogue “Padre” Giovanni Battista Martini. Both of them had opera seria performed in Italy before returning to Russia and being put to work modernizing (that is, Italianizing) the repertoire of the Imperial Chapel Choir, replacing traditional peniye with arty Italianate muzïka. Berezovsky’s opera, Demofoonte (1773), to a libretto by Metastasio himself, received performance first. As the earliest opera by a native Russian composer with an entirely original score (albeit sung in Italian, and never performed in Russia), maybe this was “the first Russian opera.”


  Or maybe that distinction belongs to Misfortune on Account of a Coach (Neschast’ye ot karetï, 1779), an opéra comique (or singspiel, or whatever) by Vasily Pashkevich (1742–97), one of Catherine’s court musicians, which was the first opera by a native Russian composer (unless, as his surname seems to suggest, he turns out to have been a Polish immigrant) to a Russian libretto, performed in Russia. By the end of the century there were dozens of Russian musical comedies by Russian composers in existence, some of them quite elaborate and expertly composed.


  By the time A Life for the Tsar was produced, they numbered in the hundreds and included a few that could bear comparison with the finest German singspiels. At least one— Askold’s Grave (Askol’dova mogila, 1835) by Alexey Nikolayevich Verstovsky (1799–1862)—counts as a full-fledged “Russian romantic opera,” fully comparable (indeed heavily indebted) to Weber’s Der Freischütz. So why was Glinka’s opera immediately greeted (in the words of the novelist Nikolai Gogol) as “a wonderful beginning”?29 And why does Glinka, rather than Verstovsky, now have such an unshakeable historical position as the founding father of the “Russian national school”?


  Glinka’s was not even the first Russian opera to employ a markedly “Russian” (that is, folkishly Russian) style. Such a style was virtually built into the Russian singspiel genre, which as far back as Anyuta had employed popular songs to match their stock of peasant or otherwise lowborn characters, just as popular, folk, or folk-style (volkstümlich) tunes were doing in comic operas everywhere in Europe. They normally featured at least one “Papageno type” as a matter of course, and a Papageno had to sing folk songs, whether real or invented.


  A vivid example of the Russian brand of this standard-issue eighteenth-century Volkstümlichkeit comes from Yamshchiki na podstave (“The post-coachmen at the relay station,” 1787), with words by Count Lvov (soon to compile his folksong anthology), and music by an emancipated serf, Yevstigney Fomin, whose backwoods given name betrays his peasant origins. This number shows a trio of rustics named Timofey, Yan’ka, and Fadeyevna (Timothy, Johnny, and “Thaddeus’s little girl”) going into a dance to entertain their owner, the local barin (landowning lord). Verisimilitude is achieved by the use of a famous tune (“The Birch Tree”) that became more and more famous over the course of the nineteenth century as composer after composer borrowed it for local color, and by the use of pizzicato strings to imitate the balalaika, a sort of triangular-bellied Russian banjo (Ex. 4–12).


  Glinka’s music never got any more “Russian” than this. Likewise, Askold’s Grave, whose composer Verstovsky outlived Glinka and could never understand his rival’s immediately recognized historical status, much less come to terms with it, contains a wealth of beguiling choral “fakesongs” (well-counterfeited folk songs) to characterize the opera’s peasants. One of them (Ex. 4–13), called “The Moon Shone at Midnight,” is sung in authentic responsorial style, with a solo “intoner” (zapevala) and a choir that answers in rough-hewn “harmonizations” (podgoloski, literally “undervoices”). Others show the slippery modal “mutability” (peremennost’ in Russian) exhibited by many Russian folk songs, with cadences that alternate between the tonic and the “natural minor” seventh degree. These choruses are every bit as authentically “national” as anything Glinka ever wrote. They display many idiosyncrasies of performance style, like the “voice-throwings” or octave leaps at the ends of phrases, that are neatly drawn from life. So why, finally, did Glinka and not Verstovsky get the credit for ushering true narodnost’ (nationhood) into Russian musical art and thereby establishing the Russian national school? Did it have to do with something more (or at least other) than folklore?


  For answers to these questions we must turn to contemporary witnesses. In a review that appeared in a Moscow newspaper shortly after the premiere of A Life for the Tsar, a wouldbe composer named Yanuariy Neverov, who had studied briefly in Berlin and had his head stuffed full of Herderian romanticism, declared that “delightful Russian tunes” by themselves would never create a truly national style. For that you needed more than tunes; in fact you needed more than a musical style. You had to achieve the “organic unity” that comes from a “dominating idea.”30 Glinka, in other words, was truly narodnïy (nation-embodying) because he was ideologically, not merely decoratively, narodnïy. He used his folk or folklike melodies, in a manner that precisely corresponded to the difference between Mozart’s Volkstümlichkeit and Weber’s, or between the peasant folksiness of the Enlightenment and the national folksiness of romanticism, not merely to evoke a pleasant peasant flavor or provide a tasty condiment to the main dramatic course, but to evoke an all-encompassing idea of Russia that lay at the heart of the dramatic conception. That, and only that, was true narodnost’.


  EX. 4–12 Yevstigney Fomin, Yamshchiki na podstave, no. 8
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  Neverov, and many others since, have noted that, paradoxically enough, there is actually less direct quotation of folk sources, less purely stylistic Volkstümlichkeit, in Glinka than in Verstovsky, or in many a forgotten eighteenth-century singspiel. His greater narodnost’, according to Neverov, came not from literal imitation of reality but, in true romantic fashion, from his own innerliche Herz, which, like that of any artistic genius, had been formed in the spirit of his nation. “Mr. Glinka has set about things differently” from Verstovsky, the critic wrote. “He has looked deeply into the character of our folk music, has observed all its characteristics, has studied and assimilated it—and then has given full freedom to his own fantasy,” thus producing “images that are purely Russian, native, clear, comprehensible, familiar to us simply because they breathe a pure narodnost’, because we hear in them native sounds.” But also because “all these Russian images are created by the composer in such a way that in the aggregate, in their cohesion, they have been marshalled and deployed in defense of Russia.”31


  There is a lot here to unpack, even before we get to the musical text itself. In the first place, Neverov is calling attention to Glinka’s greater seriousness and his mastery of a selfconsciously advanced international technique. This last was absolutely unprecedented in a Russian musician. To Neverov, A Life for the Tsar, and nothing earlier, was “the first Russian opera,” simply because it was the first Russian opera that was truly an opera, not a singspiel. It is sung throughout, thus becoming the first Russian opera to employ accompanied recitative as well as the full range of arias and ensembles. It competed ambitiously with the operas of Europe on every front, overcoming all taint of provincialism and successfully combining the virtues of many national schools.


  EX. 4–13 Alexey Nikolayevich Verstovsky, Askold’s Grave, no. 10
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  Not only because of its musical continuity, but also because of its large-scale virtuoso vocal numbers in accelerating tempos, its multipartite ensembles and monumental finales, A Life for the Tsar demonstrated its composer’s complete mastery of what in chapter 1 was called the “Code Rossini,” the full panoply of sophisticated Italian conventions. But the opera was also “French” in its liberal use of “recalling themes,” its ample choruses, and its popular tone, all characteristics of the old “rescue” genre, and of the nascent grand opéra as well, showing Glinka to have been entirely up-to-date, abreast of all the latest European developments. There is even a second-act ballet, just as there would have had to be in Paris. And finally, the opera was “German” in its harmonic complexity and the prominence accorded its rich, colorful orchestra. It had bigness and greatness stamped all over it. It was, in short, a bid for recognition as a major player on the world stage, such as Russia herself was making in post-Napoleonic European diplomacy.


  Glinka’s narodnost’ was thus paradoxically proved by his cosmopolitan eclecticism. But this seems more paradoxical to us than it did to the composer’s contemporaries. Combining or “organically” uniting the best of the West—or, more generally, the best of the rest—was one highly preferred way of asserting Russianness (narodnost’) for members of Glinka’s and Never ov’s generation. It affirmed the universality of Russian culture, hence its superiority to all other cultures. Thus Neverov could praise Glinka’s recitatives (the one area in which he had no competition from any other Russian composer) as the world’s finest, because “they unite the expressivity and dramatic flexibility of the German with the melodiousness of the Italian.”


  It was a deliberate synthesis of opposites at which Glinka was aiming. To recall the anti-Rossinian strictures of Prince Odoyevsky, the “Russian Hoffmann” and a friend of Glinka’s (quoted in chapter 1), Russians drew an even sharper distinction than the Germans themselves between the “spirituality” of German romanticism and the “sensuality” of Italian opera. In German this was the opposition of Geist and Sinnlichkeit; the Russian equivalents were dukh and chuvstvennost’. German music in Russian eyes was all dukh, brains without beauty; Italian music was all chuvstvennost’, beauty without brains. Glinka resolved that his music, Russian music, would uniquely have both brains and beauty.


  Because he grew up in a country that until the 1860s lacked the institutional means for training professional composers (i.e., conservatories), Glinka is often looked upon as a “naive” or self-taught composer, with all the limitations on technique that would seem to imply. That is a serious misapprehension. Despite a late start, and despite his being, as an aristocrat, an avocational musician (the only kind that in early nineteenth-century Russia had the leisure to indulge in composition), Glinka had an exceptionally well-rounded professional education in music—but one acquired the old-fashioned way, by apprenticeship and practical experience.
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  FIG. 4–8 Glinka conducting a chamber ensemble, in a drawing by V. Tauber.


  


  After childhood and adolescent music instruction in piano and violin, both on his ancestral estate and at an exclusive boarding school in St. Petersburg, and after teaching himself the rudiments of form and orchestration by rehearsing and conducting his uncle’s serf orchestra in the classical repertory, Glinka apprenticed himself at the age of twenty-four to Leopoldo Zamboni, the principal coach for the visiting Italian opera troupe, briefly mentioned in chapter 1, that was headed by Leopoldo’s father Luigi, a famous buffo bass who had “created” the role of Figaro in Rossini’s Barber of Seville. Zamboni schooled his local apprentice in the forms and conventions of Italian opera, as well as elementary counterpoint. Over the next two years Glinka attended the rehearsals and the extremely idiomatic Zamboni-led St. Petersburg performances of over a dozen Rossini operas.


  In 1830 Glinka went abroad for an extended stay. In Milan he became personally acquainted with Bellini and Donizetti and under their supervision wrote creditable imitations of their work. Thus he acquired beauty. Then he went after brains, making straight for the Teutonic source. He spent the winter of 1833–34 in Berlin, under the tutelage of Siegfried Dehn (1799–1858), the most sought-after German pedagogue of the day, who through a combination of strict counterpoint and idealistic aesthetics “not only put my knowledge in order, but also my ideas on art,”32 as Glinka would put it in his memoirs. He returned to Russia shortly before his thirtieth birthday, the possessor of a fully professional, perhaps uniquely cosmopolitan, European technique.


  And on top of all that he was “ideologically Russian.” The final element in the mix that made Glinka’s opera the foundation of a national school had only marginally to do with musical style, but everything to do with the specific Russian concept of narodnost’ (nationhood) that then reigned. While it clothed itself, like all such romantic notions, in the rhetoric of antiquity, the narodnost’ embodied in Glinka’s opera was a brand-new doctrine, promulgated as part of the general, Europe-wide post-Napoleonic reaction by Tsar Nikolai I (reigned 1825–55), the most reactionary crowned head on the continent. It was no progressive thing.


  On the second of April 1833, Count Sergey Uvarov, the Tsar’s newly appointed minister of education, circulated a letter to the heads of all educational districts in the Russian empire, stating that “our common obligation consists in this, that the education of the people be conducted, according to the Supreme intention of our August Monarch, in the joint spirit of Orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationhood.”33 This troika of interdependent values to which Russians would henceforth be expected to subscribe— pravoslaviye, samoderzhaviye, narodnost’ in Russian—was formulated thus in direct rebuttal to the familiar French revolutionary slogan, Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité (“liberty, equality, fraternity”). In this company narodnost’ would function as “a worthy tool of the government,”34 as Uvarov put it, or (as quite accurately, if maliciously, paraphrased in Soviet times) as “an ideological weapon in support of serfdom and autocracy.”35 The “Russian nation” was conceived entirely in dynastic and religious terms, autocracy (absolute monarchy) being related to Orthodoxy as “the ultimate link between the power of man and the power of God.”


  These last words were written by Vasily Zhukovsky (1783–1852), Glinka’s friend and mentor, who was himself an outstanding romantic poet as well as a government censor, and who authored the text to the fifth act or epilogue of A Life for the Tsar, a magnificent pageant of religious veneration that celebrates the birth of the nation in the person of the tsar. This was the brand of “nationalism”—Official Nationalism, as it came to be called—that was embodied in Uvarov’s slogan, in Zhukovsky’s poetry, in Glinka’s opera, and in Neverov’s critique.


  Immediately after his return to Russia in 1834, Glinka joined Zhukovsky’s literary salon. “When I declared my ambition to undertake an opera in Russian,” Glinka recalled in his memoirs, “Zhukovsky sincerely approved of my intention and suggested the subject of Ivan Susanin.”36 It was a predictable choice, even an inevitable one. For one of the cornerstones of Official Nationalism was the creation of a romantic national mythology, “a sense of the present based on a remodeled past,” in the apt words of Hubert Babinski, a historian of Russian literature. “Legend and history,” Babinski continues,


  
    were a pleasing combination, and one sees among some Poles and Russians of this time that odd cultural phenomenon in which a legendary past is created to antedate and form a basis for recorded history. Not having an Iliad or an Aeneid [that is, an authentic national epic], they wrote their own mythical past from folklore, inspired by Herder’s idea of creating a national consciousness out of national myths.37

  


  


  Glinka’s maiden opera, the first Russian opera that was really an opera and the earliest to achieve permanent repertory status, hence the cornerstone of the national repertory, was created out of just such a didactic mythography.


  The legend of Ivan Susanin had a tenuous documentary basis: a concession conferred in 1619 by Tsar Mikhail Fyodorovich on a peasant named Bodgan Sobinin, and renewed to Sobinin’s heirs by every subsequent ruler all the way down to Nikolai I, granting dispensation from certain taxes and obligations in recognition of the merits of Sobinin’s father-in-law, Ivan Susanin, who,


  
    suffering at the hands of said Polish and Lithuanian persons immeasurable torments on Our account, did not tell said Polish and Lithuanian persons where We were at the time, and said Polish and Lithuanian persons did torture him to death.38

  


  


  That is to say, the peasant Ivan Susanin had at the cost of his life concealed from a Polish search party the whereabouts of Mikhail Fyodorovich, the sixteen-year-old scion of an old noble family named Romanov, who had been elected tsar by a popular assembly in February 1613, thus ending a “time of troubles” regarding the Russian succession and founding the Romanov dynasty that would rule Russia until 1917. The name of Ivan Susanin entered historical literature in 1792 and his heroic martyrdom was embroidered and immortalized by Sergey Nikolayevich Glinka, the composer’s cousin, in his Russian History for Purposes of Upbringing, publishedin 1817, since which time it went into all children’s textbooks and became part of every Russian’s patriotic consciousness.


  Timely parallels with Susanin’s deed were suggested by the activities of peasant partisans in the Patriotic War of 1812 against Napoleon. In the aftermath of that war “Ivan Susanin” became a fixture of Russian romantic literature. There was even a singspiel on the subject by a transplanted Italian composer named Catterino Cavos, performed in 1815, the year of the post-Napoleonic restoration. Since a singspiel had to have a happy ending, Cavos’s Susanin gets rescued at the last minute by a detachment of troops led by Sobinin. Glinka’s tragic hero dies his historical death, hence the title of the opera. It was Tsar Nikolai’s idea, actually; at first the opera was simply to be called Ivan Susanin. The direct participation of the tsar in its very naming suggests the context into which the opera should be placed. It reflects above all Glinka’s enthusiastic commitment to the doctrine of Official Nationalism and his determination to embody it in symbolic sounds.


  As the composer put it in his memoirs, his root conception of the drama’s shape lay in the opposition of musical styles, Russian vs. Polish. This basic structural antithesis has many surface manifestations. The Poles (the hated “other”) are at all times and places represented by stereotyped dance genres in triple meter (polonaise, mazurka) or highly syncopated duple (krakowiak). They express themselves only collectively, in impersonal choral declamation. Choral recitative was something Meyerbeer, too, was experimenting with; but Glinka’s purpose was different. By never letting a Polish character sing as an individual person, he effectively “dehumanized” the enemy the way good war propaganda always does.


  The “Russian” music (that is, the music the Russian characters get to sing) is at all times highly personal and lyrical. To a very small extent—two instances, both involving the title character—it draws upon existing folk melodies. Susanin’s very first réplique (sung line) in act 1— “How can you think of getting married at a time like this?” (addressed to his daughter Antonida and Sobinin)—is based on a tune Glinka once heard a coachman sing, and which he noted down in his memoirs (Ex. 4–14a; Fig. 4–9). At the other end of the opera, the triumphant moment when Susanin reveals to the Poles that he has led them all to their death in the woods instead of to the tsar, motives from the same tune are accompanied by a basso ostinato (Ex. 4–14b) derived from one of the most famous Russian folk songs, “Downstream on Mother Volga” (“Vniz po matushke po Volge,” Ex. 4–14c).


  EX. 4–14A Folklore in Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar, Susanin’s “Chto gadat’ o svad’be”
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  EX. 4–14B Folklore in Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar, Susanin’s “Tuda zavyol ya vas”
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  The only other demonstrably folkloric element in the opera (just as in Verstovsky’s operas) were the choruses. One of them, a girls’ wedding song in act III, while set to an original melody, translates the traditional five-syllable (pentonic) line of actual peasant wedding songs into a five-beat meter notated with a time signature of [image: image], one of the earliest such usages in European art music (Ex. 4–14d). Otherwise, the Russian music is modeled on the idiom of the contemporary sentimental “romance,” an urban professional genre in which the Russian folk melos had been put through an Italianate refinery. Again, the objective was not to be “authentic,” but “legible” to an audience of urban operagoers. Legibility, in short, meant authenticity.


  EX. 4–14C Folklore in Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar, “Vniz po matushke po Volge”
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  EX. 4–14D Folklore in Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar, Girls’ chorus: “Razgulyalasya, razlivalasya”
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  FIG. 4–9 Coachman’s song (quoted in the first line Susanin sings in A Life for the Tsar) as jotted by Glinka in the manuscript of his memoirs.


  


  Very much in the manner of the grand opéra, the rhythm of the contrast between Russian and Polish musics unfolds at first at the rate of entire acts. After a first act consisting of Russian peasant choruses and romancelike arias and ensembles for the principles, the second act is entirely given over to Polish dances. Thereafter the rhythm of contrast is accelerated to reflect the mounting dramatic tension. The Poles’ approach in act III is telegraphed by a few strategic orchestral allusions to the act II polonaise. Their colloquies with Susanin in acts III and IV are always couched (on both sides) in stereotyped generic terms. At the tensest moment in act III, where the Poles forcibly seize Susanin and he cries out “God, save the Tsar!” Polish (triple) and Russian (duple) rhythms are briefly superimposed (Ex. 4–15).


  Far more important than the sheer amount of folk or folklike material in the score is the use to which the material is put. This was Glinka’s great breakthrough, and the reason why he is fairly regarded by Russian music historiography as a founding father. As Rossini-hating Prince Odoyevsky was first to discern and celebrate, what Glinka “proved” in A Life for the Tsar was that “Russian melody may be elevated to a tragic style.” In so doing, Odoyevsky declared, Glinka had introduced “a new element in art,” one that had repercussions not only for Russian music, but for all music in the European tradition.39


  EX. 4–15 Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka, A Life for the Tsar, Act III, montage of “Russian” and “Polish” styles
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    —I fear nothing, not even death! I will lay down my life for the Tsar, for Russia!

  


  
    —Damned mule, shall we kill him?

  


  
    —What good would it do?

  


  
    —We run others through for not knowing, so it’ll serve him right

  


  What Odoyevsky meant by “a new element” was that Glinka had without loss of scale integrated the national material into the stuff of his “heroic” drama instead of relegating it, as was customary, to the decorative periphery. Of the dramatic crux, including Susanin’s act IV solo scena, which strongly resembles Florestan’s dungeon scene in Fidelio (on which it may very well have been modeled), but where the national style is nevertheless particularly marked, Odoyevsky wrote, “One must hear it to be convinced of the feasibility of such a union, which until now has been considered an unrealizable dream.”


  One reason why it had been so considered, as we have seen, was that before Glinka Russian composers had never aspired to the tragic style at all. What made it “feasible” was that the main characters in Glinka’s opera were all peasants, hence eligible, within the conventions of the day, to espouse a folkish idiom (even an Italianized, urbanized one). But the tragic style nevertheless ennobles Susanin. He is not “just” a peasant; he has become an embodiment of the nation, a veritable icon, and so had the Russian folk idiom.


  But while this made the opera musically progressive, it remained politically and socially reactionary; for the most advanced of all of Glinka’s musicodramatic techniques was one that enabled him to harp from beginning to end on the opera’s overriding theme of zealous submission to divinely ordained dynastic authority. The epilogue, which portrays Mikhail Romanov’s triumphant entrance into Moscow following Susanin’s sacrifice and the rout of the Poles, is built around a choral anthem (Ex. 4–16; Glinka called it a “hymn-march”) proclaimed by massed Meyerbeerian forces, including not one but two wind bands on stage, to a text by Zhukovsky that culminates in the following quatrain:


  
    
      	
        Slav’sya, slav’sya nash russkiy Tsar’,

      

      	
        Glory, glory to thee our Russian Caesar,

      
    


    
      	
        Gospodom dannïy nam Tsar’-gosudar’!

      

      	
        Our sovereign given us by God!

      
    


    
      	
        Da budet bessmerten tvoy tsarskiy rod!

      

      	
        May thy royal line be immortal!

      
    


    
      	
        Da im blagodenstvuyet russkiy narod!

      

      	
        May the Russian people prosper through it!

      
    

  


  Glinka’s setting of these words is in a recognizable “period” style—the style of the seventeenth-and eighteenth-century kanty, the three-and fourpart polyphonic songs mentioned above as the earliest Westernized secular genre in Russian music. (Ironically, and possibly unknown to Glinka, their ancestry was part Polish.) In Peter the Great’s time such songs, chorally sung, were often used for civic panegyrics, in which form they were known as “Vivats.” The Slav’sya or “Glorification” theme in Ex. 4–16 is motivically—that is, “organically”—related to that of Susanin’s retort to the Poles in Ex. 4–15 (on the defiant words “ne strashus’,” “I’m not afraid”), which was derived in turn from the opening peasant chorus in act 1 (and through that relationship related to the opening phrase of the overture; see Ex. 4–17).


  EX. 4–16 Mikhail Ivanovich Glinka, A Life for the Tsar, Epilogue, mm. 1–16
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  But that only begins to describe its unifying role. As the composer and critic Alexander Serov (1820–71) first pointed out in an essay published in 1859, the Slav’sya theme, which in nineteenth-century Russia became virtually a second national anthem, is foreshadowed throughout the opera wherever the topic of dynastic legitimacy (that is, the divine right of the tsar) is broached (Ex. 4–18). The approach is gradual, beginning in act I with a minor-mode reference to the first two bars of the theme when Susanin (seconded by the chorus) dreams of “A Tsar! A lawful Tsar!” In act III, when news arrives of Mikhail’s election, Susanin and his household bless their good fortune by falling to their knees in prayer: “Lord! Love our Tsar! Make him glorious!”—and between their lines the strings insinuate the same fragment of the Slav’sya theme, only this time in the major. When later in the same act the Poles demand to be taken to the tsar, Susanin defies them with an extended if somewhat simplified snatch of the Slav’sya theme, disguised mainly in tempo, and sung in the “remote,” hence highly emotional key of [image: image] major:


  EX. 4–17A Prefigurings of the Slav’sya theme in A Life for the Tsar, Epilogue, “Hymn-March,” mm. 1–4
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  EX. 4–17B Prefigurings of the Slav’sya theme in A Life for the Tsar Act I, opening chorus
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  Thus A Life for the Tsar is thematically unified in both verbal and musical dimensions by the tenets of Official Nationalism. The irony, of course, is that Glinka adapted the techniques by which he achieved this broadly developed musicodramatic plan from the French rescue operas of the revolutionary period and applied them to an opera where rescue is thwarted, and in which the political sentiment was literally counterrevolutionary. No wonder, then, that the opera became the mandatory season opener for the Russian Imperial Theaters; and no wonder that the libretto had to be superseded under Soviet power (which had a censorship as strict as Nikolai’s, but of a rather different political complexion) by a new one that replaced devotion to the Romanov dynasty with abstract commitment to national liberation, and to an anachronistically secular concept of the Russian nation.


  EX. 4–17C Prefigurings of the Slav’sya theme in A Life for the Tsar beginning of Overture


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 4–18A More prefigurings of the Slav’sya theme in A Life for the Tsar Act I, no. 4 (voices only)
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  EX. 4–18B More prefigurings of the Slav’sya theme in A Life for the Tsar Act III, no. 11 (quartet)
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  That malleability, as we have had ample opportunity to observe, was highly characteristic of nineteenth-century “national” opera, which was the product of an intense, continuing, and never entirely settled negotiation between musical style and “extramusical” associations. But since such associations are never entirely lacking, and cannot be, it is finally inappropriate to call them extramusical. They are as much a part of the work as the notes. The meaning of the work arises out of a process of interpretation in which the relationship between the notes and the associations to which they give rise is in a perpetual state of definition and redefinition. And that is why interpretation requires both an object and an interpreting subject, and why, therefore, it can never be either entirely “objective” or entirely “subjective” to the exclusion of the other.


  


  CHAPTER 5


  [image: image]


  Virtuosos


  PAGANINI AND LISZT


  


  STIMULUS


  The enlargement and social broadening of the musical public in response to new economic, demographic, and technological conditions was the great nineteenth-century musical change. Its most immediate effect, and one with an eventually profound if sometimes indirect influence on all performing and composing activity, is often called “the democratization of taste.” Attitudes toward it vary with attitudes toward democracy itself. From the aristocratic standpoint the democratization of taste meant the debasement of taste. From the standpoint of the bourgeoisie it meant the enlivening, the enrichment, but above all the enhanced accessibility and social relevance of art.


  From the point of view of artists, the democratization of taste meant a new competitiveness, as institutional or household patronage gave way to the collective patronage of a ticket-buying public. The surest road to success no longer lay in reaching high, toward a secure career-niche at the most exclusive social plane, but in reaching wide, “packing them in.” The ability to astonish as well as move became paramount. The age, in short, of the itinerant virtuoso was born. We are still living in it.


  There were always itinerant musicians— “wand’ring minstrels,” vagabond players, street serenaders. The difference was that such musicians, especially the instrumentalists, had formerly subsisted at the margins of society, only remotely involved with the literate traditions we have been tracing, which were the product and preserve of the higher social echelons. The new nineteenth-century itinerants, by contrast, were the stars of the musical world, and took their place among the literate tradition’s primary bearers and beneficiaries.


  For our purposes, the line begins with the Italian violinist Niccolò Paganini (1782–1840). He was not the first of the new breed, to be sure, and came from the land that had the longest, most illustrious tradition of string virtuosity. But he made a career of unprecedented brilliance and notoriety, arousing in its wake an unprecedented degree of envy and zealous emulation that went far beyond the confines of his—or any particular—instrument. In the pithy summary of the violinist-historian Boris Schwarz, “by his development of technique, his exceptional skills and his extreme personal magnetism,” Paganini “not only contributed to the history of the violin as its most famous virtuoso, but drew the attention of Romantic composers to the significance of virtuosity as an element of art.”1


  He was born in the northern coastal city of Genoa, then as now Italy’s chief seaport and commercial center. As a transport hub Genoa received many foreign visitors, especially from Central Europe, for which it was the main trade outlet. And so it was that a flashy Polish violinist, August Duranowski, happened to give a concert at the Genoese church of San Filippo Neri and aroused the jealous admiration of the twelve-year-old Paganini, whose precocious talents were then just emerging, with his “multitude of technical tricks,” as Paganini later confessed to a biographer.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 5–1 Paganini, statuette by Jean-Pierre Dantan, 1832.


  


  The other main formative influence came directly from the “classical” tradition of Italian string virtuosity, when Paganini rediscovered L’arte del violino, a set of twelve concertos by Pietro Locatelli (1695–1764), published in Amsterdam in 1733, each sporting a pair of enormous unaccompanied cadenzas called capricci ad libitum. Paganini modeled his first published composition, 24 Caprices for unaccompanied violin, directly on Locatelli’s capricci, and even incorporated a theme from one of them into the first in his own set, as if flaunting his outdone predecessor as a trophy. The technical standard Paganini set with this publication was as much on the cutting edge of virtuosity as Locatelli’s had been seventy years before, incorporating not only Duranowski’s bag of tricks but a whole array of which Paganini was the inventor, and which, until the Caprices were published, nobody else could duplicate. They remain a benchmark of consummate virtuosity to this day.


  All twenty-four are thought to have been completed by 1805, when Paganini was serving as court soloist to the Princess Elisa Baciocchi, Napoleon Bonaparte’s sister, recently installed by her brother as viceroy in the Italian city-state of Lucca. By 1809, armed with the caprices, Paganini felt ready to renounce the security of a court appointment and ply his trade as a free musical entrepreneur in a style “calculated for the great masses” (as he put it to another violinist composer, Louis Spohr, for whom he declined to play in private).2


  A patient, purposeful sort, Paganini confined his activities to Italy for almost twenty years before attempting the conquest of the European capitals. During this time he composed a number of concertos, which he would need for orchestral appearances in the big European centers, and, in 1820, published the caprices, with a half-deferential, half-challenging dedication Agli artisti, “to the artists,” that is, his rivals. The book was met, probably just as Paganini hoped, with scorn and disbelief, and widely pronounced unplayable. In 1828, delayed longer than he intended by several serious illnesses that left him with a cadaverous look he would later turn famously to his advantage, Paganini finally headed across the Alps.


  The first city on the invader’s map was Vienna. A measure of his effect there can be found in the recollection of Schubert’s friend Eduard Bauernfeld that in the aftermath of his one-and-only benefit concert (described in chapter 2), Schubert insisted on treating Bauernfeld to one of Paganini’s recitals, saying, “I have stacks of money now—so come on. We’ll never hear his like again!”3 (Afterward, Schubert wrote to another friend, “I have heard an angel sing.”)4 After appearances in Prague, then another Austrian city, Paganini hit the German states to the north, playing eleven concerts in Berlin alone. He appeared before Goethe in Weimar (the poet’s response: “I have heard something meteoric”); before Heine (who left a fictional memoir of the occasion) in Hamburg; before Robert Schumann (then a budding composer, later a powerful critic) in Frankfurt; and (taking a detour) before Tsar Nikolai I in Warsaw. By now, having had all his teeth extracted on account of jaw disease, Paganini eschewed the use of dentures during concerts, to give his face an even more frightfully sunken aspect.


  The only dissenting voice on record is that of old Spohr, who finally caught Paganini’s act in Kassel: “In his composition and his style there is a strange mixture of consummate genius, childishness and lack of taste that alternately charms and repels.”5 But it is not clear that Paganini’s admirers would have described him any differently; in the new spirit of the time the virtuoso actively cultivated repulsion as an aspect of his charm. It is an aspect of romanticism— (mis)labeled “realism”—that we have already observed in the work of Weber and Meyerbeer, among others.


  Finally, in 1831, Paganini reached Paris, where his series of ten concerts at the new opera house inspired press scandals and slander campaigns as if to prove the completeness of his triumph. The same reception greeted him the next year in London, another city with a powerful press. But Paganini knew how to exploit publicity, responding to charges of venality by playing free concerts, reaping praise for his generosity and paeans for his playing, and then, having thus created a fury of demand, charging enormously inflated prices for his remaining appearances.


  In Paris, Paganini made a conquest of another composer-critic in Hector Berlioz, who thought enough of Paganini to favor him not with the viola concerto that Paganini requested of him, but rather a big programmatic symphony (Harold in Italy) based on Lord Byron’s poem Childe Harold, with a viola obbligato that symbolized the romantic loner, the archetype of the age, testifying to the new role the virtuoso protagonist was assuming at the pinnacle of modern art. The most fateful—indeed prophetic—encounter in Paris, however (though Paganini was not aware of it), was with the nineteen-year-old Franz Liszt, who, sitting unnoticed and incredulous in the hall, heard the great virtuoso perform the fabled caprices in addition to his Second Concerto.


  And then, in 1834, after only six years, the whirlwind was over. Continued ill-health forced Paganini, now a wealthy man, back into semiretirement in Italy, where he briefly accepted a position—for a man of his means a sinecure, really—as maestro di cappella at the ducal court of Parma. Later, like Rossini before him but less luckily, he ventured into business, sponsoring an illfated gambling casino in Paris over which he lost a good part of his fortune. On his deathbed he refused the ministrations of a priest, for which reason the church denied him a religious burial. For five years his body was stored in a cellar in Nice, occupying a discarded olive oil vat, until the Grand Duchess of Parma intervened to have him interred. His dark exploits thus continued even after his death.


  Needless to say, and for all sorts of reasons, Paganini was a legend in his lifetime. His effective international career lasted a mere six years, but its long-term historical impact must far exceed that of any other singlehanded burst of musical activity of comparable duration. It went far beyond the matter of his instrumental technique, peerless and influential though that was. With his gaunt and gangling appearance and his demoniac temperament, Paganini almost singlehandedly forged the romantic mystique of virtuosity as a superhuman, even diabolical endowment. He was Faust come to life—a role model for countless geniuses, charlatans, entertainers, and adolescents ever since his first appearances abroad.


  His ability to dominate and mesmerize an audience created a whole new relationship—a far more romantic relationship—between artist and collective patronage than had ever existed before. Fig. 5–2, a famous caricature (Paganini, Master-Magician) by the painter and poet L. P. A. Burmeister (alias Lyser, 1804–70), replete with cabalistic symbols, a dance of death, and a hypnotized maiden, effectively sums up his extraordinary image, and helps account for the hostility toward Paganini on the part of the church that ultimately refused him burial. That hostility, his quick burnout, and his perpetual association with wasting disease only enhanced his fiendish aura, turning him, despite the commercial nature of his career and his abundant worldly success, into one of the century’s authentic poètes maudits.


  For an idea—probably only a dim idea—of what the shouting was all about, we can turn to Paganini’s written legacy. There we will see technical innovation galore, but what is more important, we will see it allied to a new poetic idea of virtuosity and its role in musical expression. That poetic idea comes across best not in Paganini’s concertos but in his shorter pieces. The five concertos, underneath the fireworks rather ordinary works from the formal or craftsmanly point of view, are proof of the composer’s traditional schooling and competence. (In his teens Paganini had studied composition quite seriously, eventually with Ferdinando Paer, the composer of the first Leonora opera.) The only glimmer they contain of Paganini’s uniqueness is the finale of the Second (1826), a rondo based—typically for the day—on a folk tune, a popular Neapolitan tarantella called La campanella (“The church bell”).
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  FIG. 5–2 Niccolò Paganini, in a caricature, Paganini, Master-Magician (1819), by Lyser.


  


  That finale, while full of bravura (“show-offery”), remains well within the bounds of the style brillant or “sparkling style,” the ingratiatingly decorative or ornamental virtuosity well known to the eighteenth century and valued by aristocratic audiences as evidence of their investment, so to speak, in quality goods. The First Concerto (1817), still a popular concert piece, shows how far a composer could go in an effort to “sparkle” in this way. The orchestral parts are written in E[image: image] but the solo part is written in D major for a violin tuned a half step sharp. In this way, not only will the timbre take on extra brilliance, but all the open-string resonance and multiple stoppings available in D major will remain available at the higher pitch.


  Nowadays, possibly because concerto-quality violins have become so inordinately valuable on the art market, because modernized instruments are already under so much greater tension than in Paganini’s day, and because concert pitch has actually risen in the twentieth century, no violinist is willing to risk damaging a Strad by tuning it high, and the concerto is performed “honestly,” with all instruments written and sounding in D major. Paganini did not need to worry so; at the time of his death (in relatively straitened circumstances) he owned seven Stradivarius violins, two by Amati, and four (including his favorite) by Guarneri del Gesù. He could afford to be casual about his charlatanry.


  The caprices and the variation sets were the pieces in which Paganini turned virtuosity into something new and frightening, in the tradition of romantic realism (“black romanticism”). He made it the vehicle for “thinking new thoughts”—that is, projecting aggressively novel, sometimes grotesquely novel musical ideas—and in so doing inspired generations of artists to do the same. His signature piece, Le streghe (“The witches,” 1813), a set of variations on a theme from a comic opera by Franz Xaver Süssmayr (the Mozart pupil who completed his teacher’s requiem), played heavily into the demoniac image Paganini was cultivating. The violinistic technical novelties were now motivated by a shocking poetic idea.


  A good example of such grotesquerie is the motive on which the Caprice no. 13 is based (Ex. 5–1a). Basically a study in parallel thirds featuring Paganini’s trademark device of playing whole melodies on single strings (or, as here, a pair of strings) with spectacular swooping shifts, the caprice quickly acquired the nickname “Le rire du diable” (“The devil’s laugh”) owing to the chilling chromatic descent with portato bowings. Caprice no. 17 (Ex. 5–1b) is another combination of weirdly striking ideas—diatonic and later chromatic runs often involving complicated “downshifting” on a single string (one of the most difficult violinistic tricks to bring off cleanly) juxtaposed with ascending double stops in a contrasting register—that startle and astonish as much as they “please.” The middle section (Ex. 5–1c) is played entirely in octaves: another Paganini specialty of which he was, if not the originator, the chief popularizer, making its emulation a must for all competitors (and in so doing, “advancing” the normal technique of the instrument).


  Caprice no. 24, the most famous of the Caprices, combines the genres of technical study and bravura variations. For fairly obvious reasons, variations make an ideal showcase for virtuosity. Here, successive variations on the brief and businesslike binary tema (Ex. 5–1d) feature in turn the “thrown” (jeté) bow stroke, legato string-crossings, octaves, downshifting, broken octaves, parallel thirds and sixths, and so on. Variation 9 (Ex. 5–1e) was the shocker. It introduced a technique of which Paganini was indeed the inventor, the so-called left-hand pizzicato, in which (at the spots marked “+”) the fingers of the left hand are drawn sharply off the strings they stop, thus plucking the pitch prepared by the next lower finger. (This effect, obviously, can be executed only on descending scales or arpeggios or on open strings) The best measure of Paganini’s spell on later generations of composers, by the way, is the number of major figures who wrote their own sets of bravura variations on the theme of Caprice no. 24. Besides Liszt, whose transcription we will be viewing shortly, they include Robert Schumann (1810–56), Johannes Brahms (1833–97), Sergey Rachmaninoff (1873–1943), Boris Blacher (1903–75), and Witold Lutosławski (1913–94).


  The only aspect of Paganiniana that the Caprices do not illustrate is the violinist’s pioneering use of harmonics, both natural and (to an extent previously unattempted) “artificial,” in which a lower left-hand finger stops a note that will serve as fundamental to a harmonic produced by a higher finger. It is altogether possible that Paganini performed the Caprices with harmonics that he deliberately held back (as a “trade secret”) from publishing. All of the concert pieces (concertos and variation sets) that were finally published from manuscript after Paganini’s death are liberally strewn with them, and all reviewers mention “flageolet tones” as Paganini’s pièce de résistance.


  EX. 5–1A Niccolò Paganini, Caprice, Op. 1, no. 13 (“Rire du diable”)
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  EX. 5–1B Niccolò Paganini, Caprice, Op. 1, no. 17 (Andante)
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  EX. 5–1C Niccolò Paganini, Caprice, Op. 1, no. 17, middlesection
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  EX. 5–1D Niccolò Paganini, Caprice, Op. 1, no. 24, Tema
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  EX. 5–1E Niccolò Paganini, Caprice, Op. 1, no. 24, Variation 9
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  Most striking of all is an autograph document that has happened to survive, headed “Segreto comunicato e raccomandato da Paganini al suo caro amico L. G. Germi: Armonici a doppie corde di terza” (Secret passed along and recommended by Paganini to his dear friend L. G. Germi: Harmonics in double stops at the interval of a third), in which the complicated fingerings he had worked out for playing whole scales of parallel thirds in artificial harmonics are divulged to a comrade violinist, who is implored in a note at the foot of the page “to tear up the present paper as soon as you have read it, and not to let yourself be seen performing it, because they will steal the secret from you” (Fig. 5–3).


  For Paganini at full strength, then, only a variation set will do. There are many spectacular items from which to choose, from the set on the French revolutionary hymn La carmagnole (1795), composed during his year of study with Paer, to the sets on God Save the King and St. Patrick’s Day, composed (perhaps needless to say) for his British tour, to the most famous one of all, the Introduction and Variations on “Dal tuo stellato soglio” (“From thy starry throne”) from Rossini’s biblical opera Mosè, played entirely on the low G string (1819). For us, however, the most resonant choice will be the set simply titled I palpiti (“Heart throbs,” 1819), based on the celebrated aria from Rossini’s Tancredi at which we took a long look in chapter 1. Likethefirstconcerto, itis composed for a scordatura (“mistuned”) violin, notated in A major but sounding a half step higher, in B[image: image].
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  FIG. 5–3 “Segreto comunicato da Paganini.”


  


  An operatic scena in its own right, it begins with a slow introduction marked larghetto e cantabile to stand in for the obligatory cantabile with which any Rossini cavatina started up. Then comes a section marked Recit.: con grande espress. (Ex. 5–2a) to function as transition, in pure operatic style, to the famous cabaletta, “Di tanti palpiti,” on which the variations will finally be played. By so elaborately evoking the operatic context, Paganini is in effect declaring equal rights for instrumental virtuosity, challenging on their home turf the laurels of the declining castrati and the ascendant musici (sopranos and altos in trousers), for centuries the undefeated international champions of musical Europe. Paganini’s ultimate triumph, in fact, was to earn concert fees that equaled and finally exceeded those of opera stars.


  Since a cabaletta is always cast in strophic form, one could say that Paganini’s variations represent a four-stanza aria. The first stanza (Ex. 5–2b) is more or less what Rossini wrote. The second and fourth will remind us of the devices already encountered in the caprices. The third, however, is unique—the longest spate of (practically) uninterrupted armonici a doppie corde di terza Paganini ever committed to paper (Ex. 5–2c). Even here, though, and characteristically, Paganini did not commit the “secret” itself to paper. All he notated was the result, not the means of achieving it. For that, an edited part for the soloist (Ex. 5–2d) has to be supplied, by a violinist familiar with the technique that Paganini guarded so closely during his lifetime, confiding it only once, to Germi. (In 1831, however, a German violinist named Karl Guhr, who had figured it out after hearing Paganini in Frankfurt, spilled the beans: he published a book, Über Paganinis Kunst die Violine zu spielen [On Paganini’s Art of Violin Playing] containing tables similar to the one shown in Fig. 5–3.)


  EX. 5–2A Niccolò Paganini, Ipalpiti, Recitativo
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  EX. 5–2B Niccolò Paganini, Ipalpiti, Theme
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  EX. 5–2C Niccolò Paganini, Ipalpiti, Variation II, mm. 1–12
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  RESPONSE


  By the time the nineteen-year-old Liszt heard Paganini in Paris he had himself been a concert artist for almost ten years, and a working composer for more than five. He was born in the village of Raiding (now Dobojan) in the vicinity of the old Hungarian town of Sopron (then called Ödenburg) near the Austrian border. As the alternate naming of the localities suggests, the region had a mixed Hungarian and German culture. The composer’s family name is German, but spelled in the Hungarian fashion. (If it were spelled List, it would be pronounced “Lisht” in Hungarian.) His father was an overseer at the court of Prince Nikolaus Esterházy, the nephew and namesake of Haydn’s patron. His mother hailed from Krems, a town in lower Austria. Liszt grew up speaking German, not Hungarian, although he showed an early interest in the music of Gypsy bands, and later in life drew on his experience with it to construct an exotically Hungarian “persona” for himself with which to fascinate audiences.


  In the spring of 1821, before he turned ten, the boy and his family moved to Vienna so that he could develop his precocious gifts. He studied piano with Carl Czerny (1791–1857), a pupil and disciple of the still-living Beethoven, and composition with old Antonio Salieri, still (aged seventy) the nominal Imperial Kapellmeister. Czerny lost no time presenting Liszt as a prodigy. His first Vienna concert took place in December 1822, the second in April 1823. At the latter, Beethoven is reputed to have planted an anointing kiss on the eleven-year-old soloist’s forehead; in later life, Liszt recalled having been taken to Beethoven’s quarters by Czerny and receiving the kiss there. In any case, having received Beethoven’s blessing, Liszt was asked to contribute a variation to Diabelli’s famous “patriotic anthology” (Ex. 5–3).


  EX. 5–2D Niccolò Paganini, Ipalpiti, Variation II as edited
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  FIG. 5–4 Franz Liszt in 1860 with his daughter Cosima (1837–1930), then married to the pianist and conductor Hans von Bülow, later to Richard Wagner.


  


  Liszt’s international concert career began that fall. On the way to Paris, he gave concerts in a whole string of south German towns. In the French capital he studied composition with Paer and with Anton Reicha (1770–1836), the leading theory professor at the Paris Conservatory (where Liszt was refused admission because of his foreign nationality). After a sensational Paris debut in May 1824, Liszt conquered London with a program that featured the twelve-year-old prodigy, amid the sundry vocal and orchestral numbers that the “variety show” format of contemporary concerts required, showing off his talents in a concerto by Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778–1837), a set of orchestrally accompanied variations by his teacher Czerny, and an “Extempore Fantasia on a written Thema, which Master Liszt respectfully requests may be given to him by any Person in the Company.”


  All of this music, no doubt including the “extempore fantasia,” was virtuoso fare in the light and blithesome style brillant purveyed by the popular performers of the day, and so were Liszt’s early compositions, as their very titles proclaim: Variations brillantes sur un thèmedeG. Rossini, or Impromptu brillant [i.e., a medley] sur des thèmes de Rossini et Spontini. His first noteworthy original composition, called Étude en douze exercices, consisted of twelve Czernyesque “concert studies,” display pieces without orchestra for use on the road, in which (in the words of Alan Walker, Liszt’s biographer), “the boy makes the keyboard sparkle from one end to the other.”6 In probable collaboration with his other teacher, Paer, the young prodigy also fulfilled a commission from the Académie Royale de Musique for a one-act opera, Don Sanche, ou Le château d’amour (“Don Sanchez, or the castle of love”), premiered at the Salle Le Peletier on 17 October 1825, five days before the composer’s fourteenth birthday. Though he lived another sixty years, it would be his only work for the operatic stage. His destiny lay on a stage of a different kind.


  EX. 5–3 Franz Liszt’s “Diabelli Variation” (Variation 24 from Diabelli’s “Patriotic Anthology”)
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  And then came Paganini. “Quel homme, quel violon, quel artiste!” Liszt gushed in a letter to a friend. “What a man, what a violin, what an artist! O God, what pain and suffering, what torment in those four strings!”7 The restless and ambitious prodigy had grasped something more than the rest of Paganini’s audience: he knew that in order to equal the Italian’s achievement and join him at the pinnacle of instrumental mastery he would have to submit to a tremendous test of endurance. He became obsessed with the famous response of the Italian painter Correggio, reported in Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists, to a masterpiece by Raphael: “Anch’io sono pittore!” (“I, too, am a painter!”). Although, like many others, Liszt misattributed the remark to Michelangelo, he understood it well; he knew that it was not a boast but an acknowledgment of responsibility, a promise of self-sacrifice.


  The prodigy went into seclusion, a seclusion he described enthusiastically in a famous letter to his pupil Pierre Wolff, dated 2 May 1832. He was reinventing his technique from the bottom up, spending four to five hours a day on “trills, sixths, octaves, tremolos, double notes and cadenzas,” but also reinventing the expressive purposes the technique would serve, for which reason he spent an equal amount of time devouring Beethoven, Bach, Mozart, and Weber, along with the literary classics he never read in school (because he didn’t go to any): Homer, the Bible, Plato, Locke, as well as the latest romantic fare—Lord Byron, Victor Hugo, and especially Harmonies poétiques et religieuses of the French poet Alphonse de Lamartine, which he tried at various times to “translate” into music. “If I don’t go mad,” he promised, at the end of the ordeal “you will find in me an artist! Yes, an artist such as is required today.”8


  The first creative fruit of Liszt’s seclusion was a series of Paganini transcriptions in which the pianist sought equivalents on his instrument to the violinist’s sublime diableries. Before the year 1832 was out Liszt had composed a Grande fantaisie de bravoure sur La Clochette de Paganini (Big Bravura Fantasy on Paganini’s “Campanella”), based on one of the pieces he had actually heard Paganini perform, the finale of the Second Concerto. One little section is actually called “Variation à la Paganini,” and it is, inevitably, a study in leaping around the topmost register of the instrument, the way Paganini could do with his patented harmonics (Ex. 5–4). Elsewhere, Liszt makes no attempt actually to imitate the violin, preferring instead to create in pianistic terms the frightening atmosphere of “black romanticism” that Paganini uniquely evoked, at the very opposite extreme from the “brilliant” or “sparkling” style of traditional instrumental virtuosity.


  There was, briefly, another side to this goal, as Liszt dabbled for a while in revolutionary politics. In the circles he frequented—notably the utopian religious socialists who called themselves “Saint-Simonians” (after Claude-Henri de Rouvroy, Comte de Saint-Simon, a philosopher who wished to marry traditional religion with modern science)— “an artist such as is required today” meant an artist willing to “seek out the PEOPLE and GOD, go from one to the other; improve, moralize, console man, bless and glorify God,” so that “all classes of society, finally, will merge in a common religious sentiment, grand and sublime.”9 These quotes, capitals, italics, and all, are from an essay by Liszt that appeared in a Paris newspaper during the years of his Paganinian self-transformation. Art, as he wished to practice it, would be an instrument of social transformation. The virtuoso would become a sublime, rabble-rousing public orator on behalf of social progress, much as the poet had become in the person of Victor Hugo.


  While it cannot be said that Liszt actually played such a role in life, his imagining it is already powerful testimony to the new status and concept of musical virtuosity. The magnetic, socially engaged performer-virtuoso (which in those days implied a composer, too) was the public face of romanticism, as the Beethovenian or Schubertian ideal of withdrawn and concentrated subjectivity was the private face. While the national side of this dichotomy can easily be (and certainly has been) overdrawn, it nevertheless accords with a long tradition that Liszt’s self-transformation, and its literary expression, were stimulated and realized in the French capital in the heady atmosphere of the July Monarchy.


  EX. 5–4 “Variation àla Paganini” from Franz Liszt, Grande fantaisie de bravoure sur La Clochette de Paganini
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  Liszt’s final tribute to Paganini was a new set of concert studies, Études d’exécution transcendante d’après Paganini (“Etudes for transcendental technique after Paganini”), first published in 1838 (by which time several of them existed in various manuscript versions) and reissued with revisions in 1851, reflecting refinements the composer had introduced over the years in the course of performing them. Besides a streamlined version of La campanella, the set included five of Paganini’s Caprices freely transcribed, including two of these given above in Ex. 5–1a. Liszt’s versions are shown in Ex. 5–5.


  Liszt’s transcriptions hew pretty close to the originals, while greatly magnifying their effect in the true spirit of emulation, succeeding brilliantly in having them sound as though they were originally conceived for the piano. They are especially full of surprises—in range, in texture, in harmony—for listeners who know the originals (and that makes it especially fun to follow Liszt’s transcriptions from Paganini’s score). In the E[image: image] Etude, Liszt pulls off an especially apt surprise by accompanying Paganini’s octaves (split between the two hands phrase by phrase) with some pseudo-Bachian imitative counterpoint by inversion, showing off “erudition” as an especially prizable aspect of the new virtuosity (Ex. 5–5b).


  EX. 5–5 Franz Liszt, Paganini Etudes (1851 ed.), no. 2, mm. 6–11
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  In the A-minor variations, which Liszt made the finale of his set just as Paganini had done, the pianist occasionally manages to set the theme off in one hand against Paganini’s variation in the other, and in the last variation (Ex. 5–5d) reaches a level of sheer sonority that was in itself a pianistic breakthrough; one can easily imagine it being greeted with scenes of mass hysteria like the one shown in the famous Berlin caricature of 1842 (Fig. 5–5), manifestations such as had formerly been confined to the opera house. On the way, a number of witty allusions to past piano masterpieces pass in review; perhaps the most resonant is the reference to the rapt final movement of Beethoven’s last sonata (op. 111) in Variation 10 (Ex. 5–5e). It was surely a matter to ponder and debate, whether by placing Beethoven in proximity with Paganini, Liszt had debased the former or ennobled the latter. Either way, the underlying point remained the same—the new virtuosity was a truly all-encompassing medium.


  EX. 5–5B Franz Liszt, Paganini Etudes (1851 ed.), no. 2, mm. 24–28


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 5–5C Franz Liszt, Paganini Etudes (1851 ed.), no. 6, mm. 1–16
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  Caricatures like the one in Fig. 5–5, set beside the one in Fig. 5–2, are all the evidence we need that Liszt made fair claim to Paganini’s mantle as demonic possessor of all who heard him. Concerts like his were cathartically purging in a way that only rock concerts have remained in our time, and the cult of worshiped personality that he inspired is something to which only rock musicians openly aspire now. His consciousness and cultivation of “dark forces” came most clearly to the fore, just as it had with Paganini, when after his self-transformation he made a reprise de contact with opera.


  His Réminiscences de Don Juan (1841), known informally as the “Don Juan Fantasy,” while ostensibly a potpourri on “airs” from Mozart’s Don Giovanni, is quite obviously more than that. Charles Rosen calls it Liszt’s self-portrait (for, like many champion performers, though not the relatively old and unbeautiful Paganini, he nurtured a reputation as a “Don Juan” himself; Paganini’s turn came long after his death, in an endearingly ridiculous Viennese operetta by Franz Lehar).10 But Liszt’s Fantasy also makes an astonishing comment on the opera, and on the way romantic audiences interpreted it.


  EX. 5–5D Franz Liszt, Paganini Etudes (1851 ed.), no. 6, var. 11, mm. 1–4
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  EX. 5–5E Franz Liszt, Paganini Etudes (1851 ed.), no. 6, var. 10, mm. 1–8
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  FIG. 5–5 “Franz Liszt Exerts His Spell on the Ladies in the Audience,” caricature from the periodical Berlin, wie es ist … und trinkt (mid-1840s). The name of the journal, “Berlin, as it is … and drinks,” isa rather clumsy pun (ist means “is”; isst means “eats”).


  


  By juxtaposing the Don’s seduction of Zerlina, evoked through a set of variations on their duet, “Là ci darem la mano” (“There, give me your hand”), and the Statue’s seizure of the Don—which, as Liszt brilliantly reminds us by suddenly citing it (Ex. 5–6a), happens on an almost identical line (“Dammi la mano in pegno!” [“Give me your hand in pledge”])—Liszt casts Mozart’s hero as predator and prey alike, at once stalker and stalked. The medley starts right off with the Statue’s ghastly speech in the graveyard: “You’ll laugh your last laugh ere daybreak,” made more gruesome than Mozart had made it by eliding out the recitative that connects and harmonically joins its two tonally remote lines.


  Next comes the wild diminished-seventh chord that brings the Statue on stage for the final confrontation, and a repetition of the graveyard speech, now accompanied by the violin figuration that attends the Statue’s later appearance. Thus the two grimmest, most “diabolical” scenes in the opera are conflated in a devil’s brew that will eventually include the scary syncopations and scales familiar from the Overture’s introduction, the Statue’s horrifying line “It is not human food I eat,” and ending with a shuddering join (Ex. 5–6b), over a sustained harmony, between the Statue’s graveyard intonations and Don Giovanni’s lecherous “come hither” to Zerlina (“Vieni, vieni”).


  That kind of intensifying conflation, the very opposite of the loose stringing of tunes implied by designations such as “medley” or “potpourri,” runs through the whole of Liszt’s Fantasy. Later, the statue’s creepy chromatic scales will rumble sarcastically beneath the coda of the seduction duet, where the Don sings to Zerlina, “Andiam, andiam, mio bene” (“Let’s go, my sweet”), turning the line before our ears—provided we can recall the words when hearing the music—into the Statue’s leering summons to perdition. Even more pointed is the irony when the grandiose bravura paraphrase of Don Giovanni’s “Champagne” aria that finishes the medley, rather than providing the ultimate in “sparkling” virtuosity, is darkly framed by the Statue’s chromatically tortured line, “Ah, tempo più non v’è” (“You’re out of time”). As the aria races to its frenzied climax (marked più animato and fortississimo), one hears the Statue’s clanking tread in the bass, represented by the violin figuration from the finale, inexorably keeping pace (Ex. 5–6c). The last word is the Statue’s—a taunting reminder of his opening graveyard threat, transposed up a half step in triumph.


  EX. 5–6A Franz Liszt, Réminiscences de Don Juan, transition to “Duetto” (“Là ci darem la mano”)
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  EX. 5–6B Franz Liszt, Réminiscences de Don Juan, juxtaposition of Seduction and Perdition
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  George Bernard Shaw, who earned his living as a concert reviewer before his playwriting career took off, recognized the special quality of the “Don Juan Fantasy.”


  
    When you hear the terrible progression of the statue’s invitation suddenly echoing through the harmonies accompanying Juan’s seductive Andiam, andiam, mio bene, you cannot help accepting it as a stroke of genius—that is, if you know your Don Giovanni au fond [through and through],

  


  


  he wrote, paying tribute as well to the “riotous ecstasy” of the “Champagne” aria, and the way it is “translated from song into symphony, from the individual to the abstract,” by virtue of Liszt’s transcendent virtuosity, recognized as an integral part of the poetic idea. That is music criticism of a high order.11


  But so is the fantasy itself. While surely “readable” in conventional moralizing terms, as a divine judgment on the Don’s lascivious conduct, Liszt’s juxtapositions impose a new layer of romantic interpretation on Mozart’s opera. Without the use of words, Liszt interprets the opera very much the way it was interpreted in the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard’s almost exactly contemporaneous tract Either/Or (1843), a bible of “existentialism,” where Don Giovanni is said to reveal the links between the erotic and the demonic, and between love and death as the only truly transcendent experiences.


  EX. 5–6C Franz Liszt, Réminiscences de Don Juan, “Champagne” aria accompanied by “Statue’s tread”
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  Kierkegaard claimed that the opera disclosed the secret of all music, and its hold on us. Listening to Liszt’s fantasy, one is hard pressed to disagree; but, if that is so, then it took the new virtuosity to finally unleash music’s essential power. Nor should one allow this remark to pass without noting that in pursuit of the thematic or conceptual unity that would haunt romantic artists from then on, Liszt has allowed himself to forget all about tonal unity, up to now the chief criterion of coherence, at least for instrumental music. He quotes everything in its original key, which allows the piece to begin in fantasialike tonal limbo, proceed to A major, and end quite nonchalantly in [image: image] major.


  After emerging from his chrysalis of self-imposed labor, Liszt spent about a decade (1838–48) crisscrossing Europe in a cyclone of touring and concert-giving that revolutionized the musical life of the continent, and its music business as well. It was not just the level of his playing that was unprecedented. Liszt was the first virtuoso to dare appear solo for an entire evening, thus inventing the instrumental “recital” as we know it today. And Liszt was the first traveling virtuoso to retain the services of a personal impresario, or what we would now call a manager, an advance man who handled his professional correspondence, booked his halls, advertised his appearances, negotiated and collected his fees, and took care of his personal needs (even preparing his food) on the road. The powerful modern concert booking agencies and “artist managements” that run (and sometimes ruin) the lives of musical performers today are the descendents of Gaetano Belloni (“Liszt’s poodle,” as an envious Heinrich Heine dubbed him),12 who served Liszt in this capacity from 1840 to 1847.


  Belloni was also suspected of hiring claques (or paying “ovation expenses,” as Heine dryly put it), but there is no evidence that Liszt ever needed one—quite the contrary, if contemporary observers and reviewers are to be believed. The novelty of his solo recitals, and the nature of his touring repertoire, are both fascinatingly revealed in a memoir by Vladimir Stasov (1824–1906), a prolific Russian writer on the arts, who attended Liszt’s St. Petersburg debut in April 1842.


  “Everything about this concert was unusual,” Stasov recalled:


  
    First of all, Liszt appeared alone on the stage throughout the entire concert: there were no other performers—no orchestra, singers or any other instrumental soloists whatsoever. This was something unheard of, utterly novel, even somewhat brazen. What conceit! What vanity! As if to say, “All you need is me. Listen only to me—you don’t need anyone else.” Then, this idea of having a small stage erected in the very center of the hall like an islet in the middle of an ocean, a throne high above the heads of the crowd, from which to pour forth his mighty torrents of sound. And then, what music he chose for his programmes: not just piano pieces, his own, his true metier—no, this could not satisfy his boundless conceit—he had to be both an orchestra and human voices. He took Beethoven’s [concert aria] “Adelaide,” Schubert’s songs—and dared to replace male and female voices, to play them on the piano alone! He took large orchestral works, overtures, symphonies—and played them too, all alone, in place of a whole orchestra, without any assistance, without the sound of a single violin, French horn, kettledrum! And in such an immense hall! What a strange fellow!13

  


  


  There were two pianos set up on the stage, and Liszt alternated between them, “facing first one, then the other half of the hall,” as Stasov recollected. In addition to the vocal numbers to which Stasov referred, the program included Rossini’s William Tell Overture, Liszt’s “Don Juan Fantasy,” and the sextet from Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor, act II (Ex. 1–11). The only item that was not an arrangement from another medium was the grand finale, Liszt’s own showstopping Galop chromatique, a tour de force of velocity, but something of a throwback to the old style brillant. At his second St. Petersburg concert, the program included the “scherzo and finale” (including the storm) from Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony. Only at the third concert, when he played Beethoven’s “Moonlight” Sonata, did Liszt play the sort of repertoire that is now considered standard “recital” fare.


  The inclusion of so much orchestral repertory in keyboard arrangement was partly Liszt’s own predilection, partly a reflection of the “provincial” venue (an outlying capital with, as yet, no full-time resident orchestra), and partly a concession to the expectations of an audience used to variety entertainment at public concerts. (The kind of repertoire we now associate with solo recitals—sonatas and other “purely” instrumental compositions—were still reserved, in the main, for salons; Liszt played many, by invitation, at aristocratic St. Petersburg residences.) The program, in short, could be called a traditional one; all that was not traditional was the uniform medium—and, of course the unheard-of style of the playing, which caused Stasov and his companion at the recital to vow “that thenceforth and forever, that day, April 8, 1842, would be sacred to us, and we would never forget a single second of it till our dying day.”14


  THE CONCERTO TRANSFORMED


  It was inevitable that a new concept of instrumental virtuosity should have brought about a reconceptualization of the musical genre in which such virtuosity was traditionally exhibited. Accordingly, the nineteenth-century concerto—under the impact of the new virtuosity, but also under the impact of more general notions of romantic heroism and individualism to which the new virtuosity was itself a response—underwent a thorough transformation in form and conceptual content alike, and took on a new expressive significance.


  Like so many other romantic reconceptualizations, this one can be traced back—if desired—to Beethoven. And of course such a tracing was desired by the protagonists of the change, for whom the titanic figure of Beethoven provided the ideal precedent and validation. Beethoven himself inherited the concerto—both as a form and as an “idea”—from Mozart. The directness of the succession can be seen most dramatically, perhaps, in Beethoven’s Concerto no. 3 in C minor, op. 37 (1800), the first movement of which is so obviously modeled on that of Mozart’s C-minor concerto, K. 491 (1786), by all odds Mozart’s most “Beethovenian” work (Ex. 5–7a).


  The Beethoven and Mozart themes are of course orchestral themes. The Mozartean concerto that Beethoven inherited was the “symphonized” variant of the old ritornello form, in which a full-blown (but harmonically static) orchestral “exposition” stands in for the first ritornello, to be repeated (now in harmonically dynamic form) with the participation of the solo instrument upon its entry. Even though, as we know from accounts of actual performances, the soloist participated in a supporting role in all the tuttis, and even though the featured solo entrance could be mighty dramatic (as can be certainly be seen in Example 5–7b), the delayed solo entrance, and the elaborateness of the orchestral preface to it, tended to equalize the roles of soloist and orchestra. The concept of concerto that Mozart’s continued to uphold was one of cooperation or conspiracy—that is, “concerted action” (as per the Italian concertare: to plan together, to hatch a plot, etc.)—rather than one of contest or opposition (for which the relevant Italian verb is contrastare).


  EX. 5–7A Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Concerto no. 3, I, opening theme (mm. 1–8)
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  EX. 5–7B Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Concerto no. 3, I, first solo entrance


  


  [image: image]


  


  The new virtuosity decisively altered the balance of forces in favor of the soloist, the lonely romantic “hero.” And so the beginning of Beethoven’s next concerto, the Fourth, op. 58 (1805), is widely regarded as a romantic watershed (see Ex. 5–8), as its proximity to the Eroica Symphony (op. 55) seems to advertise. To open with the soloist rather than the orchestra was indeed a novelty (though not wholly unprecedented), even if the quietness of the exchange gives little inkling of heroism. The entry of the orchestra on a “remote” harmony (“V of vi” only in retrospect!) does tend to put the two forces somewhat at odds, and can be justly read as “romantic.” (The opposition of forces is far more obvious in the second movement, known to have been intended by Beethoven as a portrayal of “Orpheus in Hades,” with the piano cast as the protagonist and the orchestral strings as the Furies; some scholars, notably Owen Jander, have suggested that the entire concerto be “decoded” in the light of that reading.)15 Immediately after this exchange, however, the music settles into the familiar pattern; the soloist must wait almost seventy measures before regaining the spotlight.


  The opening of Beethoven’s Concerto no. 5 in E[image: image] major, op. 73 (1809), cast in the “Eroica” key and nicknamed “The Emperor” on account of its commanding size, is indisputably, indeed supremely, heroic. The work actually begins with a cadenza—or rather with three cadenzas, each embellishing the next harmony in a cadential succession. Even after this magnificent self-assertion, though, the solo instrument must recede to its traditional subordinate role, calmly awaiting its turn for formal reentry, which only takes place in m. 104.


  Real integration of solo and tutti in a single thematic exposition had to await the advent of the generation born in the first decade of the new century. There was a forerunner of sorts in Weber’s Konzertstück in F minor for piano and orchestra (1821), a single-movement “concert piece” more or less in the form of a traditional symphonic first movement with slow introduction, but with the piano and the orchestra freely sharing the thematic material from the outset. The unusual relationship of the performing forces had an “external” motivation in the form of a “program” or plot line, akin to the one that motivated the slow movement of Beethoven’s fourth concerto. The piano is cast as a protagonist, the wife of a knight-crusader anxiously awaiting, then joyfully greeting, his return.


  The three mature concertos by Mendelssohn, by contrast, treat the new relationship of soloist and orchestra as standard operating procedure, requiring no special justification. The new relationship involves not only the sharing of thematic material between the forces, but also the nature and the role of the cadenza. In his two piano concertos—in G minor, op. 25 (1831), and D minor, op. 40 (1837)—the cadenza, rather than preceding the final tutti, forms a transition that joins the first and second movements in an unbroken continuity. In the Violin Concerto in E minor, op. 64(1844), Mendelssohn’s last orchestral work, the cadenza, fully written out (although marked ad libitum, meaning that the tempo should be free), is cast in the role of “retransitioner,” elegantly bridging the development and recapitulation. The reentry of the first theme against the soloist’s continuing arpeggios is a justly celebrated moment.


  EX. 5–8 Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Concerto no. 4, I, mm. 1–14
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  Also very elegant is the way in which the solo violin and the orchestra share the thematic material in the exposition and recapitulation. At the outset, it is the violin, singing in its most brilliant register, that gets to announce the soaring opening theme. The second theme, by contrast, is played by a wind choir over a violin pedal (the new tonic key having been neatly calculated to coincide with the soloist’s lowest open string). In the recapitulation, the orchestra gets both themes: the first scintillatingly accompanied by the violin’s continuing figuration as noted, the second presented as it was in the exposition, but with enriched instrumental colors.


  Hand in hand with the integration of solo and tutti, in Mendelssohn’s influential conception, went the compacting and streamlining of the overall form by means of transitions, minimizing formal breaks and creating an impression of “organic” structural unity. Behind it stood an even more influential idea, enunciated by Goethe, Mendelssohn’s (and Germany’s) benevolent mentor, that artistic form should imitate the forms (Gestalten) of nature, first among which was the Urpflanze, the “primal plant,” nature’s microcosm, all of whose parts were symbiotic.16 While scientific in “form,” this idea was quite mystically romantic in “content” (compare William Blake’s Auguries of Innocence: “To see a world in a grain of sand/And a heaven in a wild flower”). Its influence led to new concepts of form founded primarily on thematic rather than tonal relations; we will be much preoccupied with them in chapters to come. But while romantic in its striving after organic unity, and while that organicism allows the soloist greater “thematic” prominence than previously the norm, Mendelssohn’s concerto concept is nevertheless anything but heroic. The virtuosity it calls for is of the “brilliant,” ingratiating sort, and the soloist and orchestra are forever deferring to one another, graciously concerned that each get its share. That carefully maintained equality could even be called the perfection of the Mozartean concerto ideal. In any case it was a short-lived moment of amicable equilibrium, soon to be upended by the new virtuosity.


  Liszt’s long-gestating Concerto no. 1, cast not by any accident or oversight in the Eroica-cum-Emperor key of E[image: image] major, was sketched five years before Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto, and completed five years after it; but it seems to come from another “period” altogether (not to say another planet). It is dedicated to Henry Litolff (1818–91), a French pianistcomposer of English birth, who was experimenting with a new and enlarged concerto concept that he called concerto symphonique.


  In a way this new genre was a modernization of an old one: the symphonie concertante (or sinfonia concertante), a symphony with important obbligato parts for a group of virtuoso soloists—itself a modernization of an even older form, the concerto grosso. Haydn and Mozart had written examples (Haydn for a concertino of mixed winds and strings; Mozart, respectively, for woodwind quartet and for violin and viola in tandem). The symphonie concertante flourished especially in Paris, as a regularly featured attraction at the Concert Spirituel. It even had a specialist composer, the Italian-born violinist Giuseppe Maria Cambini (1746–1825), who wrote more than eighty.


  Litolff’s concertos symphoniques differed from symphonies concertantes mainly in medium: a single piano soloist and a large orchestra that carried most of the thematic weight. Liszt’s debt to Litolff is evident not only in the dedication of the concerto, and in its weighty “bigness” rather than brilliance of conception, but also (and most specifically) in its colorful orchestration that included piccolo and triangle, instruments first used by Litolff in the context of a keyboard concerto. Yet where Litolff’s concertos were expansive four-movement affairs, Liszt opted, in keeping with the new “Goethean” fashion, for an even greater “organic” compression than Mendelssohn’s.


  His model here, perhaps surprisingly, was Schubert, still a composer of fairly local Viennese reputation at the time. The point of contact was Schubert’s Wanderer Fantasy, his most virtuosic piano work, which Liszt began including in his concerts in the 1840s, and even arranged later as a concerto with orchestra. As noted in chapter 2, its four movements are all linked by transitions, so that the work is played without interruption. The “organic” continuity thus created, moreover, proceeds through a complete (and typically Schubertian) circle of major thirds, the four movements cadencing respectively in C major, E major, A[image: image] major, and C. As we shall see, Liszt became fascinated with this harmonic procedure and made it “typically Lisztian,” in the process disseminating it widely, thanks to his enormous fame and prestige, and to the high-powered assertiveness with which his virtuoso manner could project substantive stylistic novelties.


  It is that manner, and that assertiveness, with which we are mainly concerned at present, and they hit the listener like a cannon blast in the opening phrases of the First Concerto (Ex. 5–9a), modeled in their rhetoric so closely on the opening blast from Beethoven’s Fifth that their novelty, in seeming paradox, is all the more vividly displayed. Two peremptory unison phrases in sequence, set off by fermatas: but where Beethoven’s phrases were degrees of the diatonic scale, Liszt’s are chromatic segments that give no hint of a tonal orientation in themselves. They speak, in short, the language not of the sonata but of the fantasia.


  EX. 5–9A Franz Liszt, Piano Concerto no. 1, mm. 1–4
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  Between the two of them they encompass four half steps descending two at a time, or (to put it the other way round) two whole steps that together descend a major third. At first Liszt chooses to interpret the final note of the descent as an enharmonically notated flat submediant (albeit disguised by the fermataed wind chord that harmonizes it as the fifth of an enharmonically notated “Neapolitan”), resolving straightaway to the dominant, on which the piano makes its Emperor Concerto–like entry, leading to a frankly marked cadenza (even more frankly labeled grandioso) that puts the opening chromatic idea through a little development section which circles back to the dominant to prepare for an orchestral reentry that (we have every reason to assume) will serve as expository ritornello.


  EX. 5–9B Franz Liszt, Piano Concerto no. 1, mm. 14–23
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  And so it appears to do (Ex. 5–9b), until the piano cuts it off in measure 17 with another cadenza, which modulates to the Neapolitan key forecast in the opening bars. The orchestra tries again in the new key, only to be cut off for the third time by the piano (m. 23). By now there can be no doubt who is running the show. The soloist repeatedly, sometimes quite violently, seizes the spotlight, each time in order to display another facet of his personality—and the masculine pronoun seems justified not only by the aggressive nature of the pianist’s interventions, but by his seductive advances on individual members of the supporting band. This third cadenza, for example, trails off into a long meditative episode (the second theme?) in which the piano is joined, beginning in measure 25, by several other solo instruments (clarinet, violins, cello) for confiding, seemingly amorous exchanges (Ex. 5–9c).


  EX. 5–9C Franz Liszt, Piano Concerto no. 1, mm. 25–37
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  The overall form of the piece is likewise a display of various facets of a single entity: four linked episodes standing in (as per the Wanderer Fantasy) for movements, in which the last closes the tonal circle initiated by the first, and in which the middle episodes assume the characters of the traditional cantabile slow movement (quasi adagio at m. 99) and, abetted by the frolicsome triangle, the traditional scherzo (allegretto vivace at m. 175).


  All of these facet-episodes, however, are motivically linked. The initial sequenced phrase, like the one that begins Beethoven’s Fifth, shows up in the most various guises. Perhaps the most important is the one that first appears in the piano at m. 61 (Ex. 5–9d), a passage in bravura double octaves marked con impeto (with abandon), in which the chromatic descent is extended to encompass an entire octave—and then three octaves (!), so that the passage traverses the entire keyboard. It returns in m. 292 to form a bridge between the scherzo and the finale; and, played presto at m. 494, it returns again (this time in the tonic) to bring the whole concerto to a close.


  EX. 5–9D Franz Liszt, Piano Concerto no. 1, mm. 61–70
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  At once “organic” and quite unconventional is the concerto’s tonal organization or “key scheme.” The tonal space traversed by the original sequence, both in its four-half-step entirety ([image: image]–B) and in its two constituent phrases ([image: image]–[image: image];[image: image]–B), governs many of the concerto’s defining tonal relationships. The most “local” of these is the harmonization given the octave passage just described in Ex. 5–9d. The full chromatic scale occupies three beats, each containing four notes. Thus each beat contains the four-descending-half-step motive, and each repetition of the motive is harmonized with a root position triad, thus filling out a complete Schubertian cycle of major thirds to match the melodic completion of the chromatic scale: F[image: image]–D–[image: image]–F[image: image] (On its last appearance the harmonization is “in the tonic” [i.e., [image: image]–B–G–[image: image]] exactly reproducing the root progression in the Sanctus from Schubert’s Mass in [image: image] major, cited in Ex. 2–11.)


  The same relations, at the “global” level, define the tonal shape of the concerto as a whole. The work opens and closes in its nominal tonic, [image: image]. The Quasi adagio is cast in B major, and the bridge to the last movement (allegro animato at m. 292) is cast in C[image: image] (=[image: image]) major. This last, being a repetition of the octaves passage, is also harmonized by a circle of major thirds, C[image: image]–A–F–C[image: image], one that exactly fills in the gaps, so to speak, between notes in the “tonic” circle described in the previous paragraph. The two circles of thirds are related exactly the way the opening pair of thematic statements relates to the chromatic scale: major thirds (four-half-step segments) subdivided into major seconds (two-half-step segments). Thus a thematic idea is interpreted harmonically to provide a tonal coherence based not on the generic circle of fifths but (as in some late works of Schubert) on an ad hoc circle of thirds. This is striking evidence indeed of the gradual shift from key to theme and motive as prime form-definer as the concept of “organic” unity took hold.


  Particularly telling, from the standpoint of “organic” construction (or unity-within-diversity), are the thematic reprises in contrasting tempos and “characters.” The Concerto’s finale contains four such reprises, turning it into a sort of “recapitulation” of the whole. Most radically altered are two: the solo flute theme that is first heard piano (and marked dolce, espressivo) at m. 155, the slow movement’s quiet coda, returns forte (marked appassionato) at m. 321 to round off the mercurial transition (poco a poco più animato) into the finale.


  Most striking of all is the reuse of the ruminative main theme of the Quasi adagio—utterly transformed in key, tempo, and articulation, differently harmonized, and differently continued—as the propulsive main theme of the finale (allegro marziale animato). Actually, the Adagio theme is divided into two new themes, each with an independent continuation: compare mm. 108–110 of the big piano solo in the Adagio with mm. 352 ff in the finale, and mm. 110–112 with mm. 368 ff (see Ex. 5–10).


  Liszt eventually gave a name to this fusing of variation technique with that of symphonic development and recapitulation. He called it “thematic transformation” (thematische Verwandlung). He proudly described it in a letter to his uncle Eduard (also a pianist) as ‘the binding together and rounding off of a whole piece at its close,’ and added that the idea ‘is somewhat my own.’17 Clearly, though, it drew on a great deal of existing lore, both compositional and “philosophical” or aesthetic, and synthesized it in a manner that, depending on the point of view, could be variously described as unprecedentedly free or unprecedentedly rigorous. Either way, it could all be traced back to Beethoven, whose achievement could be similarly (variously and contradictorily) described.


  EX. 5–10A Franz Liszt, Piano Concerto no. 1, Adagio, mm. 108–112
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  EX. 5–10B Franz Liszt, Piano Concerto no. 1, Finale, mm. 352–56
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  EX. 5–10C Franz Liszt, Piano Concerto no. 1, Finale, mm. 368–72
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  Such technical and formal observations could be multiplied practically ad libitum: consider, for example, the fairly long stretch (mm. 320–37), where in a footnote Liszt directs the conductor’s attention to “the rhythm of the first theme in the kettledrum,” another idea (“abstracted rhythm”) plainly—and proudly—appropriated from Beethoven’s Fifth. They evince—or advertise—not only a wish to achieve a tight “organic” construction, but its realization as well. They testify, too, and somewhat ostentatiously, to the composer’s impressive organizational skills: virtuoso composing to match virtuoso playing. And yet the result, for all its tightness and control, is a unique and unpredictable form; and the impression the concerto makes (and is designed to make) in its unfolding is that of a spontaneously inspired fantasia, an untrammeled train of associative thought, in which the soloist, the dominant personality, enjoys a hitherto unprecedented freedom to lead the orchestra—and the audience—whither he will.


  A DIVIDED CULTURE


  For these reasons, among others, Liszt’s concerto, and the compositional approach it embodied, despite their claim of descent from Beethoven, were widely regarded by cultured musicians at the time as monstrosities. It is precisely at this point, in fact, that a chronic rift begins to open up between a compositional avantgarde, to which Liszt and many other “creative virtuosos” belonged, and a conservative establishment. This rift has been a constant factor in the history of European (and Euro-American) music ever since, and reached a crisis in the twentieth century. To a considerable extent, its story will be the main story of this book from now on.


  Among the factors contributing to the rift was the wide and rapid spread of conservatories, to the point where they became the standard institutions of higher musical education everywhere, so that composers, no less than pianists and violinists, received a standard training administered with the aid of didactic texts. Conservatories are preservative institutions, both by etymology and by ideology: conservatories are called that because they were originally orphanages (conservatorio in Italian), preserving the lives of children, to whom musical training was given to make them employable. By the end of the eighteenth century, the word had lost that literal meaning, and designated instead a public institution whose primary purpose was the preservation of musical standards through standardized instruction.


  As soon as those standards began to apply to composition, the idea of “classical music” (with a canonized “classical period” or golden age to validate its practices) was born, and with that came the notion of a classical tradition that had to be preserved through education in “classical forms.” The “classical period” received its official christening (from the Leipzig critic Johann Gottlieb Wendt) in 1836, the year of Les Huguenots and A Life for the Tsar. Most significantly, the theory of “sonata form” (as a tripartite or “aba” construction unfolding through a bithematic exposition, a development, and a recapitulation) dates from this period, not that of Haydn or Beethoven.


  The books that first describe the form in these terms and give instruction in composing along these lines were the textbooks written by the transplanted Bohemian Anton Reicha for use at the Paris Conservatory (Traité de haute composition musicale, 3 vols, 1824–26) and Adolf Bernhard Marx for Berlin and Leipzig (Die Lehre von der musikalischen Composition, 4 vols, 1837–47). Thus by 1847, one could say that the conservatory canonization of the classical period, and of classical forms, was complete. Its dominant historical idea was that of a sacralized heritage—a golden age, a “classical period”—from which no advance was possible, only propagation or decline. Tradition meant maintenance.
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  FIG. 5–6 “We’re delighted! Held in thrall! Jenny has turned the heads of all,” caricature of a concert by Jenny Lind (the “Swedish nightingale,” as P. T. Barnum dubbed her), Hamburg, 1845. Now it’s the gentlemen’s turn to run amok.


  


  As against that pessimistic view was another idea of history—the one vouchsafed by nineteenth-century science (Darwin, Comte)—that saw history as perpetual progressive evolution. According to this happy, self-confident outlook, tradition meant advance, and the heritage of the past was raw material to be transformed. That was the idea Liszt espoused in word and musical deed. It, too, claimed validating descent from Haydn, Mozart, and (especially) Beethoven, as Liszt’s deliberate allusions to Beethoven emphatically attest, but it regarded their legacy not as a perfected heritage but as part of a dynamic process that continued into the present.


  The conservatory view, it could seem, was an Enlightened backlash: a sui generis form such as Liszt achieved in his concerto was something atrocious rather than admirable, no matter how demonstrable its thematic coherence, because it represented merely subjective rather than universal truth. Its arbitrary freedoms were merely “liberties” that diminished the value of the product. And the attempt to create the impression of “improvisatory” spontaneity of gesture is unmasked as contradictory, even ludicrous, the moment someone other than the composer plays the piece. In an even tougher, more literalistic variant of such a stricture, the very participation of the orchestra makes pretentious nonsense of the composition’s—that is, the composer’s—willful uniqueness.


  But while such criticism surely underestimates an audience’s powers of empathy (or of what writers and critics of fiction call “the willing suspension of disbelief”), 18 it contains a nub of truth that points to a genuine paradox. What Mendelssohn’s jeweled Violin Concerto and Liszt’s impetuously “temperamental” Concerto in [image: image] have in common—and where they differ from every previous “classical” concerto we have examined (including Mendelssohn’s own piano concertos, intended as vehicles for his own performances)—is that they contain no provision at all for actual improvisation. Their every note is preplanned and put in place, hence controlled, by the composer—even (or should we say especially?) their cadenzas, which now take on a previously unaspired-to “structural” role. Mozart, who lived at a time, and played before audiences, that valued truly spontaneous behavior at musical performances (both from the player and from the listener), would have been quite dumbfounded, not to say aghast.


  Mendelssohn and Liszt were brought up at the tail end of that “Mozartean” time. They were both steeped in the art of genuine improvisation, and displayed it with alacrity. In a fascinating letter to his sister Fanny, dated 30 January 1836, Mendelssohn described his cadenzas to a concerto by Mozart (the D-minor, K. 466), performed ex tempore the day before to great success. After jotting down a few passages to show how he had cleverly juxtaposed and developed two of Mozart’s themes, he added that one of the second violin players,


  
    an old musician, said to me afterwards, when he met me in the corridor, that he had heard it played in the same hall by Mozart himself, but since that day he had heard no one introduce such good cadenzas as I did yesterday—which gave me very great pleasure.19

  


  


  As for Liszt, we not only have the evidence of his London program, already quoted, that he was in the habit early on of ending his appearances with “Extempore Fantasias” on submitted themes, but also a curious complaint from Glinka, quoted by Stasov, that


  
    sometimes Liszt played magnificently, like no one else in the world, but other times intolerably, in a highly affected manner, dragging tempi and adding to the works of others, even to those of Chopin, Beethoven, Weber, and Bach a lot of embellishments of his own that were often tasteless, worthless and meaningless.20

  


  


  This remark of Glinka’s is wonderful testimony to the change of taste (perceived as a change in ethics) that was taking place under the impact of changing customs and institutions, and in response to the new musical “work-concept” that arose in the wake of Beethoven and his romantic reception. Glinka, as we learned in the previous chapter, had spent a year in Berlin, where he had “had his ideas on music put in order” by Siegfried Dehn, an apostle of the new “classicism” that was passing itself off as antiquarianism, a return to old (or eternal) values.


  His strictures against Liszt were not received all that well by Glinka’s Russian interlocutors, one of whom commented (in the language of Russian high society), “Allons donc, allons donc, tout cela ce n’est que rivalité de métier!” (“Come now, come now, all that is just professional jealousy”). But eventually the idea that musical scores are inviolable texts, and that improvisation is a debased form of musical art, affected even Liszt, as his meticulously notated, “organic” piano concerto confirms. By 1849, not even spontaneity could be “merely” spontaneous. And pianists trained in conservatories spent all their time (like Liszt in 1832) on “trills, sixths, octaves, tremolos, double notes and cadenzas”—but not on their own cadenzas. Improvisation was no longer part of the curriculum, and by the end of the century, for artists in the European literate tradition, it had become a lost art—which is to say, the literate tradition had become more truly and literally and exclusively literate. There are now probably hundreds if not thousands of conservatory-trained pianists in the world whose techniques at trills, octaves, and double notes are the equal of Liszt’s, but hardly a one who can end a concert with an extempore fantasia. Should we call this progress?


  


  CHAPTER 6


  [image: image]


  Critics


  SCHUMANN AND BERLIOZ


  


  THE PUBLIC SPHERE


  The same explosion of musical activity into public life that gave rise to the new virtuosity (or found an outlet in it) also gave rise to a new musical profession altogether: that of critic, someone who evaluates music and musicians professionally, for the benefit of nonprofessionals and nonpractitioners.


  This last proviso is necessary in order to distinguish the music critics who flourished in the nineteenth century in response to a new public need from other writers about music, such as theorists and pedagogues. Theoretical and didactic writings have existed as long as there has been a literate tradition of music, but they address an audience of professionals, wouldbe professionals, and amateur practitioners on matters of professional or practical concern. It was a new musical market—new patterns of musical consumption by a broad nonprofessional public—that required the mediation of public advisers and public spokesmen.


  The very idea of a “public sphere”—an arena of free speech and debate, a “marketplace of ideas” in which everyone had, at least in principle, a stake and therefore a right to participate—was a novelty in continental Europe. In England it had a longer history, traceable as far back as the time of Handel; but on the Continent it was an idea associated above all with the Enlightenment and the faith it placed in the dissemination of knowledge, and the exercise of reason, as guarantors of political freedom. In the public sphere privileged status was accorded, at least in theory, not to wealth, not to birth, but to persuasiveness; and persuasion, ideally, flowed from expertise. Power flowed to the expert from the ability to influence or even mold public opinion. As the concept of the publicat-large grew by leaps and bounds during the nineteenth century owing to urbanization and educational reform, and as the idea grew popular that ultimate political power resided in it, many vied for the power to shape its views.


  The supreme instrument for the exercise of this power in an age of exploding literacy was the press, and the role of musical expert molding public opinion on music and musicians was exercised both in the columns of daily newspapers and in specialized musical journals addressed not only to musicians but to the concertgoing and music-purchasing public at large. To become a public expert and a power in the public sphere of music, one either gained employment at a newspaper or founded a journal. Perhaps the earliest musical journalism that looks like what we now think of as criticism in the modern sense was the columns of Joseph Addison about the London (Italian) opera stage, which appeared in The Spectator beginning in 1711. The first specialized music journal was Critica musica, published and edited in Hamburg (Germany’s main commercial center) by the composer and theorist Johann Mattheson between 1722 and 1725.


  Addison, a lawyer and politician and definitely not a musician (although he did write a libretto or two), was the prototype for the “critic as public spokesman.” Mattheson, who was a very distinguished musician indeed, was the prototype for the “critic as public adviser.” The two types have coexisted ever since. Their interests (in both senses of the word) do not necessarily coincide. In the 1940s in New York, for example, the two most influential music reviewers classically embodied the dichotomy. Olin Downes (1886–1955), who wrote for the New York Times, was a musical amateur whose previous paid involvement with the art had amounted to playing the piano to accompany exercise classes and singing lessons. Virgil Thomson (1896–1989), who wrote for the Herald Tribune, was an important composer who remained active as such throughout his tenure with the newspaper. The one was as militant a public representative or mouthpiece as the other was a public preceptor. It was a rare day when their reviews agreed about anything.


  It is Thomson whose writings have remained in print and are considered in retrospect to be a significant ingredient in the history of their times. This may not be altogether fair; Downes, who wrote for the more powerful paper, probably had a more decisive impact at the time on musicians’ careers and composers’ reputations. But it is understandable that history has favored Thomson. It is the very conflict of interest in composer critics that claims the attention of history. Their words are inevitably read as advocacy—even propaganda—rather than objective judgment.


  This may lessen their effectiveness in the short run, but it serves in retrospect as a lens through which to consider not only their own work as composers, or that of their subjects, but also, more broadly, the nature of the relationship between the creator of musical works and the audience that received them—the relationship, to put it in “market” terms, between producer and consumer. As already intimated in the previous chapter, that relationship was subject to strains during the nineteenth century owing to the contradictions that emerged, not only between the ideals of romanticism and the realities of the market, or between romanticism and Enlightenment, but even within romanticism itself. As a result, composer critics tend to be profoundly ambivalent figures, and fascinating ones.


  There were many interesting composer critics over the course of the nineteenth century, including Alexander Serov (1820–71) and César Cui (1835–1918), both opera composers, in Russia, and Hugo Wolf (1860–1903) in Germany. Liszt himself published a good deal of critical prose (often ghostwritten by his aristocratic mistresses, the Comtesse d’Agoult and the Princess Sayn-Wittgenstein). There were also, to be sure, some very influential and culturally significant noncomposing critics, including Eduard Hanslick (1825–1904) in Vienna and George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) in London.


  The birth of modern musical criticism is usually traced to the founding at Leipzig, in 1798, of the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung (“Universal music news”), a “musical newspaper for the general public,” to give its name the proper nuance. Friedrich Rochlitz (1769–1842), its first editor, was an amateur musician, trained as a theologian, who had worked as a professional journalist and translator before specializing in music criticism. Rochlitz kept his post at the helm for two decades, and became the most influential musical tastemaker in Germany. The journal itself lasted until 1848. The momentous early articles on Beethoven by E. T. A. Hoffmann, which played such a crucial role in defining the romantic outlook on music, were all published in the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung during Rochlitz’s tenure.


  Two early composer critics stand out as historical figures by reason of their eminence in both their domains. As it happens, one of them went the newspaper route and the other founded a journal. Hector Berlioz (1803–69) worked regularly as reviewer and essayist for the Journal des débats, the leading Paris daily, from 1834 to 1863, and wrote for a number of other publications besides. He did it for a livelihood, and (so he said) reluctantly, since his composing earned him little or nothing until the last decade of his life.


  Robert Schumann (1810–56) became involved in criticism at just about the same time. He planned and wrote a prospectus for his Leipzig magazine, the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (“New music journal”), in 1833. As the place of publication already suggests, Schumann’s journal was intended at the outset as a direct challenge or alternative to the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung, which had grown conservative and “philistine,” and hostile to the elite faction Schumann wished to champion. The first issue appeared on 3 April 1834. Schumann edited it singlehandedly (and filled its columns almost singlehandedly) throughout its first decade. Since 1844 it has had many other editors, and still exists, at least in name.
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  FIG. 6–1 Robert Schumann, drawing from a daguerreotype by Johann Anton Völlner, Hamburg, March 1850.


  


  WHAT IS A PHILISTINE?


  The Philistines, in history, were a non-Semitic (probably Greek) people who settled on the Mediterranean coast, in a region now named Palestine after them, around 1200 BCE. In the Bible, of course, they figure as the historical enemies of the Israelites, God’s “chosen people.” It is easy to see how the term could be applied to the opponents of any chosen, or self-chosen, group. In the early nineteenth century the name was applied by artists imbued with the ideals of romanticism to those perceived as their enemies, namely the materialistic, hedonistic “crowd,” indifferent to culture and content with commonplace entertainment.


  Already a tension within romanticism is exposed, because that crowd, with its “democratized” taste, was now the primary source of support for artists, and many romantic artists, notably Liszt, took sustenance from it and actively wooed it. For an idea of romantic ambivalence toward the public, we might recall that it was none other than Liszt who defined for us (in his memoir of John Field, quoted in chapter 2) the romantic ideal of subjective privacy and public indifference. It could hardly be said that Liszt practiced what he seemed there to be preaching.


  Schumann, who as a critic did holy battle with the philistines more persistently, and more explicitly, than any other, was also not without ambivalences or inner conflicts on this score. He began his career as a wouldbe virtuoso of the new school, inspired by Paganini, whose Caprices he also arranged for piano around the same time as did Liszt, and whose musical portrait he painted over and over again. His pianistic ambitions came to grief in 1832, when he injured his right hand by overpractice with the aid of a mechanical contrivance intended to free the ring finger from its physiological dependence on the middle finger.


  An alternative hypothesis is that Schumann’s weakened fingers were the result of mercury poisoning induced during treatment for syphilitic symptoms, which ultimately affected his brain and led to the mental illness that finally incapacitated him. His frustration, and the “sour grapes” to which it gave rise, may have played its part in engendering the hyperbolic idealism that informed Schumann’s criticism. But that was no impediment; rather, by attracting attention to him and making his work influential, Schumann’s animus became the source of his power.


  In one of his early reviews in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, for example, Schumann warned creative artists of the “poisoned flowers” (the temptations) in their path, namely “the applause of the vulgar crowd and the fixed gaze of sentimental women.”1 By the time he came to write his famous comparison of Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots and Mendelssohn’s Paulus (sampled in chapter 4), Schumann had no hesitation in condemning Meyerbeer’s base motives, when the only evidence for that baseness was his success with “the masses.”


  Yet one need only compare the drawings of Liszt and Paganini, both of them artists without whom musical romanticism is inconceivable, in Figures 5–2 and 5–5, to savor the contrast between romantic theory and romantic practice. The situation becomes even more complicated when Schumann’s stormy courtship (replete with elopements and lawsuits) and marriage to Clara Wieck (1819–96), his piano teacher’s daughter and a famous virtuoso in her own right, is taken into account. Clara, who like Fanny Mendelssohn was a major composing talent quashed by antifeminine prejudices, seconded her husband’s strictures against virtuosity and publicity with alacrity, and there is no reason to doubt her sincerity, or his. But neither she nor he ever lived up to them in life, or meant to. It was not hypocrisy but what psychologists call dissociation (or, more vulgarly, “compartmentalization”) that allowed romantic idealists the ability to achieve sufficient compromise with reality conditions to survive, often very happily indeed.


  It was in his fantasy life, to which he gave almost novelistic expression in his criticism, that Schumann lived up to his ideals, and inspired legions of romantic artists with similar fantasies. His reviews often took the form of narratives, little stories in the lives of the Davidsbündler, the members of the imaginary “Davidsbund,” the “League of David” who fought the Goliaths of the Philistine press, on the one hand, and, on the other (no less menacing), the authoritarian mind-set of the conservatories.
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  FIG. 6–2 Robert and Clara Schumann (née Wieck), daguerreotype by Johann Anton Völlner, Hamburg, March 1850.


  


  The cast of characters included, in the first place, Florestan and Eusebius, Schumann’s alter egos. The former, named after Beethoven’s imprisoned freedom-fighter, represented his embattled “innerliches ‘Ich,’” his “inmost I,” a concept associated with German romanticism from its Beethovenian beginning. Eusebius, named after an early church historian later adjudged a heretic (as Schumann must have known), represented Schumann’s gentler, more moderate nature in contrast and occasional opposition to the more choleric Florestan.


  Thus Schumann acknowledged within himself the ambivalences endemic to the composer critic’s role, torn between the artist’s intransigence and the detachment of the public arbiter. A third regular character, Meister Raro, originally represented Schumann’s teacher, Friedrich Wieck. Thus we have a virtual Freudian trinity: the rash and reckless Florestan (id), the milder, more sociable Eusebius (ego), and the reproving Raro (superego). As Freud constantly maintained, his psychoanalytic theory was strongly prefigured in romantic literature, and here is a choice bit of evidence.


  A Schumannian review typically consisted not of a direct critique but of a reported conversation among the Davidsbündler—a public airing of private response, a comparison of subjective experiences in an imagined private space. By the use of what Sanna Pederson, a historian of music criticism, calls “framing strategies,” Schumann encouraged his readers, first, to have (and to trust) strong empathic responses to the music they heard or played, and, second, to try to explain them in terms of the composer’s achievement.2


  Such a review, writes Pederson, is not so much informative or didactic as performative, promoting a model of behavior rather than advancing a specific opinion. The act of selecting a work for such a discussion implicitly raises it to the level of high (or “autonomous”) art, and the serious, confiding nature of the discussion serves as a counterweight to the mindless applause that validates music in the public marketplace. By aspiring to the model of behavior exemplified by the Davidsbund, Schumann’s reading public could transcend philistinism and join his imagined elite community of disinterested artistic natures.


  Above all, Schumann encouraged his readers to look for more than sensory stimulation in music, but rather seek in it the same mental and spiritual delight they sought in literature. In this he swam distinctly not only against the tide of philistinism but also against that of the Enlightenment, which had relegated music (in the words of Kant) to the category of “enjoyment more than culture.”3 By contrast, John Daverio, a Schumann biographer and a historian of romanticism, went so far as to identify Schumann’s ideal as being one of “music as literature,” meaning not (or not always) a music that has a literary plot line or “program,” but rather music that has a complexity of meaning, an “intellectual substance,” comparable to that of the most artistic literature.4


  LITERARY MUSIC


  Schumann most clearly and convincingly aimed at this complexity in his character pieces for piano and his songs, the private genres in which Schubert had set the standard. He was very conscious of Schubert as a forebear—exceptionally so for the time, when most German composers sought preceptors chiefly in Beethoven and (lately) in Bach, and were striving mightily to build a national repertory in the “public” forms of symphony and oratorio. Schumann venerated the great Bs, too, and emulated them in his large orchestral and choral works, which he wrote with increasing frequency as his career progressed, and especially after he succeeded Mendelssohn and Hiller as music director at Düsseldorf in 1849.


  At the outset of his career, though, in his Davidsbündler period, Schumann was among the few who found special inspiration in Schubert, in whom he saw a sort of musical novelist. In a letter to Friedrich Wieck, Schumann compared Schubert directly to the popular romantic novelist Johann Paul Friedrich Richter (1763–1825), who wrote under the pseudonym Jean Paul. The comparison is especially revealing because Schumann is known to have secretly modeled some of his early piano pieces on favorite passages in works by Jean Paul, especially Die Flegeljahre (“years of indiscretion”), a long bildungsroman (novel of coming-of-age) in four volumes with which many young romantics ardently identified. Schumann’s own identification with this novel was such that he consciously modeled the personalities of his literary alter egos, Eusebius and Florestan, on the twin brothers Walt and Vult, the novel’s joint heroes.


  More generally, if literary music was Schumann’s ideal, he could have found no better model for it than Jean Paul’s musicalized literature, in which musical experiences and occasions often trigger major Erlebnisse (emotional epiphanies, transcendental moments) in the novels. Jean Paul was a skilled amateur pianist who habitually put himself in the mood to write by improvising Sturm und Drang fantasias at the keyboard. Thus, music of a particular free-flowing style congenial to the romantic temperament may even have helped the writer find his unique and fascinating literary voice, with its apparently meandering, erratically digressive manner.


  So this is what Schumann meant when he wrote to Wieck that “when I play Schubert, it is as though I were reading a composed novel of Jean Paul.”5 What was most remarkable in Schubert, he went on, was his “psychological” quality: “What a diary is to others, in which they set down their momentary feelings, etc., music paper really was to Schubert, to which he entrusted his every mood, and his whole soul, musical through-and-through, wrote notes where others use words.” Schumann’s choice of words (“momentary feelings”) was surely an allusion, conscious or not, to Schubert’s Moments musicaux, and we will find in Schumann a similar preoccupation with harmonic nuance and ambiguity. Indeed, prompted by Schubert’s example, Schumann went further and became the master of the unconsummated harmonic gesture, one of the most potent of all romantic “musico-literary” effects.


  Since we have approached Schumann by way of Schubert, it would make sense to look first at one of his song cycles (“novels in song”), in which he successfully emulated Schubert’s most characteristic achievement—so successfully that it is fair to call Schumann’s the only cycles that truly rival Schubert’s in stature and in frequency of performance. Fully five of them were written in a single year, 1840, during which Schumann produced an astonishing sum of 140 lieder. The great “song year” was also the year of his marriage to Clara Wieck, who was about to reach majority, after years of legal travail.


  As Schumann’s Florestan once said, “I do not like those whose life is not in unison with their works.”6 Schumann’s commitment to art song, that is to composing endless variations on the theme of love, can hardly be read any other way than in light of Florestan’s dictum. But whether it was a case of art spontaneously imitating life, as romantic doctrine would have it, or one of life imitating art in conformity with romantic doctrine, is more difficult to say. Hardest of all to decide is how much significance such biographical resonance should be accorded in our appreciation of the works. That is an unsettled, and unsettleable, debate of long standing. We will engage the issue, but don’t expect solutions.


  Variations on the theme of love must include some sad ones, of course, and this already casts some doubt, in the present instance, on the simple proposition that an artist’s works, no matter how romantic, are the direct outgrowth and expression of lived experience. Indeed, the outstanding product of 1840, Schumann’s year of long-deferred conjugal bliss, was Dichterliebe (“Poet’s love”), op. 48, a set of love songs to lyrics by Heinrich Heine that trace the most dismal emotional trajectory imaginable, a painful saga of unrequited love.
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  FIG. 6–3 Heinrich Heine as drawn by Wilhelm Hensel, 1829.


  


  Dismal, yes, but not tragic, the way Schubert’s Die schöne Müllerin is tragic, for the cycle ends not with suicide but (as Heine tells us) with renunciation and (as Schumann tells us) with eventual healing. Heine was the great master of emotional ambivalence, and that made him the perfect partner for Schumann. From chapter 2, we may recall Heine as the author of the weird ironic poems that drew from Schubert, in the last year of his life, some of his most extravagant harmonic vagaries. Schumann was the first composer to set Heine’s verse in quantity.


  The sixteen songs in Dichterliebe (out of twenty originally composed in a single feverish week at the end of May) are all settings of poems from Heine’s early collection, Lyrisches Intermezzo, which contains sixty-six poems. Schumann’s selection begins with Heine’s no. 1 and ends with Heine’s no. 66, so that the cycle can be viewed as a sort of condensation of the book. Ex. 6–1 amounts to a condensation of that condensation, sampling the first pair of songs, the last song, and two Erlebnisse from within the cycle.


  The first song, “Im wunderschönen Monat Mai” (“In the ravishing month of May”), is an especially good candidate for reading as a direct translation of lived experience, since it concerns longing that is felt during the very month in which Schumann, then longing for union with Clara, is known to have composed the song. A question, though: exactly what difference does it make to the listener to know these facts? And another: are the feelings of fictional characters, as embodied in art, less real than those of their creators? Whatever our response to these questions—hence whatever the “source” of the emotion expressed in the song (whether Schumann’s life, Heine’s life, or that of the fictional “poet” of the title)—the task of the “literary” musician remains the same. It is to find a musical embodiment of the emotion that will complement, and hopefully intensify, the verbal one, thus to arouse a sympathetic vibration in the beholder (for it is ultimately the beholder’s life that is of greatest concern—at least to the beholder).


  EX. 6–1A Robert Schumann, Dichterliebe, Op. 47, no. 1 (“Im wunderschönen MonatMai”)
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  The nature of that embodiment is apparent from the very first downbeat, in which the entering left hand creates a strident dissonance, a major seventh, against the tied upbeat in the right. That dissonance we immediately recognize as a suspension. (We may even wish to call it an “unprepared” suspension since it is not preceded by a consonance between the parts, but only by a single note in one.) We know how a suspension must resolve. Therefore, we feel a “longing” to hear a B—a longing that by a common convention we may wish to ascribe to the C[image: image] itself, thence to the singer of the song (even though he has not sung anything as yet). Nor is our longing immediately satisfied: the dissonant note is held over an arpeggiation of five tones, three of them also dissonant against C[image: image], during which the suspension, the first harmonic gesture in the song, remains unconsummated.


  To dispose of a common objection to “musico-literary” interpretation: our longing to hear the B is admittedly created not by the sounds alone and unassisted, but in response to cultural conditioning (that is, what we have learned from our previous experience with suspensions). That only makes the device more apt, since the association of amorous longing with springtime (on an analogy, stated in the poem itself, with the burgeoning of plant life, or in conditioned response to hearing the songs of the returning birds) is also a cultural construction, not an instinct. (Humans, after all, unlike most animals, do not experience natural “heat,” or seasonal periods of sexual appetite.) These are not meaningful objections; it is no news to anybody that human beings live and act in a state of culture, not unmediated nature.


  The local resolution of C[image: image] to B occurs during a larger progression that could be viewed as complementary in function: a B minor triad in first inversion moves to a dominant seventh on C[image: image]. The repetition of this progression in mm. 3–4 produces another sort of frustrated longing, through another ‘unconsummated harmonic gesture,’ as the dominant seventh fails to resolve to its implied tonic, F[image: image]. The song’s key signature, that of F[image: image] voice’s Gnatural, which had proceeded to F[image: image] in the same register) shows the excursion minor, corroborates that aural impression. Even without looking at the music (but all the more keenly if we happen to be looking) we are conditioned to interpret the progression as iv6–V7 in F[image: image] minor.


  In m. 5, where the voice enters, another frustrating oscillation between dominant and subdominant seems to get underway. But the vocal phrase reroutes the progression toward a cadence in A major, also a possible reading of the key signature. Now we are conditioned retrospectively to interpret the B minor triad as a pivot, changing its function from minor subdominant to major supertonic. This new implied cadence—ii6–V7–I—is confirmed in measure 6. It seems to identify the “real” key of the piece as A major, and the piano’s four-bar prelude as a feint.


  But lest we be lulled prematurely into a false sense of tonal security, let us recall that if the opening bars were a harmonic feint, then the dominant seventh of F[image: image] minor is still unresolved. It is still an unconsummated harmonic gesture, and still hangs over our perception of the apparent “perfect” cadence in m. 6, coloring it with a pesky sense of ambiguity (of possible “III-ness”) that renders it fragile. And in fact it turns out to be impermanent. The voice repeats the cadence on A in m. 8, but then moves on (m. 10) to a cadence on B minor, achieved through an appoggiatura (another “longing” tone—and look what an assortment of appoggiaturas show up to second it in the piano part!), and finally (m. 12) to a cadence on D major to finish up the stanza, approached through another appoggiatura, Gnatural, that actually contradicts the key signature. If D major is in fact the tonic of this song, then everything up to now has been a feint.


  The returning piano figuration in m. 12 (in which the G[image: image]–F[image: image] effectively cancels the voice’ G-nautural, which had proceeded to F[image: image] in the same register) shows the excursion to D major to have been the harmonic feint. D major in root position links up smoothly with the inverted B-minor chord from before, and the interrupted cadence—or rather, the unconsummated oscillation—of iv6 and V7 in F[image: image] minor is resumed to link the two strophes, the second being a harmonic replay of the first, repeating at the end (over the very word Verlangen, “desire”) the unconfirmed—and unconfirmable—excursion to D major.


  So what, then, is the function of the D-major triad, on which the voice makes its illusory cadence? Like the inverted B-minor triad—the other chord with D in the bass—it is a pivot that links the signature-sharing keys of F[image: image] minor and A major, and preempts their cadential fulfillment. The voice part begins and ends on harmonic pivots, hovering perpetually on a cusp between two keys, both sanctioned by the signature but neither cadentially confirmed. Since a pivot is by definition a harmony with a dual (or multiple) function within a piece or progression, the tonality of the song thus hovers undecidedly—and undecidably—in an unprecedented “in between” region, fraught with ambiguity in the most genuine and literal sense of the word. Which key is it in? Both and neither.


  In its refusal to settle the matter of keys, the entire song thus prolongs a single unconsummated harmonic gesture—expressed most dramatically by the piano’s forever-oscillating, never-cadencing ritornello—that finds its “objective correlative” (its fixed semantic counterpart) on the literary plane. That final line, “my longing and desire,” has the last word in a profoundly musical sense, made palpable by the very last note in the song—a B that in context functions as an unresolved, unconsummated seventh. After it dies away the air veritably tingles with the longing and desire it has created/symbolized/embodied.


  Of course this is only the first song in a cycle of sixteen. We can hope, like the singer (as we are left imagining him), that resolution and consummation will come in the next song (Ex. 6–1b). That is not only an emotional but an esthetic plus: the unresolved seventh demands that the cycle continue, heightening the sense of “organic” unity that binds it into an artistic whole transcending the sum of its parts.


  But does resolution come? The first harmony in the second song consists of two notes: A and C[image: image]. They are both part of the F[image: image]-minor chord the first song leaves us longing for, but the defining root is missing. The same two notes are equally members of the A-major triad, the first song’s undecidable alternative tonic. Thus Schumann has found another way to defer an unequivocal statement—which accords perfectly with the sense of the second song, which is one big “if.” As the bass moves down the scale, the full F[image: image]-minor triad is sounded briefly on the second beat. But this is no unequivocal statement: the chord occurs in a weak rhythmic position, and the bass moves right on down to D—the first song’s dread pivot note. The “if” remains resolved.


  It is never resolved at all in the poem, and yet we notice that eventually the song does cadence firmly—and repeatedly—on A, the “wrong” goal, disconfirming the first song’s closing gesture and perhaps telegraphing the ultimate frustration of the poet’s amorous longing. But do these cadences on A really give an answer, even if “wrong”? Does the music of the second song dispel the disquieting ambiguities of the first? A closer look at the relationship between the voice and the accompaniment shows that ambiguities remain, and that Schumann has merely found another way to leave harmonic gestures unconsummated.


  Each of the singer’s phrases contains two lines of the poem. Each verse couplet, though punctuated with commas rather than periods to maintain a sense of rhetorical urgency, contains a complete sentence, and each of them is punctuated in the setting, as we have seen, by a cadence. But the voice part ends every time on the supertonic, over a dominant chord, extended with a fermata. Every one of the singer’s gestures, even the last, is thus demonstratively left unconsummated, preserving the openendedness of the “if.” Harmonic closure comes only in the accompaniment, pianissimo, like an echo—or perhaps a reflected thought, suggesting imaginary fulfillment of the singer’s iffy wish.


  Like Schubert before him, Schumann had a special genius for expressing in music a condition contrary to fact—the most subjective (hence romantic) thing that music can do. And so we are prepared to grasp the irony with which the most seemingly definite and unequivocally consummated musical gestures in the cycle are undermined, turning consummation itself into a species of unconsummation. This paradoxical effect is the one for which Heine was especially famous; and the most famous example of all examples of it is the huge complaint called “Ich grolle nicht” (“I’m not complaining”), which Schumann set as the seventh song in Dichterliebe. Ex. 6–1c shows its second half.


  EX. 6–1B Robert Schumann, Dichterliebe, Op. 47, no. 2 (Aus meinen Thränen)


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 6–1C Robert Schumann, Dichterliebe, Op. 47, no. 7 (“Ich grolle nicht”), mm. 16–end
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  In this emotional turning point, the disillusioned poet lashes out at the love object who has rejected him. The poem is a rant, ably seconded by the pounding repeated chords in the pianist’s right hand with their regular accents, and by the operatic ascent to the high note (famously an afterthought entered in proofs, but what of that?) to match the most extravagant poetic metaphor of the poet’s rage. The setting is full of uncommonly straightforward word painting, sometimes verging on the corny (like the six-beat dilation on the word längst, “long”). All of this belaboring of the obvious can only be a signal that none of it is true.
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  FIG. 6–4 Program of a subscription concert given in Düsseldorf (20 February 1851) at which Robert Schumann conducted Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and Clara Schumann played Weber’s Concertstück (Concert Piece) in F Minor under her husband’s baton. As was usual at the time, there are songs and piano solos between the orchestral offerings, including Schumann’s “Ich grolle nicht.”


  


  And so the harmony confirms. The description of the poet’s dream, in which the surface mood is what the Germans call Schadenfreude (gloating at another’s misfortune), is undermined by the tortured harmony (every chord containing a dissonance!) that shows it is the singer, not the one figuratively sung to, who is truly elend (miserable). The most complete unmasking of the surface pretense, of course, comes right at the end, where the final refrain (Schumann’s idea) is accompanied by the baldest IV–V–I imaginable, followed by a ranting postlude that does nothing except insist on the finality of the cadence, and capped by a quite gratuitously banged out I[image: image]–V–I. The most definite tonal assertion in the whole cycle accompanies its most flagrant lie— “I’m not complaining,” indeed! If the truth is ambiguous, the implication seems to be, only ambiguity can be true.


  In song no. 12, of which the first half is given in Ex. 6–1d, nature becomes animate in good volkstümlich fashion. But Heine and Schumann remain incorrigibly urbane artists. Their folklikeness is never innocent. It continually veers over into the Schubertian twilight world of morbid self-absorption, an adamantly bourgeois domain. The harmony described by the piano’s first arpeggio is an old Schubertian ploy, most familiar to us from the Moments musicaux (Ex. 2–6), a German sixth that is homophonous with a dominant seventh and hence contains the promise of double meaning. Its first alternative resolution (that is, the first instance of “doubleness”) comes in measure 9, at the moment when the flowers first speak to the poet from “their world” (meaning, of course, from his own “inner space”). Their actual words are set off later by a slower tempo and a modulation to the key of the diatonic submediant, itself an instance of doubleness since the German sixth occurs on the chromaticized (“flat”) submediant, through which safe return to the tonic is made two measures later.


  EX. 6–1D Robert Schumann, Dichterliebe, Op. 47, no. 12 (Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen), mm. 1–9
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  As so often happens in Dichterliebe, the voice part in this song ends on an unconsummated dominant, to be resolved “inwardly,” in the accompaniment. That resolution takes place through one of the longest of the many extended piano postludes in the cycle. The postlude begins with a recapitulation of the piano’s opening phrase, which had already recurred as a ritornello between the verses, thus suggesting that the poet’s pensive stroll continues. But now he wanders wordlessly. It is as if Schumann were invoking Heine’s own famous dictum, “When words fail, music speaks.” By seeming to supplement musically the poet’s uncompleted thought, the composer invites the listener to complete them imaginatively, as a poet might do by ending a line with an ellipsis (“…”).


  The listener’s imagination is called upon again, even more urgently and explicitly, at the very end of the cycle. The last song—in which the love born at the beginning of the cycle, having died, is buried—is bitter and angry, another rant. The singer mocks his own grief with a parody of a merry song, and puffs it up with hyperbolic comparisons between love’s coffin and the most enormous things he can think of (beer casks, bridges, cathedrals). Only at the end does the mood begin to soften. But the voice drops out (as usual, on an unconsummated harmony) before the change of mood is consummated. It is transferred first to the “thought music” in the piano, where we are at first surprised to hear a reprise of the postlude from no. 12, putting us back, as it were, in the summer garden for more tranquil recollection (Ex. 6–1e).


  EX. 6–1E Robert Schumann, Dichterliebe, Op. 47, no. 16 (“Die alten, bösen Lieder”), mm. 53–67
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  But then (m. 59) we are more than surprised; we may even be confused to hear what sounds like another song start up, but without the singer. This extra song is short but (unlike many of the actual songs in the cycle) melodically and harmonically complete. It does not allude to any previous song in the cycle. The texture, homophonic rather than arpeggiated, ineluctably suggests words, which we must supply (or at least whose import we must divine) in our imagination, influenced in part, to be sure, by the sensuous qualities of the music, but also, perhaps more strongly, by our own “take” on the situations conveyed by the whole cycle to this point.


  So it is not just the beholder’s imagination that is engaged, but the beholder’s subjectivity, meaning the beholder’s own unique combination of experience and inclination. As early as 1794, when the idea of the “esthetic” was new and romanticism was green, Friedrich Schiller commented on the need for this act of completion on the part of the beholder, and the way that it enriches the experience of art, when he wrote that “the real and express content that the poet puts in his work remains always finite; the possible content that he allows us to contribute is an infinite quality.”7


  By “poet,” of course, Schiller meant to include all artists, and he surely meant to imply that all art inevitably shared the property to which he called attention. Nevertheless, once the idea was abroad there were many artists who were not content to leave the property latent or implicit. Romantic artists who wished most fully to realize Schiller’s idea were the ones most inclined to leave important things deliberately unsaid. Among composers it was Schumann, with his boundlessly varied unconsummated gestures, who realized it in the highest and most principled degree. That is what the notion of “literary music,” in the profoundest sense, connoted.


  HOW MUSIC POSES QUESTIONS


  To savor the experience of literary music without the concurrent medium of words we may consider two piano compositions from Schumann’s freshest, most idealistic period, one of them tiny, the other grand. A proviso first: although words do not figure concurrently in piano music, they are often present in the form of titles, epigraphs, textual allusions, and so on. These definitely and purposefully mediate the effect of the notes and should be thought of as part of the work rather than as an “extramusical” expendable or a mere concession to “unmusical” beholders. The latter view gained a lot of currency in the twentieth century, owing to the confusion of the romantic idea of “absolute music” with a vein of antiromantic formalism that later invaded musical thought.


  Schumann never intended any such strict conceptual segregation of media. He did not distinguish between the contribution of the music and that of words to the effect of his compositions. In fact he abhorred such distinctions, enthusiastically committed to the view (as he once put it in an aphorism) that “the aesthetics of one art is that of the others too; only the materials differ.”8 This little maxim of Schumann’s could be looked upon as heralding the late-nineteenth-century ideal of media-synthesis or “union of all the arts” (sometimes designated Gesamtkunstwerk— “collective work of art”—based on a misunderstanding of one of Wagner’s pet terms; see chapter 10). Schumann himself never aimed at anything so grandiose.


  The nature of Schumann’s interplay of words and textless music is very piquantly illustrated in the third number in the series of Phantasiestücke (“Fantasy pieces”), op. 12, a group of seven character pieces composed in 1837 (Ex. 6–2). Marked to be played “slowly and delicately,” it is one of Schumann’s most diminutive keyboard creations, only forty-two bars long (albeit with the last twenty-six repeated), consisting mainly of repetitions of a single motive, a dotted “neighbor progression” that is stated in the first measure and thereafter given various continuations.


  The texture, like that of the piano’s “extra song” at the conclusion of Dichterliebe, is clearly homophonic, especially at the beginning, and therefore lyrical. More than one voice seems to be singing, however. If we mark occurrences of the motive phrase, we can identify soprano and alto entries in the first section (up to the double bar), joined in the second section by a rather insistent bass whose entries are dramatized by the player’s rather extreme crossing of hands at the keyboard.


  All of this may be easily noticed, and even interpreted in light of the music’s familiar harmonic trajectory (FOP in the midsection and a double return to conclude), without knowledge of the title, deliberately withheld from the music as printed in Ex. 6–2. That title is Warum?, German for “Why?” What does knowing it add to the experience of the music?


  It certainly couldn’t be said that the title clarifies or explains anything. A title that is itself a question only contributes another enigma. It prompts speculation, though, which is to say the active intervention of the beholder’s imagination. One might speculate that the first phrase, which adds an unusual ascending major sixth to the neighbor motive, mimics an interrogative inflection. In that case, the “why” is the unsung text of the “song.” One might speculate that the interplay of voices represents a lovers’ colloquy. (But there are three voices—a ménage à trois?) One might speculate that the interrogative title is just a reference to the insistence with which the generating motive is propounded. Or one might even speculate that the title is ironically self-referential (“why this title?”) in a way that Heine might have approved. Or one might speculate something else. (Here’s one: is it by chance that the “motive phrase” in Schumann’s Warum? coincides with an urgent phrase in a then very popular opera by Francesco Morlacchi, an Italian working in Germany, in which the male lead, Tebaldo, sings a kind of duet with his absent beloved, Isolina, as shown in Ex. 6–3?) Chances are, though, that one will do more speculating with knowledge of the title than one would do otherwise. A mind engaged in speculation is a mind receptive and alert.


  EX. 6–2 Robert Schumann, Phantasiestücke, Op. 12, no. 3
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  EX. 6–3 Francesco Morlacchi, Tebaldo ed Isolina (1822), Act II, Scena e romanza: “Caro suono lusinghier”
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  So it should not embarrass or perplex us unduly to find in the presence (or absence) of titles an added complexity rather than an explanation. That seems to be the idea. Schumann himself was inconsistent and sometimes vacillating about applying them. They were much more frequently afterthoughts than motivating concepts. In several cases the composer added, changed, or deleted them in successive editions of his works. Another set of piano pieces from 1837 carries an autobiographical collective title— Davidsbündlertäanze (“Dances of the members of the League of David”)—about which Schumann was profoundly ambivalent. In the first edition the individual pieces were “signed” by Florestan and Eusebius, and carried descriptive commentaries describing their antics. All of that disappeared in the second edition, and subsequent ones as well. This, too, prompts questions and speculations—as in this memorable passage from a celebrated article on Schumann’s esthetics by Edward Lippman:


  
    Did Schumann come to feel that guides to the meaning of his works were really not necessary? that the content was sufficiently obvious without them? or that the public had become educated and no longer needed the help it did originally? Did he feel that the headings restricted the imagination, or that they were a danger because they might be misconstrued? or did he always regret having permitted any small glimpse into his personal affairs and feelings? Perhaps the headings did not give the significance of the music at all, or even provide an index to its significance; they might have arisen as an additional poetic expression inspired by the music, which the composer could easily feel to be expendable. Or again, in removing them, Schumann might actually have changed rather than concealed the meaning of the music; did the pieces in fact remain the same without their titles?9

  


  


  One’s head spins. And one is grateful to Lippman, who, by allowing his spinning head this unusual public exposure, gave one of the best insights ever into the nature of literary music.


  The pinnacle was reached in Schumann’s Phantasie, op. 17, a monumental three-movement work composed in 1836 and dedicated to Liszt, that is in everything but name a sonata on the most heroic Beethovenian scale. Between 1832 and 1838, Schumann wrote three actual piano sonatas, of which one is comparably grand. (He originally published it under the title Concert sans orchestre, “Concerto without orchestra.”) The original working title of the Phantasie itself was Grosse Sonate für das Pianoforte (“Great big sonata for piano”). So why the change?


  The change was dictated by the concept of literary music, or rather by Schumann’s sensitivity to its implications. Unlike the other sonatas, this one was freighted from the beginning with a heavy cargo of literary ideas. The first movement was drafted in the early summer of 1836 as an independent composition called Ruines: Fantasie pour le Pianoforte. The work was temporarily renamed Sonata by late fall, when it picked up its additional movements. In this form it was envisioned as a memorial to Beethoven, inspired by the news (which Schumann had published in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik) that a committee had been formed in Bonn, led by the great literary scholar August Wilhelm von Schlegel (1767–1845), to raise funds for the erection of a monument to the Master at his birthplace in Bonn, where Schlegel served as professor of art and literary history. Schumann’s rather optimistic idea was to contribute the proceeds from the sale of a hundred copies of his Grosse Sonate to the monument fund, but the project foundered until Liszt rescued it with a promise to contribute his concert earnings. Thanks almost singlehandedly to Liszt, the monument was finally erected in 1845 and unveiled on the seventy-fifth anniversary of Beethoven’s birth.


  In December 1836, Schumann proposed the piece to a prospective publisher under the name Grosse Sonate f. d. Pianoforte für Beethovens Denkmal (“Sonata for Beethoven’s monument”), and listed the three movements as “Ruinen/Trophäaen/Palmen” (Ruins, Trophies, Palms). The titles of the new movements were intended in their original, ancient Greek meanings, which resonated both with the antique aura of veneration suggested by the first movement, and with the idea of the Beethoven monument. Trophies were memorials (war spoils displayed on pillars) erected in commemoration of victory, the most “Beethovenian” of all concepts; “palms” were the ceremonial palm branches awarded at victory celebrations.
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  FIG. 6–5 Friedrich von Schlegel, charcoal drawing by Philipp Veit, ca. 1805.


  


  To all of this Schumann now added an epigraph from a poem, Die Gebüsche (“The bushes”), by A. W. von Schlegel’s even more distinguished brother Friedrich (1772–1829). It has been suggested that Schumann knew these lines not from Schlegel’s poem directly,10 but only from Schubert’s setting of it, to which the music of the Phantasie’s final movement briefly alludes. But even if that is so, Friedrich von Schlegel was a culture hero with whom Schumann had to identify, if only by reputation. Famous both as a romantic philosopher and as a classical scholar, he was the author of Die Griechen und Römer (“The Greeks and Romans”), a long-standard survey of classical civilization, and he wrote lyric poetry as well. The range of his interests and writings, in other words, runs the gamut of moods in the Phantasie from the most public and monumental to the most inward, even secret. The epigraph tantalizingly invokes the latter, in a fashion reminiscent of the other occult or unfulfilled gestures we have encountered in Schumann’s literary music:
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  Many have guessed at the identity of this secret sound; one can never know for sure. But what made the “Ruins” fantasy an apt basis for the Beethoven tribute to begin with was the fact that, as we will shortly learn, it already contained a secret quotation from Beethoven, to which Schumann added others, even more veiled and less definite, when he came to write the Trophies and Palms. As usual, he toyed a good deal with the titles and headings. Shortly before the work was printed in 1838 he made a wholesale substitution, in which only the heading of the first movement survived: Dichtungen: Ruinen, Siegesbogen, Sternbild (“Poems: Ruins, Triumphal Arch, Constellation”). At the very last minute, when the music was already in proofs, Schumann suffered cold feet, changed Dichtungen back to Phantasie, and dropped the rest, even “Ruinen,” the original motivating image.


  This is quite a stew of representation and allusion, enigma and erasure, and the more we know of the work’s history the thicker (and, it could seem, the more contradictory) the stew becomes. There are many who would claim that Schumann’s right to withdraw the titles should be respected and that they should not be divulged lest they unduly influence, hence constrain, a listener’s understanding. Indeed, the chance that listeners might think of the titles as constraints was probably what dissuaded Schumann from publishing them (although he kept the epigraph). But as long as we regard the titles as stimuli rather than as confines to the imagination they can function for us as “images that yet fresh images beget,” the way Schumann, in his confident moods, intended. (The quoted line is from W. B. Yeats’s nostalgic “Byzantium,” a poem whose resonances for musical interpretation were first plumbed by Anthony Newcomb.)11


  But in fact Schumann did not mean to withdraw the titles entirely. His actual direction to the publisher was to replace each title with an asterism—three stars in triangular formation (thus: [image: image]), a device often used in nineteenth-century typography to signal an omission, often the name of an anonymous author, or a dedicatee. The Russian composer-critic César Cui, for example, used an asterism as his journalistic nom de plume throughout his career. Obviously, there is a huge difference between simply omitting a title (which may as well never have existed as far as the reader is concerned) and signaling its omission. To do the latter is to challenge the reader to guess it, or invent one. A new question is posed. Nothing is removed from the stew. Indeed, the stew only thickens with the revelation that something (presumably something private) is being concealed. The listener is again involved, again asked to speculate, again rendered receptive and alert.


  The posthumous publication of Schumann’s private correspondence in 1885 added a great deal to the pot willy-nilly. In 1838, he had written to Clara Wieck, his then distant beloved, that the original “Ruinen” fantasy was conceived as “a deep lament for you,”12 implying that it was his own life that lay in ruins. A year later, after the whole Phantasie had been published, he wrote to her that in order to understand it, “you will have to transport yourself into the unhappy summer of 1836, when I renounced you.”13 A couple of months after that, he wrote, “Aren’t you the ‘tone’ in the motto? I almost think so.”14


  We need not pounce at this or shout Eureka. In the first place, as Charles Rosen wisely reminds us, Schumann (perhaps teasingly, perhaps candidly) left the matter in doubt. “As a listener to his own music, not as a composer, he has understood how his love for Clara can be poured into the mold of his work,”15 and left a model by which other listeners may pour their own loves into the music they hear, if that is their pleasure, for music, especially Schumann’s “literary music,” is “made to be filled with our experience” (italics added). And as Rosen rightly warns, “too firm an identification of an element in a work with an aspect of the artist’s life does not further understanding but blocks it,” as does any reading so definitive as to foreclose the begetting of fresh images.


  Still and all, there is one spot in the first movement of the Phantasie on which every interpretive trajectory in the foregoing discussion can converge, and that is the spot marked Adagio, fifteen measures before the end (Ex. 6–4a). Comparison with Ex. 3–5e will reveal its identity as a variant of the opening/closing song in Beethoven’s An die ferne Geliebte (“To the distant beloved”). That, of course, was Clara in 1836. But it was also a Beethoven “ruin,” a disfigured shard from the Beethoven composition that, perhaps more than any other, contained a poignant message for the composer of the Phantasie.


  EX. 6–4A Robert Schumann, Phantasie, Op. 17, I, mm. 295–end
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  It has a poignant resonance for the music’s secret overhearer, too, whether or not the listener is aware of any biographical resonances. For the music is contrived in such a way that the whole movement up to the point of recall seems to function as a gigantic upbeat to it. And here is the most decisive reason why the piece had to be renamed Phantasie, evenafter Grosse Sonate and Dichtungen had been tried out. “We are accustomed to judge a thing from the name it bears,”16 Schumann had written in 1835 in the pages of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik.“Wemakecertaindemands upon a fantasy, others upon a sonata.” Thinking back now to other fantasies, notably those by C. P. E. Bach and Mozart in the eighteenth century, we cannot fail to identify “tonal vagrancy” as perhaps their most salient shared characteristic. What a sonata normally announces at the outset—a firmly settled, cadential establishment of the tonic—a fantasy only arrives at later, and sometimes not until the end. That is what we expect in a fantasy, or as Schumann would say, what we demand from it.


  Now look at Ex. 6–4b, the beginning of “Ruinen,” marked “to be played in an extravagant and passionate manner throughout.” There can be no doubt that that turbulent swirl, consisting of a root, fifth, seventh, and ninth, is expressing a dominant function, “longing” extravagantly and passionately for the tonic. (With two “unprepared” dissonances, moreover, and one more—C, a fourth—that enters with the melody, the harmony seems to begin not at the beginning but in process, as one might expect in a fragment or shard—or ruin—torn off from some larger unheard entity.) It would make an instructively frustrating exercise to pursue the harmonic implications of the opening gesture through the movement to find the moment where the gesture is consummated. But as the reader has probably guessed, that moment does not happen unequivocally until the allusion to An die ferne Geliebte makes its tranquil, consoling C-major close in m. 299.


  In between, every threatened consummation is provocatively attenuated or evaded: in m. 13 by an ordinary deceptive cadence made a little garish by the application of a diminished seventh; later by the use of modulating pivots that introduce long roving episodes; elsewhere by turning I at the last minute into V of IV (a notorious anti-sonata digression into the subdominant); and so on. About one-third of the way through, the opening material, both melodic and harmonic, returns. Some, noting the double return, have called this a recapitulation; but to give such a name to the resumption of a still-unconsummated dominant is not to uphold but fatally to undermine everything “sonata form” has ever stood for.


  EX. 6–4B Robert Schumann, Phantasie, Op. 17, I, mm. 1–19
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  Something else “fantasia” has historically stood for has been the seemingly random or illogical extemporaneous introduction of new material (often harmonically stable) to disrupt and destabilize the thematic and harmonic continuity of the whole. A classic instance takes place about halfway through Schumann’s first movement, where the still-unresolved dominant harmony dissolves into an out-of-time arabesque or curlicue (incongruously played low and slow), and is succeeded by what can only be described as a lengthy interpolated character piece in C minor, which Schumann originally marked “Romanza” (romance, normally a vocal form), then changed to “Erzäahlend im Legendenton” (told in the manner of a legend), which was finally printed simply as “Im Legendenton.”


  The functional relationship of its key to the sought-after tonic resolution is attenuated by a connecting phrase in G minor, so that C minor, when it comes, no longer sounds like the resolution of the harmony, but instead like another— yet another—feint. The theme that articulates it has some connection with the main body of the movement (specifically, with some episodic material first presented in the “alto” in mm. 33–37). But its quality of interpolation, of downright intrusion, is patent, and amply confirmed at its conclusion, almost a hundred bars later, where the “main body” resumes just where it had broken off—or rather, been broken off by the intruder. If the whole “Im Legendenton” episode were spliced out, an unbroken continuity would be restored. The interpolation makes no contribution at all to the clarification of the structure. It answers no questions, only poses new ones, further thickens the stew.


  And so it is that when the opening material recurs a second time at m. 286, it still has the character of an unconsummated gesture, and the quotation from An die ferne Geliebte can function as the single consummation toward which the entire movement has been striving. It is a thematic consummation as well as a harmonic one, for as Charles Rosen and John Daverio have both convincingly pointed out (and as the reader can easily confirm by listening), most of the main themes in the first movement of the Phantasie are related motivically (if sometimes somewhat indirectly) to the melody of the final song in An die ferne Geliebte (albeit not always to the part quoted), and can be construed as derivations from it.


  Seeing the whole movement in this light accords even better with the motto from Schlegel, which speaks of a tone sounding throughout, not just at the end. (And just to multiply possibilities, consider in the light of the Schlegel motto the enigmatic single tones that sound softly forth as weak local harmonic resolutions at two spots, of which the first is shown in Ex. 6–4c.) What is provided at the end, then, is not a new idea but a synthesis: the simplest, most concentrated possible statement of ideas that have been formerly propounded in a diffuse and complicated manner, with varied or even contradictory implications. The quotation from Beethoven is no longer merely a quotation—that is, something brought in from outside—but the realization of impulses from within, and their reconciliation.


  EX. 6–4C Robert Schumann, Phantasie, Op. 17, I, mm. 77–81
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  More “organic” than that form can hardly get. It is a compositional tour de force. And yet while the movement could not be more clearly articulated or “directional” from the dramatic or gestural standpoint (that is, as an unfolding of thematic and harmonic impulses in time, and their ultimate convergence in repose), it is enigmatic in the extreme when approached from the standpoint of traditional conservatory “Formenlehre” (textbook study of form), which emphasizes the standardized arrangement of sections within a whole.


  The first movement of the Phantasie thus has a doubly enigmatic status: originally a self-contained composition, when contemplated in isolation from its companion movements it becomes a “fragment” or a ruin in a new sense. Friedrich von Schlegel himself called attention to the romantic mystique of fragments. “Many of the works of the ancients have become fragments,”17 he noted. But then he added, “Many of the works of the moderns are fragments as soon as they are written.” This may sound like a complaint. Some, indeed, might have wished to say it in complaint, as Schlegel was mockingly suggesting. But Schlegel heartily approved. His love of fragments is closely related to Schumann’s obsession with unconsummated gestures, withheld information, and the rest. The notion of a fragment demands that the beholder relate it to something larger, yet absent, to be supplied by an engaged imagination.


  The beholder, in other words, must add something, once again confirming Schiller’s marvelous insight that art’s hold on our imaginations comes not (or not only) from what the composer puts in, but from what we ourselves are forced to contribute before we can take anything out. It follows from this that our perception of an artwork is never entirely objective. That much is a truism. But what also follows is the less common admission that it is never entirely subjective, either. Artistic engagement, and whatever knowledge (or self-knowledge) may emerge from it, is therefore the product of an interaction between the object submitted to the public gaze and the subjects who do the gazing. Neither can ever be excluded. Or so Schiller and Schumann (and every other romantic artist) insist.


  Far from a truism, this has always been a hotly debated issue, for its implications are vast and potentially very disquieting. If we can never know or understand an artwork with complete objectivity (or with any other kind of completeness), where does that leave us with respect to other kinds of knowledge? Perhaps the intentionally incomplete statements with which romantic artists insist on tantalizing us do not really differ in kind from other statements, including those that purport to be entirely complete and unproblematical. Perhaps completeness of utterance is only a disguise worn by partiality. Perhaps romantic techniques of propounding intentional and unanswerable questions within the experience of art products, while seemingly novel and even radical, are only an extreme manifestation of a universal condition of knowledge. That would make romantic artists the greatest realists of all.


  ANXIETY AND RECOIL


  We have already noted that as Schumann’s career progressed, his activities became more public. In his case publicity seems to have acted as a restraint. His later music showed increasing mastery of technique, but also a tendency to conform to public expectations. As a hotheaded Davidsbündler and maverick journalist, he summed up his attitude toward such expectations in a quintessentially romantic aphorism: “People say, ‘It pleased,’ or ‘It did not please’; as if there were nothing higher than to please people!”18 (Imagine Mozart’s reaction to this!) As a civic music director and the head of a large family, Schumann inclined toward “classicism,” as the term was then beginning to be understood.


  A subtle and revealing illustration of the change in Schumann’s attitudes and their “socio-esthetic” implications was the fate of another fantasy that became a fragment. What began life as a one-movement Fantaisie in A minor for piano and orchestra, composed in 1841, later found a home as the first movement of a conventional three-movement concerto (op. 54), completed in 1845. The complete concerto is a justly popular repertory item. It has perhaps the most perfectly realized balance of forces of any standard piano concerto, with the soloist and the orchestra cooperating in all the thematic presentations, as well as in the transitional, episodic, and developmental passages. The only concerto that may be said to surpass it in these respects is Mendelssohn’s Violin Concerto, completed two years later and possibly under its influence.


  When it functions as the first movement of a “normal” concerto, what we are most apt to notice about the former Fantaisie is what is most normal about it. Unlike the opening movement of the Phantasie for piano solo, its unfolding can easily be reconciled with the conventions of “sonata form,” which is what made it potentially an appropriate beginning for a “classical” concerto in the first place. Tearing it loose from that context, at once turning it into a fragment and returning it to its former estate as a freestanding composition, will expose its more experimental side.


  The first thing we are apt to notice now is that its various sections, all of which may be related, if desired, to the conventional sonata design, have different, sometimes highly contrasting, tempos: allegro affettuoso to begin; animato at m. 67; andante espressivo at m. 151; più animato at m. 200; tempo primo at m. 249; and, after the written-out cadenza, allegro molto at m. 448. But then, in seeming contradiction, we notice that at each of these highly contrasted spots, the thematic material is the same: or rather, that (with the exception of the “tempo primo” that functions as a literal restatement or “recapitulation”) each section is based on a variation—or, to speak Lisztianly, a “transformation”—of the same thematic idea, in which a common opening phrase is given a new continuation each time (Ex. 6–5).


  EX. 6–5 Thematic transformations in Robert Schumann’s Fantaisie for Piano and Orchestra
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  Viewed this way, the Fantaisie looks less like a sonata movement than like a set of linked character pieces that might have been variously signed “F” (for Florestan) or “E” (Eusebius). Yet considering the placement of the slowest and the fastest tempos, the Fantaisie seems at the same time to sum up within itself the outward shape of a complete and conventional three-movement concerto, making its later incorporation into such a work seem a redundancy. In its sui generis yet elaborately overdetermined form, the concerto can support many interpretations, which is to say that there are many plausible answers to the implicit questions it poses.


  Ultimately, that is the point. The one-movement composition, which seems in effect to anticipate Liszt’s innovations (though far less flamboyantly) in its compression and its thematic transformations, asks far more of its hearers than the popular three-movement concerto in which it was eventually embedded, and which Clara Schumann premiered (with Mendelssohn conducting) at the Leipzig Gewandhaus on New Year’s Day 1846. By then, the enigmatic “literary” quality he had prized as a youth had come to trouble and torment the composer, who was increasingly given to fits of nervous tension and melancholy that (as he noted in his diary) gave his life “an idée fixe: the fear of going mad.”19 This “fixed idea” or obsession made Schumann morbidly sensitive to symptoms of “irrationality” in his early output, and even caused him to revise some of his most remarkable compositions to render them more conventional, hence less threatening to his own peace of mind. It was almost as if the romantic conviction that his life and his work were esoterically commingled gave Schumann the idea that altering the work might alter his fate—a neurotic symptom in itself. His fears were eventually borne out, or perhaps fulfilled themselves: Schumann spent his last two years in an asylum following a suicide attempt. “Classicism,” for him, was a retreat from a threatened abyss. In this he was the first of many.
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  FIG. 6–6 The old pontoon bridge over the Rhine at Düsseldorf, from which Schumann plunged in a suicide attempt on 27 February 1854.


  


  INSTRUMENTAL DRAMA


  More forthright, less inhibited, in fact downright exhibitionistic (many thought) was the self-dramatizing romanticism of Berlioz, Schumann’s closest French counterpart. His was the dynamic, scathing, somewhat scandalous romanticism of Victor Hugo, whose works were known to cause riots in the theater. Civic engagement was what French romantics sought in the afterglow of their heroic revolution, which surrounded the word citoyen (citizen) with an aureole. Berlioz the citizen-composer followed in the footsteps of his teacher, Jean-François Le Sueur (1760–1837), who had been the Inspecteur du Conservatoire from the very founding of that great institution in 1795. That job obligated Le Sueur to furnish the grand hymns for mass singing at the yearly revolutionary commemorations (Fêetes de la Révolution).
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  FIG. 6–7 Hector Berlioz in an engraving by E. Metzmacher after a photograph by Félix Nadar (1857).


  


  The French tradition of civic ceremonial music reached its very height in Berlioz’s Grande messe des morts, op. 5 (1837), a colossal requiem Mass for tenor solo, six-part chorus, and orchestra augmented by eight pairs of timpani and four separate brass bands placed at the four corners of the performing space for the Dies Irae sequence, an epic evocation of the last judgment replete with trumpets to wake the dead. It was performed in the mammoth Dôome des Invalides, burial place of France’s national heroes, on 5 December 1837 at a commemorational ceremony organized by the July Monarchy’s ministry of the interior.


  Two years later, Berlioz received another official commission, to accompany the solemn tenth-anniversary commemoration of the July Revolution itself on 28 July 1840. This time Berlioz dispensed with the chorus, aiming in by-then time-honored romantic fashion at the more elemental and “universal” message that the “metalanguage” of instrumental music alone could convey. The result was the Grande symphonie funèbre et triomphale (“Grand funereal and triumphal symphony”), scored for an enormous yet ambulatory military band, and performed in procession through the streets of Paris (thanks to which, as Berlioz recalled in his memoirs, the piece turned into an unintentional canon between the front instruments and the rear). The first and last movements are marches, the first lugubrious and the second—headed “Apothéose” (“Apotheosis”), from the Greek for exaltation to godly rank—ebullient. In between came the masterstroke: an “Oraison funèbre,” or eulogy to the revolutionary dead, declaimed by a solo trombone from the steps of the Invalides, to music originally composed for a scene from an abandoned historical opera, Les francs-juges (“The judges of the secret court”).
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  FIG. 6–8 Berlioz conducting massed choruses; caricature by Gustave Doré(1832–1883) in Journal pour rire, 27 June 1850.


  


  Berlioz’s seminal work, however, was one in which he summoned all the techniques of public address for the purpose of private disclosure. It is officially titled Épisode de lavie d’un artiste, Symphonie fantastique en cinq parties (“Episode in the life of an artist: a fantastic symphony in five movements”). The title may be translated as the “Symphony of Fantasies,” but the word fantastique also had for Berlioz and his contemporaries a wealth of “Hoffmannesque” resonances, denoting something strange, grotesque, uncanny, unearthly—in short, romantic. The whole symphony was composed in a “mental boil”20 (as Berlioz later recollected in tranquility) from January to April 1830. Inspired by biographical circumstances comparable to those that surrounded Schumann’s Phantasie, and perhaps having comparable artistic ends, Berlioz’s symphony nevertheless differs so completely from Schumann’s work in its artistic means and “ethos” (moral tone) that between them the two works represent a sort of gamut. Comparing them will be an exercise in what the intellectual historian Arthur Lovejoy called “the discrimination of romanticisms.”21


  Like Schumann a few years later, in 1827 Berlioz conceived an all-consuming passion for what then seemed an unattainable object. In September of that year he attended a performance of Hamlet by a touring English company performing in the original language; and, though he knew no English at the time, he was smitten both by Shakespeare, who would thereafter be (with Virgil) his model of all artistic models (thus making Berlioz, like Schumann, a “literary” musician to the core), and by Harriet Smithson, the Irish actress who played Ophelia.
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  FIG. 6–9 Harriet Smithson as Juliet to Charles Kemble’s Romeo, Paris, Odéon Theater, September 1827.


  


  Shakespeare was available for immediate possession: over the course of his career Berlioz composed three major works on Shakespearean subjects—a concert overture, Le roi Lear (King Lear, 1831); a “dramatic symphony,” Roméo et Juliette, actually a sort of secular oratorio for soloists, chorus, and orchestra, in which all the love music, significantly, is wordless (1839); and finally a comic opera, Béatrice et Bénédict (1862), after Much Ado About Nothing. Miss Smithson was not available. Berlioz spent the next two years in vain and hopeless pursuit, which culminated (just as it had with Schumann) in a temporary embittered renunciation that bore immediate musical fruit, in Berlioz’s case the Symphonie fantastique.


  (Eventually he succeeded, against all expectation, in wooing Miss Smithson. They were married in 1833. But, as his biographer Hugh Macdonald puts it, for Berlioz there was no clear distinction between the real Harriet Smithson and the idealized embodiment of Shakespeare’s heroines …. [A] relationship that had begun on an ideal level could only spoil in the glare of everyday reality, and the wholly Romantic conjunction of the artist with the ideal woman came to a bitter end.22


  They never divorced, but separated around 1842; she died in obscurity in 1854.)


  Where Schumann sought to sublimate the biographical stimulus that motivated the Phantasie to the point where it is arguably no longer essential or even relevant to the work’s interpretation, and was careful to enfold its subjective content in a sphinxlike sheath that engaged the listener’s own subjectivity, Berlioz let everything hang out, leaving nothing, or so it seemed, to the imagination. What was billed as the symphony’s motivating scenario was actually distributed to audiences in their program books (hence the word “programmatic” to describe the relationship between the work’s verbal and musical dimensions). Although the composer had his qualms and vacillations about the program leaflet (or, simply, the symphony’s “program,” as we usually say now), rewrote it three times, and occasionally decided not to have it handed out, he eventually had it published in the first edition of the score in 1845, and since then it has been unquestionably (and by the composer’s express avowal) as essential a part of the symphony as the libretto is in any opera. An explicit and occasionally detailed narrative, it goes far beyond anything Schumann ever attempted with his titles or headings:


  NOTE


  
    The composer’s intention has been to develop, insofar as they contain musical possibilities, various situations in the life of an artist. The outline of the instrumental drama, which lacks the help of words, needs to be explained in advance. The following program should thus be considered as the spoken text of an opera, serving to introduce the musical movements, whose character and expression it motivates. The distribution of this program to the audience, at concerts where this symphony is to be performed, is indispensable for a complete understanding of the dramatic outline of the work.

  


  PROGRAM


  
    1. Reveries—Passions. The author imagines that a young musician, afflicted with that moral disease that a well-known writer [Chateaubriand] calls the vague des passions [“surge of indefinite passion,” roughly, readiness for a big emotional experience], sees for the first time a woman who embodies all the charms of the ideal being he has imagined in his dreams, and he falls desperately in love with her. Through an odd whim, whenever the beloved image appears before the mind’s eye of the artist it is linked with a musical thought whose character, passionate but at the same time noble and shy, he finds similar to the one he attributes to his beloved.

  


  
    This melodic image and the model it reflects pursue him incessantly like a double idée fixe. That is the reason for the constant appearance, in every movement of the symphony, of the melody that begins the first Allegro. The passage from this state of melancholy reverie, interrupted by a few fits of groundless joy, to one of frenzied passion, with its stirrings of fury, of jealousy, its return of tenderness, its tears, its religious consolations—this is the subject of the first movement.

  


  
    2. A ball. The artist finds himself in the most varied situations—in the midst of the tumult of a party, in the peaceful contemplation of the beauties of nature; but everywhere, in town, in the country, the beloved image appears before him and disturbs his peace of mind.

  


  
    3. Scene in the country. Finding himself one evening in the country, he hears in the distance two shepherds piping a ranz des vaches [Swiss cow call] in dialogue. This pastoral duet, the scenery, the quiet rustling of the trees gently brushed by the wind, the hopes he has recently found some reason to entertain—all concur in affording his heart an unaccustomed calm, and in giving a more cheerful tint to his ideas. He reflects upon his isolation; he hopes that his loneliness will soon be over.—But what if she were deceiving him!—This mingling of hope and fear, these ideas of happiness disturbed by black presentiments, form the subject of the Adagio. At the end one of the shepherds again takes up the ranz des vaches; the other no longer replies.—Distant sound of thunder—loneliness—silence.

  


  
    4. March to the scaffold. Convinced that his love is unappreciated [or as the first draft had it, “Convinced not only that his adored one does not return his love, but that she is incapable of understanding it and moreover has become unworthy of it”], the artist poisons himself with opium. The dose of the narcotic, too weak to kill him, plunges him into a sleep accompanied by the most horrible visions. He dreams that he has killed his beloved, that he is condemned and led to the scaffold, and that he is witnessing his own execution. The procession moves forward to the sounds of a march that is now sombre and fierce, now brilliant and solemn, in which the muffled noise of heavy steps gives way without transition to the noisiest clamor. At the end of the march the first four measures of the idée fixe reappear, like a last thought of love interrupted by the fatal blow.

  


  
    5. Dream of a Witches’ Sabbath. He sees himself at the Sabbath, in the midst of a frightful troop of ghosts, sorcerers, monsters of every kind, come together for his funeral. Strange noises, groans, bursts of laughter, distant cries which other cries seem to answer. The beloved melody appears again, but it has lost its character of nobility and diffidence; it is no more than a dance tune, mean, trivial, and grotesque: it is she, coming to join the Sabbath [or, according to the first draft, “it is the loved one coming to the Sabbath to attend the funeral procession of her victim; she is now only a prostitute, fit to take part in a debauch”].—A roar of joy at her arrival.—She takes part in the devilish orgy.—Funeral knell, burlesque parody of the Dies irae (the hymn sung in the funeral rites of the Catholic Church). Sabbath round dance. The Sabbath round and the Dies irae combined.23

  


  The degree to which this program was truly autobiographical is of course unknowable, and (many would say) irrelevant. Berlioz, to begin with, is not known to have been a “substance abuser,” but he is known to have been fascinated with Thomas De Quincey’s pseudo-autobiographical Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1822), a novel replete with dream visions every bit as bizarre and spectacular as the composer’s. (Berlioz read it in Alfred de Musset’s translation in 1828.) Besides, the program follows too many literary and dramatic conventions to have been wholly spontaneous or life-prompted. (In any case, the most spontaneous moments in the first draft—namely the misogynistic outbursts against the beloved, here most clearly identifiable with the actual Harriet Smithson who had wounded the actual Hector Berlioz—were removed on reflection.) The five-movement format is often traced back to Beethoven’s “Pastoral” Symphony, also a descriptive work (though on nothing approaching such a level of detail). It may indeed have served as a model—or a “validator,” as Beethoven so often served his varied progeny. The Beethoven symphony is neither narrative nor enactment, however, but a series of mood pictures in the eighteenth-century tradition of the sinfonia caratteristica (“characteristic” or descriptive symphony). There really was no musical precedent for a scenario-symphony such as Berlioz was offering, and so it may be more appropriate to seek its precedent in the contemporary theater, where the five-act “Shakespearean” tragedies and histories of Hugo, Berlioz’s almost exact contemporary, were setting the pace. The incipient grand opéra was also a five-act affair, and it seems right to regard the Symphonie fantastique as a sort of opera—or “instrumental drama,” as Berlioz calls it himself—for orchestra.


  But what an orchestra! Whether in terms of sheer size or diversity of timbres, this was at the time the biggest band ever assembled outside an opera house (though Berlioz himself would exceed it in his choral works). To balance the unprecedented twenty-three wind and brass players (including parts for two ophicleides, now played on tubas), Berlioz specified a minimum of sixty strings. In addition the score calls for two harps and five percussion players, four of whom must simultaneously produce timpani rolls at the end of the third movement, with its famous depiction of distant thunder. (They also perform on two other kinds of drum, cymbals, and tubular chimes; all five players have their hands full at the end of the fourth movement.)


  Thus a total of not less than 91 musicians is called for, including the virtuoso conductor. At the first performance, Berlioz had hoped for about 220 but settled for 130. The mastery—not only of mass but of detail—with which he handled this gargantuan band, even at this early stage of his career, has unquestionably been his greatest legacy. “Berlioz’s sound,” as Edward T. Cone, a later composer-critic, put it, “has been in the ears of composers ever since, even when they have reacted most strongly against it,” or when they felt (as many people once felt about movies, and some still do about TV) that its colorfulness and realism preempted, and thereby stunted, the listener’s imaginative faculties.24


  The first performance was conducted by François-Antoine Habeneck (1781–1849), an old-fashioned violinist-conductor, who beat time with his bow. Dissatisfied, Berlioz resolved to learn to conduct himself, and became one of the earliest virtuoso baton conductors. The orchestra, in fact, was the only instrument he played well. Almost alone among major composers in having virtually no keyboard skills, he was most competent on flageolet (or whistle-flute) and guitar, both instruments associated mainly with nonliterate repertories, and both as a result instruments for which he never had occasion to write. Thus Berlioz, far more than pianistically skilled composers, had to think directly in terms of orchestral colors, for which he developed an unparalleled ear.


  As a result, however, his manner of writing often transgressed the usual rules of voice leading, traditionally learned at the keyboard. Because of his huge ambition in the face of seeming technical liabilities, Berlioz could never entirely shake the reputation of a crank, or of flaunting his “originality in italics,” as the fastidious Mendelssohn put it.25 As if to compensate for his lack of more traditional skills, Berlioz’s expertise in the newest techniques of orchestration and conducting was phenomenal, and pathbreaking. In 1843 he published a textbook on orchestration, only the third book of its kind and the first to give a full description of all contemporary instruments and their possibilities, many of them pioneered in his own work. As updated by Richard Strauss in 1904 the book is still in print. Berlioz, in short, was the prototype of the avantgarde or antitraditional composer. (Not that he, a worshipper of Beethoven and Gluck, would have so characterized himself.) If the size and timbral variety of the orchestra in the Symphonie fantastique is another reason for associating it conceptually with dramatic rather than traditionally “symphonic” music, the really decisive reason for doing so is the way in which Berlioz adapted the specifically operatic device of the “reminiscence motif” to organize the symphony in both narrative and formal dimensions. As the program states, the image of the beloved haunts the symphony from start to finish in the form of an obsessively recurring melody, which Berlioz, using a phrase we have already encountered in Schumann (though not as a musical term), called the idée fixe. It is, in short, a musical symbol that could perhaps be compared, not only in its deployment but in its object of depiction, with Schumann’s symbolic quotation from Beethoven’s An die ferne Geliebte in his Phantasie.


  Again, though, it should be kept in mind that what in Schumann was a nebula (or “stew”) of potential meanings becomes with Berlioz an explicit, sharply focused image whose unequivocal referent is given within the work itself—signaled first in the program, then corroborated in the music—and which may be apprehended “objectively” by the beholder. Indeed, thanks to Berlioz’s orchestral skills, our first experience of the idée fixe is almost physically palpable. The best entrée into the symphony, both as an object and as an idea, would be to trace its peregrinations through the work, much as one might trace a character’s appearances in a drama or even a novel.


  The first presentation of the idée fixe, given in Ex. 6–6 in Franz Liszt’s concert transcription, is a most graphic piece of “body portraiture,” and the body portrayed is not “hers” but “his,” that is, the smitten “artist’s.” It is the physiological reaction—the irregular heartbeats or “palpitations” in the accompanying parts—rather than the melody itself that is the real tour de force of “imitation” here, reminding us that before taking courage and staking everything on his musical vocation Berlioz had spent two years, at his father’s behest, as “a reluctant and unsatisfactory medical student” (in the words of his biographer D. Kern Holoman).26


  Or rather, we have here a fairly complicated interplay between an abstract and arbitrary symbol (the idée fixe melody) and the realistic imitation of nature (the palpitating accompaniment). Berlioz’s music will play on the blurry cusp between these two types of representation throughout the symphony. That is what lends it such fascination. The “beloved” melody, which needs to be instantly recognized on every recurrence, is given a very distinctive, arching profile, rising up in quick fitful leaps, then making slow, smooth, syncopated descents that seem to hover out of time. In its skittish avoidance of surface symmetries, in its rhythmic contrasts, and in its slow, laborious progress to its climactic high C, this forty-bar arialike melody is plainly intended as a sort of stylistic archetype, in keeping with its role as romantic “ideal.” The whole first movement in which this instrumental aria occurs is a C-major sonata allegro thoroughly recast in operatic terms. The extended slow symphonic introduction in the parallel minor, evidently intended as a representation of the vague des passions, is in fact a little da capo aria with coda whose melody was originally that of a song Berlioz had composed at the age of twelve in response to his own first passionate stirrings; its “objective” suitability to the expressive purpose was thus putatively assured. The coda, in a technique well-learned from Beethoven, is built over a submediant pedal that will resolve to the Allegro as a “flat” submediant.


  EX. 6–6 Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, the idée fixe in Liszt’s transcription
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  The exposition begins (as the program states) with the idée fixe. Its melody, too, was adapted from an older, discarded vocal composition: Herminie, a cantata Berlioz had composed to a prescribed “neoclassical” text in 1828 in an unsuccessful bid for the Prix de Rome, a stipend given by the government to support promising young musicians during a two-year creative sojourn in Italy. (Berlioz won it in 1830 with another neoclassical cantata, Sardanapale.) In its original context, the melody that symbolized an idealized Harriet Smithson had expressed the hopeless love of Erminia, a Saracen woman, for the Christian knight Tancred, as related in Gerusalemme liberata (“Jerusalem delivered”), Torquato Tasso’s sixteenth-century epic of the Crusades.


  The second theme is a long while a-borning, but makes its decisive cadence on the dominant exactly where Berlioz marks the first ending. The two themes of the exposition, the “instrumental drama’s” protagonists, stalk one another through the rather meandering development section. The process of the meandering seems, incidentally, to have been modeled directly on the beginning of the development section in the first movement of Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, first performed in Paris under Habeneck only two years earlier: compare Berlioz’s modulations by ascending half steps at measures 168 ff, each stage prepared by a flat submediant, with Beethoven’s right after the first movement’s double bar (Ex. 6–7). The technique of modulation by half step, only a starting point for Beethoven, is maintained by Berlioz through the development section with unprecedented consistency. Rarely if ever had a stretch of music of comparable length so relied on half-step rather than fifth relations for its harmonic coherence.


  EX. 6–7A Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 3, I, mm. 182–90
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  EX. 6–7B Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, I, mm. 168–81
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  This is a purely thematic development on the new textbook model, which Berlioz must have learned from Anton Reicha, his conservatory professor, who had literally “written the book” on the subject. Its technique of constant half-step motion precludes the reaching of any well-defined FOP (harmonic “far out point”), nor is the retransition defined by much of a dominant pedal (just four bars, mm. 408–411). There is a completely unexpected (and, in terms of “normal” sonata procedure, unexpectable) reprise of the idée fixe in the dominant right in the midst of things, and a double return that comes not as the resolution of a long-building tension but as the culmination of another series of ascending half steps, intensified by the use of a motivic sequence and a long crescendo, both long-established devices for producing operatic climaxes.


  Lastly, when it comes time to wind things down for the “religious consolation” at the end, the half steps turn around and begin descending through another motivic sequence ingeniously derived from the idée fixe by flattening out its rhythmic design into undifferentiated quarter notes. The crescendo becomes a diminuendo, and the tempo gradually slackens into long-sustained chords played “by the whole orchestra as softly as possible.” The theme-based development, while it no longer betrays its genetic link to the binary dance form of old and no longer charts a compelling tonal course, acquires in compensation a new narrative flexibility. At the very least it effectively indoctrinates the audience to respond like the artist himself to every strategic recurrence of the idée fixe. From here on to the end of the symphony, the general tactic will be to have the idée fixe impinge upon a new dramatic “terrain,” in each case evoked by the use of “characteristic” music—that is, generic music associated “in life” with a specific place or function. The function of the idée fixe in every case except the last will be to make a familiar environment seem suddenly strange, transformed by the injection of strong emotion. In the last case, the process will work in the opposite way, the environment (not familiar this time but “fantastic”) serving to transform the idée fixe.


  Thus, in the second movement or “act,” the ball scene is evoked in the most direct way possible, by the use of actual ballroom music, in this case a waltz (by then a commonplace in operatic ballets). The harp music, too, is an element of characteristic “setting.” A ubiquitous instrument at domestic soirées and parties (especially in France), and lately a standard presence in the theater, the harp was making its symphonic debut in this movement. (As a concerto soloist it had a minor eighteenth-century history, again mainly French.) As late as 1886, César Franck’s use of the harp in a nonprogrammatic symphony gave rise to controversy.
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  FIG. 6–10 Double-action harp by Erard, ca. 1860.


  


  The idée fixe occurs twice in the movement, with strikingly different dramatic effects. A sudden modulation to—where else?—the flat submediant prepares its first appearance, and the cellos and basses react, as before, with palpitations. These, however, are quickly subsumed into the waltz figuration and the oompah-pah accompaniment; the beloved is spotted dancing from afar. Toward the end, however, the artist and his beloved come suddenly face to face, and the surrounding music suddenly disappears (save a slight ripple of half-heard harp music, inserted for verisimilitude). It is a classic “moment out of time” of a type we have encountered before in instrumental music only in Schubertian trances, represented here by the usual dip into the flat submediant, and also by some “uncountably” sustained tones in the flute and horn. In opera, of course, juxtapositions of “real time” and “stop time” had been of the essence from the very first.


  In the third movement, the ambient sounds are provided by the “pipers” (oboe and English horn), and the thunder (timpani and tremolando strings). There is a long rounded aria that represents the artist’s presence, even though it is not always in “his” vocal range. (Compare the movement titled “Roméo seul”—Romeo alone—in the Roméo et Juliette symphony.) It is first sung by the first violins and flute in unison; its reprise in the dominant (mm. 69 ff) takes place an eleventh lower, strategically placed in the “male” register so that when interrupted by the idée fixe it can continue to play “the artist” in reaction to it. Their collision comes somewhat in advance of the beloved’s actual musical appearance, signalled by the artist’s agitation at the thought of her. Berlioz marks a tremolo très serré— “very close” or “unmeasured” tremolo—and in so doing once again becomes one of the first to transfer an orchestral effect from the opera house (where its history goes back seventy years to the days of Gluck and Piccinni) to the “pure” instrumental domain (Ex. 6–8).


  EX. 6–8 Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, III, mm. 87–92


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  The thunder, we are thus given to understand, has gone “within.” The impassioned duet between the idée fixe and the rhythmically erratic interjections of the panting, stammering protagonist is violently cut off on a note of irresolute despair—literally a chromatic note (cf. m. 24 in Ex. 6–6) that allows the harmony to veer off in a dangerously flatward direction before equilibrium is laboriously regained. At the recapitulation, Berlioz succeeds in investing timbre alone with representational significance. The pizzicato strings play an embellished reprise of the opening aria, while the flute and clarinet, the instruments that had just played the idée fixe in unison, contribute countermelodies.


  To speak the language of the program, hope gains the upper hand over fear at the beginning of the coda, where motives from the protagonist’s aria in the strings are allowed to coexist in harmonically peaceful counterpoint with motives from the idée fixe, still in the flute and clarinet. But the equation of inner and outer turmoil through the use of tremolo reintroduces a note of forlorn disquiet when the English horn resumes the ranz des vaches and is answered not by the oboe, its erstwhile partner (identified since then with the idée fixe, another absent partner), but by the distant thunder of the four timpani.


  The fourth movement, the “March to the Scaffold,” enjoyed a separate popularity during the nineteenth century as an orchestral showpiece in its own right, which seems fair enough given the frequency with which colorful orchestral excerpts from operas are performed at concerts. (But many nonprogrammatic symphonic movements were similarly extracted in those days: a special favorite, as already implied in an earlier chapter by Lami’s painting [Fig. 2–7], was the Allegretto from Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, which Berlioz himself first encountered as the slow movement of the Fifth, thanks to Habeneck’s substitution.) In fact, the movement began life as an operatic excerpt. Like the middle movement of the Symphonie funèbre et triomphale, it was lifted from the abandoned score for Les francs-juges.


  All Berlioz had to do in order to adapt it to its new purpose was change the ending, which now contains the movement’s single fleeting reference to the idée fixe (Ex. 6–9). What follows is perhaps the most explicitly illustrative music in the score: the short sharp shock of the guillotine blade in m. 169; the head rolling into the basket (pizzicati in the same measure); and the hats-in-the-air fanfare to conclude, reminding us that public executions were once a form of popular entertainment. Like the similarly literalistic representation of the plagues in Handel’s oratorio Israel in Egypt, this is inevitably a moment of high comedy despite the grisliness of the subject and the ostensible seriousness of the program.


  THE LIMITS OF MUSIC


  The comic literalism of the ending to the March to the Scaffold gives us our opportunity, before turning to the symphony’s wholly fantastic concluding movement, briefly to compare romantic theory and practice. When wearing his critic’s rather than his composer’s hat, Berlioz was known to rail at literal depiction as a lapse of style or taste, and a transgression against the true spirit of romanticism. In a fascinating essay of 1837, “De l’Imitation musicale” (“On imitation in music,” or as aptly paraphrased by its translator, Jacques Barzun, “The limits of music”), he tried to formulate a romantic theory of musical depiction, supporting it with examples, both positive and negative, from the literature. It is easy to see that the article was motivated not only by the failure of previous writers (such as Giuseppe Carpani, whose biography of Haydn furnished the immediate pretext) to come up with an adequate theory, but also by the criticism that the Symphonie fantastique had been receiving from conservative musicians, in particular from François-Joseph Fétis (1784–1871), the influential editor of the Revue musicale, the leading Paris music magazine.
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  FIG. 6–11 Execution of Louis XVI by guillotine, 1793 (anonymous engraving, late eighteenth century).


  


  EX. 6–9 Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, IV, mm. 174–end
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  Berlioz begins by admitting that misconceived or inappropriate imitations of nature can produce unintentional comedy, and not only in music. Writing of the great tragedian François-Joseph Talma (1763–1826), whose portrayal of Orestes in Racine’s Andromaque was considered by many the most glorious achievement of the French dramatic stage, Berlioz had the effrontery to remark of the recently deceased tragedian that when he


  
    used to hiss the s’s as he exclaimed, “Pour qui sont ces serpents qui sifflent sur vos têtes? [For whom are those snakes that hiss around your heads?],” far from being terrifying he always made me want to laugh. For it seemed to me clear, then as now, that this solicitude of Orestes to imitate the hissing of serpents when his soul is filled with terror, his heart with despair, and his head with ghostly visions, was directly opposed to any idea we may form of what is dramatically natural and likely. Obviously Orestes is not describing the Furies; he imagines that he is actually seeing them. He hails them, pleads with them, defies them; and one must be a very docile spectator not to find comic a piece of imitation ascribed to such a sufferer at such a juncture.27

  


  


  Berlioz hazards four rules to govern the use of descriptive or illustrative devices in music: If we are to accept imitation among musical devices without detracting from music’s independent power or nobleness, the first condition is that imitation shall virtually never be an end but only a means; that it shall never be considered (except very rarely) the main musical idea, but only the complement of that idea, joined to the main idea in a logical and natural manner.


  
    The second condition to making imitation acceptable is that it shall concern something worthy of holding the listener’s attention, and that it shall not (at least in serious works) be used to render sounds, motions, or objects that belong outside the sphere which art cannot desert without self-degradation.

  


  
    The third condition is that the imitation, without aping reality as by an exact substitution of nature for art, shall nonetheless be close enough for the composer’s intent to avoid misconception in the minds of an attentive audience.

  


  
    The fourth and last condition is that this physical imitation shall never occur in the very spot where emotional imitation (expressiveness) is called for, and thus encroach with descriptive futilities when the drama is proceeding apace and passion alone deserves a voice.28

  


  When it comes to the examples, we are not surprised to find Beethoven cited at first as a model of correct procedure.


  But then Berlioz turns around and audaciously cites him as a transgressor—a move calculated, at the very least, to attract attention. Nor is the citation of Handel’s Israel in Egypt a surprise. But note that Berlioz cites it from hearsay, and inaccurately. Handel’s oratorios, continually in active repertory in England and lately revived in Germany, were still terra incognita in France.


  
    It might seem as if the “Storm” in the Pastoral Symphony were a magnificent exception to our first rule which allows imitation only as a means and not as an end. For this symphonic movement is wholly given over to the reproduction of the divers noises heard during a violent storm which breaks suddenly over some village festivities. First a few drops of rain, then the rising wind, the thunder grumbling dully in the distance, the birds seeking shelter; finally the approaching gale, the boughs that split, men and animals scattering with cries of dismay, the shattering bolts of lightning, the floodgates of heaven opening, the elements let loose—chaos.

  


  
    And yet this sublime depiction, which outstrips anything that had ever been attempted in the genre, actually falls within the category of contrasts and dramatic effects, which are required by the scope of the work. For it is preceded and followed by gentle and smiling scenes to which it acts as a foil. That this is so may be tested by imagining this storm transplanted into another composition in which its presence would not be motivated: it would unquestionably lose a great deal of its effectiveness. Hence this piece of imitation is strictly speaking a means of achieving contrast, devised and managed with the incalculable power of genius.

  


  
    In Fidelio, on the other hand, a work by the same composer, we find another piece of musical imitation of very different purport from the one just reviewed. It occurs in the famous duet at the grave: the jailer and Fidelio dig the place where Florestan is to be buried. Halfway through their toil the pair unearth a large rock and roll it with difficulty to one side. At that point the double basses of the orchestra play a strange and very brief figure—not to be confused with the ostinato phrase of the basses which runs through the whole piece—by which it is said Beethoven wished to imitate the dull sound of the rolling stone [Ex. 6–10].

  


  EX. 6–10 Ludwig van Beethoven, Fidelio, Act II, no. 12 (“Es ist nicht leicht!” “Nur etwas noch!”), mm. 1–4
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    Now this imitation, being in no way necessary either to the drama or to the effectiveness of the music, is really an end in itself for the composer: he imitates in order to imitate—and at once he falls into error, for there is in such imitation no poetry, no drama, no truth. It is a sad piece of childishness, which one is equally grieved and surprised to have to complain of in a great master. The same could be said of Handel, if it be true—as is commonly said—that in his oratorio Israel in Egypt he tried to reproduce the flight of locusts, and this to the point of shaping accordingly the rhythmic figure of the vocal parts. Surely that is a regrettable imitation of a subject even more regrettable—unworthy of music in general and of the noble and elevated style of the oratorio.29

  


  There is no need for us to render a judgment of the end of the fourth movement of the Symphonie fantastique according to these criteria. (Our judgments should, and inevitably will, reflect our criteria, not Berlioz’s.) What is most pertinent is Berlioz’s insistence that what is at stake are the proper limits of musical representation—ultimately the proper limits of artistic representation in general, and even more broadly, the limits of properly artistic subject matter. That is indeed a perpetually contested boundary, and will remain one as long as anyone feels a personal stake in art.


  VARIETIES OF REPRESENTATION


  Returning now to the Symphonie fantastique, the fifth and last movement, in which the artist imagines his own bizarre funeral, was at first notorious for all the deliberately ugly music it contains. One can hardly hear the opening bars, with their interminably sustained diminished-seventh chords, without thinking of Weber’s “Wolf’s Glen,” a work Berlioz revered and, both as critic and as composer, did his best to propagate. (His interpolated recitatives, composed on commission, allowed Der Freischütz to be performed at the Académie Royale, the bona fide “Paris Opera,” rather than at the Opéra Comique.) But Berlioz’s music, unlike Weber’s, had to do the work of the whole “production.” It is surely with Der Freischütz in mind that D. Kern Holoman praises “the ghostly beginning of the last movement, with the eight-part divisi strings articulating a dramatic sonority, the whole concept as splendid as the curtain rising on an eerie stage lit in green and purple.”30 With such a task to perform, it is no wonder either that the first part of the “Dream of the Witches’ Sabbath” is the part of the Symphonie fantastique with the most detailed program, or that every event it details is unmistakably represented in the music. The program, and the “unmistakability” of the representation, were alone what justified the outrageous musical effects.


  The whole slow introduction (Larghetto) can be related, as Holoman suggests, to the “unearthly sounds, groans, shrieks of laughter” listed in the program, but the “unearthly cries, to which others seem to respond” have a more specific referent in the woodwind semaphores in Ex. 6–11, answered by the muted valve horn (a very recent invention, introduced in concert only two years before, and specified here for the first time). The “unearthliness” was due not only to the literally unheard-of timbre, but to the octave glissandos, which (as Berlioz knew full well) have to be “faked.”


  EX. 6–11 Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, V, mm. 7–11
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  The character-transformation of the idée fixe into “an ignoble dance tune, trivial and grotesque,” previewed at m. 21 and played in full at m. 41 (Ex. 6–12), was another device borrowed straight from the opera, but one destined for a long career in orchestral music (as we have already begun to see), largely thanks to Liszt, who attended the premiere performance of the Symphonie fantastique and immediately introduced himself to Berlioz, with whom he maintained a cordial friendship until the latter’s death. (Berlioz conducted the premiere performance, in Weimar, of Liszt’s [image: image]-major Concerto, where the device of thematic transformation received a workout; Schumann, too, not only knew but had even reviewed the Symphonie fantastique by the time he wrote the Fantaisie in A minor for piano and orchestra that eventually became the first movement of his Concerto.) Once again timbre plays a hitherto unprecedented role in characterization: to depict his beloved in a fright wig Berlioz used yet another instrument new to the symphony orchestra, the small, shrill-sounding [image: image] clarinet, employed previously only in military bands.


  EX. 6–12 Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, V, mm. 40–54
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  Between the preview and the full statement comes the most radically disruptive and “incoherent” musical event in the score: the sudden tutti on [image: image] that interrupts the C-major statement of the tune after its seventh bar. This moment is again carefully given its precise “objective” referent in the program— “a howl of joy greets her arrival”—without which the music would have been simply incomprehensible.


  But now comes a profound change in the relationship between the music and the scenario, which from this moment is nothing more than a list of musical events such as might be found in any concert program. For this most fantastic episode of the Fantastic Symphony verbal justification was no longer necessary because a different (and older) kind of musical symbolism had kicked in, one that drew its referents not from within the work but from a wider range of reference on which the composer could rely because he shared it with his audience.


  That shared asset was the musical treasury of the Church, the most traditional symbolic repository of all. Berlioz’s appropriation of the stern medieval Dies Irae melody and his burlesque treatment of it were a little risqué at a time when representations of religious services on the opera stage were subject to censorship, but it was essential to his “objective” or naturalistic purposes to employ an artifact from “reality,” even if it served to illustrate a figment of fantasy.


  Yet even here the device seems to have had its source not in real life but in literature. The Dies Irae, sung offstage in the original Latin, was employed as a stage effect in the cathedral scene from Goethe’s Faust, a play Berlioz placed almost on a level with Shakespeare. Associations with Faust, a play all about diabolical havoc, would seem to have furnished the pretext for Berlioz’s strange use of the chant to symbolize not divine redemption (as in the liturgy) but devilish fun and games. Such was the force of Berlioz’s example that it irrevocably changed the chant’s significance for composers to come, who inevitably associated it neither with Goethe nor with God, but with the unholy jigs in the Symphonie fantastique.


  Not only the Dies Irae device but the midnight chimes that accompanied it (Ex. 6–13) were theatrical borrowings, making use of an instrument that had to be carted to the concert hall directly from the opera house. The most striking musical effect in the Dies Irae travesty is the irregularity with which the eight-measure peal of the chimes (spaced now four, now five bars apart) impinges on the rhythmically regular Dies Irae variations. That seemingly uncoordinated (but of course meticulously calculated) relationship was another “naturalistic” touch: the singers and the bell ringers, working independently, seemingly come together only from the chance perspective of the onlooker (that is, the audience).


  EX. 6–13 Hector Berlioz, Symphonie fantastique, V, mm. 121–146
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  The chant variations proceed in a curiously academic, even pedantic manner, by strict diminution. But that is only the first of Berlioz’s ironic borrowings from conservatory routine. The Ronde du sabbat (“Witches’ round dance”) itself is introduced through an ungainly but altogether “correct” fugal exposition, and the climactic section, in which the round dance and the Dies Irae are combined, is a cantus firmus exercise such as every counterpoint pupil is still forced to write. (It remained a favorite device with Berlioz: compare the climax of the overture to his opera Benvenuto Cellini, in which all the themes are his own, including the cantus firmus.)


  All of these devices work together to make the latter part of the symphony’s finale a piece of mock church music in the academic manner—just the sort of thing a well-trained musician might imagine under the influence of opium. The effect of the incongruity between the “learned,” somewhat archaic compositional devices and the garish program (to say nothing of the orchestration, which reaches a peak of wildness with the col legno at fig. [image: image], where the violinists and violists are asked, for the first time in an orchestral score, to “strike the string with the wood of the bow”), is a source of humor to those in the know, and by the end one is almost convinced that the sophisticated composer’s tongue is in his cheek.


  Whether or not it was intended, Berlioz’s fellow composers appreciated the joke, and appropriated it. Burlesque Dies Iraes—in which the Church’s most terrifying musical artifact, describing the Last Judgment in appalling detail, was defaced, distorted, covered with composerly graffiti of every kind—became something of a rage or a blasphemous sport in the wake of the Symphonie fantastique. Most directly inspired by it was Liszt’s Totentanz (“Dance of death”), a one-movement piano concerto subtitled “Paraphrase üuber ‘Dies Irae’ in der Form einer Variation” (1838, revised and published 1859). Funniest of all was the Danse macabre, an orchestral showpiece by Camille Saint-Saëens (1874), that thoroughly defanged the chant, doing to it what Berlioz had done to his idée fixe (Ex. 6–14).


  The last major contribution to this odd little tradition was the Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini (1934) by the Russian pianistcomposer Sergey Rachmaninoff, a one-movement concerto consisting for the most part of variations on the theme of Paganini’s twenty-fourth Caprice, with the Dies Irae thrown in as a reminder of Paganini’s “diabolical” persona. By now the tradition (or traditions, for Paganini’s Caprice had spawned another) has become entirely jocular, but its improbable longevity perhaps testifies to the ambivalence with which audiences reacted to Berlioz’s original appropriation of the tune, and a wish to settle the uneasy questions it raised.


  EX. 6–14 Camille Saint-saëns, Dies Irae in Danse macabre
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  DISCRIMINATING ROMANTICISMS


  Now what would Schumann have made of all this? We don’t have to guess, because Schumann devoted the lengthiest critical article of his career to the Symphonie fantastique, issued in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik in six installments between 3 July and 14 August 1835. Its length was due in part to its being not just a review but a defense against the captious reviews of others, notably François-Joseph Fétis, whose review Schumann printed in translation over two issues of the journal preceding his own. It was so detailed and diligent that Schumann later submitted it, successfully, for a doctor’s degree.


  The first installment was a shout of poetic enthusiasm, signed Florestan. The rest was a sober, highly technical descriptive commentary, signed “R. Schumann.” The use of his real name was treatment accorded only a few works that Schumann took especially seriously. It already tells us as much as the actual words of the review about Schumann’s attitude toward his French contemporary and counterpart, and the fact that it was based on Liszt’s piano transcription rather than on the full score (unpublished until 1845) or on an actual hearing (which Schumann could not experience until 1843 when Berlioz visited Leipzig) makes it all the more a triumph of empathy. But Schumann’s was nevertheless one of the most peculiar reviews that the Symphonie fantastique ever received, and that is why it is so revealing to us of the contrasting attitudes we may otherwise be inclined to lump together under the general rubric of romanticism. There was in fact no such “general rubric” at the time, as the review itself makes clear.


  Only after spending five installments lauding the symphony and minutely describing it for his readers both as sound and as expression, providing in the process no fewer than twelve notated examples to refute Fétis’s charge that Berlioz was technically incompetent, does Schumann even mention the program. He gives it, grudgingly and with many omissions, as an afterthought, and brings the whole six-part series of ardent notices to a close with this amazing sermon:


  
    Thus the program. All Germany is happy to let him keep it: such signposts always have something unworthy and charlatan-like about them! In any event the five titles would have been enough; word of mouth would have served to hand down the more circumstantial account, which would certainly arouse interest because of the personality of the composer who lived through the events of the symphony himself. In a word, the German, with his delicacy of feeling and his aversion to personal revelation, dislikes having his thoughts so rudely directed; he was already offended that Beethoven should not trust him to divine the sense of the Pastoral Symphony without assistance. Men experience a certain timidity before the genius’s workshop: they prefer to know nothing about the origins, tools, and secrets of creation, just as Nature herself reveals a certain sensitivity when she covers over her roots with earth. So let the artist lock himself up with his woes; we should experience too many horrors if we could witness the birth of every work of art!

  


  
    But Berlioz was writing primarily for his French compatriots, who are not greatly impressed by refinements of modesty. I can imagine them, leaflet in hand, reading and applauding their countryman who has depicted it all so well; the music by itself does not interest them.

  


  
    Whether a listener unfamiliar with the composer’s intent would find that the music suggested pictures similar to those he wished to draw, I cannot tell, since I read the program before hearing the music. Once the eye has been led to a given point, the ear no longer judges independently. But if you ask whether music can really do what Berlioz demands of it in his symphony [as Fétis had tried emphatically to deny], then try to associate with it different or contrasting images.

  


  
    At first the program spoiled my own enjoyment, my freedom of imagination. But as it receded more and more into the background and my own fancy began to work, I found not only that it was all indeed there, but what is more, that it was almost always embodied in warm, living sound.31

  


  The persiflage about national stereotypes, while certainly revealing of contemporary attitudes (attitudes still with us, alas, and still dire), seems a bit beside the point. At issue, ultimately, is freedom of imagination, as Schumann finally gets around to saying in the last paragraph. Music, he insists, that leaves too little to the listener’s “own fancy,” that excludes the listener from the co-creative process, finally leaves the listener (out in the) cold. The alternative, for Schumann, is certainly not music without expressive (or even descriptive) content, but rather a music that by leaving such content undefined to a degree—by asking “Warum?”—allows and even forces the listener to participate in its creation. It is the music that requires this involvement on the part of the listener that affords the experience of what would later be called “absolute” music—a music absolutely, rather than merely particularly, expressive.


  Did Berlioz disagree? Maybe not: after Fétis derided his efforts, he tried to clarify them, saying now that the program did not provide a scenario for the music but rather functioned the way spoken dialogue functioned in a comic opera with respect to the arias. It set them up, prepared the listener to receive their expressive content in its fullness, but did not compete with them or duplicate their meaning. (On another occasion he compared the program to the Greek chorus in ancient tragedies.) This was taken at the time as a retreat rather than a clarification.


  It may have been so. It may have been the reason why he never wrote another program to accompany his later instrumental compositions, even though all of them had literary associations. It may even have been one of the reasons why Berlioz declared himself in later life, exasperated at the obstacles he still encountered in getting his works produced in his own country, to be “three-quarters German” as a musician.32 Minus the animus that motivated it, this was an avowal of faith in instrumental music and its capacity to communicate its expressive content without the help of words. That is the crux on which the discrimination of musical romanticisms depends.


  


  CHAPTER 7
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  Self and Other


  CHOPIN AND GOTTSCHALK AS EXOTICS; ORIENTALISM


  


  
    All these poets write as if they were ill, and as though the whole world were a hospital.

  


  —GOETHE TO HIS AMANUENSIS ECKERMANN, 20 SEPTEMBER (1827)


  



  GENIUS AND STRANGER



  “H ats off, gentlemen, a genius!” exclaimed Eusebius on Wednesday morning, 7 December 1831, in the dignified pages of the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung.1 With these words the twenty-one-year-old Schumann, making his critical debut three years before founding his own journal, welcomed the twenty-one-year-old piano virtuoso Frédéric Chopin into the ranks of published composers and introduced him to German music lovers, for whom previously he had hardly been a name. Also appearing for the first time in print were Schumann’s Davidsbündler: the article would have been historic even were it not for the clairvoyance with which one genius had recognized another. But the opening has become a catchphrase; the composer it heralded soon proved to be the very embodiment of everything that the word genius implied in the early nineteenth century, and only Schumann spotted him—or even could have spotted him, one easily believes—so early.


  Even more than a genius, Chopin was music’s supreme poète maudit. An intruder from an alien terrain, he captivated and mystified with a strange fascination. (Even in 1831 Schumann described himself as being transfixed in Chopin’s presence by “strange basilisk eyes,” naming a mythical creature that killed with a glance.) And then he wasted mysteriously away, dying of “consumption” (tuberculosis), the most romantic of diseases, before his fortieth birthday.
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  FIG. 7–1 Chopin Evoking Memories of Poland, by Jan Styka.


  


  One of the most romantic things about Chopin was his place of origin. Despite his French surname, he was a Pole, baptized with the name Fryderyk Fran-ciszek Chopin in Zelazowa Wola, a settlement near Warsaw, where he was born in 1810 to the family of a French expatriate, Nicolas Chopin, who had come there in 1787 for reasons unknown and stayed on there to avoid conscription in the French revolutionary army. The future composer’s father married a cultured Polish woman and raised his children as Polish patriots.
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  FIG. 7–2 Chopin at the Radziwill salon (Hendrik Siemirdzki, 1887).


  


  But although Polish patriotism burned brightly at the time, and would greatly increase, there was no such thing as Poland. In 1795 the country had been swallowed up by Russia, Prussia, and Austria, its powerful perfidious neighbors, in what was called the Third Partition. Its king was forced to abdicate, and it disappeared from the map of Europe until 1918, when it was restored after all three of its devourers had been defeated in the First World War. Like the Jews, those who identified as Poles now constituted a diaspora, a “scattering” among other nations.


  The part of Poland in which Chopin was born had been incorporated into Russia, and he was legally a subject of the Russian tsar. But a Russian was the very last thing Chopin would have called himself. In the context of postRevolutionary romantic politics, as we have seen, nation was no longer synonymous with state. Indeed Schumann, in a later review, noted wryly that “if the mighty autocrat of the North”—that is, Tsar Nikolai I, who had put down a major Polish rebellion in 1831— “knew what a dangerous enemy threatened him in Chopin’s works,” simple and pretty as many of them were, “he would forbid this music. Chopin’s works are guns buried in flowers.”2 Chopin thus became the first major European composer to be actively touted abroad as a nationalist. “And because this nationalism is in deep mourning,” Schumann wrote, alluding to Poland’s tragic fate, “it attracts us all the more firmly to this thoughtful artist.”


  Indeed, it was only because the exiled Chopin’s nationalism was an oppressed and offended nationalism that Schumann noticed it as nationalism at all. Although the romanticism to which he so ardently subscribed was, as we have seen, very much the product of German nationalism, Schumann did not think of himself as a nationalist. He was already used to thinking of the values of his nation, at least those to which he personally subscribed, as the general values of humanity, thus professing an unwitting double standard—we now call it ethnocentrism—that perpetuated the oppression with which he consciously sympathized on Chopin’s behalf.


  There was of course a residual social component to Schumann’s double standard as well. In the early nineteenth century most Slavic languages were regarded as peasant vernaculars (and their speakers, implicitly, as peasants), especially within large multinational imperial states like Austria and even Russia, itself a Slavic state but with a Frenchspeaking court, and an arrogant overlord to many smaller Slavic linguistic groups. Austria encompassed many Slavic-speaking territories: Bohemia and Slovakia, Western Poland (Galicia), and Croatia, to name only the largest. A speaker of Czech, Polish, or Serbo-Croatian, however, could achieve no social advancement within the empire unless he or she spoke German, the language of civil administration, and preferably French as well, the diplomatic and high-society lingua franca.


  The linguistic hierarchy translated directly into a cultural and social hierarchy based on political power, inspiring rebellion. Herder’s utopian brotherhood of nations, one of the bedrocks of romanticism, had been predicated on the God-given uniqueness and equality of all languages—something utterly contradicted by social and political realities. Herder had come to his idealistic vision by studying the local Lettish (or Latvian) folklore in the environs of Riga, a German-speaking enclave within the Russian empire. Herder-inspired attempts to turn Slavic vernaculars into literary languages, as precondition for national liberation, were just beginning in Chopin’s time. His countryman Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855) composed epics, dramas, sonnets, and ballads in the Polish language. Modern Czech literature began with the national historian František Palacký (1798–1876). The first Ukrainian writer to win an international reputation for writing in his mother tongue was the poet Taras Shevchenko (1814–61).


  Significantly enough, in view of Schumann’s comment about Chopin’s “guns amid flowers,” all three of these writers faced political persecution from imperial authorities who recognized in their work a threat to Germanic or Russian hegemony. Mickiewicz and Palacký took active part in national insurrections (in 1830 and 1848 respectively) and spent a good part of their lives, like Chopin, abroad. But whereas Chopin lived abroad by choice, in pursuit of his fortune, the writers were true political exiles whose romantic luster, perhaps somewhat undeservedly, rubbed off on the composer, too. In the real world languages and their speakers were far from equal, but in the world of art oppression carried (and still carries) a cachet.


  NATIONAL OR UNIVERSAL?


  Schumann had bought enthusiastically into Herder’s brotherly vision of human diversity, and expressed it in one of his own household maxims: “Listen closely to folk songs; they are an inexhaustible mine of the most beautiful melodies and will give you a glimpse into the character of different nations.”3 But in another maxim, and with no apparent sense of contradiction, Schumann also wrote that “Music speaks the most universal of languages, one by which the soul is freely, yet indefinably moved; only then is it at home.” To move the soul freely and indefinably, and so to realize its highest aim, music had to be “unmarked” by any defining (thus delimiting) national character. To Schumann, though probably not (at first) to Chopin, German music was unmarked. That is how one naturally tends to hear the music that surrounds one, until one is made aware of the existence of other musics. Thereafter one’s own music can be heard as unmarked not by default but only by ideology.


  This patronizing ambivalence toward nationalism—as something only “others” possessed or professed, and as something attractive but limiting—on the part of a member of a dominant culture shows very clearly through Schumann’s critique of Chopin’s composerly “nature” (a word that almost always needs quotation marks when applied to artists and art works):


  
    In his origin, in the fate of his country, we find the explanation of his great qualities and of his defects. When speaking of grace, enthusiasm, presence of mind, nobility, and warmth of feeling, who does not say Chopin? But also, when it is a question of oddity, morbid eccentricity, even wildness and hate. All of Chopin’s earlier creations bear this impress of intense nationalism.

  


  
    But Art requires more. The minor interests of the soil on which he was born had to sacrifice themselves to the universal ones. Chopin’s later works begin to lose something of their all too Sarmatian physiognomy, and their expression tends little by little to approach the general ideal first created by the divine Greeks; so that by a different road we finally rejoin Mozart.

  


  
    I say “little by little”; for he never can, nor should he completely disown his origin. But the further he departs from it, the greater will his significance in the world of art become.4

  


  Chopin shared Schumann’s ambivalence. He felt his Polish patriotism deeply and sincerely, and also traded on his exotic origins (his “Sarmatian physiognomy” as Schumann put it, affecting Latin) when it came to promoting himself and his works in European society. But he also very consciously modeled his art, and particularly his craft, on the most “universal” examples. Schumann called him “the pupil of the first masters—Beethoven, Schubert, Field,”5 and went on enthusiastically to proclaim that “the first molded his mind in boldness, the second his heart in tenderness, and the third his hand in flexibility.” It was probably Schumann’s own repressed nationalism that caused him to overrate Beethoven’s formative influence on Chopin (though it was not an insignificant factor) and prevented him from noticing how much Chopin’s florid melodic style had borrowed from Italian bel canto opera, of which Chopin had become an enthusiastic connoisseur even in Warsaw.


  More recently, Charles Rosen6 has rightly emphasized Chopin’s devotion to Bach, whom he regarded (the way Schumann regarded Beethoven) as the great founder. While (unlike Mendelssohn) he rarely imitated Bach directly, and as a Catholic probably dismissed Bach’s vocal music from consideration (if he even knew of it), Chopin’s early study of the Well-Tempered Clavier deeply influenced the contrapuntal precision of his style, turning him into perhaps the most fastidious and polished craftsman of his day. In at least two of his publications—a cycle of twenty-four preludes for piano in all the major and minor keys (1839) and as et of studies(Études) published in 1833—he paid Bach’s didactic works conspicuous tribute; and when the painter Eugène Delacroix asked him to define musical logic, Chopin responded by playing a Bach fugue, noting that “to know the fugue deeply is to be acquainted with the element of all reason and all consistency in music.”7


  Not that Chopin ever wrote a fugue (or even a fugato) for public performance or print. Bach’s actual style, let alone the genres in which he worked, was regarded (except by professional Germans like Mendelssohn) as irrevocably obsolete. But Chopin’s compositions in “abstract” genres strove for logic and stylistic consistency, and proclaimed the composer’s universal aspirations, just as his pieces based on Polish national dances declared his national origins and proclaimed aspirations of a different sort. The two strains, however, were not in stylistic conflict, and the progression Schumann claimed to note in Chopin from the national to the universal was a figment of the critic’s imagination. Chopin’s most Bachlike composition (Étude in C major, op. 10, no. 1, imitative of the opening prelude in the Well-Tempered Clavier) was written in 1830, and his very last composition, written only weeks before his death in 1849, was a Polish dance (Mazurka in F minor, op. 68, no. 4).


  OR EXOTIC?


  Chopin’s prodigious gifts manifested themselves very early, and inevitably took him away from his homeland, which then offered a musician little scope for a career. He published his first polonaise in 1817 at the near-Mozartian age of seven and made his public debut with orchestra the next year, playing a concerto by Adalbert Gyrowetz (or Jírovec), a very old-fashioned Bohemian composer whose Haydnesque works upheld the unmarked “universal” style. Ironically enough, his first recognition from on high came from Tsar Alexander I, elder brother of the “northern autocrat” Chopin would later so come to hate, who heard him in Warsaw in 1825 and rewarded him with a diamond ring.


  Only after finishing high school in 1826 did Chopin enter the local conservatory for full-time music instruction. As a pianist he was already fully formed. His main interest now lay in composition. The first composition that gained him wide notice, a brilliant set of variations for piano and orchestra on “Là ci darem la mano,” the duet from Don Giovanni on which Liszt would later base his mighty “Don Juan Fantasy” (Ex. 5–6), was composed in 1827, while at the conservatory. (This was the composition that Schumann so prophetically reviewed in 1831, in Chopin’s arrangement for piano without orchestra, published as op. 2.) Chopin’s foreign debut with orchestra took place in Vienna in 1829. And here he made a fateful discovery, when he noticed that the audience reacted with greatest interest not to his variations on the work by Vienna’s favorite son, with which he sought to flatter them, but to his Krakowiak, a concert rondo based on a catchy syncopated Polish dance. As in the case of many another Eastern European composer, Chopin’s style became more national as his career became more international. Exoticism sells, especially when presented as nationalism (nationalism with “tourist appeal,” as the musicologist James Parakilas adroitly termed it in a recent study of Chopin). It provides opportunities, but (as we know from Schumann’s ambivalent appreciation) it also fetters. This is a dilemma that all “peripheral” artists have had to face since the establishment of Germanic centrality in “classical music.”


  His success in Vienna gave Chopin hopes of a stellar career like Paganini’s. He returned to Warsaw where (like Paganini before him) he composed a pair of concertos (in E minor and F minor respectively), plus a Fantasia on Polish Airs with orchestra, for use on the road. The concertos combined sparkling pianism with tourist appeal: both their finales are in the style of folk dances (a duple-time ozwodny in no. 1, which was actually completed later; a triple-time mazurka in no. 2), and in the first concerto the opening theme has the characteristically stilted gait of a polonaise. Second themes in both concertos employ the texture and florid ornamentation of Field’s dreamy nocturnes, which Chopin would later develop into a major genre of his own. A little later, back in Vienna at the start of his first big tour, Chopin wrote a Grande polonaise for piano and orchestra in the Eroica key of E-flat major. It marked his most determined effort to win popular success on a Paganinian (or, later, Lisztian) scale.


  He never won it. Disappointed by his reception in Vienna on second exposure, he cancelled a scheduled Italian tour and made for London, Field’s territory, “by way of Paris,” as he put it in a letter home. After a few concerts en route in southern Germany (where he was much distressed to receive the news of the sack of Warsaw by Tsar Nikolai’s army and resolved not to return to Poland until it was free) he arrived in the French capital in September 1831. Andthere he stayed.


  Paris, then in the first flush of Louis Philippe’s July Monarchy, appealed to Chopin not (as sometimes assumed) for any reason pertaining to his father’s origins, but rather by virtue of its lively intellectual life as the cosmopolitan capital of the nineteenth century, and its high bourgeois salon culture. After his brilliant debut (26 February 1832), at which he played his F minor concerto and his Mozart variations, Chopin found himself a social lion. Patronage came his way from the Rothschilds, the most prominent family of European bankers; the most prestigious hostesses showered him with invitations to grace their salons; and his appearances there made him the most sought-after piano teacher in the city, servicing a high-paying clientele of society belles, some of them very talented and gratifying to teach. Henceforth Chopin was able to renounce the concert hall. From 1838 until 1848, when forced back onstage by material need, he gave no public performances at all.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 7–3 Chopin, drawing by E. Radziwill at the Chopin Society, Warsaw.
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  FIG. 7–4 George Sand’s property at Nohant, La Mare au Diable: Bois de Chanteloup, drawing by her son, Maurice Dudevant.


  


  With the larger public he now communicated solely through publication. He became friendly with Liszt, Berlioz, Meyerbeer, and Bellini, with literary figures such as Balzac and Heine, and with painters like Delacroix, who produced a famous portrait of him in 1838 that now hangs in the Louvre (Fig. 7–5). Their deference surrounded his name with an aura. So did his ten-year liaison with the writer George Sand (Aurore Dudevant), who made veiled references to him in her novels beginning in 1836, and with whom he wintered rather scandalously at Majorca, the Spanish island resort, in 1839. Beginning that year, Chopin spent his summers, and did most of his composing, at George Sand’s baronial estate at Nohant, about 150 miles southwest of Paris. In the city, he lived in luxurious seclusion.
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  FIG. 7–5 Portrait of Chopin by Eugène Delacroix.


  


  THE PINNACLE OF SALON MUSIC


  Moving as he did in rarefied social echelons to which no other musician had entrée (making him look, not altogether wrongly, like a snob and a social climber to Mickiewicz and other members of the exiled Polish intelligentsia), Chopin cultivated an extremely refined manner that was reflected directly in the style of his performances and compositions. The line between the two was fairly blurry; for as many witnesses report, most of Chopin’s compositions began at the keyboard, where they were worked up on the basis of improvisations that he later struggled hard to write down. Although his notation is meticulous, his music continued to evolve in performance as long as he continued to play it (or to teach it), and his manuscripts abound in variants that make them an adventurous player’s paradise but an editor’s and bibliographer’s nightmare.


  Having withdrawn from public performance, Chopin had no further need of the orchestra or indeed of any playing partners. After 1831 nearly all his works would be piano solos; the only exceptions were a handful of songs to Polish texts and a cello sonata, one of his last compositions, composed out of friendship with the cellist Auguste Franchomme (1808–84). He took great satisfaction in the fact that the public, who rarely saw him, regarded him primarily as a creative artist rather than a virtuoso. Most impressive of all was the awed respect shown him by other pianists, many of whom made a point of featuring his works alongside (or even in preference to) their own. The ability to play Chopin idiomatically is still probably the paramount qualifying yardstick for a concert pianist today.


  Although he wrote three sonatas (highly unconventional except the first, a student work), Chopin’s piano works consist overwhelmingly of character pieces: twenty-one nocturnes, twenty-seven études (literally technical studies, but actually virtuoso concert works), twenty-six preludes, four ballades, four rondos, four scherzos, four impromptus (including a “Fantaisie-impromptu”), and several one-of-a-kind items composed late in his career: a Fantaisie (1841), a Berceuse or lullaby (1844), and a Barcarolle (1846). The lion’s share of his output, however, and in some ways the most significant, were the sublimated ballroom dances: sixteen polonaises, twenty waltzes, above all the sixty-one mazurkas, aphoristic miniatures of which most (forty-two) were written after settling in Paris. The études and preludes are often programmed in sets (two sets of ten études, opp. 10 and 25; twenty-four preludes, op. 28), and seem to have been put in an effective performance order by the composer. The rest are freestanding salon pieces, to be chosen and presented at the performer’s discretion.


  We too have to exercise discretion in choosing and presenting for examination a tiny sample from such a rich assortment. No such sample can hope to be representative. The only solution seems to be to concentrate on the extremes, hoping that that will serve to suggest the amazing scope of Chopin’s seemingly one-sided and restricted output, and show how and why this mysterious stranger became such an emblematic (and emblematically contradictory) figure: of “genius,” of romantic suffering, of artistic perfection, of sickliness and effeminacy, of nationalism, of exoticism, of universality.


  THE CHOPINESQUE MINIATURE


  On the miniature extreme, no composer ever exceeded Chopin’s mastery of the romantic fragment, the most suggestively romantic statement of all. No one ever thematized the idea as vividly as did Chopin when he invented a new genre, the freestanding prelude, to embody it. A prelude, after all, is by definition incomplete. The New Harvard Dictionary of Music defines it as “a composition establishing the pitch or key of a following piece.”8 So far we have encountered the prelude only as the first item in a keyboard suite, or as paired with a fugue. Before Chopin, several pianist composers had provided books of preludes for practical concert use, mere modulatory transitions between recital items for pianists who were incapable of improvising their own. Collections of this kind had been published by the Italian-born London-based Muzio Clementi, not only a virtuoso but a piano manufacturer (1787); by the Slovakian-born Johann Nepomuk Hummel (24 Präludien, op. 67, 1814); and by Ignaz Moscheles (1794–1870), a Bohemian-born pianist based in London, whose celebrated book of didactic models for improvisations, 50 Präludien, op. 73 (1827), Chopin probably knew and took (along with the Well-Tempered Clavier) for a model.


  But Chopin’s preludes were not didactic. They were vividly if enigmatically expressive performance pieces, albeit in an “improvisatory” style; and their novelty, instantly perceived, proved influential. The evocative genre Chopin thus created, a prelude to everything and nothing (or, if one insists on being tiresomely literalistic, to the next prelude), was widely imitated by later romantics and postromantics such as the Russians Alexander Scriabin, Sergey Rachmaninoff, and Dmitriy Shostakovich; the Frenchmen Claude Debussy and Olivier Messiaen; the American George Gershwin, and the Argentine Alberto Ginastera, the date of whose “American Preludes” of 1944 illustrates the impressive chronological reach of Chopin’s hold on the imaginations of later pianist composers.


  Like the preludes and fugues of the Well-Tempered Clavier or the didactic sets by Clementi et al., Chopin’s covered all the major and minor keys, which is why the set contained precisely twenty-four. His ordering was different from his predecessors, who put the keys through a rising sequence of semitones, with each major key followed by its parallel minor. Chopin’s ordering already suggests that his set was not a mere compendium but a performance entity, for the sequence of keys is much closer to the sequences of actual harmonic practice: a circle of fifths, with each major key followed by its relative minor (C major, A minor, G major, E minor, etc.).


  EX. 7–1 Frédéric Chopin, Prelude, Op. 28, no. 1
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  The first, in C major (Ex. 7–1), perfectly exemplifies the paradoxical, imagination-captivating nature of the genre, being at once fragmentary and whole, complete and yet not complete, sufficient yet insufficient. (Compare Oscar Wilde on the “perfect pleasure” of a cigarette: “it is exquisite, yet it leaves one unsatisfied.”)9 The opening, with its suggestion of a parallel period (compare mm. 1–8 with 9–12) is a feint. The second phrase, which promises to balance the first, instead soars aloft into a chromatic ascent that thrillingly overshoots its goal in m. 21 by means of an appoggiatura and only subsides harmonically in m. 25, having grown to exactly twice its expected length. Melodic satisfaction does not come until m. 29, with the sounding of the soprano C so calculatedly withheld at m. 25, where instead the harmonically equivalent m. 1 had been reprised.


  But when melodic satisfaction is granted, harmonic stability is withdrawn by suspending the subdominant in the right hand over the root-fifth pedal in the left (a quintessentially Chopinesque touch!). Full subsidence is not achieved until the final arpeggio in m. 33, so that the forthright initial eight-bar phrase has been answered by an elusively asymmetrical twenty-five-bar continuation. The skillful prolongation of the melodic-harmonic resolution makes for a very satisfying conclusion on one level; and yet the piece has not been rounded off. It is a paradoxically single (“aphoristic”) statement of the sort of idea that usually demands contrast and repetition: complete yet incomplete, fully formed yet inchoate. It is at once a highly unconventional, sui generis shape and a fastidiously, consummately planned one. The music sounds at once spontaneous and very finely wrought (especially in texture).


  EX. 7–2 Frédéric Chopin, Prelude, Op. 28, no. 2
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  The cryptic second prelude (Ex. 7–2) is one of the most written-about pieces in the whole much-written-about romantic repertoire. It is an out-and-out grotesque (from grottesca, originally referring to wall decorations in ancient excavated cave dwellings or grottos): a deliberately, fancifully ugly or absurd utterance. Fancifully ugly is the dissonant left-hand accompaniment, with its chromatic middle-voice neighbors that so frequently interfere with and distort the effect of the harmony-tones, as for example in mm. 5 and 10, with their crabby diminished octaves formed by the friction of chromatic neighbors against diatonic suspensions.


  Fancifully absurd is the harmonic vagary. The piece begins, straightforwardly enough, as if in E minor, but the first melodic phrase effects a detour to G, the ostensible relative major. The movement to B minor at m. 9 sets up the false expectation that the whole maneuver will be symmetrically repeated in the dominant; but when the moment of truth comes, in m. 11, the anticipated D is distorted to D[image: image], obfuscating the tonal orientation and making for some more willful clashes in the part writing. The next phrase is famous for the functional undecideability of the harmony. Where it’s leading is anyone’s guess. When cadence is finally made on A minor, it seems arbitrarily tacked on—almost mockingly so, given the incongruous little chorale (marked sostenuto) that introduces it. If we take the three cadential points G, D (anticipated if never actually realized), and A as marking the prelude’s trajectory, we have an instance of willful harmonic movement swimming directly against the current of the circle of fifths.


  Thus (to quote the musical deconstructionist Rose Rosengard Subotnik) the A-minor cadence, “rather than constituting the only conceivable and thus logically necessary end to the piece” as longstanding harmonic practice would require, merely intrudes upon it as “a forcible and contingent end, more rhetorical than harmonically logical in its persuasiveness.”10 Subotnik links this radical arbitrariness to the general rejection of “Enlightened” premises in post-Napoleonic Europe, and the potentially sinister romantic exaltation of “personal” over universal truth.


  In any case, this is no end-accented progression like the one in the opening movement of Schumann’s Phantasie (Ex. 6–4). There is no thwarted inevitability about the harmonic trajectory, although (and this should be taken as a caution) analysis can always be employed in hindsight to suggest the opposite. As Subotnik points out, “every pitch in this piece has harmonic aspects that can, in retrospect, be related in some fashion to the tonal identity of the final cadence,” and is thus “susceptible to an ex post facto, empirical explanation of what actually (or historically) happened.”11 But such an analysis will not provide what tonal analysis, when truly pertinent, ought to provide—namely, an account of “the necessary realization of a logical premise.” (Justification of willful behavior ex post facto, which analysis is designed to accomplish in the name of genius, is just what thinkers like Edmund Burke viewed as the potentially sinister or corrupting side effect of romanticism on reason.)


  Yet while Chopin’s prelude is “on purpose,” a put-on thing from beginning to end, the part writing, however arbitrary the effect, is contrapuntally pristine, rendering the piece at once academically impeccable and poetically fractious. Those primarily committed to academic respectability must respect it, even as they wonder at the grotesquerie (and possibly try to explain it away). Those primarily committed to poetic fractiousness will wonder at the cool “aristocratic” control of the facture (the “making,” the technical handling or management of materials) which with Chopin was such an indispensable point of honor. There is, in short, something in this piece to bewilder everyone, and something for everyone to admire. It was when both of these elements were present and impossible to disengage from one another that romantics were most apt to speak, as Schumann did, of genius.


  Such genius was often linked with the demonic, as we have seen, or with madness or physical illness (and there were many in the nineteenth century who deduced from this the false converse that madness or physical infirmity were signs of genius). Thus Chopin’s lifelong sickliness and his death from consumption became in the minds of many the virtual content and message of his art, turning his compositions into what the contemporary French poet Charles Baudelaire called Fleurs du mal (“flowers of illness,” or “poisoned flowers”) and greatly increasing the fascination they wielded over suggestible imaginations.


  George Sand made specific allusion to the A-minor prelude in two different memoirs of her life with Chopin. In one, she depicted him composing it while actually coughing blood, becoming an object of “horror and fright to the population”12 and leading to the couple’s eviction from their Majorcan retreat. In the other, she attempts through biography to account for the prelude’s strange effect on listeners. It came to him, she writes,


  
    through an evening of dismal rain—it casts the soul into a terrible dejection. [My son] Maurice and I had left him in good health one morning to go shopping in Palma for things we needed at our “encampment.” The rain came in overflowing torrents. We made three leagues in six hours, only to return in the middle of a flood. We got back in absolute dark, shoeless, having been abandoned by our driver to cross unheard of perils. We hurried, knowing how our sick one would worry. Indeed he had, but now was as though congealed in a kind of quiet desperation, and, weeping, he was playing his wonderful Prelude. Seeing us come in, he got up with a cry, then said with a bewildered air and a strange tone, “Ah, I was sure that you were dead.”13

  


  


  On the basis of these biographical embroideries, it became fashionable to maintain that Chopin’s music, in the words of the midcentury French critic Hippolyte Barbedette (and the Preludes particularly by virtue of their great “artistic value”), exerted a dangerous influence on ordinary mortals. “Chopin,” he opined,


  
    was a sick man who enjoyed suffering, and did not want to be cured. He poured out his pain in adorable accents—his sweet melancholy language which he invented to express his sadness. One feels it irresistibly and is suddenly willess before its charm; since music is above all a vague and inexplicit language, he who plays Chopin’s music, for the little he is under the spell of such melancholy thought, will inevitably end by imagining that it is his own thought he expresses. He will really believe in suffering, along with him who knew so well how to weep. Conclusion: Chopin’s music is essentially unhealthy. That is its allure and also its danger.14

  


  


  This one-sided but culturally significant view of Chopin is of course contradicted by many of his best-known pieces, including the very next prelude, a light, outdoorsy, altogether unproblematic vivace in G major. The pianistically undemanding E-minor largo that follows it (Ex. 7–3) has become hackneyed over the years by naively emotive, amateurish performances (like the one given—in a satirized attempt at seduction—by the Jack Nicholson character in the movie Five Easy Pieces). What can make such performances seem naive is the fact that for all its espressivo melancholy and harmonic subtlety this is actually one of the more mannerly preludes. It is a formally straightforward binary design in which two parallel periods of equal duration proceed without feint or detour first (mm. 1–12) to a dominant half-close, and then (mm. 13–25), more emphatically, to a full stop on the tonic.


  It is the highly chromatic (or “chromatized”) harmony that has made this prelude popular. But its chromaticism, far from enigmatic or confusing like that of the second prelude, consists rather of a lucid, regular, and very intelligible application of chromatic passing tones to all three voices in a contrapuntally pristine though rhythmically wayward series of 7–6 suspensions. (In the first period, for example, the sevenths are sounded at m. 2, m. 4, the middle of m. 6, m. 9, andm. 10; their respective resolutions come at the middle of m. 3, the third quarter of m. 4, the middle of m. 8, and the second quarter of m. 9.) Harmony based on a suspension chain rather than a root progression by fifths was the very opposite of a novel device. Its origins lay in the groundbasses of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and it was already a deliberate archaicism when Mozart briefly revived it, for example in his C-minor Fantasy, K. 475. Its very old-fashionedness made it esoteric and exotic, and therefore striking, when Chopin used it. It testifies nevertheless to his unusually thorough and conservative grounding in counterpoint, partly the result of his having been trained in a remote and “backward” corner of Eastern Europe rather than in one of the musical capitals of the continent. In its paradoxical way it was a token of his Polishness.


  EX. 7–3 Frédéric Chopin, Prelude, Op. 28, no. 4
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  NATIONALISM AS A MEDIUM


  The more obvious tokens of Chopin’s Polishness are to be found, naturally enough, in his Polish dances, the polonaises and especially the mazurkas, which were of all his works the ones most prized by his contemporaries as characteristically or authentically “Chopinesque.” The man, in other words, was equated with (reduced to?) the group from which he hailed, as is usually the case with “others.” Yet here, as everywhere, Chopin was eclectic, or rather syncretic, forging a personal and very distinctive style out of heterogeneous, in some ways even incongruous, ingredients. The authentically national—meaning, in France, the authentically exotic—was only one of those ingredients.


  The “mazurka,” as it was known abroad (largely thanks to Chopin) was the national dance of the Mazurs, the settlers of the Mazowsze plains surrounding Warsaw. Danced by couples either in circles or in country dance sets, it came in various types—the moderate kujawiak, the faster mazurek, the very rapid oberek, all represented among Chopin’s mazurkas. What all types had in common was a strongly accented triple meter, with the strongest accents (usually on the second or third beat) marked by a tap of the heel. Thus even the fastest mazurkas are distinctly felt “in three,” unlike the waltz which, except for the slowest specimens, is normally counted “in one,” with never an accent except on the downbeat.


  So characteristically Polish did Polish patriots consider this dance that a traditional mazurka melody, “Dombrowski’s mazurka” (Mazurek D[image: image]browskiego)—so called because it was played in 1806 as an anthem to greet the briefly victorious Polish legion under General Jan Dombrowski (also spelled D[image: image]browski) that fought the hated Prussians, Austrians, and Russians on the side of Napoleon—became the national anthem of the resurrected Polish republic after World War I (Ex. 7–4). The melody illustrates the most characteristic mazurka pattern: a dotted rhythm on the first beat, followed by an accent.


  EX. 7–4 Mazurek D[image: image]browskiego
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  The first set of mazurkas Chopin composed as an exile from Poland, and therefore as nostalgia or exotica rather than in a spirit of insular nationalism, was the set of four published in 1834 as op. 17. All of them feature the characteristic heel-tapping rhythm exemplified in Ex. 7–4. All four are cast, like the vast majority of Chopin’s mazurkas, in the ternary da capo form of the kujawiak rather than the more common successive strains (AABB, AABBCC, etc.) of the mazurek. Although it can be justified in “national” terms, this was already an accommodation to the common practice of the “art” tradition, with its minuets (or scherzos) and trios. Another touch that is especially characteristic of the mazurkas is the use of tonic (and occasionally tonic-fifth) pedals. All four mazurkas in op. 17 show it. The midsections of nos. 1 and 4 maintain it throughout; it is more intermittent, yet quite unmistakable, in the remaining pieces. It is, of course, a trace of folklore, the mazurka being primevally accompanied in its natural habitat by the duda or Polish bagpipe, which could produce either a tonic or tonic-fifth drone. Leaping melodic grace notes, though often thought of as especially Chopinesque, may be another bagpipe effect, since briefly stopping another pitch on the “chanter” or melody pipe is the only way one can articulate repeated notes given the bagpipe’s unremitting air stream, which the player cannot “tongue” or interrupt in any way.


  But all such life traces are filtered, in Chopin’s French-period mazurkas, through a gauze of nostalgic memory conjured up by stinging or slithery chromatic harmony. In op. 17, no. 1, the effect is achieved by the use of modal mixtures and auxiliary dissonances to add a pungency that registers as poignancy to melodic reprises. The last phrase of op. 17, no. 2 (Ex. 7–5), with its play of passing chromatics (including the Lydian raised fourth degree) and appoggiaturas, epitomizes the slithery style, as does the second half of the midsection, all played over a tonic pedal.


  EX. 7–5 Frédéric Chopin, Mazurka, Op. 17, no. 2
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  By contrast, the surprising delayed harmonization of the opening note in op. 17, no. 3 (Ex. 7–6), turning what is by rights a consonant diatonic note into a dissonant chromatic suspension, is especially stinging. The major-minor instability of the third degree will persist throughout the piece, as will the instability of the fourth degree, ever tottering between the folklike Lydian tritone and the perfect common-practice interval over various local tonics.


  EX. 7–6 Frédéric Chopin, Mazurka, Op. 17, No. 3, mm. 1–4
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  HARMONIC DISSOLUTION


  All such effects pale, however, before the extraordinary maneuvers of op. 17, no. 4, one of Chopin’s most haunting fragments, in which denatured and strangely tinctured reminiscences of the mazurka seem to hover in a kind of harmonic ether. The characteristic accompaniment pattern of the “authentic” mazurka, the steady oompah-pah against which the shifting melodic accents rebound, prominent in the first two mazurkas and only slightly attenuated in the third, is now almost altogether gone, replaced by a mid-register pulsation marked sotto voce (“in an undertone”—see Ex. 7–7a).


  EX. 7–7A Frédéric Chopin, Mazurka, Op. 17, no. 4, mm. 1–20
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  EX. 7–7B Frédéric Chopin, Mazurka, Op. 17, no. 4, end
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  The repeated harmonic progression in Ex. 7–7a is a variant of the Chopinesque suspension chain we encountered in Ex. 7–3, even closer this time to the ancient passus duriusculus ground bass, cadencing alternately on V and on I. The grafting of this basso ostinato to a melody voice full of mazurka rhythms is already a fantastic amalgam, made stranger still by the admixture of Italianate fioritura (most closely associated, at the keyboard, with the nocturne) on melodic repetitions (as in m. 15).


  But for the romantic sense of evocative incompletion at fullest strength, nothing can compare with the ending of this mazurka (Ex. 7–7b). The idea is simplicity itself: a closing repetition of the mazurka’s first four bars, which in their harmonic openendedness had made an effective preface (or “prelude”) to the dance. In a postlude, the same openendedness is uncanny. Ending on an F major [image: image] (or, perhaps more to the point, a tonic triad with an appoggiatura to its fifth left unresolved) gives a sense that the piece has not ended but merely passed out of earshot (as the notation perdendosi, “getting lost,” corroborates). Nothing can follow such an ending without spoiling its special mood of enchantment. To do it justice, silence must palpably hang in the air—a silence that seems to throb with unheard music. Not for nothing, then, did Chopin choose to end the set with this mazurka, even if the four pieces were not necessarily meant to form a concert sequence.


  There is a huge difference between the fragmentary quality of Schumann’s Phantasie, which begins in medias res but comes to a definite close, and the far more disquieting sense of incompletion Chopin achieves in the A-minor mazurka. The closest Schumann came to it was in “Child Falling Asleep” (Kind im Einschlummern), the next-to-last of his Kinderscenen (“Scenes of childhood”), op. 15, a programmatic piece in which the implied narrative—the child nodding off before the end is reached—explains and justifies the effect. Even so, Schumann continued a circle of fifths from the end of “Child Falling Asleep” into the beginning of the last piece in the set, “The Poet Speaks” (Der Dichter spricht), so that the harmony at the end of the first piece does find resolution of sorts in the other, albeit in a different key (Ex. 7–8).


  EX. 7–8 Robert Schumann, Kinderscenen, end of no. 12 and beginning of no. 13
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  More direct echo or emulation of Chopin’s uncompleted fragment can be found in composers of the next generation. Stephen Heller (1813–88), a Hungarian-born pianist composer who made his home, like Chopin, in Paris, was only three years Chopin’s junior, but he had barely achieved notice by the time of the Polish composer’s death, and then only as a composer of technical studies. His more important works mainly belong to later decades. First among them was a set of character pieces with the emblematically romantic title Spaziergänge eines Einsamen (“Solitary rambles”), published in 1851. The last item, a harried vivace, ends the cycle with an unresolved diminished-seventh chord, the equivalent of ending a letter or a story or—most typically—a lyric poem with an ellipsis (“…”). Except for the startling effect at the end (startling, that is, in retrospect, when one realizes that it was the end), the piece is fairly innocuous, and so were the many popular stories and poems that abused the device of ellipsis, turning it eventually into a cliché (Ex. 7–9).


  EX. 7–9 Stephen Heller, Spaziergänge eines Einsamen, Op. 78, end of no. 6
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  Liszt was among the abusers. He wrote a whole series of Valses oubliées (Forgotten waltzes) that popularized the effect of “dissolved” tonality as a representation of hazy memory (“balls of youth recalled in old age …”), and even an experimental “Bagatelle in No Key” (Bagatelle ohne Tonart), composed in 1885, the last full year of Liszt’s life, but unpublished until 1956 (Ex. 7–10). The touted suspension of tonality is the result of a series of unusual deceptive cadences whereby dominant-seventh chords are converted into diminished sevenths, one of which is allowed, as in Heller’s piece, to finish the piece, if not conclude it.


  EX. 7–10 Franz Liszt, Bagatelle ohne Tonart, mm. 169–end


  


  [image: image]


  


  The interesting question such pieces raise—one that was on many minds in 1956 when Liszt’s bagatelle was published amid considerable publicity—is whether such devices, which may be said to have originated with Chopin, necessarily weaken the structural role of tonality. The answer, pretty clearly, is that they do not, any more than the rhetorical use of ellipsis, or of incorrect or nonstandard grammar in literature, weakens the everyday efficacy of grammar. To end a piece with an unresolved appoggiatura, or more radically with a diminished-seventh chord, honors the requirement of tonal closure in the breach rather the observance, but honor is in any case paid. If anything, frustration heightens the sense of expectation.


  There is not the slightest doubt as to the expected conclusion in Chopin’s mazurka or Heller’s “Ramble.” Not even in Liszt’s bagatelle can there be any real debate as to the identity of the harmonic goal that has been rhetorically left unreached; the last functional chord being a clear dominant of A minor, that is clearly the key avoided. There is no ambiguity, and surely no tonal incoherence. The startling effect of arbitrary rupture is entirely a matter of rhetoric rather than structure. The object of the rhetoric is the affirmation precisely of the right to be arbitrary, to please oneself: in a word, the time-honored romantic right to subjectivity.


  PLAYING “ROMANTICALLY”


  The other area in which the rights of the romantic subject are paramount in Chopin is in the realm of performance practice, particularly the crucial matter of tempo rubato. Chopin’s playing was so unusually marked by it that there were those among his contemporaries who actually thought that he had invented the technique of arbitrarily “stealing” time from some notes so as to lengthen others for expressive effect, an arbitrary act being referable to no standard save the actor’s subjective desire for it. Chopin was indeed one of the first to use the actual word rubato as an explicit if fuzzy performance direction, rather than relying only on traditional directions for tempo modification like accelerando (or stretto), ritenuto, etc., or else (like several eighteenth-century composers, including C. P. E. Bach and Mozart) indicating its effect with melodic ties and syncopations.


  The first such usage came in the first mazurka Chopin published after leaving Poland: the one in F[image: image] minor, published in 1832 as op. 6, no. 1 (Fig. 7–6). The word is used alongside ritenuto and rallentando, and probably means a subtler broadening than the more traditional terms imply, here intended to point up the repetition of the opening period and distinguish it (as more expressive or emphatic) from the first playing. If Chopin’s own description of tempo rubato is applied, it would appear to mean a slight delay of the melody with respect to the bass, probably not to be righted until the next downbeat.
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  FIG. 7–6 Original edition of Chopin’s Mazurka in F-Sharp Minor, op. 6, no. 1 (Leipzig: Kistner, 1832).


  


  Chopin always maintained, like Mozart in a famous letter with which Chopin must have been familiar, that for him, rubato did not mean a general alteration of tempo but only a dilation of melody over a steadily pulsing accompaniment. Wilhelm von Lenz, a Russian government official who took lessons from both Liszt and Chopin in Paris, reported Chopin as saying that “the left hand is the conductor; it must not waver, or lose ground; do with the right hand what you will and can.”15 Whether Chopin always practiced what Lenz here had him preaching may be questionable. Earwitness reports of his playing are very inconsistent. Mendelssohn accused him in 1834 of playing in the “Parisian spasmodic and impassioned style, too often losing sight of time and sobriety,”16 and the French music publisher Aristide Farrenc, who had known him throughout his Paris years, chided Chopin in 1861 for the “tempo rubato, of which one makes today a usage so ridiculous and tiring.”17 Hackneyed or exaggerated post-Chopinesque rubato eventually produced a backlash in the early twentieth century, when an “objective” style of playing, characterized by uniform metronomic tempos, became fashionable. Stravinsky, whom we have already identified as a ringleader of the anti-Beethovenian reaction, was at the forefront of this movement, too, receiving “special thanks” from his friend, the Italian composer Vittorio Rieti (1898–1994), “for not asking us to swallow crescendo porridge, pedal sauce, and rubato marmalade.”18


  Needless to say, this “objective” attitude was just as significant a cultural indicator in the early twentieth century as Chopin’s style of performance had been in the mid-nineteenth. And what should also go without saying is that Chopin performances in the early twentieth century had to conform to the new attitude if they were to be considered “authentic.” Even “Chopin specialists” like the Polish pianist Arthur Rubinstein (1887–1982), who made a special point of presenting themselves as the composer’s heirs, performed his works in a much “straighter” fashion than the Chopinists of the preceding generation, the first to leave recorded evidence behind.


  The assumption, or claim, was that those earlier pianists, such as Vladimir de Pachmann (1848–1933), had exaggerated and vulgarized the “true” Chopinesque rubato, which Rubinstein’s generation had restored to its original dignity. It seems just as likely, however, that Chopin’s own playing would have been considered vulgar (full of “porridge, sauce, and marmalade”) in Rubinstein’s time, and that Rubinstein and his contemporaries had not restored Chopin at all but rather altered him (perhaps unwittingly) to conform to a new set of expectations.


  The mazurkas, where Chopin was most apt to include the word rubato in his notation, were a special case, and a wonderfully instructive one. A reviewer of Chopin’s last public concerts, which took place in London in 1848, wrote that the mazurkas “lose half their characteristic wildness if played without a certain freak and license, impossible to imitate,”19 and to which the composer alone possessed the key. Most suggestive of all is a memoir by the German (later English) pianist and conductor Charles Hallé (1819–95), who lived in Paris during most of Chopin’s residence there and came to know him well. “A remarkable feature of his playing,” Hallé recalled,


  
    was the entire freedom with which he treated the rhythm, but which appeared so natural that for years it had never struck me. It must have been in 1845 or 1846 that I once ventured to observe to him that most of his mazurkas (those dainty jewels), when played by himself, appeared to be written, not in 3/4, but in 4/4 time, the result of his dwelling so much longer on the first note in the bar. He denied it strenuously, until I made him play one of them and counted audibly four in the bar, which fitted perfectly. Then he laughed and explained that it was the national character of the dance which created the oddity. The more remarkable fact was that you received the impression of a 3/4 rhythm whilst listening to common time. Of course this was not the case with every mazurka, but with many.20

  


  


  Of course one wants to know which ones, exactly, but Hallé did not say. The most plausible suggestion is that the distension applies mainly to the basic mazurka rhythm noted in Ex. 7–4, beginning with a dotted figure that might easily be extended beyond a beat’s duration in the interests of enhancing its noble effect. But note that this time Chopin explained the practice not by referring to the expressive dimension of the music, let alone his feelings, but instead referred to its “national character,” an impersonal criterion.


  The question thus legitimately arises as to whether the application of tempo rubato, even the kind that affects not just the melody but the general tempo, is really as arbitrary and romantic as it may seem, or whether it may be governed by rules of rhetoric that have their origin not in an individual’s subjective expressive impulse, but in the intersubjective expressive conventions of the musical community. And from this arises the further thought, disturbing to some, that what we subjectively perceive as our own personal expressive impulses may in fact be grounded to a greater extent than we realize in the historically contingent values of the communities to which we belong.


  But none of this should really be surprising, let alone disturbing. Artists like Chopin, who in their composing and performing created a highly prized impression of extreme subjective spontaneity and unique original inspiration, but whose work was nevertheless intelligible to the nonprofessional audience that it addressed, were obviously working within the boundaries of the normal (which is to say, the conventional), even as their more adventurous conceptions, like the A-minor Mazurka, served to extend those boundaries (or “push the envelope,” as the saying lately goes). When the boundaries have been thus extended, what was once considered radical behavior will seem normal, and may eventually (as in the work of Stephen Heller, or the reputed abusers of rubato) become hackneyed.


  THE CHOPINESQUE SUBLIME


  Strangely enough, the pieces in which Chopin strayed furthest beyond the boundaries of what his contemporaries thought normal and intelligible were his two mature sonatas (in [image: image] minor, op. 35, publishedin 1840, and in B minor, op. 58, publishedin 1845), works belonging to the most traditional and classical genre to which Chopin applied himself. It was precisely his failure or unwillingness to reckon with the obligations of genre, the expectations to which title words give rise, that made his sonatas hard to understand. To recall Schumann’s point, quoted in the previous chapter, “we are accustomed to judge a thing from the name it bears,” and, more pointedly, “we make certain demands upon a fantasy, others upon a sonata.” Later, confronted with Chopin’s B[image: image] minor sonata, the same Schumann expressed his bemusement in one of his funniest paragraphs:


  
    The idea of calling it a sonata is a caprice, if not a jest, for he has simply bound together four of his wildest children, to smuggle them under this name into a place to which they could not else have penetrated. Let us imagine some good country cantor visiting a musical city for the purpose of making artistic purchases. All the newest compositions are laid before him, but he does not care to know them; finally, some rogue hands him a sonata: “Ah, yes, that is something for me, a composition of the good old days,” says he delighted, and buys it at once. At home he takes up the piece, and I am much mistaken if he does not vow, by every musical divinity, that this is no sonata style but rank blasphemy, even before he has painfully ground out the first page at the keyboard. But Chopin has achieved his goal: he has penetrated into the cantor’s residence; and who knows whether, in years to come, in the same dwelling there may not be born some romantic grandson who some day will dust off the sonata, play it, and think to himself, “This man was no fool!”21

  


  


  Schumann was exaggerating. The sonata is not as weird as all that. It has a first movement that is recognizably in sonata form, even if the recapitulation of the first theme (and with it, the dramatic double return) has been elided out. It has a scherzo replete with trio. The famous (to Schumann, repellent) slow movement is cast, just like the one in Beethoven’s Eroica, as a Marche funèbre, afuneral march.


  EX. 7–11 Frédéric Chopin, Sonata in B-flat minor, IV
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  The finale, a presto to be played sotto voce throughout, still gives pause, however (Ex. 7–11). It is indeed a wild child, unique and well-nigh indescribable: a moto perpetuo, but for the last chord all in octaves (that is, without harmony), all spun out of a six-note motive but without literal repetitions except for an ironically formal recapitulation as if to take the place of the one missing from the first movement. Bach might have called it a prelude (no wonder it comes at the end!). It elicited from Schumann a virtual accusation of sadism:


  
    That which in the last movement is given to us under the name “finale” resembles mockery more than any kind of music. Yet we must confess that even from this joyless, unmelodious movement an original and terrifying spirit breathes on us which holds down with mailed fist everything that seeks to resist, so that we listen fascinated and uncomplaining to the end—though not to praise; for this is not music.22

  


  


  On the contrary, Chopin must have taken this as the very highest praise (and so, of course, Schumann must have intended, master of irony that he was). But what should seem by now both striking and characteristic is the way in which the music paradoxically achieves its extreme modernity by way of archaism. Except for the chromatic and dissonant implied harmony, the piece that so astounded and even offended nineteenth-century musicians would have struck their early eighteenth-century counterparts (who encountered unaccompanied preludes every day) as downright conventional, at least in appearance.


  SONATA LATER ON


  And now for Chopin’s heroic side, exemplified chiefly by the regal or military polonaises, the chillingly macabre or ironic scherzos, a few of the nocturnes (composed as if expressly to counter the genre’s association with the feminine)—but above all by the ballades, like the preludes a genre that Chopin invented (or reinvented at the keyboard), and that later spread far and wide. The ballade was the repository for Chopin’s most serious expressions of Polish nationalism. It was universally understood in that vein by his contemporaries; and in its widespread influence it helped establish what James Parakilas has aptly called “a uniform, international nationalism”23 as a primary constituent of European (and, incipiently, Euro-American) art music in the nineteenth century.


  Up to now the romantic ballad has been in our experience a vocal genre, based on poems (like Goethe’s Erlkönig) that emulated narrative folk songs. Taking Goethe’s poem, known to us (from chapter 3) in settings by Reichardt, Schubert, and Loewe, as our archetype of the genre, we could further stipulate that a ballad typically concerns a horrific situation of some kind, and that it proceeds through a combination of straight narration and dramatic dialogue to a climactic denouement (“… in his arms, the child lay dead!”). It was, so to speak, an end-accented genre.


  The British Isles and Scandinavia were the home of the authentic folk prototypes, circulated by Herder and other collectors of the late eighteenth century, on which professional poets in other countries fashioned their literary ballads, often with the pretense that they were drawing on local oral tradition. That was the case with Goethe, and that was certainly the case with Mickiewicz, the Polish national poet and cultural hero of the Polish diaspora, who brought the ballad to Poland in his first book, Ballady i romanse (1822). In the introduction, Mickiewicz called the ballad “a tale based on the events of common life or on the annals of chivalry.”24 It was in order to give Poland its own chivalric poetry, testifying imaginatively to a Polish knightly past, that Mickiewicz invented Polish balladry. All over Eastern Europe poetry was being used in this way to remodel the past as a basis for present aspirations and in hopes of a better future.


  Like Chopin, Mickiewicz lived in Paris after the failed rebellion of 1831. He was at the center of an émigré community to which the composer was far more peripherally attached. But Chopin was very much aware of his work and even told Schumann, on a visit to Leipzig in 1841, that his ballads (of which he had by then written two, the second dedicated to Schumann) were modeled on “certain poems of Mickiewicz.”25 This avowal, plus the fact that the early German editions called the pieces Balladen ohne Worte (“Ballads without words”), has led many Chopinists off on wild goose chases to find the actual poems by Mickiewicz whose contents were embodied in Chopin’s music (or even secretly set to it). But Chopin probably never meant to imply such a thing. Like Mendelssohn in his Lieder ohne Worte, he probably intended what we would nowadays call a structural analogy (more precisely, a homology) between the sung and instrumental media, in which the very absence of words served to liberate the poetic utterance and make it at once more intense and more universal in its appeal.


  That, at any rate, seems to be what George Sand sought to convey in a passage from her memoirs that purported to summarize Chopin’s views on the meaning of music, thoughts she managed to extract from him despite his inclination to “talk little and pour out his heart only at his piano.” Here, according to the woman who knew him best, is Chopin’s esthetic credo:


  
    Where the instruments alone take charge of translating it, the musical drama flies on its own wings and does not claim to be translated by the listener. It expresses itself by a state of mind it induces in you by force or gently. When Beethoven unchains the storm [in the Pastoral Symphony], he does not strive to paint the pallid glimmer of lightning and to make us hear the crash of thunder. He renders the shiver, the feeling of wonder, the terror of nature of which man is aware and which he shares in experiencing it. … The beauty of musical language consists in taking hold of the heart or imagination, without being condemned to pedestrian reasoning. It maintains itself in an ideal sphere where the listener who is not musically educated still delights in the vagueness, while the musician savors this great logic that presides over the masters’ magnificent issue of thought.26

  


  


  These points, whether expressed in Chopin’s words or Sand’s, apply with particular force to the Ballades, which are by definition story pieces, but without any specified subject matter. Chopin in effect has announced an intention to do something similar to what Berlioz did in his Symphonie fantastique, but has foresworn as futile and even trivializing the use of a programmatic guide to interpretation. Rather, by the use of instrumental music, he now sought to duplicate (and even to surpass) not the content but rather the effect of Mickiewicz’s nationalistic narrative poetry. Anticipating by half a century the favorite maxim of the French symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé, Chopin sought to peindre, non la chose, l’effet qu’elle produit: “paint not the thing but the effect it produces.”27


  The means were all ready to hand, but had never been coordinated in precisely the way that Chopin now proposed to deploy them. The means in question were those of the traditional sonata, as dramatized by Beethoven and lyricalized by Schubert. The unprecedented deployment reflected the characteristic structure and rhetoric of the poetic ballad. It was one of the most sophisticated and successful mutual adaptations of music and literature ever achieved in a century that was practically dedicated to that achievement. No wonder it was influential.


  To represent narrative content by means of techniques borrowed from sonata form was an inevitable solution. By its very nature the process of thematic development—in which musical events seem to be not merely juxtaposed but causally connected, so that the past conditions the present and the present (both thematically and tonally) forecasts the future—has a compelling narrative aspect. And by its very nature the newly radicalized contrast in thematic content—in which a lyrically expansive “second subject” (in an increasingly “remote” alternate key) had lately begun to assert equal rights and claim equal time—implied an equally compelling dramatic potential. There was even the latent possibility of a traditional narrative “frame” if one deployed the traditional slow introduction and coda in tandem.


  Let us turn now to Chopin’s Ballade in G minor, op. 23, now known as the First, completed in 1835 (having possibly been sketched as early as 1831, in the immediate aftermath of the Polish revolt) and published in 1836. The relationship of its spectacularly end-accented overall shape to the narrative shape of, say, Erlkönig is obvious. From a briefly loud and “weighty” (pesante) opening largo the piece has quieted down to piano by m. 4 and settled into a ruminative moderato by m. 9 (Ex. 7–12a). There is no challenge to either the soft dynamic or the deliberate tempo until the fortieth measure (Ex. 7–12b), where a sudden forte, accompanied by the marking agitato (soon succeeded by sempre più mosso), begins foretelling the general trajectory the piece will follow (albeit not without incidental detours) until il più forte possibile (“the greatest possible loudness”) is reached in m. 206, preparing the way for a final explosion of fireworks, presto con fuoco, two bars later, to be played at the greatest possible speed (Ex. 7–12c). The whole Ballade is in effect a single magnificently sustained, ten-minute, 264-bar dramatic crescendo that continually gathers momentum from portentous introduction to cabaletta-like coda. Nothing could be further removed from the small aphoristic or sectional forms with which we have up to now associated Chopin’s name. The piece shows him to have been capable of formal planning on a colossal scale few had attempted since Beethoven, however novel or sui generis the relationship of the constituent parts.


  EX. 7–12A Frédéric Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, mm. 1–17
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  EX. 7–12B Frédéric Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, mm. 40–44
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  EX. 7–12C Frédéric Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, mm. 206–212
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  To compare the coda to a cabaletta is to add an operatic ingredient to the Ballade’s eclectic recipe alongside the elements drawn from the practice of sonata form and the rhetoric of narrative poetry. That impression is corroborated at the other end of the piece, to return to Ex. 7–12a, in the bare-octaves introduction (Largo), which, though exceeding the range of any actual singer, is unmistakably vocal in style, comprising three phrases of evident recitative, each one shorter, hence more urgent, than the last. The first phrase arpeggiates a harmony that is retrospectively identified by the following cadence as a Neapolitan sixth. The last phrase is left hanging (m. 7) on a remarkably evocative chord containing three dissonances—two appoggiaturas and one suspension—over a dominant root. This chord was so striking to nineteenth-century musicians that Frederick Niecks, author of an early biography of Chopin, called it “the emotional keynote of the whole poem.”28


  The way in which the first theme of the Moderato begins (m. 8)—with an arpeggio that resolves the keynote chord’s charged dissonances one by one (E[image: image] to D, G to F[image: image] by octave displacement, B[image: image] to A by direct melodic succession)—is evidence of the composer’s narrative skill: the bard’s exordium ends on a note of suspense, leading the listener with urgent expectations into the unfolding drama. What is of greatest relevance right now, however, is the fact that the two main harmonic events of the narrator’s Introduction, the Neapolitan sixth and the keynote chord, both return in the coda (cabaletta), after having gone unheard throughout the main body of the Ballade. The Neapolitan sixth is taken up at the height of the presto con fuoco (m. 216)and the cadence it initiates is then repeated obsessively three more times (Ex. 7–12d). The keynote chord, meanwhile (or rather its constituent notes in the form of an arpeggio), returns at m. 257 (Ex. 7–12e) in the form of a recitative phrase in octaves that keenly recalls the rhetoric of the “bard’s exordium.” It serves to introduce the horrifically dissonant final outburst before the end, just as a brief phrase of recitative (“in his arms …”—on the Neapolitan!) had preceded the catastrophic denouement in Schubert’s setting of Erlkönig.


  EX. 7–12D Frédéric Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, mm. 216–22
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  EX. 7–12E Frédéric Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, mm. 257–end
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  Both Schubert and Chopin used the recitative and the Neapolitan harmony in response to the narrative framing device in the poems their music served to transmit. In Schubert’s case it was an actual poem, Goethe’s ballad about the Elf King. In Chopin’s case it was the imaginary or conceptual ballad of which his music was the embodiment. In both cases, however, the narrator speaks in his own voice exactly twice: in the first stanza (Introduction) and in the last (cabaletta). In between comes the main action, carried not by the narrator but by the “principals”—in Chopin’s case the two main themes, plus a couple of nonrecurring episodes.


  Very much unlike the narrator’s choppy phrases of recitative, which we interpret as a conventional representation of speaking, both of the Ballade’s main themes are cast in full lyrical periods, suggesting singers’ voices. The first, in a manner quite unlike standard sonata procedure, comes to a full close before the first episode begins. There is no cadential elision at this point, as we normally expect to find in a sonata. But the situation remains sufficiently sonatalike so that we recognize what follows as an episode, not a theme; we not only expect a modulation, but we specifically expect one to the major. And so we are prepared to know the second theme when we hear it (Ex. 7–12f), even though it comes not in the “classical” relative major but in the Schubertian submediant.


  EX. 7–12F Frédéric Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, mm. 68–82
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  This second theme, unlike the first, ends with a dissolve on every appearance—another departure from what we might take to be the sonata-ish straight-and-narrow. Its first dissolution is accompanied by a restive return of the first theme over the dominant pedal, acting as a bridge to set up the climactic statement of the second theme in A major, at a tritone’s remove from its first statement, thus most dramatically—even melodramatically—providing the tonal far-out point (FOP). This climax is set up by means of a typically operatic stall (Ex. 7–12g), the kind of thing that prepares the soprano’s high note in Bellini and Donizetti, composers from whom Chopin learned an enormous amount, not only about bel canto lyricism, but about dramatic pacing as well.


  EX. 7–12G Frédéric Chopin, Ballade no. 1 in G minor, mm. 98–109
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  The episode that follows next is sometimes called the “waltz episode” owing to the character of the accompaniment. Unlike typical sonata episodes it does not modulate, but rather prepares the return of [image: image] for the final statement of the second theme. This is followed by the final statement of the first theme, again in the agitated dominant-pedal mode replete with stalling tactics, but in its original key, thus completing a tonal palindrome: g–E[image: image]–A–E[image: image]–g (upper case denoting major, lower case minor). The superimposition of this closed tonal progression, with its suggestion of “ternary form,” over the steadily gathering momentum of the Ballade’s narrative unfolding is further proof of the eclectic complexity of design that undergirds its thrillingly immediate and emotional impress.


  Now this description of the Ballade’s sequence of events has gone out of its way to call attention to those aspects of its unfolding that do not conform to the normal sonata-form template. Chiefly these departures have to do with the order in which things happen. The second theme is recapitulated before the first. The FOP occurs not at the climax of development but at the moment of greatest lyrical expanse. Development as such is deployed in brief setups to offset lyrical high points rather than as a modulatory agent. The coda has an entirely unconventional relationship to the introduction, as we have already observed.


  Because of these apparent deviations from standard operating procedure, some have been reluctant to compare Chopin’s Ballade with the sonatas of earlier composers or to locate the source of its rhetoric in sonata procedures, even if we are less likely now to assume, as did the otherwise admiring Niecks, that such deviations merely demonstrate Chopin’s incapacity for handling large classical forms. And yet the shapes and gestures that give form to the Ballade—the bithematic exposition, the motivic reconfigurations of the first theme, the recapitulation (never mind in what order), the elaborate coda (never mind its contents)—all had their origins and sole precedents in symphonies and sonatas, and derived their meaning (as narrative, as drama) from the listener’s recognition of that fact.


  Chopin had so internalized the morphology of the sonata, one might say, that he could deploy its elements in idiosyncratic ways that actually resemble the oral techniques of a folk balladeer, who (as Goethe remarked) has his pregnant subject—his figures, their actions and emotions—so deep in his mind that he does not know how he will bring it to light. He can begin lyrically, epically, dramatically and proceed, changing the form at will, either to hurry to the end or to delay it considerably.


  So Chopin changed the form of the sonata to suit his narrative purposes. Perhaps, then, it would be best to say, not that Chopin’s Ballades are in a modified sonata form (which fails to consider, or even obscures, the reasons for modification), but that they represent the sonata later on, the way French or Spanish is Latin later on. Recognizable elements of an older vocabulary and syntax have been newly configured and positioned to serve new rhetorical and expressive aims; and it would make no greater sense to interpret the new configurations as decline or deterioration in the handling of form than it would to regard French (as many once surely did) as a deteriorated Latin.


  The extra recurrences of the main themes, seemingly at odds with sonata procedures, are crucial to our perception of the Ballade as a ballad, which, besides being a narrative, is also a strophic song, unfolding in recurrent stanzas. By synthesizing strophic and sonata principles, Chopin brilliantly solved the problem of capturing the relationship in a ballad between the recurrent tune and the ever-evolving narrative content. Every time the first theme recurs, to pick the most obvious example, its continuation is different: the first time it gives way to the first episode, the second time to the lyrical climax, and the third time to the coda-cabaletta. Thus it is invested each time with a new narrative function, just as each repeated melodic stanza is invested in a poetic ballad with new words.


  But if the Ballade is a narrative, what kind of a story is it telling? George Sand’s explanation, that the instrumental medium substitutes feeling content for object content, is not quite sufficient, whether or not it carries the composer’s authority. Feelings can as easily be evoked by pictures (like Beethoven’s storm picture in the Pastoral Symphony, to cite Sand’s or Chopin’s own example) as by stories. Why a story—and a folk story at that?


  NATIONALISM AS A MESSAGE


  The Polish-American musicologist Karol Berger has argued that Chopin invented the instrumental Ballade as a vehicle to tell the story of Poland as he and his fellow émigrés conceived it—not the story of Poland’s lamentable past (although that past is surely referred to) but the story of its future. “Personal and collective identities always have narrative structure,” Berger writes. “We identify ourselves by means of the stories we tell about ourselves, stories about where we have come from, and where we are going.”29 The story Chopin told in the Ballade was a modified and (by means of his music) universalized version of the story Mickiewicz and other exiled Polish intellectuals were telling about Poland—that is, about themselves. It was a story of impending revolution.


  In the words of the Polish-born Oxford historian Sir Lewis Namier, from his famous essay “1848: The Revolution of the Intellectuals,” exiled Polish patriots felt in the aftermath of their crushed revolt of 1830–1831 that


  
    Poland’s resurrection could only come through a war between the Partitioning Powers, or the defeat of all three (as happened in 1918); that this presupposed a general upheaval, a world war or a world revolution; that the July Monarchy [newly installed in France, where they lived] offered no base against the Powers of the Holy Alliance [namely Prussia, Russia, and Austria, Poland’s occupiers]; and that a new revolution was needed to mobilize popular forces in France and give the signal to Europe. They waited for 1848.30

  


  


  The 1848 revolutions also failed, but we have Chopin’s response to them in the form of a letter to a compatriot then living in New York. War and revolution were a heavy price to pay, he wrote. They “will not happen without horrors, but at the end of it all there is Poland, magnificent, great; in a word, Poland.”31 The G-minor Ballade, composed some twelve to fifteen years earlier, was a prophecy. Berger relates its narrative to that of the biblical exodus, with its “structure of past enslavement, present exile and future rebirth preserved but modulated to stress the dimension of the future.”32 That emphasis is what conditioned the Ballade’s thrilling trajectory from a subdued beginning to a blaze of fiery, even tragic glory.


  This interpretation carries conviction on the basis of evidence both internal and external. Beyond the general gathering of momentum over the course of the whole movement, Berger specifically emphasizes the contrast between the drooping contour of the main theme (particularly if its beginning is heard as a continuation of the “emotional keynote” in mm. 6–7) and the stunning upward surges, practically covering the length of the keyboard, that set off the narrator’s valedictory recitatives in the Ballade’s final measures, one of which actually replays, fortissimo, the keynote phrase. In the context of a folk or national genre like the ballad/Ballade (even one with spurious literary origins), these surges and keynotes carry the force of a political harangue.


  And that is where the external evidence fits in. It is remarkable that Chopin’s Ballade was almost universally interpreted as the composer’s most seriously nationalistic endeavor despite the fact that, unlike the polonaises and mazurkas, its musical style is not at all marked as specifically Polish. Indeed, the only national reference made in the course of the foregoing stylistic and formal analysis was to the Italian opera, then regarded, along with German symphonism, as an international or universal genre. And there are Germanic resonances in the piece as well, beginning with its very opening, where the octave-unison writing and the Neapolitan harmony have recalled to many listeners the opening bars of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata no. 23 in F minor, op. 57 (the “Appassionata”).


  Chopin, in other words, pulled off the extraordinary feat of telling a national story using only universal ingredients. That, in its way, is the Ballade’s most compelling association with the political and cultural discourses that surrounded and conditioned the revolution of 1848, which (as Namier insisted) “was universally expected” by the intellectual classes all over Europe, and at the same time “was supernational as none before or after.”33 Glossing this characterization, Berger defines that universal expectation as the hope that “the future revolution should complete the unfinished business of 1789 and universally replace the principle of dynastic property with that of national sovereignty.”34 Poland, a murdered country whose national sovereignty had been forcibly eradicated to add to the property of three European dynasties, was the great emblem of 1848, and Chopin, in his Ballade, displayed that emblem to all of Europe in a language all could understand, and respond to, as theirs.


  So the national question, while originally posed in terms of folklore (or Volkstümlichkeit, “folklikeness”), nevertheless quickly transcended folklore. The reception of Chopin’s Ballade, like that of many other national monuments in tones, proved that nationalism in music is not defined by style alone, or even necessarily, but by a much more complex interaction between creative intentions and critical perceptions.


  Given the import of his work, and the aspirations it embodied, the final chapter of Chopin’s life was a tragicomical anticlimax. His affair with George Sand ended in 1847 as a result of envious intrigues by her children, leaving him depressed and disinclined to work. The immediate effect of the outbreak of the long-awaited 1848 revolution, when it hit Paris, was the interruption of Chopin’s income from teaching, forcing him to take up residence in England where he again became the darling of fashionable society. He stayed there for eight months, returning to Paris in November, having earned (or been given) enough money to maintain a residence. His longstanding tuberculosis claimed him less than a year later. He died surrounded by fellow Poles including his sister, who had come to his bedside from Warsaw; but he was buried in Paris like a grand seigneur after a funeral attended by three thousand mourners, at which Mozart’s Requiem was performed.


  AMERICA JOINS IN


  A composer whose career began very much like Chopin’s, but later diverged owing to his failure to attain a comparable level of social prestige, was Louis Moreau Gottschalk (1829–69), a native of New Orleans who was the first American-born composer to make his mark within the European tradition of fine-art music. His father, London-born and Leipzig-educated, was a prosperous merchant from a highly assimilated (possibly converted) German-Jewish family like Mendelssohn’s; his mother, a skilled amateur pianist and operatic singer, was the daughter of a celebrated French Creole baker who had fled to Louisiana as a refugee from the Haitian slave revolts of the 1790s. His socially ambitious parents identified wholeheartedly with European high culture and brought up their children in an atmosphere effectively shielded from the local popular culture by a well-developed salon and opera-house network. As soon as their gifted son had received his basic training from the local cathedral organist, he was packed off to Paris, aged thirteen, for finishing.


  Gottschalk was an extraordinarily precocious talent. Before he turned sixteen he gave a recital at which he played Chopin’s E-minor Concerto before an audience that included Chopin himself, who paid enthusiastic respects backstage and (according to Gottschalk) declared him the future “king of pianists.”35 Yet like the young Chopin before him, Gottschalk found he could not break through to real recognition from the European public except as an exotic—which is what turned him, very much against the current of his upbringing, into an American (or, more precisely, a Louisiana Creole) nationalist.


  In quick succession he published three sets of bravura variations— Bamboula, danse des nègres, op. 2; La savane, ballade créole, op. 3; Le bananier (“The banana tree”), chanson nègre, op. 4—that have been aptly dubbed a “Louisiana trilogy” by Gilbert Chase,36 a leading musical Americanist. They established for him a reputation, at age nineteen, of being (in the words of an enraptured Paris reviewer) a rude prodigy who composed “wild, languishing, indescribable” things that bore “no resemblance to any other European music.”37
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  FIG. 7–7 Louis Moreau Gottschalk, wood engraving after a drawing by Henry Louis Stephens, published in Vanity Fair, 11 October 1862.


  


  Although French was his first language, Gottschalk was not really a Creole, since he descended only on his mother’s side from French settlers. Nor, despite his own testimony (accepted by his early biographers), is there any reason to assume that his “Louisiana trilogy” was based on exotic memories from his childhood. La savane (“The savannah”), for example, which bears the Chopinesque designation ballade, was supposedly inspired by a legend that the live oaks in the swamps surrounding New Orleans had grown up out of the skeletons of runaway slaves. According to his program note, the boy Gottschalk heard this legend from his governess, a mulatto slave girl named Sally, who punctuated her narrative with snatches of the mournful slave song on which the bravura variations are based. French audiences were not likely to notice that this so-called slave song was a minor-mode variant of “Skip to My Lou, My Darling,” an old English dance tune that is still an American nursery staple.


  But even if Gottschalk’s “Creole” music was no more authentic than this, the piano style in which he couched it did give his music a convincingly personal imprint (hence authentic in another, perhaps more important sense), and one that proved unexpectedly fertile in America. The startlingly original Bamboula, apparently composed in 1844–45 when Gottschalk, aged just fifteen, was recovering from an attack of typhoid fever, was issued by the Paris publisher Escudier in 1849. The title is supposedly the name, in New Orleans black patois, of an African-style drum made of bamboo, and the piece is purportedly an evocation of Saturday night social dancing at the Place Congo (Congo Square), a hall frequented by les gens de couleur, New Orleans’ free mulatto or mixed-blood population, who were largely of Caribbean descent.


  None of this can be confirmed. The tunes are not recognizably West Indian, nor was the very sheltered Gottschalk likely to have been taken as a lad to witness such goings-on at first hand. But in evoking the bamboula drum, whether real or imaginary, Gottschalk devised an angular, dryly percussive style of piano playing (Ex. 7–13), full of hocketing exchanges between the hands and reinforced in the notation by many polyglot reminders to the player to keep it up (“très rhythmé,” “sostenuto il canto, staccato l’accompagnement,” “pesante il basso,” etc.). The touch, and consequently the texture, is exceptionally differentiated, the two hands (and sometimes two lines within a single hand) being radically contrasted. There is even a spot where the right hand is required to play legato and rubato while the left hand carries the warning “la basse toujours rhythmée,” and (even more unusually) there are whole sections in which the damper pedal is held in abeyance.


  This special piano touch, “wild and indescribable” to listeners used to Chopin and Liszt, later became the foundation of ragtime, especially when Gottschalk added syncopated Latin American rhythms to the mix (as in his “Souvenir de Porto Rico, Marche des Gibaros”) during a strange Caribbean interlude that lasted from 1857 to 1862 (Ex. 7–14). The hocketing hands-exchange technique reached its peak in The Banjo (1854), composed while Gottschalk was living in Spain and briefly enjoying court patronage. At the end (Ex. 7–15a) there is a lengthy bravura coda or cadenza based on the melody of his compatriot Stephen Foster’s then brand-new Camptown Races (1850), in which the accompaniment was already fashioned to resemble banjo-picking (Ex. 7–15b).


  While Foster (1826–64) wrote music for consumption in homely domestic venues or minstrel shows, Gottschalk’s bravura exercises in Americana, it is important to remember, were composed for European audiences. He returned to America early in 1853 for what he expected to be a whirlwind tour, but his father’s death later that year turned him willy-nilly into the family breadwinner. From then on he made his career entirely on the terms of the burgeoning American music trade, not on those of the European salon culture to which he had expected to return. He would not be Chopin’s successor as society lap dog after all. His destiny lay in the uniquely American business of popularizing high culture.


  EX. 7–13 Louis Moreau Gottschalk, Bamboula, mm. 1–24
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  He stepped up the frequency of his concert tours to unprecedented levels, causing him chronic exhaustion and periods of burnout, and considerably shortening his life in consequence. Thanks to the boom in American railway construction that coincided exactly with his peak concertizing period, Gottschalk covered more miles in less time than any other virtuoso of the day, playing not only big cities but small mill and mining towns from coast to coast and bringing European fine-art music to audiences of a kind that would never have heard it in Europe. Toward the end of his concert career he calculated that between 1853 and 1865 he had given 1,100 recitals and logged more than 95,000 miles by rail.


  And he did all this not in twelve years, actually, but in only seven, since (as already mentioned) he spent the years 1857 to 1862, following a nervous breakdown, leading a vagabond existence in the Caribbean, playing little but composing much. His works from this period included a oneact opera (Escenas campestres[Rural Scenes]), a symphony (La nuit des tropiques [The Tropical Night]), and a new crop of “Latin” piano works like the one in Ex. 7–14, which he could later purvey to American audiences as the kind of exotic fare with which he had formerly regaled Paris.
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  FIG. 7–8 Stephen Foster, portrait by Thomas Hicks.


  


  But he also composed quantities of precisely the kind of sentimental commercial music his European experience had taught him to despise—sentimental parlor-piano compositions with titles like The Last Hope (1854), The Maiden’s Blush (1863), The Dying Poet (1864), and Morte! (1868). It practically goes without saying that these compositions, intended for home consumption, were not in the least nationalistic. Quite the contrary: just as to aristocratic European audiences Gottschalk had represented untamed America, so to the “vulgar” American public, both those who came to hear him play and those who purchased the sheet music afterward to play at home, he represented European “class.”


  EX. 7–14 Louis Moreau Gottschalk, Souvenir de Porto Rico, Marche des Gibaros


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  A vivid case in point is the single piece of Americana he composed in America: a rousing pastiche of patriotic songs called Union, with which he would end his concerts during the Civil War. After a stormy martial introduction and an ornate arrangement of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” during which audiences presumably stood at attention, there came a contrapuntal juxtaposition of “Yankee Doodle” and “Hail Columbia,” a far more learned, even academic sort of exercise than he would have dreamed of playing before European audiences who heard conservatory-trained musicians every day.


  EX. 7–15A Louis Moreau Gottschalk, the Foster-quoting section of The Banjo
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  EX. 7–15B The corresponding snatch of Foster’s “Camptown Races”
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  The first statement of “Hail Columbia” is European in another way as well: as an exercise in the most recondite, most sophisticated sort of slithery “continental” harmonization, indebted above all to Chopin (Ex. 7–16a). If Bamboula and Souvenir de Porto Rico gave a foretaste of ragtime, this passage is a prophecy of the vogue for sentimental barbershop quartet singing that flourished as a sort of American Männerchor movement for forty years or so beginning in the 1890s (seeEx. 7–16b).


  Gottschalk was forced to leave the United States in 1865 to avoid prosecution on a charge (later declared unfounded) of statutory rape. He spent the last four years of his life, as his biographer and performing champion Jeanne Behrend put it, “skirting much of the outer rim of South America—six months in Peru, one year in Chile, two years in Argentina and Uruguay, seven and a half months in Brazil.”38 During this final period Gottschalk became a sort of P. T. Barnum of music, or perhaps an American Berlioz, taking popularization to new heights in monster concerts that he organized wherever he went at the expense of the Chickering piano manufacturing firm of Boston, the inventor of the cast-iron frame (hence the perfecter of the modern grand piano), which had made Gottschalk an official trade representative. In South America this musical son of New Orleans now represented Yankee enterprise.


  The pinnacle was reached in Rio de Janeiro on 24 November 1869 with the cooperation of the Brazilian Emperor Pedro II, who placed the massed bands of the National Guard, the Imperial Army and Navy, and three municipal orchestras at Gottschalk’s disposal. “Just think of 800 performers and 80 drums to lead,”39 he exulted, exaggerating only slightly, in a letter to a friend. The concert went “crescendo,” starting with Gottschalk alone on stage playing a Lisztian potpourri on themes from Charles Gounod’s popular operatic version of Goethe’s Faust, followed by a new Tarantella for piano and orchestra. Then the curtain went up on the great mass of performers, 650 in all. After the Brazilian national anthem played (according to the Anglo Brazilian Times) by “forty young ladies on twenty-five pianos” (Chickerings, of course), came the Grand March from Meyerbeer’s Le prophète, a movement from Gottschalk’s own “Tropical Night” Symphony, and as grand finale a new work of Gottschalk’s, composed for the occasion and dedicated to the Emperor: Marcha solemne brasileira, replete with backstage cannon fire. A repetition of the entire program was scheduled for the day after next, with a solo performance by Gottschalk on the evening in between.


  EX. 7–16A Louis Moreau Gottschalk, Union, mm. 11–24
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  No novelist would dare invent what happened next for fear of losing credibility. Gottschalk collapsed during that intervening performance right in the midst of Morte! (She’s Dead), one of his popular potboilers, and had to be carried from the stage back to his hotel room. The second concerto monstro had to be postponed, then canceled. Gottschalk never played again. He died on 18 December from the consequences of a ruptured abdominal abscess.


  ART AND DEMOCRACY


  As an emissary from America to Europe, then from Europe to America, and finally between Americas; as a mediator between low culture and high society, and then between high culture and “low” society; as a shuttler between culture and commerce; and as a perpetual peripatetic whose selfhood was always defined by some sort of otherness, Gottschalk led an emblematically liminal existence—an existence on the borders—that defined a particularly “American” moment in the history of European music. It was a moment of confrontation that presaged the hardening of categories and the closing of borders.


  EX. 7–16B Chorus from “Home on the Range,” arranged for barbershop quartet by Ozzie Westley, mm. 17–end
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  The United States, the exemplary creation of Enlightened universalist politics, posed a perpetual threat to the European status quo. What it threatened was the security of traditional hierarchy. The American experience, which began with a revolution, was viewed in Europe as an experiment in social leveling, hardly less ominous than the revolutionary movements that were gathering force seemingly everywhere on the European continent between 1830 and 1848. Backlash against Americanism—defined in terms of commercialism, mechanical technology, and indifference if not sheer hostility to quality or excellence in matters of culture and conduct—was already well advanced by the time the young Gottschalk sailed for Europe in 1842. Pierre Zimmermann, the head of the piano department at the Paris Consevatoire, would not even allow an American boy to audition (even one who spoke perfect French and had been trained at home by Frenchmen), because “America produces steam engines, not musicians.”40 Instead Gottschalk studied in Paris with the German-born Charles Hallé, Chopin’s friend.


  The democratic, nonhierarchical spirit of nineteenth-century America, however partial or limited (in view of the simultaneous existence, until 1865, of Negro slavery, to pick only the most obvious contradiction), has been looked upon by some American cultural historians as having fostered a kind of populist golden age of art. Gottschalk’s successful if overly strenuous career as an American public entertainer between 1853 and 1865, and his later activity as a grandiose musical impresario in Latin America, might seem to support the historian Lawrence Levine’s contention that “in the nineteenth century, especially in the first half, Americans, in addition to whatever specific cultures they were part of, shared a public culture less hierarchically organized, less fragmented into relatively rigid adjectival boxes [i.e., “high” vs. “low”] than their descendants [i.e., we] were to experience a century later,”41 and that the loss of this sense of a shared heterogeneous popular culture, including the portion later defined and fenced off as “high,” was a grievous one for the subsequent development of art in America, and even throughout the world.


  There is truth in this view, and we will explore it. It is most immediately demonstrated in the opposition Gottschalk faced from fastidious critics in America such as John Sullivan Dwight (1813–93), inevitably a Bostonian, who was an early advocate of what Levine calls “fragmentation,”42 and who deplored Gottschalk’s popularizing and Americanizing efforts. But it is a one-sided view. Gottschalk, and other American artists, had their social troubles in America, too, owing not to their being Americans, but to their being artists. The place of charismatic individuals in a society that puts a social and political premium on ordinariness or conformity can be precarious, as Gottschalk’s eventual fate bore out.


  The morals charge and the attendant scandal that led to his exile from America reflected the social stigma and suspicion that attached to artists in American society. Indeed, the stigma and suspicion have lasted into our own time, as witness the perpetual difficulties encountered in establishing and administering government art patronage in America. Recall, for example, the persistent efforts in the 1980s and 1990s to dismantle the federal government’s National Endowment for the Arts, and the moral vilification some American artists have personally suffered in consequence of those efforts at the hands of politicians who saw an electoral advantage in persecuting them.


  Here European attitudes can be shown to differ considerably, in the direction of tolerance. Both Liszt and Chopin, as we already know, lived openly with women to whom they were not married (and who were married, or had been married, to others), and suffered little or no social stigma in consequence. In the case of Liszt, his reputation as a womanizer was in fact a distinct career advantage. Chopin and George Sand were once notoriously refused accommodations in Majorca, it is true. The reason, however, was not their depraved liaison, but rather Chopin’s manifestly poor health.


  STEREOTYPING THE OTHER: “ORIENTALISM”


  So far in this chapter we have observed the tensions between the universal and the particular, and between the nationalistic and the exotic, from the perspective of expatriated composers highly conscious of themselves as outsiders, presenting a sense of self that is to a large extent constructed out of a sense of difference. It is unlikely that Chopin would have written so many mazurkas, or Gottschalk his “Louisiana trilogy,” had they stayed at home all their lives. There are, of course, other perspectives. There is the domestic or patriotic national consciousness that we have observed by now in many romantic artists, in which the assertion of national identity serves a different social purpose, emphasizing community rather than peculiarity, sameness rather than difference, social cohesion rather than social division.


  And there is yet another perspective, in which members of one community represent an alien or exotic community for their own purposes and their own consumption. This kind of exoticism could be looked upon as a sort of inverse nationalism, since very often the purpose of representing (and, almost invariably, of stereotyping) the other is the bolstering of one’s own sense of community by contrast. It is an act not of ecumenism or world fellowship in the spirit of Herder, but one of invidious distinction, of “marking off,” ultimately of exclusion.


  The most widespread and time-honored guise that this kind of exoticism has worn in the European musical tradition is that of “orientalism,” the musical representation of non-European (generally Asian) peoples. We have encountered it in Beethoven (Die Ruinen von Athen), in Rossini (L’Italiana in Algeri), and in Weber (Turandot; also Abu Hassan, an 1811 singspiel based on the Arabian Nights). Even by Mozart’s time it had a long history. “Turkish” operas—operas making fun of Turks or other Muslims—were a Vienna specialty (in still-conscious reaction to the Ottoman siege of 1683) when Mozart wrote his singspiel Die Entführung aus dem Serail (“Abduction from the Seraglio”) in 1782. Lully’s incidental music to Molière’s play Le bourgeois gentilhomme had lampooned the Turks (Europe’s most formidable antagonists since the time of the Crusades) even earlier, in 1670; and there are isolated examples going back to the sixteenth century.


  European musical representation of the Orient enjoyed an enormous renewed vogue during the nineteenth century, thanks in particular to a historical and economic turnabout whereby the Europeans, rather than the Asians, became the expansionist aggressors. One can almost exactly coordinate manifestations of musical (as well as artistic, literary, and scholarly) orientalism with the movements of colonial and imperialist armies, beginning with Napoleon’s Egyptian campaigns of 1798–99—a scholarly bonanza above all owing to the discovery of the Rosetta stone, and the subsequent publication of the twenty-four-volume Description of Egypt by Edme François Jomard, a geographer and antiquarian who had traveled with Napoleon’s army between 1809 and 1813.


  Together with the sumptuously illustrated album Voyage in Lower and Upper Egypt by Baron Dominique Denon, another member of Napoleon’s entourage who later became the chief curator of the Louvre, Jomard’s work touched off a French craze for all things “Near Eastern.” The Vicomte de Chateaubriand published a bestselling travel book, the semi-imaginary Itinerary from Paris to Jerusalem, in 1811; Victor Hugo’s wholly imaginary Les Orientales, a book of exotic poems, followed in 1829. Accordingly, the first place to look for signs of a new romantic wave in musical orientalia is France.


  The wave reached an early crest in the work of Félicien David (1810–76), a specialist in the Eastern mode, who made a pilgrimage to Egypt in 1833–35 by way of the Turkish cities of Constantinople (Istanbul) and Smyrna (Izmir). He noted down Arab and Turkish tunes wherever he went, and after first publishing a large series of piano pieces based on them (Mélodies orientales, twenty-two pieces in seven books, 1836), summed up his impressions of the East in a monumental “Ode-Symphony” (a symphony with voices in the manner of Beethoven’s Ninth) called Le Désert, which had its deliriously successful premiere in December 1844 and remained a concert staple for a couple of decades thereafter, although like its author it is virtually forgotten today.


  The direct influence of Beethoven’s Ninth is apparent from the very outset, which evokes the infinite desert expanse (as Beethoven had evoked the cosmos) with a seemingly endless pedal tone on C against which a welter of motives for future development (some seemingly in C, others in F, still others in [image: image]) alternate with “melodramas” for a speaking narrator, a device borrowed from Lélio, or Returning to Life (Lélio, ou le retour à la vie), the now-forgotten sequel to the Symphonie fantastique by Berlioz, who was quick to proclaim his imitator’s work a masterpiece.
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  FIG. 7–9 Title page of first edition of Felicien David’s Le Désert (Paris, 1845).


  


  Thereafter the work proceeds in three long movements, each comprising several unrelated episodes or scenes (although there is a sort of recapitulation of the opening at the very end), the whole representing a caravan slowly crossing the desert, encountering a sandstorm, passing mosques, offering a prayer to Allah, and so forth. The voices are all male, but the second movement contains a “Danse des almées” (Dance of the “Almahs,” Egyptian belly dancers, regarded by Europeans as prostitutes) that supplies what would prove to be the most durable, indeed indispensable, ingredient in European musical orientalism (Ex. 7–17a). The most famous episode in Le Désert was the call of the muezzin, the crier who, standing in the balcony of a minaret or mosque turret, at stated hours five times daily, intones the call summoning the faithful to prayer (Ex. 7–17b).


  Both the dance and the muezzin’s cry were based on authentic source material, personally observed by the composer on location; indeed, in the final melisma of the muezzin’s call, he seems to have tried to give an impression of microtones. In any case, David received the compliment of recognition from an Arab delegation in native dress, attending the premiere as the guests of the French government, much to the audience’s delight.


  The vogue for Le Désert came quickly to an end, however; by 1857, Berlioz, who as press critic had acclaimed it, was calling it in private correspondence “a curious specimen of silly music.”43 The reason for its fall from favor may have had to do, at least in part, with its excessive “verisimilitude,” with its being, paradoxically enough, too faithful (and uncritical) a portrait of the East, and too little a story. The main thrust of French musical orientalism quickly turned toward opera rather than song or symphony, where a certain repertoire of archetypal tales emerged to lend moral, social, and political significance to the exercise.


  EX. 7–17A Félicien David, Le Désert, Danse des almées
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  EX. 7–17B Félicien David, Le Désert, Muezzin’s call
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  The list of orientalist operas that ensued would include works by almost every French composer of any reputation at all from the middle to the end of the century. By David himself there was Lalla-Roukh (1862), after a story about the love life of an Indian princess by the Irish poet Thomas Moore. By Meyerbeer there was L’Africaine (1865), which (its title notwithstanding) also concerns the love of an Indian princess, in this case for Vasco da Gama, the Portuguese explorer. By Léo Delibes (1836–91) there was Lakmé (1883), yet another tale about the love of an Indian princess (and priest’s daughter), this time for an English officer. By Jules Massenet (1842–1912) there was Le roi de Lahore (“The King of Lahore,” 1877), in which the title character dies, spends an act in Hindu heaven, and returns to life in the guise of a beggar to claim a virgin priestess for his bride.


  By Georges Bizet (1838–75) there were Les pêecheurs de perles (“The pearl fishers,” 1863), a love triangle—yes, she is a virgin priestess—set in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and Djamileh (1872), about a slave girl who wins the heart of an Egyptian caliph. By Ambroise Thomas (1811–96) there was Le Caïd (“The Khayyid,” 1849), about the amorous misadventures of a North African chieftain. Finally, by Camille Saint-Saëns (1835–1921) there was Samson et Dalila (1877), on the famous biblical story, which of all these operas retains the securest place in repertory today.


  Whether comic or tragic, all of these operas are love stories given an unusually frank and sensual treatment that, set in the “occident,” would have been considered offensive within the mores of the time. The idea of the Orient as sexual playground gave license for the enjoyment of libidinous fantasies, their immorality diminished by the non-Christian (hence morally irredeemable) setting. The exotic sexpot or sex toy was only one of the stereotypes for which the orientalist manner made allowance: others included acts of despotic violence, depraved luxury, picturesque or orgiastic rites and sacrifices, and so on. Under cover of moral censure an otherwise inadmissible voyeurism could be indulged.


  What is more, a repertory of recognizably “oriental” musical devices could be deployed semiotically, as signs or tropes to conjure up the qualities associated with orientalist plots and characters: thus a certain kind of oriental music could signify or conjure up sex(iness), another violence, a third barbarous ritual, even without an explicitly oriental setting. For this technique to work, verisimilitude had to be sacrificed to stereotype, the latter often lacking any authentic counterpart in “oriental” reality.


  But that is precisely the point. “Orientalism,” as the Arab-American literary critic Edward Said (a leading theorist of the process) has pointed out, “overrode the Orient.”44 Indeed, the very expression “the Orient” is already an example of such overriding, since the East is “the East” only to “the West.” The very act of naming it is already constitutive: the name is what brings the thing into being. And that thing is a thing of metaphor, of imaginary geography and historical fiction: a reduced and “totalized” (omnisciently known) other against which we construct our no less reduced and totalized sense of ourselves.


  There is no way of fully disengaging this constructed East from “the real one,” least of all in artistic representations (which are always conventional). Thus an attempt, like David’s Le Désert, merely to transcribe the reality of the thing, will quickly pall—will seem artless or naive—next to the really sophisticated fruits of orientalism.


  The famous Bacchanale, the ballet sequence from act III of Samson et Dalila, can serve as an example (Ex. 7–18). The Philistines, an ancient people who have left no musical traces to posterity, are seen carousing before the idol of their god, Dagon, right before Samson brings the temple down to end the opera. Without any authentic source to guide him, thus untempted by the possibility of “real verisimilitude,” Saint-Saëns opts for a fancifully exotic mode containing not one (as do some Arabian modes) but two “oriental” augmented seconds (B–[image: image], F[image: image]–[image: image]), intervals that in various contexts can evoke Arabs or Jews or Gypsies ad libitum, or symbolize their attributes (here, orgiastic excess). At the same time the drumbeat accompaniment below is dividing the eighth-notes in every pair of [image: image] measures into groups following the asymmetrical pattern 3 + 3 + 2, a rhythmic cycle found in many kinds of non-European music including Arabian, but also black Caribbean (“Afro-Cuban”) or Latin American.


  EX. 7–18 Camille Saint-Saëns, Samson et Dalila, Act III, Bacchanale
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  The net result is an imaginary or all-purpose orientalist music that nevertheless communicates a very specific image to properly attuned European listeners. (What it would communicate to the modern-day descendants of the Philistines is anybody’s guess.) In an orientalist sense it is realer than anything real could be; and if that seems a paradox, an observation by the Russian critic Hermann Laroche may help clarify it. Pondering the “biblical orientalism” in several Russian operas based on Old Testament or Apocryphal subjects, he asked and answered a rhetorical question:


  
    In what does Alexander Serov’s masterly characterization of the extinct Assyrians in his opera Judith [1863] consist, or Anton Rubinstein’s of the ancient Semites in his “sacred opera” The Tower of Babel [1870]? Obviously in one thing only: the composers have successfully reproduced our subjective idea of the Assyrians and the Semites.45

  


  


  Which is to say, they successfully catered, by the use of stereotypes, to contemporary prejudice, as memorably encapsulated in Chateaubriand’s Itinerary when he wrote of the Turks that they spend their time “ravaging the world or else sleeping on carpets, amidst women and perfumes.”46 Orientalist tropes (figures, turns of phrase) would henceforth pervade the representation of masculine barbarity and feminine voluptuousness alike, and thereby broaden their significance through a process known as metonymy, the representation of a thing by one of its attributes, or vice versa. An orientalist trope could now connote or specify barbarity or voluptuousness in any context.


  SEX À LA RUSSE


  This process can be traced very vividly in the music of Russian composers, who were if anything even more obsessed with the development of orientalist tropes than were the French. The reason for their obsession was twofold. In the first place, Russia was engaged throughout the nineteenth century in imperialistic expansion into Islamic territories, first in the Caucasus (where the indigenous populations were in fact Christian as well as Muslim), later in what the Russians called “Central Asia,” the vast plain or steppe south of Siberia and north of Iran, Afghanistan, and China.


  The Caucasian campaigns reached their peak in the immediate post-Napoleonic period and lasted into the 1830s. The Central Asian campaigns were waged from the 1860s to the early 1880s, by which time the entire territory of what would later become the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), the world’s last surviving multinational empire, was controlled by Russia. In this later phase of its expansion into Islamic Asia, Russia was competing with Great Britain in what Rudyard Kipling, the great poet of British imperialism, called the Great Game47 a protracted war of conquest against a Muslim Holy League led by the khan of Bokhara (now Uzbekistan).


  Unlike the British Empire, or any of the other modern Western European empires (French, Spanish, Portuguese), which were formed in the process of colonization (first of the New World, later of Africa and India), the Russian empire, like the Ottoman (Turkish) and the nearly defunct Hapsburg (Austrian) empires, or like the empires of the ancient world, was a contiguous empire, formed by a continual process of aggrandizement into bordering territories. It occupied a single enormous landmass, and its various peoples intermingled (and intermarried) to a much greater degree than in the Western European empires.


  This contiguity and (so to speak) intimacy gave impetus to the other reason why Russian composers were such avid orientalists. The orientalist tropes with which they filled their music distinguished them from the composers of Western Europe, and gave them a means of competing with the older, more established traditions of European art music. To accentuate the “oriental” aspect was for Russian composers a way of asserting their individual identity and their claim to respect and attention as independent musical creators at a time when Russia was just joining the European fine art tradition.


  Thus when the arts publicist Vladimir Stasov (1824–1906), a wonderfully energetic and effective propagandist for what he called the “New Russian School” of nationalist composers, looked back in 1882 at “Twenty-Five Years of Russian Art” (the title of one of his most famous essays), he listed “the oriental element”48 as one of the four major characteristics that justified its assertion of equal rights. (The others were its skepticism of European tradition, which made it independent; its striving for a unique national character, which made it authentic; and its “extreme inclination toward program music,” which made it progressive.)


  But of course this gave orientalist tropes a far more ambiguous place within the Russian stylistic spectrum than within the French. For French composers, orientalism was exclusively a means of marking the other. For Russian composers, depending which way they were facing, orientalism could also be a means of marking the self. Orientalism was thus attended by the same tensions and ironies as nationalism. Where nationalism could mean authenticity at home and exoticism abroad, orientalism could mean exoticism at home and authenticity abroad. For Russian composers, an orientalist trope could be a sort of self-portrait. That greatly multiplied the range of its possible meanings, of course, and its possible ambiguities. It also made the formation and deployment of orientalist tropes a much more significant and artfully sophisticated phenomenon among Russian composers than among any other European national group.


  To witness that formation and deployment we can compare three different settings, made over a period of more than sixty years, of a single poem, an untitled lyric by Alexander Pushkin (1799–1837) datingfrom 1828. In literal translation, it goes like this:


  
    Sing not in my presence, O beauty,

    Thy songs of sad Georgia;

    They remind me

    Of another life, a distant shore.

  


  


  
    Alas! they remind me,

    Thy cruel melodies,

    Of steppes, of night—and ’neath the moon

    The features of a poor far-off maid.

  


  


  
    This lovely, fateful vision

    I can forget on seeing thee;

    But you sing—and before me

    I envision it anew.

  


  


  
    Sing not, etc.

  


  


  The first setting (Ex. 7–19a) is by Glinka, the composer of A Life for the Tsar (see chapter 4), but composed five years before that epoch-making opera made him a nationalist. Subtitled “Georgian Song,” it incorporates only the first two stanzas of the poem. According to the composer’s memoirs, the song’s strophic melody, which he learned from the poet and playwright Alexander Griboyedov (1795–1829), was an authentic Georgian tune, the very one to which Pushkin reputedly composed the poem. From the music alone there is no way of guessing that. Nothing about the song sounds the least bit exotic. The diatonic melody seems perfectly normal to Western ears, Glinka’s harmonization unremarkable, the text setting straightforwardly syllabic. Already we have a warning that musical orientalism is a matter not of authenticity but of conventions—conventions that had not yet been established by 1831.


  EX. 7–19A Ne poy, krasavitsa (Pushkin), Glinka’s setting, mm. 1–12
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  EX. 7–19B Ne poy, krasavitsa (Pushkin), Miliy Alexeyevich Balakirev’s setting, mm. 1–8
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  The next setting (Ex. 7–19b) is by Miliy Alexeyevich Balakirev (1837–1910), the founder of what Stasov called the “New Russian School” of avowedly nationalistic composers. (Some reference sources give Balakirev’s birth year as 1836, because on the day he was born, Russian calendars read 21 December 1836. Russia was then using the Julian or old style calendar, and would until 1918; in Western Europe and America, where the Gregorian or new style calendar was already in use, the date read 2 January 1837. In this book, with its international purview, all dates are given according to the new style.) The New Russian School consisted of a group of self-taught composers who had gathered around the charismatic Balakirev like a sort of real-life Davidsbund, opposing academic authority on the one hand and philistinism on the other. With the aid of Stasov’s propaganda, and abetted by the journalistic activity of César Cui (a member of the group), they gradually achieved recognition under a whimsical nickname Stasov had invented for them: moguchaya kuchka, which means a “mighty little bunch.” The five outstanding members of the circle—Balakirev himself, Cui (1835–1918), Alexander Borodin (1833–87), Modest Musorgsky (1839–81), and Nikolai RimskyKorsakov (1844–1908)—are often called the “Mighty Five” in English.


  EX. 7–19C Ne poy, krasavitsa (Pushkin), Sergei Rachmaninoff’s setting, mm. 1–12
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  EX. 7–19D Ne poy, krasavitsa (Pushkin), Sergei Rachmaninoff’s setting, mm. 39–42
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  All of them made conspicuous contributions to the orientalist flood tide: Balakirev in an orchestral work called Tamara (1882), based on a poem by Mikhail Lermontov; Cui in an opera, A Prisoner in the Caucasus (1857; revised 1882), based on a poem by Pushkin; Borodin in an opera, Prince Igor (posthumously produced in 1890), and a “musical picture” for orchestra called In Central Asia (1880); Musorgsky in an unfinished opera based on the novel Salammbôo by Gustave Flaubert; and RimskyKorsakov in many works including two symphonic suites: Antar (1868) and the very popular Sheherazade (1888), based on the Arabian Nights.


  Balakirev’s setting of Pushkin’s verses in Ex. 7–19b, titled “Georgian Song,” was made in 1865, a generation later than Glinka’s, and is typical of the orientalism practiced by the Mighty Five. It is as exotic as could be. The melody is full of close little ornaments and melismas like the ones in Félicien David’s muezzin’s call (see Ex. 7–17b), but also full of telltale augmented seconds like the ones in Saint-Saëns’s Bacchanale (Ex. 7–8)—even though the singer (that is, the speaker of Pushkin’s lines) is not supposed to be an oriental himself but presumably a Russian. Most conspicuously “oriental” of all is the imitation in the accompaniment of Islamic drumming patterns with two pitched drums—the tar (a big frame drum) and the tabla (a higher cylindrical drum played with the individual fingers and capable of producing rapid tattoos).


  All of these stylistic effects have plenty of authentic prototypes—but only in Arabian, Turkish, and Persian music, or in the music of those Caucasian regions (Armenia and Azerbaijan) that absorbed influences from traditional Islamic practices. Georgian folk music uses none of them, and sounds nothing at all like Balakirev’s “Georgian Song”. Balakirev, who lived for long periods in the Caucasus, knew that perfectly well, but he wanted his listeners to get the point, and that meant sacrificing real verisimilitude to something more legible. Russians call it khudozhestvennaya pravda: “artistic truth.” It is what Laroche had in mind in his comment on operatic representations of ancient oriental peoples. Orientalism again overrides the Orient.


  So far, then, we have had an example (Glinka’s) that was authentic but not exotic, and one (Balakirev’s) that was exotic but not authentic. It is the latter that counts for orientalists (if not for ethnomusicologists) as verisimilar, hence truly oriental. But now consider a third setting of Pushkin’s poem: the most famous one, by Sergey Rachmaninoff (1873–1943), written a generation later than Balakirev’s, in 1892, when Rachmaninoff, a piano-playing and composing prodigy of nineteen, had just graduated from the Moscow Conservatory (Ex. 7–19c). It is far less verisimilar than Balakirev’s and makes no pretense to authenticity. Yet with hardly an augmented second it speaks the sign language of Russian orientalism in a highly developed form, adding a great deal to our experience of the poem.


  Rachmaninoff’s setting also has conspicuous melismas: not little decorative authentic-sounding ones like Balakirev’s, which sound a little strange in the mouth of the poet-speaker, but great sweeping ones that have a motivic consistency deriving from the opening neighbor note. The neighbor-note motif is usually sounded in pairs or in threes, with ties that connect resolution tones to the next preparation tone. The result is a syncopated undulation that is sounded in conjunction with two other distinctive musical gestures to complete a semiotic cluster (a set of signifiers that work together, deriving their meaning from their association): a drone (or drum) bass such as even Glinka had suggested, and—most important of all—a chromatic accompanying line that in this case steadily descends along with the sequences of undulating melismas.


  To anyone familiar with the tradition on which it depends, the song’s opening ritornello quite specifically conjures up the beautiful oriental maiden the song is about—not the one singing, but the one remembered. And the ritornello also tells us that she was the poet-singer’s erotic partner; for the cluster of signs—undulating melisma, chromatic accompanying line, drone—evokes not just “the East” in general, but specifically its voluptuous allure. The syncopated undulation is iconically erotic; its contour paints a picture of languid limbs, writhing torsos, arching necks. The drum bass and the melismas are an echo of the stereotyped Islamic musical idiom that Balakirev had already evoked, sexuality’s necessary ticket of admission (for “Western,” Christian necks do not arch and writhe).


  It is the descending chromatic line, possibly a vestige of the old passus duriusculus as mediated through Chopin, that is particularly interesting as an orientalist trope, because it is neither iconically nor stylistically “verisimilar.” That is, it is neither realistic sexual portraiture nor specifically Asiatic in style. But though a purely arbitrary convention, it was a widely accepted one: a badge worn by exotic sexpots all over Europe, including France—or rather Spain (once an Islamic region, after all) seen through French eyes—as its most celebrated manifestation in all of opera reveals (Ex. 7–20).


  EX. 7–20 Georges Bizet, Carmen, ActI,“Habañera,” mm. 1–12
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  The climax of Rachmaninoff’s song (Ex. 7–19d)—undeniably a climax despite the soft dynamic—occurs at the setting of the last two lines, when the chromatic line is suddenly transferred from the middle of the texture to the voice part, at the top. Clearly it is the predominating sign of oriental sensuality, or what the Russians call nega, the bliss of gratified desire (or, more excitingly, the promise of it). Its origin as a musical trope lay in Glinka—not in his “Georgian Song,” but in Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842), his second opera, based on a mock-epic by Pushkin that is set partly in fictitious oriental lands. The composer who brought it to its peak of development was Alexander Borodin, one of the most gifted members of Balakirev’s doughty “Davidsbund.” Borodin was quite famous during his lifetime, but not as a musician. Like many of Balakirev’s associates, he was a Sunday composer. As a chemist with an international reputation, he was one of Russia’s leading scientists, and the founder and chief administrator of his country’s first women’s medical course. He had little spare time for the hobby that won him immortality, which is one reason why his largest work, the opera Prince Igor, was far from finished at the time of his death, although he had been working on it for eighteen years. Based on The Song of Igor’s Campaign, a genuine epic of the twelfth century and Russia’s first literary masterpiece, the opera was a veritable monument to Russian orientalism composed at a time when its plot—a tale of illfated hostilities between a Russian prince and Turkic nomads called Polovtsy whose encampments surrounded his domain—was being virtually played out in real life in the Russian empire’s wars of aggression in Central Asia.
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  FIG. 7–10 Costume for Borodin’s opera Prince Igor.


  


  On the way to it, Borodin also composed a number of shorter works with Eastern themes that could be looked upon as sketches toward his fully elaborated orientalist idiom. One of these spinoffs from the opera was a short song for contralto called Arabskaya melodiya (“Arabian melody”), composed in 1881. The tune is an authentic Arab melody, taken from a book. Again, however, the mode of the tune coincides with the familiar diatonic scale and does not give away its exotic origin to the Western ear. What marks Borodin’s song as oriental is the snaking chromatic accompanying line, so obviously related to the one in Rachmaninoff’s “Georgian Song” (Ex. 7–21), for which it served as model.


  Where Rachmaninoff’s chromatic line (like Bizet’s in Carmen) made a straightforward descent, however, Borodin’s (like Glinka’s in Ruslan) is serpentine, adding a new dimension of erotically iconic undulation. The point at which the change of direction takes place is very significant. The line descends to the fifth degree, then passes chromatically up to the sixth, then down again through the same interpolated half step, joined now by a middle voice that proceeds to repeat the same double pass twice, not counting a couple of extra undulations between the fifth degree and its chromatic upper neighbor. When the climax is reached—a climax as much sexual as musical—on the words “But even death is sweet to me, the death born of passion for thee,” the rhythm of the undulation is excited into diminution and begins to spread out to neighboring scale degrees, ultimately to complete the chromatic gamut, as in Rachmaninoff.


  EX. 7–21 Alexander Borodin, Arabskaya melodiya, second strophe, mm. 1–8
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  The reversible chromatic pass between the fifth and sixth degrees is the essential nega undulation—the essential symbol or “marker” of sex à la russe—as a little snatch from the Chorus of Polovtsian Maidens at the beginning of Prince Igor’s second act will prove (Ex. 7–22a). Brief as it is, this little passage deploys the whole orientalist cluster with terrific economy: the text is about creature comfort and gratified desire (in this case the image of nocturnal dew following a sultry day is acting as nega metaphor); the sopranos contribute the melodic undulation, here a sort of pedal; the altos contribute the harmonic undulation, from the fifth degree to the sixth and back through a chromatic passing tone each way; and the orchestral bass instruments supply the drum/drone.


  And now we are equipped to get the full message from the most famous music in Prince Igor (Ex. 7–22b). The famous “Polovtsian Dance” (immortalized for Americans as Stranger in Paradise, a pop standard from the Broadway musical Kismet) again displays the whole cluster—melodic undulations tied over the beat, a chromatic pass from the sixth scale degree to the fifth, a throbbing drumbeat in the bass, plus, in its orchestral garb, the sound of the English horn, the closest orchestral counterpart to the “snake-charmer’s” pipe and another absolutely indispensable orientalist marker.


  All of these features are displayed again in the “oriental” theme that confronts a Russian one directly in the “musical picture” In Central Asia, which celebrates the contemporary Russian military victories in the east quite directly (Ex. 7–22c). Its first statement, naturally enough, is an English horn solo. The one shown in Ex. 7–22c is the climactic one, in which the chromatic inner voice grows to encompass a whole scale, as in Rachmaninoff’s later modeling of it, and (also as in Rachmaninoff’s song) moves out from an inner voice to a textural extremity, here the bass. It was a telling touch—and again, a typical one—to extend the length of each phrase in the melody to five bars through one extra languorous undulation (“please, just once more …”). What it tells us is why those hedonistic Central Asians were simply no match for the purposefully advancing Russians.


  Nega saturation is maximized in Prince Igor by the use of a subplot, not present in the twelfthcentury original, involving the romance of the title character’s son Vladimir and Konchakovna, the daughter of their captor, the Polovtsian chieftain Khan Konchak. The pretext for her invention (by Stasov, as it happens, who provided Borodin with the opera’s scenario) was a single line in the original in which two Polovtsian khans, Gzak and Konchak, consider “entoiling the falconet by means of a fair maiden,”49 that is, sexually enslaving the young prince.


  EX. 7–22A Alexander Borodin, Prince Igor, Chorus of Polovtsian Maidens
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  EX. 7–22B Alexander Borodin, Prince Igor, Polovtsian Dance
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  EX. 7–22C Alexander Borodin, In Central Asia, mm. 175–92
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  The result was something unique in the annals of opera: an ingénue (“innocent maiden in love”) role played not by the usual lyric soprano but by the throatiest contralto imaginable. In the act II love duet, Konchakovna’s voice coils all around and beneath Vladimir’s tenor to startling effect. The falconet is indeed “entoiled by a fair maiden”—fascinated and emasculated. Never had there been such an emphasis on raised fifths, flattened sixths, and chromatic passes in general. They were the means of his enslavement. Passion mounts in two great waves in which the lovers occupy opposite positions; the meno mosso in the middle (Ex. 7–23), cast over the palpably chafing harmony of the dominant minor ninth, is where Konchakovna slides beneath. Her part obsessively applies the flattened sixth scale degree ([image: image]) to the fifth (C) while Vladimir, having gone through a variety of other chromatic passes, finally adopts hers at the fermata. She then turns around (allegro appassionato) and makes another pass at him, from raised fifth to sixth, while he yelps in response, his phrases narrowed down to the sign of chromatic passing in minimal, most concentrated form. The orchestral bass meanwhile gives out one of those complete chromatic descents that signal nega at full sensual strength.


  They reach their first climax on a question (“Will you/I soon call me/you your/my wife?”), supported in the orchestra by a prolonged harmony rooted on the flat sixth—a harmony we have associated with altered, often ecstatic, emotional states since the days of Schubert, but never so patently sexual as here. The flat submediant finally makes its affirmative progress through the dominant to the F major tonic. The change from anxious question to rapt reply itself takes the form, for Vladimir, of a chromatic inflection (the sustained [image: image] over [image: image]VI now trumped at the tonic by a sustained high Anatural). And while they both hold their final notes the orchestra harps repeatedly on the hypnotic undulation of fifth degree and flattened sixth. Vladimir is now thoroughly lost, his manhood nega ted, rendered impotent with respect to his (and his father’s) bellicose mission. Prince Igor leaves him behind to perish, the victim of a sinister oriental charm.


  EX. 7–23 Alexander Borodin, from Prince Igor, Act II, Love Duet
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  THE OTHER IN THE SELF


  The view of oriental “difference” as something sinister, and its transference to “ethnic” characters of all kinds, but especially sexy women, was one of the most significant artistic symptoms of the issues at stake in later nineteenth-century cultural politics. The most familiar bearer of orientalist tropes in the standard operatic repertoire, the title character of Bizet’s Carmen (1875), is not even an “oriental” by the usual definition. As a Spanish Gypsy, however, she is a member of an ethnic minority (one, be it noted, with origins that can be traced to South Asia). For Prosper Mérimée, the author on whose story the opera was based, Carmen’s exotic heritage made her an outsider to “mainstream” society and a threat to its denizens and their values. Bizet made this even clearer by casting every one of Carmen’s solo numbers in an explicitly designated Spanish or Latin American dance form (habanera, seguidilla, etc.)—exotic, that is, not so much within the opera’s stage world as in the world of its French audience.


  The judgment of ethnic difference as alluring peril is embodied not only in the music but also in the plot, in which a good soldier, Don José, is (like Borodin’s Vladimir) brought to moral ruin and vocational impotence by contact with the ethnic other and her irresistible charms. The story became a veritable archetype in later nineteenth-and early twentiethcentury opera, wryly summarized by the music historian Ralph P. Locke, who notes the omnipresence of a “young, tolerant, brave, possibly naive, white-European tenor-hero” (Borodin’s Vladimir, Bizet’s Don José, Meyerbeer’s Vasco da Gama, and many later counterparts) who “intrudes,” in pursuit of love or sex, “into mysterious dark-skinned, colonised territory” and is punished for it, usually along with the sex-object that lured him.50


  Otherness, in this view, and especially female otherness, is likened to an addiction or a disease, against which Europeans need protection or inoculation. In a way we have come round again to Chopin, whose foreignness and whose diseased condition worked in tandem to mark him in the eyes of Parisians and Londoners both as a fascinating genius and as a toxic presence, the two aspects of his allure inextricably linked (and often read as effeminacy).


  The progress of the view can be measured by Carmen’s dénouement, in which Don José ruins himself with a “crime of passion,” killing his exotic temptress in the throes of jealousy. Although he is the criminal and she the victim, it is he, not she, who is marked by the music as the object of the audience’s sympathy. Indeed, Susan McClary has gone so far as to suggest that “the urgency of Bizet’s music invites us to desire Carmen’s death.”51 The urgency to which McClary refers is the ordinary urgency of “tonal” music for thematic and harmonic closure. If her remark rings true, then, it must follow that along with the uplift and rapture that it affords, music can also serve (even simultaneously) as a dehumanizing influence, dehumanizing both the exotic victim and the momentarily depraved witnesses in the theater—yes, us.


  But McClary also remind sus that Carmen’sstagedeathdoesnotendher disquieting hold on our imaginations. “We leave the theater humming her infectious tunes [like Ex. 7–20], and the closure that had seemed so indisputable opens up again.”52 The “other” is irrevocably a part of everyone’s consciousness in the ethnically commingled world we now inhabit, and operas like Carmen were a part of the process through which Europeans (and lately Euro-Americans, too) came to terms with that new reality—the presence of the other within the self.


  As suggested earlier, Russians were conscious of this presence sooner than most. A case in point is Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky (1840–93), one of the earliest conservatory-trained Russian composers, who held aloof from Balakirev and his Davidsbund, preferring to work within established institutions and media, becoming (as we shall see) one of the great late nineteenth-century symphonists. He was far less inclined than were the “Mighty Five”toemphasize his“otherness”from Western European culture, less inclined to present himself as an exotic. Apart from a single character in a single opera (Iolanta, his last) and a single “Arabian Dance” in a single ballet (The Nutcracker, his last and most popular), Chaikovsky never showed the slightest interest in musical portrayals of “the East.”


  But that does not mean that Chaikovsky did not employ orientalist tropes in his music—far from it. He made extremely telling and effective use of them quite early in his career in a work that seems, on the face of it, quite unrelated in its thematic content to anything oriental: a concert overture (or “Overture-Fantasia,” as Chaikovsky called it) on the subject of Shakespeare’s tragedy Romeo and Juliet (1869; revised 1870, 1880), a work that has long been in the standard orchestral repertory.


  Like most concert overtures, it roughly follows sonata form in its sequence of events: slow introduction, bithematic exposition, development, recapitulation, coda. And each of these parts seems to be correlated with a character or plot component in the drama: the slow introduction, in ecclesiastical style, with Friar Laurence; the turbulent first thematic group with the feuding families; the lyrical second thematic group with the balcony scene, and so on.


  The frank sensual iconicity of the balcony music is often remarked. One conspicuous reason for that impression is a throbbing, panting countermelody in the horn (see the end of Ex. 7–24b) that unmistakably evokes the physical manifestations of passion. But the love themes evoke nega just as surely by means of the orientalist trope we have already observed in Prince Igor, namely the strongly marked chromatic pass between the fifth and sixth degrees; and the first love theme (generally associated, though on no particular authority, with Romeo) features, on its first appearance, the equally marked English horn timbre (Ex. 7–24a).


  Juliet responds to Romeo’s advance with a theme of her own, mirroring his descending chromatic pass with an ascending one that is then maintained as an oscillation (or perhaps an osculation—a prolonged kiss), while Romeo’s ecstatic reentry is prepared by reversing the pass once more by way of a transporting augmented-sixth progression (Ex. 7–24b). At the climax, delayed until the recapitulation, Chaikovsky enhances carnality by adding one more chromatic pass at the very zenith of intensity to introduce the last full statement from which the love music will then gradually subside (Ex. 7–24c). This music is easily as steamy as the love duet from Prince Igor, and the source of the steam in both, despite their differing subjects and settings, is the same.


  EX. 7–24A Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet (“Overture-Fantasia”), main love theme (Romeo?)
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  EX. 7–24B Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet (“Overture-Fantasia”), subsidiary love theme (Juliet?)
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  EX. 7–24C Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Romeo and Juliet (“Overture-Fantasia”), climax
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  For this we have corroboration from the best of witnesses. In a marvelously cruel letter to Chaikovsky, Balakirev, the peerless connoisseur of musical orientalism, reacted to the main themes of the work, which Chaikovsky had sent him for comment while composition was still in progress. To understand what he had to say about the big love theme one must know what Balakirev knew: that Chaikovsky was just then getting over an infatuation with the soprano Désirée Artot, the one woman known to have aroused the otherwise homosexually inclined Chaikovsky’s romantic interest, who had disappointed him by marrying the Spanish baritone Mariano Padilla y Ramos. Balakirev wrote to Chaikovsky that the theme given in Ex. 7–24a was


  
    simply enchanting. I often play it and have a great wish to kiss you for it. It has everything: nega, and love’s sweetness, and all the rest. It appears to me that you are lying all naked in the bath and that Artot-Padilla herself is rubbing your tummy with hot scented suds. I have just one thing to say against this theme: there is little in it of inner spiritual love, only the physical, passionate torment (colored just a wee bit Italian). Really now, Romeo and Juliet are not Persian lovers, but European. I’ll try to clarify this by example. I’ll cite the first theme that comes to mind in which, in my opinion, love is expressed more inwardly: the second, A -major, theme in Schumann’s overture The Bride of Messina.53

  


  


  Indeed, Schumann’s long wet noodle of a love theme (Ex. 7–25), which reaches no climax, does seem as if by design to moderate the orientalism of Chaikovsky’s, diluting the chromatic passes and replacing the lascivious English horn with a chaste (or, to use the German buzzword as Balakirev did, an “inward”) clarinet.


  lEX. 7–25 Robert Schumann, The Bride of Messina Overture, second theme
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  Balakirev’s letter confirms the impression that Chaikovsky used the orientalist trope metonymically, to conjure up not the East as such but rather its exotic sex appeal. The little tease about Artot is provocative indeed, precisely because it is so plausible. If, as Balakirev seems to suggest, Chaikovsky had cast himself as Romeo to Artot’s Juliet, then the theme becomes a self-portrait. And if so, then it is a remarkable instance of that phenomenon, noticeable first in Russian music, whereby the eastward gaze is simultaneously a look in the mirror.


  


  CHAPTER 8
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  Midcentury


  THE NEW GERMAN SCHOOL; LISZT’S SYMPHONIC POEMS;

  HARMONIC EXPLORATIONS


  


  HISTORICISM


  Historians generally, and musicologists in particular, are seldom associated with the avantgarde. Their contemplative lifestyle and their antiquarian scholarly interests lend them an air, in uninitiated eyes, of conservatism. But historians of a certain type—or rather, adherents to a certain theory of history—have conspicuously allied themselves with avantgarde movements, seeing themselves not only as passive recorders of events but as active participants in their making. This type of activist historian, the product of a somewhat improbable union of Enlightened and romantic thought, reached a peak of prestige and authority in mid-nineteenth-century Germany, just as German music was reaching its own peak of prestige and authority, and when it was widely believed (not only by musicians) that “music is the sovereign art of the present.”1 The history of that country and that century, and particularly of that music, cannot be fully understood without some knowledge of the history of history.


  As a historical method “historicism” has largely died out, victimized by the extremes of distortion and abuse to which its tenets were subjected in the twentieth century. Therefore, the name of its main musical protagonist will probably be new to most readers of this book: Karl Franz Brendel (1811–68), from whom the impressive quotation in the previous paragraph was taken. He may be forgotten today, but his memory is worth reviving. There was no more important figure in the world of German music at midcentury than this man, a doctor of philosophy with only a casual musical education (mainly piano lessons with Friedrich Wieck, Clara Schumann’s father), who neither composed nor performed. His impact derived from the nature of his voluminous writings, and the social and political activism through which he put his precepts into practice.


  Brendel’s great achievement was to write his century’s most widely disseminated “universal” and “scientific” history of music: Geschichte der Musik in Italien, Deutschland und Frankreich von den ersten christlichen Zeiten bis auf die Gegenwart (“History of Music in Italy, Germany and France from the Earliest Christian Times to the Present”). First published in 1852, by 1906 it had gone through nine editions. The words put in quotes in this paragraph’s first sentence constitute the book’s inheritance from the Enlightenment. It aspired to say everything that was important, and to say it in a way that put all facts into an overriding system that gave them meaning. The reasons for putting the words in quotes constitute the book’s inheritance from romanticism. The limitation, despite the claim of universality, to the richest and most powerful countries of Western Europe is already evidence of the author’s commitment to a view of history cast in terms of the progressive realization of an essential European spirit of which those countries were collectively the protagonist. And the science that gave his work system was the one worked out by the romantic (or “idealist”) philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831). It was known as the “dialectic.”
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  FIG. 8–1 Franz Brendel, music historian, editor of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, andorganizer of the Allgemeiner deutscher Musikverein.


  


  In its broadest terms, the Hegelian dialectic has long been a cliché: human history develops according to a process in which one concept (thesis) inevitably gives rise to its opposite (antithesis), which then interacts with the thesis to produce a resolution (synthesis) that in turn becomes the thesis for a new “triad.” Thus nothing is static or immutable. The hypothetical or axiomatic first triad that sets history in motion—Being reacting with Negation to produce Becoming—stipulates that all of history must be conceived as a constant state of flux.


  So far the theory is irrefutable: the first thing one notices in this or any study of history is that things change under the impact of other things. Everything that can be observed can be described either as a cause or as an effect, hence everything is both cause and effect in an endless chain. This much is not a theory of history but simply a description—or rather, at a tautological definition—of how things happen. What sets the Hegelian dialectic apart from other interpretations of the great chain, such as Darwin’s theory of biological evolution (first set forth in 1859 and immediately reinterpreted or misinterpreted in light of the dialectic), is that it purports to show not merely that things change or how things change, but why things change. The stipulation that change has purpose turns random process into law.
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  FIG. 8–2 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, lithograph after a lost painting by Julius Ludwig Sebbers.


  


  The law of history, as Hegel first postulated it in lectures at the University of Berlin that his pupils reconstructed from their notes and published as Lectures on the Philosophy of History in 1837, was this: “The history of the world is none other than the progress of the consciousness of Freedom.” That is the first sentence of the book, and the notion from which the entire subsequent argument and demonstration is drawn. According to it, all meaningfully or significantly “historical” change (all change, in other words, that is worthy of representation in the dialectic) has contributed to this progress in the realization of human freedom, which Hegel called the progress of the “world soul.” If it has not contributed to this progress, then, change has not been historically significant (or, in Hegelian terms, not “historical”).


  The doctrine remains a tautology, of course. While more specific than the baldly axiomatic statement of the dialectic, it still harbors a confusion of explanation with definition. And it obviously left a lot of things undefined—beginning with “Freedom,” which many who called themselves Hegelians interpreted in ways Hegel never would have countenanced. But it was enormously attractive in its optimism, appearing as it did “between the revolutions.” And it enabled its followers to believe, in the words of Karl Popper (one of historicism’s most implacable foes), “that by contemplating history we may discover the secret, the essence of human destiny.”2 It offered, in sum, the authority of science and consolations of religion; and it was believed in, and defended, not only as history but as prophecy.


  The Hegelian dialectic was infinitely adaptable to other philosophies of process. Its great virtue was its power to lend any such process the aspect of systematic logic in support of a purpose (or anything deemed good, true, or beautiful). It was especially fruitful in conjunction with romantic ideas of “organic” growth toward diversification within a higher unity, and here is where it made its greatest impact on the histories of art and politics, and provided a means for yoking the two together.


  As the first selfconsciously Hegelian historian of music, Brendel cast his narrative in terms of successive emancipations, both of musicians and of the art itself. Before the sixteenth century all was primitive, mere “prehistory,” because in Brendel’s ears (and here he did not differ from his contemporaries) such music did not intelligibly express the ideas or feelings of individual creators. All musicians were slaves to the mechanical rules of counterpoint, as people generally were enslaved by the dogmas of the medieval Church.


  The first great composer, in Brendel’s reckoning, was Palestrina, who, reflecting the romantic interpretation of the Renaissance, broke through to true spiritual expressivity. What he expressed, however, was not yet a personal sensibility but rather the collectively held beliefs of his religious community. His art was “sublime” rather than “beautiful,” because it continued to address a higher-than-human plane. But while it still fulfilled prescribed ecclesiastical functions, its euphony and expressive power already showed the way toward artistic autonomy.


  The phase of “beauty” was reached when the spiritual, freed from its ecclesiastical bonds, could be expressed in fully human (that is, secular) terms. The rise of opera bore witness to it. And the next stage—the fully-fledged “esthetic”—came with the emancipation of music from words in the instrumental masterpieces of the German classical masters. Their music, now able to realize its own essential spirit, able at last to evolve spontaneously and autonomously (that is, according to its own laws), was effectively a metaphor for the advancement of humanity toward ultimate self-realization. The very autonomy of the new instrumental music (implying freedom from all “extramusical” association or constraint) made it a political symbol—hence re-enmeshing it in extramusical ideas. That is a small example of the dialectic in action.


  The value of music could be measured best, in the Hegelian view, in terms of the degree to which it embodied its own epoch’s evolutionary synthesis and pointed the way to the next. Composers were valuable (or not) to the degree that their actions advanced the tendencies inherent in the musical materials toward further autonomous evolution. Unsurprisingly, the most advanced, hence most valuable, composers were Germans: Bach and Handel (the latter viewed bizarrely as a church musician), who were the last and most consummate representatives of the sublime epoch, and Gluck, Haydn, and Mozart, who brought to its first full fruition the epoch of the esthetic. Needless to say, Beethoven’s popular image as music’s emancipator supreme received a resounding confirmation.


  But the most provocative chapter of Brendel’s History was the last, because of the way the author maintained his account of progressive emancipation even beyond Beethoven, into what was then the present. This was at the time a very unconventional and risky move, since it potentially threatened the status of Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven as “classics”—that is, as having set a timeless (and therefore unimprovable) standard. For a German historian, nothing short of the nation’s honor was at stake in this historical “fact.” Denying it was unthinkable. Brendel got around the problem in two ways. First, he posited that every age (or stage) had its perfect representatives. Hence Bach was not invalidated by Mozart, nor Mozart by Beethoven, and so Beethoven would never be invalidated either; his status was secure. Second, he obediently gave the chapter concerning the present the title Verfall (decline), in keeping with what was by then an inescapable art historian’s obligation.


  And yet the chapter’s contents roundly belied its title. The music of the man Brendel singled out as the greatest composer then living carried on the torch, advancing both the progressive consciousness of freedom and the progressive attainment of esthetic (or organic) unity. The ostentatiously Hegelian terms in which the author couched his description of that composer’s achievement left no doubt that Brendel saw the latter’s work as a new synthesis, a new transcendence begetting a new thesis—a new dawn—for music:


  
    It is the unity of the poetic and the musical, and the progress to a new consciousness of this unity, that deserves to be called the essential novelty in the artistic creations under discussion. In earlier phases, but especially with Beethoven, the conscious thought—the sovereignty of the poetic Idea—emerges only along with a soaring of ideals and a gravity of contents, as the end result; but here these factors constitute the point of departure, the foundation of the whole creation. Hence, this conscious side now has a commanding significance. Here we see that earlier process concluded: the summit of thinking, toward which everything strives, has been achieved with precision, and thereby the sovereignty of Idea has been elevated to the status of a governing principle.3

  


  


  Let identification and exemplification wait for a moment while we savor the rhetoric. The high premium placed on embodied consciousness and precision of thought might seem to contradict the usual romantic emphasis on feeling. But as Carl Dahlhaus pointed out in his history of musical esthetics, what is really accomplished is the final proof of an even more fundamental romantic intuition: namely the superiority of instrumental music to vocal.4 Here Brendel purported to correct not only Beethoven, who in the Ninth Symphony seemed to imply that the incorporation of voices was a breakthrough to a higher unity, but also Hegel himself, who in his own treatise on esthetics had endorsed the eighteenth century’s preference for vocal music. Brendel could presume to use the dialectic against its own originator because the system was greater than any person.


  That is what gave Brendel’s work such enduring prestige and such a lasting influence even among musicians who have never heard of him. As the editor of the book’s fifth edition (1875) put it in his Preface, “all contemporary criticism, consciously or unconsciously, is under its sway,” because “for the first time a synthesis [!] appeared of material that formerly had only the exterior unity of an arbitrary narrative, showing the history of music to be a great, self-evolving whole under the control of law.”5 Ever since the appearance of Brendel’s History, historicism has been a force not only in the historiography of music but in its actual history as well.


  That is, ever since the middle of the nineteenth century, there has been abroad the idea that the history of music (like the history of everything else) has a purpose, and that the primary obligation of musicians is not to their audience but to that purpose—namely, the furthering of the “evolutionary” progress of the art, for the sake of which any sacrifice is justified. Ever since the middle of the nineteenth century, in other words, the idea that one is morally bound to serve the impersonal aims of history has been one of the most powerful motivating forces, and one of the most exigent criteria of value, in the history of music. As recently as 1993, in a widely noticed review, a critic sought to discredit a new symphony that had enjoyed unusual audience acclaim by declaring that it did not “add anything to the universe of musical possibility.”6 Such criticism has become common, so common as to seem commonplace, even commonsensical. In fact, it depends entirely on the historicist assumptions that Franz Brendel was the first to introduce into musical criticism.


  Brendel’s own way of putting it was to say that “the essence of today’s art” can no longer be realized in “the old naturalistic way”—that is, instinctively or intuitively by musicians out to please their patrons or their listeners—but only with “the intervention of theory and criticism,” and by “art’s presupposing theory and criticism within itself.”7 The age of creative innocence was over; selfconscious theory, based on a high consciousness of purpose and of history, was the only true path to the future. Furthermore, that consciousness of purpose, being the road to self-realization, made the future graspable in the present. The path of destiny was marked out to those in the know. Others did not matter. The selfconscious few, history’s self-appointed “advance guard” or avant garde, now saw themselves (following the English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley’s famous definition of his own calling) as “the unacknowledged legislators of the world.”8


  Perhaps needless to say, these contentions have been among the most controversial ideas of their time, a time that extends right up to the present and shows little sign of abatement. Their advent marks the beginnings of the modern—or modernist—age of music, which has also been the age of revolutionary politics. Both in art and in politics, it has been the age in which (to quote Richard Kostelanetz, a contemporary American theorist of the avantgarde) “an innovative minority makes the leaps that will be adopted by the many”—or that, according to the theory, ought by rights to be adopted. The invidious comparison implicit in this idea—or rather the elitism, to give it its contemporary nom de guerre—has understandably given rise to angry backlashes and counterrevolutions. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, the world of classical music has been a world riven with political factions and contentious publicity.


  Of these, too, there is no end in sight, for we still live in the age of historical and theoretical selfconsciousness whose birth we are now witnessing, and of which this very book is a product. That selfconsciousness—together with the obligations it has been seen to impose on its proponents and the fierce conflicts to which it has given rise—will be something to reckon with on virtually every remaining page of this book. From here on we are truly investigating the history of the present.


  THE NEW GERMAN SCHOOL


  The first selfconscious proponent of the musical avantgarde was Brendel himself, in his role as activist—a role his historical vision (by his own typically Hegelian avowal) had thrust upon him unbidden. During his youthful piano studies with Friedrich Wieck in Leipzig, Brendel naturally came to know a fellow pupil named Robert Schumann. After receiving his doctorate he returned to Leipzig in 1844 and lectured on music history as preparation for his magnum opus. That plan was temporarily put on hold when Schumann asked him to take over the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik. Brendel formally became its editor with the issue of I January 1845 and remained in that position for almost a quarter of a century, until his death. Already the established voice of the German musical left, the journal was an effective forum and power base.


  To Schumann’s eventual consternation, Brendel turned the journal in a frankly political direction when he began agitating in its pages, under the guise of music criticism, for German unification. It should have been no surprise; on the contrary, it was the inevitable nationalistic outcome of commitment to Hegel’s teachings, with their emphasis on the realization of the spirit through unity. The political faction that pressed hardest for unification was the group that called themselves the Young Hegelians. For them, the goal of unification was eventual German hegemony over Europe. This new (or neo-) Hegelianism became the philosophical underpinning, in the second half of the century, for a new, aggressive brand of German nationalism, to which Marxism, another radical offshoot of Hegelian thinking, became the antithesis.


  The Young Hegelian character of Brendel’s activity as spokesman for the German musical left became especially evident in 1859 when in celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the founding of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik the indefatigable editor organized at Weimar, Goethe’s town, and in Leipzig, the journal’s birthplace, a great convocation of musicians from all parts of Germany, out of which emerged an organization called the Allgemeiner Deutscher Musikverein, the All-German Musical Society, for the purpose of agitation and propaganda onbehalf of the musicaltendency to which Brendel had devoted the culminating chapter of his History seven years before. In his widely publicized keynote address, Brendel christened that faction the New (or neo-) German School. The guest of honor at the convocation, the honorary president of the society, and the figurehead of the New German School was the same man whose music Brendel had held aloft (in the passage from his History quoted earlier) as a beacon of “progress to a new consciousness” of music’s historical obligation. That man was Franz Liszt.


  Liszt? That virtuoso? That eclectic? He wasn’t even German! But since we left him in chapter 5 his life had undergone a remarkable change. In 1848, possibly under the influence of Princess Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein, a brilliantly intellectual, immensely wealthy Polish noblewoman (née Iwanowska) whom he had met the year before at his recital in Kiev (and who would be to the end of his life not only his mistress but his muse and ghostwriter), Liszt unexpectedly retired from the concert stage and took up full-time residence in Weimar, the capital of a small, secluded, and (by mid nineteenth-century standards) sleepy East German duchy where Bach had once played the organ, and where Liszt had rather perfunctorily been given an honorary court appointment several years earlier. Nobody expected him, an international star, really to fill such a post. As the English novelist George Eliot put it, visiting Weimar on her honeymoon, “One’s first feeling is: how could Goethe live here, in this dull, lifeless village?”9 How much less could the likes of Liszt?
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  FIG. 8–3 Princess Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein with her daughter Marie, lithograph by C. Fischer after a painting by Casanova (1844).


  


  But with the fantastic energy he had formerly devoted to his pianistic career, Liszt now became the court kapellmeister to end all kapellmeisters. The musical establishment of which he assumed the reins was measly: an orchestra of thirtyseven, a chorus of twenty-three and a corps de ballet of four. Liszt had little conducting experience. But by dint of his personality, his high ambitions, his prestige, and the enthusiastic generosity of his patron, the Grand Duchess Maria Pawlowna of Saxe Weimar (sister of the Russian tsar Nikolai I), he soon turned the backward town into what his biographer Humphrey Searle called “the Mecca of the avantgarde movement in Germany.”10


  In the first place, Liszt greatly expanded and modernized his equipment, so that the Weimar court orchestra came to represent the midcentury state of the art. Those who composed for it (meaning, in the first instance, Liszt himself and his hired orchestrators) were encouraged to exploit its resources to the hilt. In furtherance of his aim to create the ideal music machine, Liszt summoned from Leipzig the already famous nineteen-year-old prodigy Joseph Joachim (1831–1907), a former protégé of Mendelssohn and Schumann, to preside over the orchestra as Konzertmeister (leader of the first violins) beginning in 1850. After several years of service, however, Joachim’s loyalty to his former masters and their attitudes toward the Viennese classics won out over his contractual commitments to the avantgarde and he resigned the post, later becoming (along with his best friend and contemporary Johannes Brahms, another Schumann protégé) one of the New German School’s most tireless public detractors.


  But Liszt’s presence brought many sincere disciples to Weimar, the most important being the composers Joachim Raff (1822–82) and Peter Cornelius (1824–74), and the pianist Hans von Bülow (1830–94), who married Liszt’s daughter Cosima and under his tutelage became the great conductor of the age. These younger men, together with Liszt, formed the early nucleus of the New German School. Taking advantage of his protected position as a court musician, Liszt placed himself as conductor at the service of the most advanced, formidable, and politically risky composers of the time, particularly Richard Wagner (then a political exile from Germany). Liszt gave the widely publicized and acclaimed first performance of Wagner’s romantic opera Lohengrin (on a German knightly legend) in 1850, as well as notable productions of operas by Schumann (Genoveva)and Berlioz (Benvenuto Cellini).
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  FIG. 8–4A Joachim Raff. He and Peter Cornelius, shown in Fig. 8–4b, were two mainstays of the “new German school.”


  


  Finally, and most important, Liszt used his abundant remaining time at Weimar to produce a remarkable series of avantgarde compositions of his own, many of which he had roughly conceived at the keyboard during his whirlwind touring years, but had never had the time to work out on paper. Temporarily abandoning the piano, he turned to the orchestra he now led as his medium of choice. At first, since he had no training and little experience as an orchestrator, he farmed out the task to assistants: at first a minor composer of comic operas named August Conradi (1821–73), but later Raff, whom Liszt summoned to Weimar and personally supported for this purpose. Later, having performed the music and had the experience of hearing and revising the scoring of his works in long and painstaking rehearsals (a process Joachim found particularly unendurable), Liszt became a master of ostentatious orchestration in his own right.
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  FIG. 8–4B Peter Cornelius.


  


  The works he produced in this fashion were the ones Brendel extolled in the final chapter of his History as “the summit of thinking,” the culmination of the whole historical process toward which everything up to that time had striven. Liszt eventually called them symphonische Dichtungen, symphonic poems, echoing the Hegelian ideal of “unity of the poetic and the musical.” They are single-movement orchestra works, sometimes as long the average symphony, sometimes only as long as a good-size first movement, that are outfitted with titles and (sometimes) brief prefaces to specify the “poetic” content the music will expound.


  In their various aspects Liszt’s symphonic poems had plenty of precedents. Specific “poetic” content can be found not only in programmatic symphonies like Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique or David’s Désert, but also in the type of theater or opera overture (like Beethoven’s Coriolanus or Egmont, or Weber’s Der Freischütz) that seek to summarize or otherwise evoke the drama to which they are appended. The closest precedents, perhaps, were Mendelssohn’s concert overtures, selfsufficient works to which no drama was appended (although the first of them, Midsummer Night’s Dream, still took its cue from one). Liszt actually referred to his early symphonic poems as overtures, or sometimes (more vaguely, but also more tellingly) as “free-form compositions,” before arriving at the definitive name in 1854, before any of them had been published.


  As for compressed single-movement form, Liszt’s own piano concertos and Schumann’s Fantaisie for piano and orchestra provided models that, while lacking any specified poetic or programmatic content, were certainly not lacking in drama. These works (not to mention Berlioz’s symphony with its idée fixe) also employed the technique of thematic transformation, or perpetual variation, on which Liszt would rely to give shape (if not conventional form) to his symphonic poems. Why then, in view of so many apparent forerunners, did the symphonic poems seem to so many contemporaries to be not merely a new genre, but a breakthrough to a new artistic plane?


  The reason had to do, first of all, with the nature of the poetic content, which in most cases was neither narrative nor pictorial, but philosophical, staking out a loftier expressive sphere than any composer save Beethoven had previously addressed, and doing so, moreover, with an explicitness that seemed to exceed—or at least claimed plausibly to exceed—Beethoven’s powers. Liszt himself implied such a claim, which, he maintained, was a contemporary musician’s privilege and duty, and the only way of paying Beethoven proper tribute. “Although Dresden and a hundred other cities may ‘stop at Beethoven’ (to whom, while he lived, they much preferred Haydn and Mozart), that is no reason for Weimar to do so,” Liszt wrote to a dubious court official in 1855. “There is no doubt nothing better than to respect, admire and study the illustrious dead,” he continued,


  
    but why not also live with the living? The significance of the musical movement of which Weimar is the real centre lies precisely in this initiative, about which the public understands little, but which is nevertheless important for the continued development of contemporary art.11

  


  


  To many others, of course, in Dresden and a hundred other cities (including Berlin, where during the 1850s Liszt’s orchestral music was regularly hissed and jeered), avantgarde posing of this sort, with its haughty implication that the interests of art and its audience had irreconcilably diverged, seemed the most intolerable hubris. And there was more. Liszt and his spokesmen made the patently Hegelian claim that with the symphonic poem he had at last ushered in the age of music’s full equality among the arts as a bearer of meaning, a necessary precondition to its “sovereignty.”


  As usual, the spokesmen made the claim more sweepingly and arrogantly than the master. Liszt’s own version (probably drafted by the Princess Sayn-Wittgenstein) took the form of a rather modestly worded avant-propos (foreword) meant for distribution at performances of any of his symphonic poems, to silence doubts or disagreements as to his intent. Addressing first the problem of music’s suitability to extramusical tasks, he conceded that “the poorest of apprentice landscape painters could give with a few chalk strokes a much more faithful nature picture than a musician operating with all the resources of the best orchestras.” But of course there was a but. “If these same things are laid open to subjective contemplation, to dreaming, to emotional uplift, have they not a kinship with music, and should not music be able to translate them into its mysterious language?”12


  This is not so far from what George Sand, speaking for Chopin, said about the content of the latter’s music in the previous chapter: one paints not the thing but the emotion to which it gives rise. But Liszt wanted more. He wanted to specify “the thing” rather than leaving it to the listener’s imagination. And that justified the use—inherited from Berlioz but very much against the traditional German romantic biases that Schumann had passionately defended in his review (in the “old” Neue Zeitschrift) of the Symphonie fantastique—of verbal notes and explanations, in short, of programs. As Liszt put it in the avant-propos:


  
    Since the musician’s language is more arbitrary and more uncertain than any other, and lends itself to the most varied interpretations, it is not without value (and most of all not ridiculous, as it is often thought) for the composer to give in a few lines the spiritual sketch of his work and, without falling into petty and detailed explanations, convey the idea which served as the basis for his composition. This will prevent faulty elucidations, hazardous interpretations, idle quarrels with intentions the composer never had, and endless commentaries which rest on nothing.

  


  


  Brendel went much further, in a handbook Franz Liszt als Symphoniker (“Franz Liszt as a symphonist”) published in 1859, the year of the great Leipzig Lisztfest. There he made the brazen claim that beginning with Liszt, and only with him, “content creates its own form.”13 If the implied dichotomy between form and content is accepted as real (and this itself was, and remains, a major battle) then Liszt’s achievement, as described by Brendel, counts as a double emancipation. On the one hand, content itself is liberated from an earlier state of contingency, and music is thus freed to express it more directly than before. And on the other, composers are freed from their dependency on the traditional Formenlehre, the standard repertory of forms in which all previous music, even Beethoven’s, had perforce been cast.


  In a review of Harold in Italy, Berlioz’s symphony with viola obbligato, which appeared in the “new” Neue Zeitschrift in 1855, Liszt himself (or his ghostwriter) had come out aggressively in favor of programmatic music as “one of the various steps forward which the art has still to take” toward “the poetic solution of instrumental music.” He took the offensive against what he called “the purely musical composer,” who “only values and emphasizes the formal working-out of his material,” and who therefore forfeits “the capacity to derive new formulations from it or to breathe new life into it.”14 Given the Hegelian premises on which Liszt based the argument, “purely musical composers” had good reason to think that they were being declared useless and obsolete.


  The last straw was the slogan la musique de l’avenir: “the music of the future,” or Zukunftsmusik (as it became widely known in Germany), along with its derivatives like Zukunftsmusiker (musician of the future) for composers of the New German School and Zukunftskonzerte (concerts of the future) for performances of their works. The term was apparently coined by the Princess Sayn-Wittgenstein after the premiere of Lohengrin, when Brendel suggested that the work was beyond the capacities of present-day audiences. “Very well,” came the smug rejoinder, “we are creating the music of the future.”15


  The phrase immediately began resounding in the pages of the Neue Zeitschrift and in Liszt’s correspondence. Needless to say, it quickly turned counterproductive, a great source of fun for the group’s antagonists. Finally, in his 1859 keynote address, Brendel called for its abandonment in favor of “New German School.” But by then it was too late. It was pointed out that New German School was a misnomer in any case, since two of its elder statesmen, Liszt and Berlioz, were not German. To this Brendel retorted that it was “common knowledge” that these two had taken “Beethoven as their point of departure and so are German as to their origins.”


  
    Warming to the subject, he continued:

  


  
    The birthplace cannot be considered decisive in matters of the spirit. The two artists would never have become what they are today had they not from the first drawn nourishment from the German spirit and grown strong with it. Therefore, too, Germany must of necessity be the true homeland of their works, and it is in this sense that I suggested the denomination New German School for the entire post-Beethoven development.16

  


  


  While the occasion that elicited it might be written off as a tempest in a teapot, this was a remarkable pronouncement. It testified to a new conception of nationhood and nationalism that had arisen in the wake of Hegel, or rather in the wake of the political activism that Hegel had inspired among the Young Hegelians. Germanness was henceforth no longer to be sought in folklore. One showed oneself a German not ethnically but spiritually, by putting oneself in humanity’s vanguard.


  The new nationalism appeared to sacrifice the distinctive national coloring that Herder had prized. In a sequel to his History called “The Music of the Present and the Holistic Art of the Future” (Die Musik der Gegenwart, und die Gesammtkunst der Zukunft,1854), Brendel had dismissed such coloring as mere surface decoration (Schmuck). But the new concept made a far greater claim for the nation than the old. Germany was now viewed as the world-historical (welthistorisch) nation in Hegel’s sense of the word, the nation that held the key to history and served as the executor of history’s grand design, the nation whose actions led the world to its inevitable destiny. And so it came about (according to Arnold Schoenberg, a twentiethcentury advocate of the concept) “that German music came to decide the way things developed, as it has for 200 years.”17


  THE SYMPHONY LATER ON


  



  Except for the chauvinistic bombast, to be taken on faith or not at all, we can put all this heady rhetoric and theorizing to the test at last by examining one of Liszt’s symphonic poems. Les préludes, eventually published in 1856 as Symphonic Poem No. 3 with a dedication to Princess Sayn-Wittgenstein, was not the first of the set to be performed. It was the first to have been conceived and sketched, however, possibly as early as 1841; and it is the only one of the thirteen to have survived in standard repertory. It is also one of the shortest and (partly in consequence) one of the most radical, and is for all of these reasons perhaps the most revealing of Liszt’s innovative project.
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  FIG. 8–5 Alphonse de Lamartine, by Henri Decaisne.


  


  The title is that of a famous poem, from Nouvelles méditations poétiques (New Poetic Meditations, 1823) by Alphonse de Lamartine (1790–1869), one of the loftiest, most philosophical romantic poets. On its first publication, the work was actually titled Les préludes (d’après Lamartine) (“The preludes, after Lamartine”), and carried a prefatory note that looked, and was evidently designed to look, like a précis of the poem:


  
    What else is our life but a series of preludes to that unknown Hymn, the first and solemn note of which is intoned by Death?

  


  
    Love is the glowing dawn of all existence; but in whose fate are the first delights of happiness not interrupted by some storm, the mortal blast of which dissipates its fine illusions; the fatal lightning of which consumes its altar; and where is the cruelly wounded soul which, on issuing from one of these tempests, does not endeavor to rest his recollection in the calm serenity of life in the countryside? Nevertheless man hardly gives himself up for long to the enjoyment of the beneficent stillness which at first he has shared in Nature’s bosom, and when “the trumpet sounds the alarm,” he hastens to the dangerous post, whatever the war may be, which calls him to its ranks, in order at last to recover in combat the full consciousness of himself and the entire possession of his energy.

  


  The program has been tailored for music, of course; following the sonorous invocation of the Question (mm. 1–46) it comprises four episodes—Love (mm. 47–108), Storm (mm. 109–181), Bucolic Calm (mm. 182–344), Battle-and-Victory (mm. 345–end, with a recapitulation of the Question at m. 405)—corresponding to the movements of a conventional symphony if not in the most conventional order (yet ending very conventionally with Kampf und Sieg !). It has been thoroughly Germanized as well, the main trophy of battle being full consciousness of Self, just what Dr. Hegel would have prescribed.


  EX. 8–1 Table of themes derived from the main motive in Liszt’s Les préludes (Symphonic Poem no. 3)
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  The music, while heavily indebted in concept to Berlioz, selfconsciously advertises its descent from Beethoven even as it flaunts its freedom from the formal constraints to which Beethoven had submitted. This, of course, is no mere contradiction; rather it is an “antithesis” that leads to the achievement of the next—higher—liberating synthesis. After a mysterious pair of pizzicato Cs that seemingly invoke the lyre of the muse whom Lamartine summons to his side at the outset of his poem, the Question is broached in the form of a three-note échappée figure, plus a continuation (see Ex. 8–1).


  The most obvious reason for separating the first three notes from the continuation is that Liszt himself so separates and repeats them in mm. 6–9, thus marking them as an independent motive. A more esoteric reason, yet probably known to a large part of the audience to whom the work was originally addressed, is that Beethoven had already propounded a very similar échappée motive (albeit jestingly) as a great philosophical enigma in a note preceding the last movement of his last quartet (F major, op. 135). Under the heading “The Difficult Resolution,” the motive and its inversion are set out over the words “Muss es sein?” (Must it be?) and “Es muss sein!” (It must be!) (Ex. 8–2).


  EX. 8–2 Ludwig van Beethoven, Der schwer gefasste Entschluss, Op. 135
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  Liszt was not jesting. It was a measure, he (or at least Brendel) would have said, of the long way music had come since Beethoven’s day that composers could now give serious treatment to philosophical questions that formerly could only be broached vaguely, or else ruefully mocked. And the treatment Liszt gave the question embodied in the three-note motif is the third and most important reason to consider the motif as an independent entity, since every major theme in the ensuing composition—every answer to the Question (or “prelude to that unknown Hymn”)—is fashioned out of the question’s intervallic substance, set out in Ex. 8–1.


  This was by all odds the most thoroughgoing demonstration Liszt ever gave of his technique of thematic transformation. In light of the preface invoking Lamartine, the conceptual source of the technique can be easily traced to Berlioz’s operatically derived idée fixe, the device that had unified the Symphonie fantastique, the prototype of all later compositions with specific literary programs. And yet there is a genuinely Beethovenian element as well, in the whittling down of the decisive unit of recognition from a full-fledged theme to a tiny motive. This refinement—the weaving of the whole symphonic fabric out of a motivic thread that comes, in turn, directly out of the poem—seemed as if deliberately meant to justify Brendel’s claim that Liszt’s symphonic poems ushered in a new age of music in which “content creates its own form.”


  BUT WHAT DOES IT REALLY MEAN?


  So it may come as a disquieting (or perhaps an amusing) surprise to learn that the music was mostly conceived in an altogether different poetic context, and thus preexisted the content that supposedly created it. The American Liszt scholar Andrew Bonner has found documentation to confirm the suspicion of earlier writers that what we now know as the symphonic poem Les préludes was originally conceived as the overture to Les quatre élémens (“The four elements”), a group of four choruses that Liszt wrote in 1844 to words by a minor French poet named Joseph Autran (1813–77), and was largely based on themes drawn from the choruses. It is possible that some retouching—adding a harp part, strengthening a bit of the thematic transformation and making it more obvious—followed the decision to ascribe the content to Lamartine, but the music only follows that content in the most general way, and the program’s all-important motivating Question nowhere occurs in Lamartine’s poem.


  Given the exalted claims that were being made on his behalf, and the contentious critical climate surrounding his work, Liszt was understandably embarrassed, as Bonner notes, “that the program had not in this case determined the music,”18 and took steps (including the destruction of the overture’s original title page) to suppress the composition’s early history. These circumstances have magnified the glee with which the record has been set straight, and inspired the claim (by Emil Haraszti, the first to suspect the truth) that the corrected record invalidated the claims of the Zukunftists.


  But does it really? The claim was never made, after all, that the music explicitly paraphrased the poetic content, only that it paralleled the content and conveyed its emotional impact to the listener. The means of embodiment and conveyance was and remains symbolic, hence conventional, no matter what the content. The content, therefore, can be viewed as a particular interpretation of the music, just as any symbolic representation has to be interpreted (even one consisting of words, such as an allegory or a parable). The association of the music with the choruses of Les quatre élémens was one such interpretation; the ex post facto association with Lamartine was another, just as plausible or appropriate, but no more demonstrably “true.” In either case—that is, in both cases equally—the representational tasks that the music had to accomplish conditioned not only its thematic content but its form as well. Take away the symbolic dimension, in either case, and the form loses a significant part of its motivation. This or that program may be attached or discarded; but a program is self-evidently required to account for the sui generis form of the music, its highly characterized and contrasted thematic content (drawing on such recognizable generic types or topoi as the stormy, the pastoral, and the military), and its multitude of carefully worked-out motivic relations that subsumes contrast within an overarching narrative unity. The music of Les préludes all by itself would likely impress a naive listener (that is, a listener without any preconceptions) the way an obviously allegorical painting might strike a naive viewer. Both might be greatly pleased and moved by the sheer sonorous or visual display; yet both might also be aware that there is a dimension of meaning to which they at the moment lack access.


  It comes down, then, to a choice of allegories. Liszt proposed the later one, via Lamartine, as part of a broad agenda to which he and Brendel and the rest of the New German School attached enormous esthetic, historical, and political importance; hence his urgent insistence on only the second associative reading of the music and his deliberate suppression of the first. Yet neither his insistence on the one program, nor Haraszti’s insistence on the other as the true meaning of the music, can be supported simply by reading the music. A third program, if advanced authoritatively in the absence of other alternatives, might be just as convincing, hence just as “true.” This relativism need trouble us only if we resist the notion that associative meanings of all kinds, however compelling and however necessary, are virtually by definition conventional, hence artificial. And we will be troubled in this way only if we have never given thought to the way in which even the sounds of spoken language acquire their meaning.


  These interpretive matters become urgent in proportion to the urgency of the attendant political stakes. In the 1850s and 1860s, the interpretation and evaluation of Liszt’s symphonic allegories were tied to the issue of music’s continuing need to evolve in the direction that a self-selected vanguard of German composers had pointed out for it, and became furiously contentious. At the same time, as we shall see a couple of chapters hence, Italian operas were being subjected to similar interpretive contests between those who read them as revolutionary allegories and those who preferred to take their plots at face value. In the twentieth century, similar controversies have swirled around the artworks created in the great European totalitarian states, some reading them as allegories of political dissidence, others as allegories of political submission, still others as abstract or transcendent artistic utterances without political association, and their creators maintaining a studied silence.


  In all cases these clashing interpretations were (and are often still) advanced in a categorical fashion that can be only supported ideologically (that is, on the basis of belief), never tested empirically (that is, on the basis of observation). But in no case can the necessity for interpretation be seriously questioned. The basic esthetic “fact” that the music embodied and represented a “poetic” content, and did so both in its thematic matter and in its form, is accepted by all of the contending parties, although in all cases some felt that the music was thereby enhanced, others that it was thereby diminished.


  These are among the issues first raised by the New German School that have never gone away, and never will. Another cursed question is the matter of who gets to decide which reading is correct, a question that abides whether or not the composer is among the interpreters. It would be an excellent exercise to imagine historical conditions other than the one affecting the interpretation of Les préludes (namely the discovery of suppressed documents) under which a composer’s own interpretation, if offered at all, might be doubted or impugned or even rejected; and another excellent exercise would be to imagine under just what circumstances the allegorical interpretation of a work of instrumental music becomes desirable and even necessary, so that even without the authority of a program the listener will impose one.


  Yet even at their freest and most poetically determined, the symphonic poems of Liszt and his many imitators were still governed by a general approach to coherent form inherited directly from the earlier symphonic (or sonata) literature that the New German School sought, or claimed, to have supplanted. At the global level, the level of overall shape rather than the moment-by-moment unfolding, traces of the standard inherited form—that of the lyricalized or Schubertian sonata—can be most clearly observed.


  In Les préludes, for example, the standard “there and back” construction that had controlled musical discourse at least since the time of the old dance suite continues to impress its general shape on the sequence of programmatically derived events. The expanded reprise of the introductory climax (and ante maes to so at m. 35) to form the coda (mm. 405–419) imposes a traditional thematic and tonal symmetry on the whole structure. Furthermore, the relationship between the introductory section (the “invocation of the Question,” mm. 1–66) and the first episode (Love, mm. 67–108) is cast very much in the manner of a Schubertian sonata exposition, with a dynamic first theme and a languidly lyrical and dilatory second theme in the key of the mediant.


  Then again, it cannot be a mere coincidence that the main Love theme reappears unexpectedly (and, for that matter, without specific programmatic motivation) in the pastoral episode, or that the transition to the martial episode should feature the same theme in C major, the original tonic. That is the effective recapitulation, and it begins, just as Chopin’s recapitulations so often did, with the lyrical theme, saving the more commanding main theme for coda-duty. In between, the stormy episode, with its extremes of tonal indeterminacy, bears unmistakable earmarks of the traditional development.


  So Liszt’s Symphonic Poems, like Chopin’s Ballades, represented not a break with previous practice but rather the adaptation of earlier practices to new technical means and new expressive aims. If Chopin’s Ballades were sonatas later on, then Liszt’s Symphonic Poems were symphonies later on. As the music theorist Richard Kaplan put it in accounting for this phenomenon, so long as “three fundamental aspects of sonata organization” are observed, historical continuity is maintained. These fundamental aspects, in his pithy description, are “a tonal dichotomy which eventually is resolved, a concurrent thematic duality, and a return or recapitulation.”19 We shall see very little large-scale instrumental music from the nineteenth century, no matter how progressive the composer, that does not meet these basic, inherited criteria of coherence.


  THE NEW MADRIGALISM


  There was another way in which the new emphasis on poetic or literary content affected New German musical style, and it proved ultimately the more subversive one. In curious fashion it paralleled a much earlier striving for the “unity of the poetic and the musical,” when in the late sixteenth century the composers of those sophisticated Italian partsongs known as madrigals became carried away with the project of representing strong emotion in their music and infused it with a degree of chromaticism without precedent, and without equal until precisely the moment we are now investigating, when a similar impulse (though now more strongly motivated by philosophical than by emotional content) turned Liszt into the nineteenth century’s most zealous harmonic experimenter.


  His experiments revolved in oddly systematic fashion around two harmonies with longstanding but limited diatonic application: the diminished-seventh chord and the augmented triad. In ordinary diatonic usage both of these chords often function as altered and intensified dominants. The diminished-seventh chord, built on the leading tone, adds an extra tendency-tone demanding resolution to the fifth degree of the tonic. The augmented triad on the fifth degree adds an extra tendency-tone demanding resolution to the third degree of the tonic. In any case, the altered pitch in an augmented triad is traditionally prepared and resolved as a chromatic passing tone. By treating other tones in these chords as tendency-tones, whether leading tones or passing tones, avenues of quick enharmonic modulation can be opened up. This sort of harmonic punning can be found as early as C. P. E. Bach, and had been a common device since Beethoven (Ex. 8–3).


  EX. 8–3A Normal resolutions of diminished-seventh and augmented triads
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  Following on these precedents, but particularly on Schubert’s usages, Liszt emancipated the diminished seventh and augmented harmonies from their diatonic contexts in two ways. First, he exploited the equidistance of the tones in these rootless harmonies to create circles of major and minor thirds, the former based on the tones of the augmented triad, the latter on those of the diminished-seventh chord. For these, as we have already seen, there were especially salient precedents in Schubert. For the circle of major thirds the precedents were explicit, based on sequences of flat submediants (revisit Ex. 2–11 from Schubert’s Mass in E-flat). For the circle of minor thirds the Schubertian precedents were subtler, implicit in the part-writing rather than categorically expressed as harmonic progressions, as in the passage from the G-major Quartet cited in Ex. 2–14.


  EX. 8–3B Ludwig van Beethoven, “Pathétique” Sonata, I, “Tempo I”
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  EX. 8–3C Franz Schubert, Quintet in C, I, mm. 11–24
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  In his so-called “Mountain Symphony”—actually the Symphonic Poem No. 1 (first sketched in 1847), titled Ce qu’on entend sur la montagne (“What one hears atop the mountain”) after a poem by Victor Hugo—Liszt contrived an explicit descending circle of minor thirds to match Schubert’s major thirds in Ex. 2–11. The keys are even the same, which suggests that the Schubert passage may have been not just a precedent but an actual model. And just as Schubert had connected the bass notes of his circle with passing tones to produce a descending whole-tone scale, so Liszt connected his bass notes to produce a descending tone-semitone or octatonic scale, perhaps the first one ever to be explicitly set out in a single voice (Ex. 8–4).


  EX. 8–4 Franz Liszt, Symphonic Poem no. 1, Ce qu’on entend sur la montagne
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  The octatonic scale may thus be counted Liszt’s innovation, and it was taken up enthusiastically by many later composers, especially in Russia. The whole-tone scale, by contrast, was already a known quantity by the time Liszt came upon the scene, having been previously adapted from Schubert’s original usage by a number of composers, again with Russians (who used it to conjure up fantastic or magical effects) in the lead. The original Russian precedent had been set by Glinka, to represent the evil sorcerer Chernomor in his “magic opera” Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842). It is quoted in Ex. 8–5 from the popular overture to the opera, where its connection to the circle of major thirds is evident.
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  FIG. 8–6 The sorcerer Chernomor in Glinka’s Ruslan and Lyudmila, costume sketch by A. Roller for the first production (St. Petersburg, 1842).


  


  Elsewhere in the opera Glinka uses it as an unharmonized scale. When sounded without harmonic support, its construction out of intervals of equal size inhibits any sense of degree-identification, which in turn prevents any sense of functional hierarchy among the pitches. This is just a fancy way of saying that a whole-tone scale is not centered unequivocally on a tonic, but putting it in terms of an abolition of hierarchy casts it in a Hegelian emancipatory light that heightened its appeal to the New Germans as well as the New Russians.


  EX. 8–5 Glinka, Overture to Ruslan and Lyudmila
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  Liszt knew the scale not only from Schubert and Glinka, but also from the overture to an opera called Mazeppa by an altogether obscure Russian composer, a noble dilettante named Boris Scheel (1829–1901), who composed under the pen name of Baron Vietinghoff. A friend had sent the overture to Liszt as a sort of joke, since Liszt himself had based a symphonic poem on the legend of Mazeppa, a Ukrainian chieftain whose wild nocturnal ride, tied to the back of a runaway stallion by the enraged husband of his paramour, had been immortalized in another poem by Victor Hugo.


  Liszt responded in kind with a humorous letter in which he parodied the tendency of which he himself was the titular figurehead. Although couched in ironic exaggeration, the letter accurately expresses the sense of historical necessity that drove Liszt and his party in their preoccupation with innovation.


  
    When you have the opportunity, will you give my best compliments to the author, and give him also the little scale of chords that I add? It is nothing but a very simple development of the scale, terrifying to all whose long ears protrude [image: image] that Mr. de Vietinghoff employs in the final presto of his overture.

  


  
    [Carl] Tausig [1841–71, a Polish disciple of Liszt] makes pretty fair use of it in his [impromptu for piano] Das Geisterschiff (“The Ship of Ghosts”); and in the classes of the Conservatory, where the high art of the mad dog virtuoso is duly taught, the existing elementary exercises of the piano methods [image: image] which are of a sonority as disagreeable as it is incomplete, ought to be replaced by this one [image: image] which will thus form the unique basis of the method of harmony—all the other chords, in use or not, being merely arbitrary curtailments of it.

  


  
    In fact it will soon be necessary to complete the system by the admission of quarter and half-quarter tones until something better turns up!

  


  
    Behold the abyss of progress into which the abominable Musicians of the Future are hurling us! Take care that you do not let yourself be contaminated by this pest of Art!20

  


  As students of twentiethcentury music know very well, every one of the harmonic absurdities Liszt strains to imagine—twelvenote universal harmonies (sometimes expressed, as here, as the superimposition of two whole-tone scales), quarter-and eighth-tones, and all the rest—would eventually be quite seriously advanced in the same spirit as Liszt was advancing his own harmonic novelties: to wit, in the name of progressive emancipation.


  Liszt’s own use of the whole-tone scale reached a blazing climax, after he had returned to composing for the piano, in Sursum corda (“Lift up your hearts,” 1867), the last number in the long cycle Années de pèlerinage (“Years of pilgrimage”). Although clearly the result of the interpolation of passing tones into a French-sixth chord on F[image: image] (“V of V” in the key of E major), the effect is one of a harmonic blur preceding the massive return of the main theme in the main key (Ex. 8–6).


  EX. 8–6 Franz Liszt, climax of Sursum corda (last number in Années de pèlerinage)
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  As for the diminished seventh, perhaps the most dramatic use to which Liszt ever put it is found in his single-movement Sonata in B minor for piano (1853), a work dedicated to Schumann as if in return for the dedication of the latter’s Phantasie, and cast along the same lines as Liszt’s own concertos but, at half an hour’s duration, grander by far. If provided with a program it would have been a virtual symphonic poem for the keyboard; that Liszt preferred to give it a neutral designation shows him still willing to make generic distinctions that some of his followers would abandon.


  Ex. 8–7a shows the first page of the Sonata, containing three themes (or better, motives) that will be subjected to extensive “transformation” over its course. The first is the descending introductory scale marked lento assai. Its two occurrences already show the nature of the transformations that lie ahead: the former, beginning as if in the natural minor, is given a Phrygian inflection at the end; the latter, with its two augmented seconds, is cast in what Liszt called the “Gypsy” scale, associated in his mind with his native Hungary. (Naturally it is most commonly found in his famous “Hungarian Rhapsodies” for piano.) The two motives at allegro energico together make up what might ordinarily be called the Sonata’s first theme, except that from the very beginning they are varied, developed, and transformed quite independently. The former is the one fashioned so strikingly (and from a tonal point of view, so indeterminately) out of appoggiatura-heavy diminished seventh arpeggios. Ex. 8–7b, showing a few of its transformations, gives a heady foretaste of the Sonata’s expressive behavior. The resolution of chromatic arpeggios into diatonic ones sets up the basic harmonic polarity that in this Sonata largely preempts the usual tonal dichotomy.


  EX. 8–7A Franz Liszt, Sonata in B minor, mm. 1–17
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  EX. 8–7B Franz Liszt, Sonata in B minor, transformations of diminished-seventh motive (mm. 18–22, 55–60, 125–34, 385–88)
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  Most radical of all are the passages in which Liszt allows diminished sevenths and augmented triads to succeed one another in parallel motion (that is, as consonances), usually by semitones along a chromatic scale, thus invoking another uniform-interval cycle devoid of any built-in degree hierarchy, so that traditional harmonic functions are held in abeyance. The Storm section of Les préludes contains a famous instance using the diminished-seventh chord. Even more celebrated is the theme heard at the very outset of Liszt’s monumental trilogy of symphonic poems known as the Faust-Symphonie (1857), in which each movement purports to describe one of Goethe’s characters (Faust, Gretchen, and Mephistopheles in that order).


  The theme seems to mirror the title character’s fateful quest of occult knowledge (Ex. 8–8a). Following the initial [image: image], it consists of four augmented triads arpeggiated in a descending semitonal sequence that exhausts all the pitches of the chromatic scale. Again, the use of chords of uniform intervallic structure, deployed along a scale that is similarly uniform, prevents any tone (even the first one) from emerging as a functional center and creates an appropriate sense of aimless meandering. Perhaps even more remarkable is the similarly indeterminate harmonic progression that follows, in which the minor triad on the second beat of measure 5, owing to its harmonic environment, the voice-leading, and the rhythmic placement, clearly seems to resolve as a pseudo-suspension to yet another augmented triad, which the ear has by now been conditioned to accept as a normative—hence, a stable—harmony.


  EX. 8–8A Franz Liszt, Faust-Symphonie, opening
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  The first definite cadence—to a manifestly Beethovenian C minor—comes with the change in tempo from the introductory lento assai to the main body of the movement, allegro agitato ed appassionato. Passionate agitation is evoked by piling on a heap of functional dissonances. The main theme (Ex. 8–8b) starts right off on an appoggiatura to a diminished seventh chord. Like the augmented triad in the introduction, the chord thus introduced acquires a measure of stability by being made the object of a resolution. When the soprano resolution of [image: image] to D arrives on the following downbeat, the bass shifts to another [image: image], renderingthe entire chord above it a dissonant suspension.


  The key-defining tonic in root position does not appear in Example 8–8b until the middle of the fourth measure. On the way to it three more dissonant suspensions or appoggiaturas in the soprano intervene: F[image: image] resolving to F-natural as the third of the half-diminished ii7 on the third downbeat, immediately followed by a dramatic skip of a seventh—itself a dissonance—to a dissonant [image: image] that resolves as an appoggiatura to D, the chordal root. Such dissonant leaps to dissonant notes, a derivation from the “sighing” figuration common in operatic melodies, would remain a permanent, prominent, and very distinctive emotional signifier in the music of the Zukunftists and their heirs.


  EX. 8–8B Franz Liszt, Faust-Symphonie, Allegro agitato ed appassionato (mm. 71–74)
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  Following the habit we have already observed in Les préludes, Liszt casts the exposition of the Faust movement over a tonal dichotomy involving a third rather than a fifth. This, too, was a permanent acquisition, derived from Schubert (though with roots in late Beethoven), and a step toward the general replacement of the circle of fifths by circles of thirds as the prime navigational compass for tonal plans. Needless to say, the third in this case is major rather than minor, which would have merely reproduced the normal or classical harmonic trajectory of a minor-mode exposition, requiring no new key signature. Instead of the customary [image: image], the triumphant closing theme (grandioso, m. 225) comes in an untrammeled diatonic blaze of E major (Ex. 8–8c). The extra half step, seemingly so near at hand, is in fact equivalent to seven progressions along the circle of fifths. The melding of the proximate and the remote palpably bends one’s sense of musical space.


  EX. 8–8C Franz Liszt, Faust-Symphonie, Grandioso (mm. 223–28)
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  The emergence of diatonic simplicity out of chromatic complication is another way of signaling resolution, of course—and in its likeness to a synthesis an especially Hegelian one (as well as an increasingly necessary one as tonal trajectories became cluttered with thirds and half steps). And yet, almost needless to say, Ex. 8–8c is eventually recapitulated in C major, thus fulfilling the Beethovenian Struggle-and-Victory scenario and betokening the composer’s place in the legitimate dynastic succession.


  But given the suggestion, tacit but implicit in the Hegelian scenario, that the virtually deified Beethoven was being not merely emulated but in effect surpassed, the charge of virtual blasphemy had to be met and deflected. Scarcely any discussion of Liszt’s achievement could avoid an accusatory or a defensive tone, depending on the attitude of the writer. Here is how one defender, a Russian, handled the problem:


  
    If anyone should take it into his head to dampen my rapture at Liszt’s music, for example, with this question: “If Liszt writes an orchestral fantasia of unheard-of perfection, does that mean that, in your opinion, Liszt as a symphonist is better and higher than Beethoven?”—I would answer thus: “Our [Russian painter, Alexander] Ivanov, naturally, has not put Raphael or Titian or Rubens in the shade, yet people in the know have every right to say about a picture by Ivanov that in its own way it is a miracle of art and an unprecedented miracle at that.21

  


  


  But there was a problem that the theory failed to address: with closed circles of thirds and long stretches of tonally indeterminate chromatic writing competing with the diatonic fifth relations that had long driven tonal music to its climaxes, it was increasingly difficult to project tonal drama with a force commensurate with the startling new rhetoric of passionate local dissonance and orchestral splendor. In particular, it was difficult to plot a distinctive FOP (harmonic far-out point)that traditionally gave symphonic forms their overall there-and-back structure.


  All became fantasia, beginning (and often ending) in medias res, which certainly accorded with the stated aims of the music of the future, but which nevertheless led to a certain arbitrary flattening of the tonal trajectory that could make the music seem paradoxically uneventful and disjointed. What was delightful when experienced within the confines of a small work like a Chopin prelude—or in Liszt’s own exquisite Bagatelle ohne Tonart (“Bagatelle in no key”), which appeared a little ahead of schedule in the previous chapter (Ex. 7–10)—could seem bewildering and (many thought) even boring when stretched out at full symphonic length.


  Another paradox was the sameness, the apparent uniformity, that often seemed to be the result of sui generis forms that followed content. This unexpected outcome may have been due to psychological principles that experiments in the realm of cognitive science have only recently confirmed: small differences with respect to a known model—tweaking, as it is sometimes called—often register more tellingly than do global (overall) differences of an apparently arbitrary character. Freedom can thus come at the price of significance. Along with constraint, the jettisoning of conventions could sacrifice effective communication.


  ART AND TRUTH


  Difficulties like these, however real, were nevertheless tolerable within a value system that equated innovation with liberation, and that took as its objective the freeing of the artwork and its producers from dependence on social norms defined by consumers. Boring or annoying their contemporaries was not only considered by committed Zukunftists a fair price to pay, it was often taken in itself to be a mark of progress. Casting the New German or neo-Hegelian philosophy of art in terms borrowed from economics, moreover, was very much the fashion at the time, vividly illustrating the way in which the innovatory spirit in the arts reflected other modes of nineteenth-century Utopian thought. At a time of widespread Utopian theorizing, it was considered the very opposite of a defect to be ahead of one’s time, in communion not with one’s contemporaries but with one’s progeny. The myth of the artist-prophet, to which Beethoven was at once assimilated, had its birth in these theories. It still lives.
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  FIG. 8–7 Alexander Nikolayevich Serov, autographed photo.


  


  A striking specimen of these ideological commitments was an article by Alexander Serov (1820–71), the most enthusiastic Russian follower of the New German School (and author of the hypothetical question and answer quoted above). It appeared in Brendel’s Neue Zeitschrift für Musik in 1857 in the guise of a review of Beethoven, ses critiques et ses glossateurs (“Beethoven, his critics and his explicators”), a book by the conservative critic and Mozart biographer Alexander Ulybyshev (1794–1858). It was already typical that a debate about contemporary musical values should have taken place behind a Beethovenian screen. Beethoven’s authority, acknowledged by all sides, was the most desirable of trophies. All factions in the esthetic wars of the later nineteenth century claimed him as their founder, none more zealously than the New German School. And the debate between Ulybyshev (writing in French) and Serov (writing in German) was an indication of the role that Russians were lately playing on the main stage of European musical art.


  Serov’s article, published as “Ulibischeff gegen Beethoven” (Ulybyshev vs. Beethoven), came to a climax with the dogmatic assertion of two “laws” that between them summed up with breathtaking succinctness practically the whole Zukunftist position:


  
    1. Wenn eine Theorie nicht mit der Praxis eines Weltgenies stimmt, da wird sie nie bestehen, denn die Kunst lebt ihr Leben nicht in Büchern, sondern im Kunstwerk. (If theory [that is, classroom music theory] does not accord with the practice of a world-genius, then it must always give way, for art lives its life not in books but in artworks.)

  


  
    2. Das Criterium des musikalischen Gesetzes liegt nicht in den Ohren des Consumenten, es liegt in der Kunstidee des Producenten. (The basis of musical law lies not in the ear of the consumer but in the artistic inspiration [literally, the art-idea] of the producer.)22

  


  Liszt himself pronounced a benediction on these precepts in a Neue Zeitschrift article of his own, “Ulibischeff und Seroff. Kritik der Kritik” (“Ulybyshev and Serov: A Critique Critiqued”). They were received with fury back home in Russia, where notions of social utility hung on with unusual tenacity in art criticism, partly because both the autocratic Tsarist regime and its revolutionary foes wanted to enlist the arts in their political struggles. But Serov and Liszt were also engaged in a political struggle. The frankly Hegelian concept of the Weltgenie, the world-genius—on the one hand free to abrogate the laws of ordinary mortals and, on the other, charged with the making of new and ever more binding laws—was nothing if not a site of political power.


  Vladimir Stasov (1824–1906), another Russian critic and Serov’s nemesis, saw in it a ploy for the establishment of a “despotism of artists,”23 free to abuse their contemporaries in pursuit of vainglorious goals that violated the proper boundaries of art. Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky (1840–93), the most eminent and abundant Russian composer of the later nineteenth century, complained that “formerly, music strove to delight people—now they are tormented and exhausted.”24 The Nietzschian concept of the Übermensch, the superman who existed on a plane beyond good and evil, a figure modeled originally on the artist-prophet envisioned by the Zukunftists, was already strongly prefigured.


  The role of the artist as a prophet and a lawgiver was a religious and political extension of the idea of the artist as philosopher, the idea that motivated the New German School and opened up a new era to add to Brendel’s historical categories. Where Brendel had seen the Age of Beauty succeed the Age of the Sublime, his contemporaries, in large part at his enthusiastic instigation, now proclaimed the Age of Truth. And where an earlier generation of Romantics could proclaim with Keats that “‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,’—that is all/Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know” (“Ode on a Grecian Urn,” stanza 5), the New Germans, their disciples, and even some who thought of themselves as their enemies, turned savagely on beauty as on some sort of loathsome falsehood.


  Reacting a decade later than Serov (but no less angrily) against Mozart’s panegyrists, whom he likewise saw as thwarting the historical tide, Friedrich Nietzsche lambasted the self-styled guardians of the classics. “Let us but observe these patrons of art at close range, as they really are, indefatigably crying ‘Beauty! beauty!”’ the philosopher taunted. “Do they really bear the stamp of nature’s darling children who are fostered and nourished at the breast of the beautiful, or are they not rather seeking a mendacious cloak for their own coarseness, an aesthetical pretext for their own insensitivity?”25 In a phrase that acquired a chilling resonance in the twentieth century, Nietzsche condemned the devotees of beauty as the standard-bearers of an entartete Kunst, a degenerate art.


  In a similar vein but to a different purpose, the Russian composer Modest Musorgsky (1839–81) inveighed against the hypocritical “religion of absolute beauty,”26 a devotion that, he believed, masked an altogether worldly “aim of winning a name and some public acclaim.” In his view, “the artistic representation of beauty alone is coarse childishness—art in its infancy.” Instead, the “thinking artist of the present day” must aim higher, or rather deeper: “The subtlest aspects of human nature and of humanity as a whole, the persistent exploration of these uncharted regions and their conquest— that is the true mission of an artist.”27 There are many truths, of course. The New Germans, Serov and Nietzsche were after metaphysical truth, an ideal truth not of this world. They followed directly in the footsteps of German romantics like E. T. A. Hoffman, and shared his veneration of Beethoven as the Quelle der wahren Glaube, the “source of the true faith.” Their favored medium was instrumental music, a language of ineffable expression. Their tendency culminated in what the German musicologist Rudolf Stephan dubbed Weltanschauungsmusik—roughly, “music expressive of a philosophy of life,” a music of grandiose conceptions and gigantic forms, always impressive but rarely pleasant.


  Musorgsky and many of his non-German contemporaries were after experiential truth, a realistic truth very much of this world. They followed in the footsteps of Berlioz, and shared his veneration of Beethoven (the composer of Fidelio) as the voice of oppressed humanity. Their favored medium was opera. Their work culminated in naturalism and verismo, attempts (often didactic) to show the world and its inhabitants as they really are, warts and all, often as a spur to social change.


  Against both were the keepers of the old flame, who mounted a considerable counteroffensive against what they deemed the anti-artistic bluster of metaphysicians and realists alike. Chaikovsky derided the German music of his day in newspaper articles and letters, protesting its “detestable pretensions to profundity, strength, and power.” In his view it was “all seriousness and nobility of purpose, but the chief thing— beauty—is missing.”28 For what he considered his own countryman Musorgsky’s studied ugliness he had, if anything, even greater contempt: “there is something low about him, something base,” he admonished; “he passes the bounds of the possible.”29


  ART FOR ART’S SAKE


  As all these Russian quotes suggest, much of the opposition to the New German School came from outside the German-speaking lands, many foreign musicians suspecting nationalistic designs behind the School’s universalist pretensions. And yet the opposition’s most famous single salvo came from the Austrian critic and music historian Eduard Hanslick (1825–1904), who in 1854 authored a tract called “On the Musically Beautiful” (Vom musikalisch-Schönen) that went through many editions (ten within the author’s lifetime) and is still in print. It is difficult today to appreciate the polemical force of the title; but at the time, for a German critic to insist on beauty looked to many like virtual treason.


  Unsurprisingly, Hanslick located the beautiful in music not in its freight of meaning, but in its sheer patterning (“arabesques”) of sound. The object of derisive caricature from the beginning, his views are often misunderstood. Contrary to what his critics have alleged, he did not deny the emotional effects of music, nor did he deny its power to embody and convey poetic subject matter. What he did deny was the essentially musical nature of such a task (that is, its relevance to the true aims and tasks of music as an art), and hence the ultimate musical value of those effects and that embodiment.


  “The Representation of Feeling,” reads the title of the crucial second chapter, “Is Not the Content of Music.” Needless to say, everything hinges on how the word “content” is defined, and on whether it is to be distinguished from “form” (another protean concept). The New German position cast feeling and form in opposition; the Hanslickian stance melded them. Hanslick’s very definition of musical content (which became a famous and notoriously untranslatable slogan) was tönend bewegte Form—something like “form put in motion by sound” or “sounding form in motion.”


  Although his antagonists tried to brand him a reactionary, and while he himself (like any contender in a war of ideas) tried to portray his ideas as age-old verities, Hanslick’s ideas were in fact new. By asserting that there were timeless musical values that took precedence over the Kunstidee des Producenten and the Ohren des Consumenten alike, Hanslick and his followers introduced a new faction to what was fast becoming a struggle over the right to inherit and define the elite literate tradition of European music. To the extreme romantic view that privileged the producer, and the old aristocratic view that privileged the consumer, was now added a “Classical” or classicizing view that privileged Art itself and its so-called inviolable laws over the designs or wishes of its ephemeral practitioners and patrons. The real privilege, of course, was enjoyed by whoever could successfully claim the right to assert the law. These were the true stakes of the game. It is arguable that Hanslick, one of whose biographers proclaimed him the “Dalai Lama of music,” emerged the big winner.


  And that is because more than any other nineteenth-century academic, Hanslick was a forerunner of today’s musicology. His side, in other words, was the one that got to tell the story of nineteenth-century music in the twentieth century. Indeed, a more revealing and less tendentious name for his tendency would be academic rather than “classical,” since the academy has been its main home and breeding ground. It is the very opposite of an accident that Hanslick, its chief early formulator, was hired two years after the publication of his famous treatise by the University of Vienna as an adjunct lecturer, later as a full-time professor.


  He spent forty years at the university, lecturing on what we would now call music appreciation. He was the first musician ever to occupy a German university chair; hence he was the first academic musicologist in the modern sense of the word. His formalist esthetic is the one that has underwritten the concept of classical music ever since his time. His neo-Kantian “art for art’s sake” views have been the (sometimes tacit) mainstay not only of music appreciation but of practically all university music study until at least the middle of the twentieth century.


  By presuming to draw a hard and fast distinction between what was “musical” and what was not in the work of his contemporaries; by insisting that the musical must be identified with the beautiful (rather than the spiritual or the expressive or the sublime or the true); and by so effectively propagating his views in the teeth of formidable opposition, Hanslick set the terms of an unsettleable (perhaps misconceived) debate that continues into our own time. Its terms would probably have been altogether unintelligible to musicians of the early nineteenth century and before; so in this sense, too, the middle of the nineteenth century marks the beginning of the musical world we have inherited and inhabit today.


  


  CHAPTER 9
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  Slavs as Subjects and Citizens


  SMETANA, GLINKA, AND BALAKIREV


  


  PROGRESSIVE VS. POPULAR


  



  If the New German School did not lack opponents at home, neither did its influence stop at the border. One of its most enthusiastic disciples was Bed[image: image]ich Smetana (1824–84), who is now chiefly remembered (to quote the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians) as “the first major nationalist composer of Bohemia” (or, in today’s vocabulary, the Czech lands). How could a Czech nationalist also be a “New German”? There are some paradoxes to sort out.


  The first is best savored through a letter Smetana wrote to his friend and former pupil Ludevit Prochazka, the conductor of a men’s singing society (Männerchor) in Prague, on 11 March 1860, shortly after his thirty-sixth birthday:


  
    First of all I must ask you to excuse all my mistakes, both in spelling and grammar, of which you will certainly find plenty in this letter, for up to the present day I have not had the good fortune to be able to perfect myself in our mother tongue. Educated from my youth in German, both at school and in society, I took no care, while still a student, to learn anything but what I was forced to learn, and later divine music monopolized all my energy and my time so that to my shame, I must now confess that I cannot express myself adequately or write correctly in Czech.1

  


  


  Indeed Smetana, the son of a prosperous brewer who serviced the local gentry (including Count Waldstein, one of Beethoven’s patrons), was brought up to call himself Friedrich rather than Bed[image: image]ich, and to aspire to a cosmopolitan career like any urban, educated, middle-class child of a loyal Bohemian subject of the kaiser (Austrian emperor). Indeed, his place of birth (Bohemia), his native language (German), and his early cultural orientation were all the same as Hanslick’s, although (as his surname, which means cream in Czech, suggests) his ethnicity was different. At first that did not matter.


  So in one important sense he did not come from beyond the borders of the German lands at all, since those borders (as drawn politically) extended far beyond the German-speaking nucleus. The fact that Smetana ultimately came to identify with his Slavic ethnicity, rather than with his original native language, his Teutonic cultural milieu, or his lifelong political allegiances, encapsulates more vividly than any other single musical-historical fact the metamorphosis that the idea of nation underwent over the course of the nineteenth century.


  The divine music that claimed Smetana’s time and energy from his early years was the music of German cultivated society—simply music to a German-speaking bourgeois in Bohemia or anywhere else—rather than the music of the Czech countryside, which like the Czech language was regarded as the property of illiterate peasants, baggage that could only keep one down on the farm. He never did learn to speak the language flawlessly, nor did he ever get to know much authentic Czech folk music. (Instead, he eventually became quite good at manufacturing his own.) A piano prodigy, Smetana had a life-shattering experience in 1840, when at the age of sixteen he heard Liszt play in Prague. Against the wishes of his father, who refused to support him, Smetana renounced higher education in favor of the life of a professional musician. For three years he worked as live-in piano teacher to the children of a German nobleman in Prague, meanwhile taking lessons in harmony and counterpoint from the best local teacher, a blind pianist and composer named Josef Proksch who had studied in Berlin and set up a private conservatory in his home. Smetana looked forward to becoming “a Liszt in technique and a Mozart in composition.”2
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  FIG. 9–1 Bed[image: image]ich Smetana.


  


  But when the children of the house he lived in grew up and left, their piano teacher had to face reality, which for him meant the prospect of desperate poverty. Early in 1848, not knowing where else to turn, Smetana impulsively sent Liszt, who knew his teacher, the manuscript of his Six morceaux caractéristiques (that is, Charakterstücke) for piano, op. 1. The pieces in this set, all individually titled in German despite the French title page, were far from the first he had written; but they were the first (or so Smetana thought) that reflected a contemporary composerly outlook worthy of Liszt’s approval, since all six pieces were unified by an idée fixe à la Berlioz.


  Together with the music went three requests: first, for permission to dedicate the pieces to Liszt; second, for Liszt’s assistance in getting them published; and third, for a loan of money to help Smetana set up a music school of his own like Proksch’s.3 Liszt ignored the last request, but he lavishly praised the Morceaux caractéristiques by return mail and placed them with a publisher, winning Smetana’s eternal gratitude. They spent three years in press, however, during which time Smetana took the risk of opening the music school anyway—he called it the Lehr-Institut im Pianoforte-Spiele (Teaching Institute for Piano Playing)—in August 1848. He lived practically hand to mouth, teaching at the institute and giving occasional concerts, for the next eight years.


  The year 1848 was as politically eventful in Bohemia as elsewhere, and Smetana’s early compositions reflected its turbulence. He wrote his share of patriotic marches and anthems during the Prague revolt in June, but a far less ephemeral token of his political allegiances were the works inspired not by the revolt itself but by the consequent abdication of the Austrian Emperor Ferdinand in favor of his eighteenyear-old nephew Franz Joseph, who would reign gloriously for almost seventy years, dying at the age of eighty-six in the midst of the First World War, thus mercifully spared his empire’s defeat and dissolution.


  Like most patriotic Bohemians of his social background, Smetana greeted Franz Joseph’s accession with joy; for what they really wanted was not the full independence of their ethnic homeland (whose language they did not speak) but only its legislative and fiscal autonomy within a federalized empire. (Among Austrian territories, only Hungary would achieve this status, and not until 1867.) Franz Joseph was perceived as favoring this idea, which he was expected to implement by accepting the historic Bohemian throne, vacant since 1620.


  In anticipation of this great event Smetana wrote his earliest orchestral works: a very old-fashioned Jubel-Ouvertüre (“Festive overture”) in D major, op. 4; and a big, brassy, cumbersomely titled Triumph-Symphonie mit Benützung der österreichischer Volkshymne (“Triumphal Symphony Utilizing the Austrian National Hymn”) in E major, op. 6. Even the patriotic marches of 1848 had quoted German songs (including a verse of Haydn’s Austrian hymn), and Smetana gave further evidence of his loyalty to the house of Hapsburg by becoming a kind of court pianist to the deposed Emperor Ferdinand, who took up residence beginning in 1849 in the venerable Prague Castle.


  Instead of constitutional reform and kingdom status, however, the Czech lands received stern treatment under Alexander Bach, Prince Metternich’s successor as chief minister of state, whose repressive and ultimately counterproductive policy of “Centralization and Germanization,” enforced by a ruthless secret police, created a stifling political atmosphere during the 1850s and did more to stimulate the growth of Czech cultural nationalism over the next few decades than liberalization could possibly have achieved.


  Despite the effort to stamp it out, the use of the Czech language among the educated classes grew; as a result of its spread, and of some significant demographic changes that followed the industrial revolution, Prague was transformed over the second half of the nineteenth century from a German-to a Czech-speaking city. Smetana himself reflected this change in his own linguistic habits, as we have seen; but the more immediate result of political and financial discouragement was his decision, in 1856, toemigrate. Thetwo changes coincided: Smetana’s first attempts to communicate with his countrymen in Czech followed his move to Göteborg (Gothenburg), a seventeenth-century university town on the Kattegat strait, Sweden’s main seaport and second largest city.


  He was an instant success in Göteborg. During his first year he opened another music school which immediately became the most fashionable one in town; he was named the director of the city’s leading choral society; and he inaugurated a prestigious series of chamber music concerts at which he regularly appeared as pianist. Perhaps most decisive of all in reshaping Smetana’s career, though, was renewed contact with Liszt, whom he visited at Weimar in the summer of 1857. After this visit, Smetana became so committed a disciple that Liszt invited him (along with Serov and a few other favored foreigners) to attend the great 1859 convocation in Leipzig and become a member of the Allgemeiner Deutscher Musikverein.


  Smetana became in effect the exemplary New German, in some ways the most advanced of all. As he wrote to Liszt after another year in Göteborg,


  
    Since I spent those unforgettable September days with you in Weimar … I conceived, not just the “notion” (for this I already had), but the necessity of the progress of art, as taught by you in so great, so true a manner, and made it my credo. Please regard me as one of the most zealous disciples of our artistic school of thought, one who will champion its sacred truth in word and deed. At present the means at my disposal are, it is true, scant, … but as far as my limited means go, I work for the liberation of our art from the chains which bind it, and in which incomprehension, incompetence and egoism have sought to have cast it for ever.4

  


  


  The first fruit of his conversion was, of course, a series of symphonic poems, among the earliest to follow Liszt’s example. The first was Richard III (1858) after Shakespeare, which had its counterpart in Liszt’s Hamlet; next came Wallensteins Lager (“Wallenstein’s camp,” 1859) after Schiller, a “battle piece” that had its counterpart in Liszt’s Hunnenschlacht (“Battle of the Huns”). Although the title character, Albrecht Wenzel Eusebius von Wallenstein (1583–1634), was nominally a Bohemian (the progenitor of the Waldsteins, in fact), he was (like Smetana) a loyal vassal of the Holy Roman Emperor, and actually laid waste to Bohemia during the Thirty Years’ War.


  Schiller’s dramatic trilogy, on which Smetana based his symphonic poem, concerned Wallenstein’s defeat by the Swedes and his later treasonable attempt to negotiate a separate peace with them; Smetana’s symphonic poem was, in ironic effect, an attempt to reap the approval of his Swedish audience at the expense of Bohemian nationalism. Smetana’s third symphonic poem, Hakon Jarl (1861), about a mythical Norwegian usurper and the victory of Christianity over paganism in Scandinavia, also catered to the nationalism of his audience rather than expressing his own. The music, however, displays no particular Scandinavian coloration; its themes (both musical and poetic) are universally heroic and religious.


  Where Smetana actually went beyond his mentor in his commitment to the aims of the New German School was in Macbeth (1859), later retitled Macbeth a [image: image]arod[image: image]jnice (“Macbeth and the witches”)—a symphonic poem in every sense except medium, for it was composed for piano solo, possibly envisioned as a vehicle for a comeback on the recital stage. Even Liszt, as we have seen, held back from transferring the programmatic method to the keyboard, at least where major works (like the Sonata in B minor) were concerned. But Smetana was determined to take the musicopoetic principle into every instrumental genre.


  In this sense Smetana could be fairly described as Europe’s most progressive musician as of 1859, and so he remained, one could fairly argue, virtually to the end of his career, when he wrote a programmatic—indeed autobiographical—string quartet (Z mého zivota, From My Life, 1876) that culminates with fine contempt for beauty in a ghastly high violin harmonic mimicking the onset of the deafness that heralded the composer’s eventual deterioration from syphilis. If Smetana is remembered differently, if he is slotted into conventional historiography not as a leading progressive but as a leading nationalist, we shall have to seek the explanation not only in his music, but also in the conventions of historiography.


  Even without the additional information given later by retitling it, it would be obvious that Smetana’s “piano poem” took its cue from Macbeth’s encounters with the witches in Shakespeare’s tragedy. The piece is constructed in two parts, of which the first, in G minor, pits chilling Lisztian cadenzas for the witches, all based on heavily (and dissonantly) embellished diminished triads and sevenths, against a triumphant march theme that must surely represent not only Macbeth but also the nature of the witches’ prophecies to him. The second part, in the devilishly tritone-related key of C[image: image] minor, must surely represent the dramatic reversal of the plot, Macbeth’s triumphant melody now being disfigured by a whole-tone scale, a device with a considerable history by 1859 (at least among progressive musicians), and one specifically associated with horror in several works (by Glinka, Vietinghoff [Scheel], and Tausig) well known to Lisztian adepts, and to us. The triumph music must now pertain to Macduff.


  Like Liszt’s Bagatelle ohne Tonart, Smetana’s Macbeth was published only posthumously. That is one of the reasons why despite its astonishingly advanced style it does not figure more prominently in Smetana’s historiographical image. The more important reason, of course, has to do with the composer’s return to Prague and to a new calling as founder of a national school. What lured him home was no abstract or idealistic commitment but a career opportunity: the announcement in 1861 of a competition for a Czech opera to open a new national theater where Smetana eventually became the music director. After one last season in Göteborg, Smetana came home to stay in June 1862.


  Ever since Weber’s Freischütz, and especially since Glinka’s triumph with A Life for the Tsar, it was assumed—especially among the Slavic peoples, but also among the other ethnic minorities within the Austrian empire—that the founding of a truly national musical life could be achieved only through an inspiring representation of the nation on the operatic stage, a purpose that could be served only by a “real opera” with big numbers and recitatives, not just a folksy singspiel. Chopin’s teacher Józef Elsner was very disappointed at his pupil’s failure to become that founder in Poland. The one who eventually did was Stanisław Moniuszko (1819–72), with Halka, an opera with a conventional plot about a peasant maiden (but here obviously standing for Poland) who is seduced and abandoned by a heartless feudal lord (just as obviously standing for the powers that had “raped” the motherland in 1795); it was first performed in concert in Vilna (now Vilnius, Lithuania) in the revolutionary year 1848, and was first staged in Warsaw in 1858.


  The Hungarian founder was Ferenc Erkel (1810–93), with several historical operas beginning with Hunyádi László (1844), about a martyred fifteenthcentury patriot, and culminating in Bánk bán (1861), which concerned a thirteenth-century revolt against foreign domination. The founder of Southern Slavic (Croatian and Slovenian) opera was Vatroslav Lisinsky (1819 – 54), with Ljubav i zloba (“Love and malice,” 1846), much touted in its homeland as the first opera after Glinka with a libretto in a Slavic language. Smetana was determined to play that decisive role in the Czech lands, where as of 1861 the only vernacular operas (mainly by the Prague conductor František škroup) were still singspiels about merry tinkers and cobblers.


  Smetana’s maiden opera—the first of seven that covered all genres and established Czech opera as a “world” repertoire—could not have been more different from its local predecessors. Written to a libretto by Karel Sabina (1813–77), a major patriotic writer (but also, it later turned out, a secret police informer), it was called Branibo[image: image]i v [image: image]echách (The Brandenburgers in Bohemia). Like Erkel’s Bánk bán it concerned a medieval war of liberation; and it began with these lines, set to a forceful accompanied recitative in the most progressive operatic manner, which could just as easily be read as pertaining to the nineteenth-century Austrians as to the thirteenth-century Prussians (Ex. 9–1a):


  [image: image]


  


  A little later the same character, the venerable Bohemian knight Oldoich, gives vent to an even timelier complaint: “Lord Otto Brandenburg has also suppressed our language, that glorious Czech language, so that you wouldn’t recognize Prague!” Yet for all the emphasis on language—not just declared but exemplified in Sabina’s libretto (as John Tyrrell, a historian of Czech opera, has pointed out)5 by the use of meters that faithfully reproduce the peculiar accentual pattern of the Czech vernacular—there is not the slightes thintofvernacularmusicinthe score. On the contrary, Smetana (unlike Erkel, Glinka, Moniuszko, and the rest) actively resisted its influence, preferring to couch his national opera in the most advanced international musical style of the day, as a later recitative of Oldoich’s (Ex. 9–1b) will show with its restless diminished harmonies, ending in a baldly displayed scale issuing directly out of the Lisztian technique of interpolating passing tones between the notes of a diminished-seventh chord. These are badges not of nationalism but of “progress-ism.”


  THE NATIONALIST COMPACT


  Smetana was adamant that a true national opera need not and should not rely on folk songs, even in the case of comic operas where their use had always been traditional. The Czech writer Josef Srb-Debrnov, a close friend of Smetana’s who later translated a libretto for him, recalled a heated debate between the composer of The Brandenburgers in Bohemia and František Rieger, the director of the theater where the opera was to be produced. Rieger maintained that a national style had to depend on folk songs if it was to be recognizable as such. Smetana flew into a rage and (in Tyrrell’s paraphrase) told Rieger that an opera written to such a prescription “would be a mere collection of songs, a potpourri, and not a unified artistic whole.”6 Later he wrote that “imitating the melodic curves and rhythms of our folksongs will not create a national style, let alone any dramatic truth—at the most only a pale imitation of the songs themselves.” Ironically enough, he might have been describing Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies, potpourris not of Hungarian folk songs but (mainly) of Gypsy cabaret tunes. Liszt composed them, in full awareness of their ethnic spuriosity, not to give his ostensible countrymen an icon of self-representation, but to give his Western European audiences an exotic treat. (That Hungarian audiences nevertheless accepted them joyfully as a national icon adds a typically ironic wrinkle to the story; but their joy in the music was conditioned partly, even primarily, by the “world” celebrity of the composer.)


  There is an echo of New German ideology in Smetana’s rejection of Volkstümlichkeit (folklikeness), recalling Brendel’s stipulation that national character is mere Schmuck (decoration) rather than substance, and can act only as a brake on musical progress. There is also an echo of the object lesson implicit in Glinka’s achievement, to the effect that national musics had to be internationally respectable and competitive if they are even to prove nationally viable (that is, a dependable source of national pride and prestige). What makes the matter seem paradoxical is the insistence of Czech musicians and music lovers, from Smetana’s day to this, that his style is despite everything intensely and inherently national in character, instantly recognizable as such by any native listener.


  EX. 9–1 Bed[image: image]ich Smetana, Branibo[image: image]i v [image: image]echách, two recitatives for Oldoich
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  [image: image]


  


  In such an insistence there is always a pinch of mystique, a trusty and (some would say) indispensable component of all nationalistic or patriotic ideologies. The mystique is finely encapsulated in a much-quoted statement on Smetana’s [image: image]eskost (“Czechness”) by the writer Jan Branberger, dating from 1904, when Bohemian separatism, a sentiment Smetana never knew, had become rife:


  
    When he began to write Czech folk operas, Smetana could not rely on any theory of Czech song, for he did not know its characteristics. He was, however, a great genius, a musician in whose soul slumbered unconscious sources of melody delightfully and faithfully Czech. He had no need to develop his Czechness, and with his first operatic note, he at the same time created a Czech dramatic style. Smetana grew out of his Czech inner self, thereby solving at a stroke all questions of style: he wrote just as his enormous instinct led him.7

  


  


  There may be less of paradox here than meets the eye. Branberger’s theory of Smetana’s instinctual Czechness, which imbued anything he wrote with national character simply because he wrote it, is more than an avowal of nationalism. It is also heavy with the Germanic (and specifically New German) concept of “world-genius,” casting Smetana as a musical Prometheus who created [image: image]eskost out of nothing but his own Kunstidee (artistic inspiration, to recall some terminology encountered in the last chapter).


  More modern treatments of the subject, like that of Michael Beckerman, the leading American authority on Czech music, counter the theory that Smetana’s [image: image]eskost was the unalloyed Kunstidee des Producenten by making room for what New German theory specifically rejected as a source of artistic law, namely the Ohren des Consumenten (the “ears of the consumer”), in the construction of national character. In Beckerman’s interpretation, [image: image]eskost (or Russianness, or Germanness, or any -ness at all) arises not directly out of style, whether a personal style or a collective vernacular, but out of “musical symbols rich in associative possibilities.” The source of these possibilities may lie in the national history, or in stylistic resonances, or even in a strongly asserted Kunstidee. But for their actualization a compact or bargain is required between producer and consumer. “[image: image]eskost comes about,” Beckerman writes, “when, in the minds of composers and audiences, the Czech nation, in its many manifestations, becomes a subtextual program for musical works, and as such, it is that which animates the musical style, allowing us to make connections between the narrow confines of a given piece and a larger, dynamic context.” It is this dynamic consensus that Smetana must have been trying to describe to Rieger. And although he sought first (and, in his own mind, foremost) to realize it in the realm of opera, we can also observe it within the Lisztian genre of the symphonic poem, which Smetana continued to cultivate, albeit less progressively and more popularly than before. During the 1870s, he created a monument of [image: image]eskost in this medium that many (especially outside the Czech lands, where the language of his opera librettos is not understood) have regarded as his masterpiece.


  Between 1872 and 1879 Smetana composed a cycle of six symphonic poems to which he gave the collective title Má vlast (“My fatherland”). It is actually a rather heterogeneous collection of pieces, all separately premiered; it was not until the first four had been composed that the idea of performing them as a cycle even occurred to the composer. Three of the poems—including the first two, Vyšehrad (“The high castle,” 1872–74) and Vltava (“The Moldau,” 1874)—are descriptive of places or of nature. (The remaining nature piece is no. 4, “From Bohemian Fields and Groves,” 1875.) One (no. 3, Šarka, 1875) is drawn from pre-Christian Slavic mythology. The last and longest pair (no. 5, Tabór, 1878; no. 6, Blaník, 1879) deal with episodes in the fifteenthcentury religious wars led by Jan Hus, the pre-Reformation Protestant, whose achievements the Austrian authorities were just then bent on eradicating through a policy of “re-Catholicization.”


  Despite its poetic and stylistic heterogeneity, the cycle is unified by the use of recurring musicopoetic emblems of the kind that Beckerman describes. Tabór and Blaník are both shot through with a prefabricated symbol in the form of a Hussite hymn, Ktož jsú Boži bojovnící (“Ye warriors of God”), first printed in 1530, which all Czechs know by heart, but which non-Czechs can learn to recognize in the course of listening (Ex. 9–2). The technique is anything but new, of course; as embodied in the emblematic cantusfirmus Mass cycles of the fifteenth century, it could be traced all the way back to Jan Hus’s time. It could also seem a throwback to the kind of reliance on found objects that Smetana made such a point of despising in the case of folk songs. (But of course noble hymns had a better social pedigree than folk songs.)


  EX. 9–2 Hussite hymn: Ktož jsú Boži bojovnìcì (“Ye Warriors of God”)


  


  [image: image]


  


  Smetana’s use of the old Hussite hymn is in any case of less historical interest than another musicopoetic emblem in Má vlast: a Kunstidee of Smetana’s own devising that frames the entire cycle like a Berliozian idée fixe or an operatic reminiscence motif. But where operatic reminiscence motives and Berliozian idées fixes derive their significance from within the work in which they figure, Smetana’s emblem achieves the wider resonance that Beckerman describes. It is first heard as a harp solo at the very beginning of Vyšehrad (Ex. 9–3), where its evocative “bardic” timbre (previously employed in Hakon Jarl to evoke Scandinavian antiquity), coupled with the composer-poet’s explanatory preface to the score, invests it with a sort of invented past. “At the sight of the venerable rock,” Smetana writes, the poet’s memory is carried back to the remote past by the sound of the harp of the bard Lumír. There rises the vision of the rock in its ancient splendor, its gleaming golden crown that was the proud dwelling place of the Premysl kings and princes, the ancient dynasty of Bohemia. Here in the castle, knights would assemble at the joyous summons of trumpets and cymbals to engage in splendid tourneys; here the warriors would gather for combat, their arms clanging and glittering in the sunlight. Vyšehrad resounded with songs of praise and victory. Yearning for the long-perished glory of Vyšehrad, the poet now beholds its ruin. The devastation of furious battle has thrown down its lofty towers; fallen are its sanctuaries; and demolished the proud abodes of its princes. Instead of songs of triumph and victory, Vyšehrad quakes at the echo of savage war-cries. The tempests are stilled. Vyšehrad is hushed and bereft of all its glory. From its ruins there comes only the melancholy echo of Lumìr’s song, so long forgotten and unheard.8


  EX. 9–3 Harp solo at the outset of Smetana’s Vyšehrad
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  Of the motivic kernel of “Lumír’s song,” set off at the beginning of the score (like the opening échappée figure in Les préludes) with a fermata, Beckerman notes that its actual sounds, I–vi–V6–I in the key of [image: image], are in no way “specifically Czech.” In fact, whatever specific imagery the theme conveys probably comes by way of its rhythmic resemblance to the “Valhalla” motif, evoking the palace of the gods in Richard Wagner’s opera Das Rheingold (1854); see Ex. 10–2i. And yet, Beckerman observes, “when Smetana juxtaposes these chords with the image of the great rock Vyšehrad, and that image is further abstracted into a symbol of the enduring quality of the Czech people, the chords become imbued with a sensibility, and the sensibility becomes tied to something concrete.”9 He calls the method, derived as it is from nothing more ancient than Liszt, an attempt “to recreate the past with the technique of the future.” And just as the Vyšehrad motif acquires its national significance from a context and a calculated audience response, it then creates a context to lend national significance to other moments in the cycle, “redefining and enhancing,” as Beckerman puts it, “the very sensibility that produced it.” Two of its strategic returns are especially telling. One comes at the end of Vltava (“The Moldau”), the second poem in the cycle, which has established itself as a repertory item independent of the cycle.


  FLUIDITY


  Various reasons for its separate popularity, especially with non-Czech audiences, are not difficult to surmise. It makes virtuosic use of some very traditional, widely accepted representational devices; its program, or sequence of events, is represented in the music in an unusually straightforward, descriptive fashion; and its style, while never actually quoting a Czech folk song, is of a marked (and for Smetana, atypical) popular character that appeals to foreign audiences by virtue of its exoticism, the reverse side of the nationalist coin. Yet where patriotic symbolism is concerned, the famous main theme of Vltava is heavily fraught with irony, both on the producing and on the consuming ends.


  By adding a few enumerations to the program as printed in the published score, one arrives at a serviceable list of its musical sections:


  
    1: (E minor) The river springs from its two sources, splashing gaily over the rocks and glistening in the sunshine.

  


  
    2: (E minor) As it broadens, the banks re-echo with the sound of:

  


  
    3: (C major) hunting horns [“Forest hunt” in the score] and

  


  
    4: (G major) country dances [“Peasant Wedding” in the score].

  


  
    5: ([image: image]) Moonlight—gathering of nymphs.

  


  [reprise of 2: (Eminor)]


  


  
    6: (modulatory [developmental?]) See now, the Rapids of St. John, on whose rocks the foaming waves are dashed in spray.

  


  
    7: (E major [=2 in parallel key]) Again the stream broadens toward Prague, where it is welcomed by

  


  
    8: (E major [=Ex. 9–3 in augmentation]) the old and venerable Vyšehrad.

  


  The pictorial effects are as deft and effective as they are traditional. The undulating springs and rivulets in section 1 partake of a convention with a centuries-old tradition behind it. The hunt fanfares (section 3) go back just as far conceptually, and their orchestral realization derives from Der Freischütz. The country dance that represents the peasant wedding (section 4) is cast as a polka, a dance that Smetana treated very much the way Chopin treated the mazurka, with eighteen original polkas for piano (and another four in a larger set of [image: image]eské tance or “Czech Dances”) composed over the course of his entire career and covering a whole spectrum of tempos and moods.


  The name of the dance, incidentally, is evidence of a pre-nationalistic exchange among neighboring Slavic populations. It derives from polska, Czech for “Polish girl,” and most scholars agree that this Bohemian national dance was originally appropriated from the Polish krakowiak, described in connection with Chopin in chapter 7. But in the heyday of Czech nationalism this etymology was widely denied in favor of derivations from p[image: image]lka (Czech for “half,” wishfully applied to the short heel-and-toe half steps of the dance) or pole (Czech for “field,” i.e., peasant land). What was once a generalized Slavic affinity had narrowed to a specifically national one. To claim that the latter is incorrect or inauthentic merely because it is recent is to misread, from an outsider’s position, the whole process by which music acquires—and keeps on acquiring—significance. As historical and cultural contexts change, so does musical signification.


  The best possible illustration of this fluidity involves the recurrent broad theme representing section 2, the main stream of the river, the most famous melody Smetana ever wrote (Ex. 9–4a). Needless to say, as the emblem of the Czech national river, hence as a beloved emblem of nationhood in its own right, the theme has been presumptively identified, by Czechs and non-Czechs alike, as a folk song. And it is a folk song. But not a Czech one. It is a Swedish tune that Smetana heard in Göteborg as part of the incidental music to a folk pageant by a playwright whose sister-in-law was a pupil in Smetana’s piano institute (Ex. 9–4b).


  While it is unlikely that the composer remembered its provenance when appropriating it as an epitome of [image: image]eskost (probably accepting it when it came to him as the product of his own imagination), the fact that his memory could thus treacherously disguise itself as an invention—let alone one of such crucially fraught character—is all the evidence we need to refute the notion that [image: image]eskost, or any other kind of national character, is an immanent (“indwelling”) or inherent property of a tune (invented or otherwise), or even of the Kunstidee of a Weltgenie. The Swedish origin of the melody that has represented Czech nationalism to the world for more than a hundred years is an eternally piquant reminder that art is artful rather than natural. Neither [image: image]eskost nor any other artistic character is an essence waiting to be tapped by genius. Like all the others, [image: image]eskost is a construction in which producer and consumer must collaborate.


  EX. 9–4A Bed[image: image]ich Smetana, Moldau theme
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  EX. 9–4B Swedish folk song: Ack, Värmeland, du sköna
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  EX. 9–4C Zionist hymn, Hatikvah (“The Hope”)
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  And the consumer is just as free as the producer to alter the terms of the bargain. A decade after Smetana’s Moldau had become an international repertory standard, its big tune was coopted by an arranger named Popovici for a collection of “Moldavian” (Eastern Romanian) songs, where it was given the title Carul cu boi (“Cart and oxen”), and where it was spotted in 1888 by Samuel Cohen, a Bohemian-born musician then living in Palestine, and fitted to the words of Tikvatenu (“Our hope”), verses published in Jerusalem two years earlier by the Polish-born Hebrew poet Naftali Herz Imber (1856–1909). The resulting hymn, Hatikvah (“The hope,” Ex. 9–4c), was first published as such in 1895 in Breslau, a city in East Prussia (now Wrocław, Poland). Two years later it was adopted by the First Zionist Congress, meeting in Basel, Switzerland, as the official Zionist anthem, and as such became the national anthem of the State of Israel on its founding in May 1948.


  The Moldau theme, in its Czech manifestation, can thus be looked upon as a stage in the history of a melody as it passed from its Swedish origins to its Israeli destination. But of course even this characterization is misleading. There are no origins and no destinations in such histories, only stages.


  The only place in Vltava that retains the aggressively progressive approach of Smetana’s earlier symphonic (and keyboard) poems is section 6, the portrayal of the rapids, where the violence of the imagery justifies the extravagant harmonic effect of a sudden stall on an augmented sixth chord in its most dissonant voicing (comparable to the 4/2 position of a dominant seventh), which then becomes the occasion for a swirling surface counterpoint of clashing scales figuring contending eddies and surges. When the harmony is adjusted (by the inflection of C to C[image: image]) to a diminished seventh chord, the scales become near-octatonic for a spell, only their D-naturals holding them within the orbit of the chord’s traditional function.


  The other way in which the Lisztian precedent governs this symphonic poem is in its tonal plan, outlined within the program as set forth above. If item 4, the most overtly folkish component, is temporarily left out of the account, the scheme conforms to the same circle of major thirds found in Schubert’s Wanderer -Fantasie (where Liszt first found it). Of course if item 4 is taken into account (as it must be in the actual listening experience), the circle of major thirds coexists somewhat uneasily with a diatonic arrangement of thirds around a C major triad (or, more pertinently, thirds above and below the tonic E).


  The two-tiered scheme may in fact represent a programmatic set of tonal alternatives: the diatonic arrangement (leaving out [image: image]) omits the one fantastic or mythological element, while the symmetrically chromatic arrangement (leaving out G) omits the one folk—or even specifically human—element. The opposition of diatonics and symmetrically arranged chromatics to distinguish the human and magical spheres within a folk or mythological narrative was a convention, first established by Glinka in Ruslan and Lyudmila (1842), that turns up in many Slavic operas, and also (as we have seen) in Smetana’s Macbeth and the Witches.


  But Smetana wrote no operas with supernatural plots or characters, and it would be very rash to assume that Glinka’s operas, epoch-makers though they were, were among his models. Smetana, a loyal Austrian subject who saw his country’s best chance for national revival within the structure of a liberalized empire, remained cool throughout his career toward cultural emanations from the Slavic east, which (like Chopin) he associated with Russian (alias “Pan-Slavic”) imperialism. His nationalism, though it occasionally found expression in vernacular terms, remained more a civic than an ethnic (let alone a racial) nationalism. And so he made scant common cause with Balakirev when the Russian composer came to Prague in January 1867 to conduct the first performances of Glinka’s operas outside Russia.


  As the newly named chief conductor of the Prague opera theater, Smetana was tangentially involved in these productions, and Balakirev blamed him for everything that went wrong with them, calling him a swine and accusing him of sabotage on behalf of what he called the “Polonophile” party, Slavs who had taken up the Polish cause against Russia after the bloody events of 1830–31. A letter from Balakirev to Glinka’s sister, Lyudmila Shestakova, suggests another dimension to the Russian’s animosity toward his hosts: “When the curtain went up [on A Life for the Tsar]—oh, horror! What costumes!! The peasants were wearing some kind of peaked caps and overcoats with white buttons, and they had beards, but not Russian ones—Jewish ones!!!”10
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  FIG. 9–2A Poster announcing the premiere performance of Smetana’s opera The Bartered Bride.


  


  Payback time came four years later, when Smetana’s second (and best known) opera, a Figaro-ish comedy of peasants and landowners called The Bartered Bride, received its foreign premiere in St. Petersburg, where the chief conductor, Eduard Nápravnák, was a naturalized Czech. César Cui, Balakirev’s comrade-in-arms, was waiting. An excerpt from his review, published in the Russian capital’s leading daily on the morning of 18 January 1871, will be enough to put to rest forever any notions of pan-Slavic solidarity among musical nationalists, or any idea of an ecumenical nationalist movement in music. “I frankly confess to my readers,” Cui began,
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  FIG. 9–2B The Bartered Bride, stage design for act III.


  


  
    that it is much more pleasant to write about the Czech composer Smetana than about Beethoven. No matter what I write about Beethoven, I will always remain beneath my subject, while no matter what I write about Smetana, I will always be above it, so empty and nonsensical is this opera of his. … Mr. Smetana is obviously an experienced musician who has filled up a lot of music paper. … The best thing about The Bartered Bride is its slight whiff of Czech music, related to ours, which gives the opera a bit of color and makes it more bearable. … But as to quality, the music is simply a blank. Every sort of nothingness passes in review: sentimental nothingness, and pastoral nothingness, and poetic nothingness, and plain nothingness. … It’s not a composition, it’s the improvisation of a tolerably gifted fourteen-year-old.11

  


  


  And on and on in this vein. Yet one must suspect that there was more at work here than just personal spite. The German music historian Carl Dahlhaus once speculated about


  
    the possibility that the different manifestations of musical nationalism were affected by the types of political nationalism and the different stages in political evolution reached in each country: by the difference between those states where the transition from monarchy to democracy was successful (Great Britain, France) and unsuccessful (Russia), or between states formed by the unification of separate provinces (Germany, Italy) and those formed by the secession of new nation-states from an old empire (Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Norway, Finland).12

  


  


  What may seem naive about this meditation are its universalist assumptions: that there is a single political evolution (toward democratic nation-states) in which all countries participate, successfully or unsuccessfully; that is a lingering legacy of Hegel. But if we look at things not from the perspective of political progress but from that of imperial powers vs. ethnic minorities, Dahlhaus’s idea may bear more interesting fruit. It may suggest a more convincing way of accounting for the haughty tone a lordly Russian took toward the work of his ostensible brother Slav, who in his homeland was not master but vassal.


  FOLK AND NATION


  After these many digressions let us return to Má vlast and witness the outcome of its musicopoetic strategies by comparing the coda of Vltava (Ex. 9–5) with the peroration of Blaník (Ex. 9–6). The former brings the Moldau theme into sudden juxtaposition—or collision—with the explicitly labeled “Vyšehrad Motive,” the theme on which the previous poem in the cycle had been built. The castle-rock theme is in a grandiose threefold rhythmic augmentation with respect to the rushing river music that continues beneath it, carrying echoes of the forest fanfares, and so the effect of climactic magnificence is inescapable, even to an audience unaware of the thematic recall. To an audience properly aware, of course, the effect is an ecstasy of [image: image]eskost.


  But it pales beside the orgy of [image: image]eskost at the end of Blaník—the culmination of the whole cycle—when the “Vyšehrad Motive” is reprised in counterpoint with the Hussite hymn, first cited in Ex. 9–2. The thematic juxtaposition here has no express narrative or pictorial import. It is sheer nationalistic pomp, symbolic of a national glory that was only a dreamin 1880, when the cycle was first performed as a totality. Its counterpart is the final act of Libuše (first performed the next year), an opera based on the central founding myth of Bohemia, in which the title character, the legendary first queen of the land, has a prophetic vision in which all the heroic events of the national history (to her the national future) pass in review, culminating in a phantasmagoria of the Prague castle, magically illuminated, while the clairvoyant queen sings exultantly, “M[image: image]j drahý národ [image: image]eský neskoná!” (“My beloved Czech nation will not perish”) (Ex. 9–7). During World War II, when the Czech lands were temporarily annexed to Nazi Germany, not only Libuše but also Blaník (and hence complete performances of Ma vlast) were banned as potentially seditious. The remarkable fact was that Smetana’s Lisztian technique—in its day a trophy of rampant Germany—had made it possible to rouse an anti-German rabble wordlessly.


  EX. 9–5 Bed[image: image]ich Smetana, Vltava, mm. 359–62
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  EX. 9–6 Culmination of Bed[image: image]ich Smetana’s Blaník with its combination of emblematic themes
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  EX. 9–7 Bed[image: image]ich Smetana, Libuše, Act III, “M[image: image]j drahý národ [image: image]eský neskoná!”
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  Except for the G-major episode in Vltava, moreover, the nation-building deed is done without any recourse to Volkstümlichkeit, conventional folksiness. The folk, the implication is clear, was for Smetana—as for the urban, educated, politically ambitious public that he served—only one part of the nation, and by no means necessarily the most significant one. The Nazis agreed. Smetana’s comic operas, socially conservative works that celebrated the peasantry in idealized harmony with the gentry, and did it by an infusion of folksy charm (replete with pastoral drones and even a quoted peasant tune or two; see Ex. 9–8), were perfectly innocuous in the eyes of the occupiers.


  Almost from the time of its premiere, moreover, and despite César Cui’s sullen hostility, The Bartered Bride has proved a highly exportable commodity, affably representing the Czech nation to other nations, perhaps in its friendly exoticism reinforcing a reputation for bumpkinry that breeds condescension. Where The Brandenburgers in Bohemia was never produced during the nineteenth century except in the theater where it had its premiere, and Libuše only in the Czech lands, The Bartered Bride went around the world, playing by 1897 in fourteen cities in nine countries on two continents, and in eight languages. By now the Czechs themselves regard this most popular Czech opera as a national treasure, a compendium of folk life and character types expressed (quite Mozarteanly!) through a compendium of national dance rhythms. Originally, however, it was Smetana’s monumental and progressive compositions, not his volkstümlich ones, that appealed most to Czech national sentiment.


  Thus for a long time Smetana was honored at home as the composer of Libuše and Má vlast, and abroad as the composer of The Bartered Bride and The Moldau. That difference in perception embodies many hidden realities about nationalism in art, and highlights in particular the role of reception in defining both what is national, and its relationship to the exotic. Dahlhaus’s dictum that “what does and does not count as national depends primarily on collective opinion,”13 needs only one qualification: there can be more than one such opinion, representing different collectivities or interpretive communities, and they are always negotiable.


  HOW THE ACORN TOOK ROOT


  It was the Russians (or some Russians) who at midcentury put the most faith in traditional Volkstümlichkeit as the carrier of objective, non-negotiable national character even in instrumental music. There were two reasons. First, the Russians (or some Russians) were particularly eager to form a national school in opposition to what they saw as the threat of German hegemony; and second, the arts in Russia were particularly inclined toward realism, or (in Glinka’s phrase) toward the embodiment of “positive data,”14 a truth-content that required no interpretation. As we shall see, the second ideal proved quixotic: artistic content, being a human product and a social one, always requires interpretation. But even the first was fraught with ironies.


  EX. 9–8A Furiant: “Sedlák, sedlák,” from K. J. Erben, Napevy prostonarodnich pisni ceskych (“The Tunes of Czech Peasant Songs”), no. 588
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  EX. 9–8B Bed[image: image]ich Smetana, The Bartered Bride, II, Furiant, mm. 7–14
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  The attempt to build a national Russian school on a foundation of folklore can be traced to Glinka, just as the New German School can be traced to Beethoven, although neither Glinka nor Beethoven ever had any premonition of such a project or historical role. For Glinka left a work that composers of the next generation took so zealously as a model that one of them, Chaikovsky, called it “the acorn from which the whole oak of Russian symphonic music grew.”15 But it was no spontaneous germination. The oak was very much a hothouse growth. Tracing the process through which composers of the post-Glinka generation tried to transform his legacy will offer a revealing insight into the difference between national and nationalist art.


  Glinka, as we know, was by strong preference an operatic composer, not a symphonic one. But toward the end of his life he composed three Fantaisies pittoresques (picturesque fantasies) for orchestra under the spell of Berlioz, whom he met in Paris in 1845. Two of the three were based on Spanish themes; for Glinka (as for Berlioz) national character did not have to be native, just colorful. The third fantasia, originally called “A Wedding Song and a Dance Song” (1848), was based on two Russian folk themes. The title by which it is known today, Kamarinskaya (accent on the second syllable), is that of the second song, actually a well-known instrumental dance tune (naigrïsh in Russian) consisting of a single three-measure phrase that is repeated ad infinitum as the basis and framework for extemporized variations played by wedding bands, or else by a single player on an accordionlike bayan, a concertina, or a strummed balalaika (as in Fig. 9–3), to accompany a strenuous and often competitive type of male dancing (performed v prisyadku, in a squat) well known in the West as typically Russian thanks to its exportation by professional folk-dance ensembles.
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  FIG. 9–3 The Kamarinskaya dance (anonymous nineteenth-century woodcut).


  


  Glinka noticed an unexpected resemblance between the famous Kamarinskaya tune and the melody of a lyrical wedding song that was one of his personal favorites: the notes of the dance song marked with asterisks in Ex. 9–9, most of them in strong, conspicuous rhythmic positions, correspond with the first six notes of the wedding song. He based his brilliantly orchestrated fantasia on what thus amounts to a sort of abstract musical pun. The two themes are first given in stark contrast, as in a conventional symphonic first movement (Introduction and Allegro). But all at once, over a thirty-one measure passage in the midst of the Allegro, the fast theme is magically transformed into a reprise of the slow one, by means of the progressive revelation of their kinship.


  It is a beautifully executed maneuver, but perhaps even more remarkable is the way Glinka derived the fantasia’s introductory and transitional passages from the melody of the wedding song by extracting motives from it (labeled x, y, and z in Ex. 9–9). The very opening is built entirely on a sequential treatment of y, led to a surprising conclusion on [image: image]. This prepares, at short range, the first downbeat harmony of the wedding song. (At the long range, as we shall see, it is even more strategic.) The first transition from the wedding song to the dance song consists of a neat contrapuntal juxtaposition of motives x and y (Ex. 9–10a), and the second such transition makes similar use of motive z (Ex. 9–10b), meanwhile modulating with marvelous economy to the unexpected (but not unprepared) key of [image: image], picking up the harmony left hanging at the end of the introduction.


  EX. 9–9 Folk themes in Glinka’s Kamarinskaya
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  Most striking of all is the final modulation. The reprise of the dance song having been made in the key of the flat submediant, the triumphant return to the D major tonic (Ex. 9–10c) is made by the same bass resolution as at the end of Ex. 9–10a, derived there from the incipit of the wedding song, motive x. The underlying tonal progression that lends contrast and a heightened structural unity to the dance song variations thus turns out to be a long-range projection of the opening motive of the wedding song. Such a thorough interpenetration of melodic and harmonic structures through the use of motives is the kind of thing one is used to finding (and therefore seeking) in Beethoven. It was precisely the reason for Beethoven’s preeminence among symphonists. That Glinka managed to emulate the trick using nothing but folk songs as his melodic material was an astonishing tour de force. No wonder Kamarinskaya was so influential.


  EX. 9–10A Motivic derivations in Glinka’s Kamarinskaya, mm. 35–48
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  EX. 9–10B Glinka, Kamarinskaya, mm. 155–169
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  EX. 9–10C Glinka, Kamarinskaya, mm. 202–209
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  But note that what made it so was not its folkloric content per se, but the way in which it vied with the greatest protagonist of the German mainstream. That is the first irony we must contend with if we are to understand the nature of the Russian response to musical Germany, which had turned aggressive (or so it seemed to Glinka’s nationalistic heirs) in the years after the great composer’s death.


  The protagonist of that aggression, where Russian nationalists were concerned, was Anton Rubinstein (1829–94), the indefatigable organizer of Russian musical life, who in 1859 founded the Russian Musical Society, the sponsoring organization behind the country’s first full-time professional symphony orchestra, and who three years later founded the St. Petersburg Conservatory, the first school of its kind on Russian soil. A piano virtuoso of international fame and an incredibly prolific composer of German schooling, Rubinstein saw the future of Russian music in terms of its professionalization under the sponsorship of the aristocracy and the stewardship of imported master teachers. (It was a measure of his colossal energy and fame that he was able to gain such sponsorship despite his Jewish birth.) In 1855, Rubinstein had published an article in a Vienna arts journal called “Russian Composers,” in which he outlined his Peter the Great–like program for Westernizing Russian music, and also hinted that Russian musical nationalism was merely a sign of immaturity and dilettantism. Although even Rubinstein’s worst enemies recognized that his motives were patriotic, and although everyone acknowledged that Rubinstein, both as lobbyist and as role model, deserved credit for creating the social and institutional means through which a professional musical life might flourish in Russia, his tactless words met with a chorus of righteous indignation. It could even be said that Russian musical nationalism, as a selfconscious artistic tendency, was touched off by this article from the pen of a musician for whom music was inherently and essentially “a German art,” and in whose opinion “a deliberately national art cannot claim universal sympathy but awakens an ethnographical interest at best.”16
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  FIG. 9–4 Anton (right) and Nikolai Rubinstein, in a photograph from the late 1860s, when both were directors of conservatories.


  


  The leaders of the nationalistic backlash were two figures whom we have already met: the arts publicist Vladimir Stasov, a librarian by profession, who inveighed lustily against the establishment of a conservatory system in Russia, and Miliy Balakirev, known to us thus far as a musical orientalist, who competed directly with Rubinstein as a public musician and educator. It was in this spirit of opposition to the German-dominated professionalization of St. Petersburg’s musical life that Balakirev gathered around him his famous “mighty little band” (moguchaya kuchka) of talented musical mavericks and autodidacts.


  They included the military fortifications expert César Cui (known to us as a journalist), the chemist Borodin (known to us as the composer of Prince Igor), the guards officer Modest Musorgsky (known to us as a musical realist), and the young naval cadet Nikolai RimskyKorsakov (1844–1908). The group’s name was inadvertently invented by Stasov, in a journalistic puff about a concert of new Russian music conducted by Balakirev in 1867. It ended “with a wish: God grant that our audience never forget today’s concert; God grant that they always remember how much poetry, feeling, talent, and skill there is in the small but already mighty little band of young Russian musicians.”17 The earliest truly “kuchkist” composition was Balakirev’s Overture on Russian Themes, composed in 1857–58, about a decade before the group was named. It was at once a creative response to Glinka’s Kamarinskaya and a calculated rejoinder to Rubinstein’s slur, written as if on purpose to prove that Russian national instrumental music need not be immature or provincial. Unlike Glinka, Balakirev went looking for his themes. The determination to write a symphonic work on Russian folk songs preceded the specific embodiment (already a mark of the difference between “national” and “nationalist”). Unlike the themes in Kamarinskaya, the three songs Balakirev chose were all available in published anthologies, which was where he sought them out. They are set forth, both as Balakirev found them and as they are found in the Overture, in Ex. 9–11.


  The criteria for their selection are obvious if one knows Kamarinskaya, and show how closely Balakirev sought to model his work on Glinka’s. Like Kamarinskaya, the Overture is set out in a slow-fast Introduction and Allegro scheme; moreover, the pair of tunes that together make up the thematic content of the Allegro, although they are full-blown melodies rather than naigrïshi, are both built up out of three-measure phrases analogous to the single varied phrase in Kamarinskaya. This enabled Balakirev to achieve a headlong ostinato drive just as unremitting as Glinka’s—in fact more so, since there is no interrupting return to the slow theme. (Instead, the slow theme returns nostalgically at the very end.)


  EX. 9–11 Folk songs in Miliy Balakirev’s Overture on Russian Themes (1858)
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  But Balakirev’s piece makes use of three folk songs, not just two, and this turns out to be more than a mere quantitative difference. A glance at the two Allegro tunes reveals the reason for it: in B minor and D major respectively, they are the first and second themes in a bithematic sonata form exposition, with a conventional development section providing the pretext for an excursion to Glinka’s flat submediant, here functioning as a traditional far-out point (FOP), and for a wealth of skillful contrapuntal juxtapositions of extracted motives.


  Balakirev’s Overture on Russian Themes can thus be viewed as a principled advance over Glinka’s Kamarinskaya both as regards sheer dimensions, and also as regards symphonic character and procedure. Paradoxically, though, it is also a far more conventional composition. The advance was purchased at the price of a reconciliation with the standard operating procedure of German music, as Balakirev understood it—a seeming submission to the very hegemony Balakirev had made it his business to oppose. But the contradiction was in a sense built into the terms of the bargain: only a piece that could seem respectable by Germanic standards could counter Rubinstein’s taunts. And unlike Glinka, Balakirev wanted more than just to write a piquantly impressive piece: he aimed at founding a school, and that meant establishing, observing, and handing down traditions (that is, conventions).


  NATIONAL BECOMES NATIONALIST


  Having established a type, Balakirev went on to develop it. Six years later, in 1864, he produced a second Overture on Russian Themes that marked as great an advance over his first in formal scope and symphonic procedure as the first had marked over Kamarinskaya. At the same time it exhibited a new determination on the composer’s part to purify the national character of his style. In their symbiosis these two traits marked a new stage in the emergence of oak from acorn, because in conjunction they led to an unshakeable perception of programmatic content in the music.


  In Kamarinskaya and in Balakirev’s first Overture, the motivating impulse (hence the content) could be simply construed as entertaining song and dance. But the second Overture exhibited such a reweighting of priorities in favor of process—transition and development, departure and arrival—as to imply a narrative content, or what Balakirev later termed (after Berlioz) “instrumental drama.” When such a piece is based upon characteristic material of any kind, the question immediately raised is not just “What is it?” but “What is it about?”


  To use the more precise vocabulary of the music theorist Leonard B. Meyer, the “kinetic-syntactic” processes of Balakirev’s Second Overture are so highly developed as inevitably to lend a “connotative” dimension to its musical material.18 When that material is so obviously national, the piece no longer seems to be a Fantaisie pittoresque guided solely (as Glinka said he had been guided) by “innate musical feeling.” It means something. It is in some sense—but what sense?—a statement about Russia. It is this programmatic element, brought about by the conjunction of a highly elaborated and kinetic structure with a highly characteristic thematic content, that made possible Balakirev’s authentic and powerful musical nationalism.


  In the years immediately following the composition of his first Overture, Balakirev had made a close study of Russian folk songs with an eye toward their creative exploitation. Dissatisfied with the quality of existing publications, he made his own collecting expedition along the Volga River, Russia’s Mississippi, in the summer of 1860. The songs he collected in the Russian heartland were issued in an epoch-making volume of forty arrangements—Balakirev’s Sbornik russkikh narodnïkh pesen (“Anthology of Russian folk songs”)—in 1866.


  The most significant aspect of the collection was the technique of harmonization that Balakirev worked out for it. The method preserved two aspects of the folk original that Balakirev particularly prized: first, the diatonic purity of the minor mode (both the natural minor and what Balakirev christened the “Russian minor,” corresponding to what is otherwise known as the Dorian mode); and second, the quality of tonal mutability (peremennost’ in Russian), whereby a tune can seem to oscillate between two equally stable points of rest, as if two tonics. These often coincided with the ordinary relationship of tonic to relative major or minor, but just as often the relationship involved the lower neighbor to the tonic in the minor mode, a degree for which there is not even an ordinary “Western” name. (Most often it is called the flat seventh since it lacks the sharpening it would receive in the harmonic or melodic minor.) In most previous collections of folk songs, and in most art music that quoted folk tunes, both of these features had been obscured by the use of the harmonic minor and of secondary dominants (or dominant embellishments). These devices Balakirev virtually banished from his harmonizations, as may be seen in Ex. 9–12, which reproduces from Balakirev’s book a protyazhnaya or slow melismatic folk song cast in the Russian minor pitched on D. There is not a sharp or flat in sight, and the first cadence is made to C, the peremennost’ tone. There is no chord that can be called a proper dominant. The cadences to D are introduced by the minor V, which lacks a leading tone, and in measure 6 the minor V and the major IV, precisely the chords the harmonic minor is designed to avoid, are placed side by side, lending the music a modality that contradicts and tries to neutralize conventional tonal expectations. In 1867, while in Prague for the production of Glinka’s operas, Balakirev had the satisfaction of hearing a local conservatory professor pronounce his harmonizations ganz falsch (all wrong).


  EX. 9–12 Protyazhnaya pesnya (melismatic folk song) from the Nizhny-Novgorod District, as harmonized in Miliy Balakirev, Sbornik russkikh narodnïkh pesen (St. Petersburg, 1866).
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  EX. 9–13 shows the three songs Balakirev chose from his anthology (slightly in advance of its publication) for use in the second Overture, with the motives (p, q, r, and s) that will be extracted for development enclosed in brackets. For the slow introduction Balakirev picked a wedding song in the Russian minor (“There was no wind, then suddenly it blew…”), and for the Allegro he chose two khorovod or round-dance tunes: “I’m off to Constantinople,” in the major, which will function as the first theme, and “Merry Kate, black-browed Kate,” in the natural minor, for use as the second theme. (The Overture also contains a graceful theme of Balakirev’s own invention, which functions as a close or codetta in the exposition and the recapitulation.)


  EX. 9–13 Themes from Miliy Balakirev’s second Overture on Russian Themes (1864), as printed in his anthology Sbornik russkikh narodnïkh pesen


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  It should be emphasized that the harmonic style of these settings, which colored not only Balakirev’s Overture but any number of other compositions that came out of the school he founded, was Balakirev’s personal invention. It is not a folk style at all; actual peasant harmonizations sound nothing like them, and Balakirev probably knew that as well as he knew that his “Georgian Song” (Ex. 7–19b) did not sound truly Georgian. But the style is instantly recognizable to connoisseurs of art music as generically Russian thanks to its thorough assimilation into the later compositional practice not only of Balakirev himself but that of his followers RimskyKorsakov, Musorgsky, and Borodin. RimskyKorsakov, who became a great and famous teacher, passed it along in turn to his many pupils. So it may not be an authentically peasant or folk style, but it is indeed the authentic and distinctive style of the New Russian School, alias moguchaya kuchka.


  And it not only governed local harmonizations like those in the folk song anthology, but when used in large-scale instrumental compositions also controlled the long-term tonal organization in a novel and original (hence identifiably “Russian”) manner. The slow introduction of the second Overture (Ex. 9–14a) is a case in point. Like the wedding song in Kamarinskaya, the one in the second Overture begins with a unison statement, but the final pair of measures is fully harmonized. The whole gesture is then immediately repeated, forming parallel periods. The cadence of the first period is harmonized very much like the setting in the folk song anthology: a plagal cadence through a major IV, evoking Russian minor. The second period has a different termination, however: the pair of horns picks up the [image: image] (the lower neighbor or peremennost’ tone), and the continuation is transposed down a step so that the [image: image] is tonicized in mm. 23–25, but again through a plagal—that is, dominantless—cadence.


  Thus the tonal mutability of the original melody is reinforced through a tonal progression. Indeed, in keeping with his general avoidance of dominant harmony in the minor mode, Balakirev does not employ a single authentic cadence over the whole course of the introduction, only plagal ones. They are often deployed in chains suggesting the use of a term like “applied subdominant.” At the very end of the introduction, for example, a progression along the circle of fourths (or fifths in reverse) leads back from the peremennost’ tone ([image: image]) to the tonic for the final cadence: [image: image]–[image: image]–[image: image]. To a degree unprecedented in music Russian or otherwise, tonal properties of folk music, and techniques derived from them, have been allowed to invade and govern those of art music.


  EX. 9–14A Miliy Balakirev, second Overture on Russian Themes, mm. 5–25
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  EX. 9–14B Miliy Balakirev, second Overture on Russian Themes, mm. 169–74
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  The second Overture is cast, like the first, in the form of a sonata allegro embedded within a larger ABA form created by a concluding reprise of the slow introduction in the form of a coda. Overall, the key relations are Lisztian, showing Balakirev to be, like Smetana (however profoundly they may otherwise have differed), a musical descendant not just of Germany but of New Germany. The sonata allegro, in D major, is sandwiched between slow outer sections in [image: image] minor; and the development section, begining in F[image: image] major, completes a full rotation around the Lisztian circle of major thirds. Not at all by accident, moreover, the main keys of the piece—D and [image: image]—are the very ones on which the notable modulation in Kamarinskaya had turned, and Balakirev pays it further tribute by exactly modeling the transition into the first theme after the introduction on Glinka’s striking modulation (compare Ex. 9–10c with Ex. 9–14b)—with one highly characteristic difference: Balakirev goes directly from ii[image: image] to I, eliding out the dominant harmony and (by touching G in the bass right before the first theme begins) turning the progression into what amounts to a plagal cadence.


  In his second Overture on Russian Themes Balakirev really did what Rubinstein, for one, thought impossible: he constructed an extended, sustained symphonic composition almost wholly out of folkloric material with no loss of scale or gravity. Unlike Kamarinskaya or the first Overture, the piece is ample, even imposing in its dimensions and its complexity of design. All its themes are presented Eroica-fashion, with momentary departures leading back to climactic statements. Its tonal tensions, while not always classical, are urgently dynamic. Perhaps most conspicuously of all, Balakirev constructs marvelous mosaics and collages out of motives p, q, r, and s at transitional and developmental moments, of which there are so many.


  THE POLITICS OF INTERPRETATION


  So, it is high time to ask, what’s it all about? What kind of a statement about Russia was Balakirev making? What kind of a story was he telling? As in all interpretative matters, there is room for alternatives and negotiations. Perhaps the most interesting fact about Balakirev’s second Overture, and surely the most fascinating aspect of its history, is how many mutually exclusive alternatives and how much negotiation originated with the composer himself.


  The period of truculent musical politics immediately preceding the founding of Rubinstein’s Conservatory in 1862 had coincided with what was generally a turbulent moment in Russian history: the aftermath of the Crimean War and the multiple far-reaching reforms of the early reign of Tsar Alexander II. A typical incident of those years was a series of student demonstrations at the beginning of the 1861–62 academic year that led to a great number of arrests and the temporary closing of the three leading Russian universities, those at St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Kazan (where Balakirev had briefly studied).


  From his London exile the radical democrat Alexander Herzen (1812–70) greeted this outbreak of political activism among the youth of Russia with an enthusiastic editorial in his journal The Bell (Kolokol), entitled “The Giant Wakes!” It ended with an impassioned call to the students at the shut-down institutions:


  
    In Russia the universities are closed, in Poland even the churches have been shut down, defiled by the police. There is neither light of reason nor light of faith! Where would they thus lead us in the dark? … So, where will you turn, brave youths, you who have been shut out from your studies? Where, indeed?

  


  
    Listen, closely, since darkness does not prevent hearing: from all sides of our enormous fatherland, from the Don and from the Urals, from the Volga and the Dnepr, a moan is growing, a rumble is rising—it is the beginning of a tidal wave which is boiling up, attended by storms, after a horribly fatiguing calm. To the people! With the people!—That’s where you belong.19

  


  Stasov, whose library post gave him privileged access to censored and foreign literature, was a regular reader of Herzen’s Kolokol. According to a letter from Stasov to Balakirev,20 the conception of Balakirev’s urgently dynamic second Overture was connected with their reading “The Giant Wakes!” together, and in particular with Herzen’s image of the rising tidal wave. That interpretation of the piece naturally appealed to critics during the Soviet regime, which traced its intellectual ancestry back to Herzen and other pre-Marxist Russian radicals. On the basis of Stasov’s letter, one such critic wrote that Balakirev’s Overture was “a picture of Russia as seen through the eyes of one who has felt the powerful strength, the spiritual beauty, and the poetic gift of the ‘awakening populace.”’21


  But when the work was published in 1869, it was given the programmatic title 1,000 Years: A Musical Picture, alluding to the recently celebrated millennium of the legendary founding of the Russian state by the Scandinavian Prince Rurik in 862. No evidence survives to suggest that Balakirev had any such idea in 1862, but there is a letter from Stasov to Balakirev, dated 17 December 1868, discussing a proposed design for the title page, which gives some idea of the program they then envisioned: “On the left there will be a drawing of ‘primeval Russia’; in the middle, Moscow, or perhaps one of the autonomous princely cities; and finally, as if disappearing in the distance, ‘modern times’—some city, a rushing locomotive, telegraphs, some new buildings.”22


  This is pretty far from a rising wave of popular discontent. It flies in the face of the previous conception, putting meliorism, the notion that things get better and better with time, in place of social criticism. In fact, the vicissitudes of the second Overture’s program were just beginning. In the mid-1880s, having suffered a nervous breakdown and a prolonged interruption of his musical activities, Balakirev eased himself back into the swim of things by lightly revising a number of early compositions, 1,000 Years among them. He retouched it in 1884 and published it in 1890 with a new designation—symphonic poem—and a new title: Rus’, the Old Slavonic name of his country, known in modern Russian as Rossiya. The preface now described the program in detail:


  
    The unveiling in 1862 in Novgorod of a monument to the Russian millennium was the occasion for the composition of this symphonic poem. As its basis I selected the themes of three folk songs, by which I wished to characterize three elements in our ancient history: the pagan period, the Muscovite order, and the autonomous republican system, now reborn among the Cossacks. Strife among these elements, expressed in the symphonic development of these themes, has furnished the content of the instrumental drama.23

  


  


  Far from either a social protest or a melioristic panorama, we are now faced with a glorification of Russian antiquity, particularly of those quasi-communal forms of social organization that were maintained by the Cossacks, for which they were admired by nationalist reactionaries, such as Balakirev had evidently become, and reviled by every progressive or liberal element. And he went even further. In the last edition of the score to come out within his lifetime, he amended the last sentence to read: “Their strife, culminating in the fatal blow dealt all Russian religious and national aspirations by the reforms of Peter I, has furnished the content of the instrumental drama.”24 In a letter to a fellow Pan-Slavist he actually maintained that his original intention in composing Rus’ had been “to depict how Peter the Great killed our native Russian life.”25 What an anomaly this is: from its putative beginnings in Herzen, the ideological content of Balakirev’s overture (or picture, or symphonic poem) had swung 180 degrees to the right, along with the composer’s political and social outlook: from a progressive man of the sixties the composer had become a xenophobic reactionary. Without knowledge of the history of the piece, all three interpretations of its music might seem equally plausible. But all would be equally absurd if applied to Kamarinskaya. So the radical expansion of form Balakirev achieved in his second Overture can best be viewed as an effort to accommodate an ideological, not merely an evocative content—an effort demanded by a commitment to artistic nationalism that the aristocratic composer of Kamarinskaya not only lacked but despised.


  Balakirev’s nationalism, whether on the left or on the right, arose out of a self-imposed requirement, uniquely prevalent in Russia, that art be engagé—that it engage with civic and social issues. That need arose out of Russia’s unique nineteenth-century status as the one remaining autocratic despotism in Europe, where censorship of public speech and public press was uniquely stringent, and where open debate about public policy was uniquely circumscribed by law. Under such circumstances, discussion of political and social issues had to go underground, into historiography and art (and, perhaps above all, into historiographically informed art). As Friedrich Nietzsche, in a typically brilliant aphorism, observed in 1880, “Music reaches its high-water mark only among men who have not the ability or the right to argue.”26 He was not talking about Russia at the time, but his astonishing sentence does more to encapsulate the peculiar history of music there, and explain its extraordinary sudden flowering in the late nineteenth century, than any other single sentence could ever hope to do.


  


  CHAPTER 10
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  Deeds of Music Made

  Visible (Class of 1813, I)


  WAGNER


  


  THE PROBLEM


  Aspecter has been haunting the last six chapters of this narrative—the specter of Richard Wagner. We met him first as the pseudonymous author of a violent and rancorous tract, published in 1850, that heralded a new, aggressive phase of European nationalism. Next we saw him applying this new idea of nation, and the role of art within it, to the interpretation of Weber’s Freischütz. We heard tell of him later still as a political revolutionary, temporarily exiled from Germany, and as an artistic revolutionary, the dread darling of Weimar, where Liszt’s performance of Wagner’s opera Lohengrin in 1850 was the very event that led to the christening of the music of the future. Now it is time to meet him as a composer and dramatist, and encounter at first hand the musicopoetic imagination in which these nationalistic, revolutionary, and artistic personas intersected—an imagination so powerful, backed up by a technique so novel and so impressive, that neither the music of his own day nor that of succeeding generations (even, some would say, down to the present) is conceivable without him.


  So emblematic is Wagner of his time and his country, in their most glorious as well as their most horrible aspects, that he has become a figure of furious and apparently unendable debate. “Suffering and great as that nineteenth century whose complete expression he is, the mental image of Richard Wagner stands before my eyes,” wrote the thoroughly haunted German novelist Thomas Mann in 1933 (“not, I confess, without misgivings”1), right before going into temporary exile from a Germany whose violent and rancorous new leaders saw themselves as Wagner’s heirs. Yet Mann saw himself as Wagner’s heir, too; and so, willy-nilly, have all twentiethcentury Germans, and all European and Euro-American musicians regardless of nationality.
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  FIG. 10–1 Richard Wagner (1865) by August Friedrich Pecht.


  


  And not only Germans, and not only musicians. Wagner’s influence has been so great that the intellectual historian Jacques Barzun—in a once widely read book called Darwin, Marx, Wagner—cast him as one of the three pivotal figures of the mid-to late nineteenth century who ushered in the agonizing modern age, the age of the godless and materialistic twentieth century. The threat to Christianity posed by Darwinism, with its rival history of creation, and by Marxism, with its rival theory of social justice, is obvious. The nature of Wagnerism is more difficult to pin down, and not only because Wagner worked in a nonverbal medium (for he wrote words, too, well-nigh graphomaniacally). Clearly he was no materialist in the sense that Darwin and Marx were materialists. He even wrote a couple of ostensibly Christian dramas about knights of the Holy Grail: the already-mentioned Lohengrin (1848) and Parsifal (1882), his last work, whose title character was Lohengrin’s father. Wagner was in an important sense a religious thinker in his own right. That is why Wagner’s name—uniquely among artists—has become an “ism.”


  But his religion was not Christianity. Lohengrin and Parsifal were based on German legends that were only incidentally Christian, and it was German myth and legend that formed the basis of Wagner’s mature work. The ecstatic and redemptive religion his works proclaimed was in effect a new paganism born of ethnic rather than political nation-worship, and anyone who knows the history of the twentieth century knows that ethnic nationalism has been an even more volatile force in that history than Darwinism or Marxism have been. Wagner’s words and music, with their colossal power of suggestion and persuasion, played a crucial role in disseminating that baleful impulse.


  Thus, even if we conclude that Wagner was no true intellectual bedfellow of Darwin or Marx, his comparable rank as a culture hero cannot be denied. Also undeniable is the fact that of all the artists of the nineteenth century, only Wagner demands (or deserves) to be placed in such company. To say this is not to say that he was the best or greatest of all nineteenth-century artists. (How could it be proved that he was better or greater than Beethoven—to pick the most obvious “rival”—except on specious Zukunftist grounds?) But the work of no other artist looms as large as Wagner’s as a cultural and political watershed. And for a third undeniable thing, only a musician could have made such a list of nineteenth-century figures, and no such list could have been complete without a musician. Such was the stature of music among the nineteenth-century arts, and it was Wagner who preeminently embodied that stature.


  Finally, like Darwin’s and Marx’s, Wagner’s legacy has been one of quarrels and fanaticism. Alone among nineteenth-century composers, perhaps alone among composers, Wagner can still provoke a riot in the concert hall, especially in the state of Israel, where a strict if unofficial ban on the public performance of his works is occasionally breached and invariably enforced with loud spontaneous protests. Jacques Barzun’s book was especially bound to include Wagner among the giants of the nineteenth century in view of its date of publication: 1941, when Europe (soon to be joined by the United States) was engaged in a war that had been provoked by the same self-designated and enthusiastic Wagnerians who had impelled Thomas Mann into voluntary exile eight years before.


  Wagner, in short, is one difficult and problematical artist who has never stopped being a problem. That in its way is the supreme attestation of his genius: only an artist of the greatest and most unshakeable stature could have become so great and unshakeable a problem. Our task, then, will be an especially complicated one where Wagner is concerned. We cannot say it is done until we have grappled both with the greatness and with the problem.


  ART AND REVOLUTION


  In view of his eventual transformative stature in history, the most extraordinary fact in Wagner’s biography is the ordinariness of his beginnings. No composer of comparable achievement—at least none up to then—had ever had a slower start. Wagner was no Mozartian or Mendelssohnian prodigy. He was no Lisztian virtuoso. A native Leipziger, he manifested no early signs of unusual talent for music. Like many late starters, he never developed perfect pitch, often taken as a measure of natural aptitude for music. His earliest artistic interest was, perhaps significantly, in Greek epic and drama. At school he made translations from the Odyssey and tried to compose an epic of his own. His first completed creative effort was a pseudo-Shakespearean tragedy, written in 1828, when he was fifteen. It was a wish to set the play to music that led Wagner to his first lessons in music theory and composition that year, with a local theater conductor. Later he studied violin and counterpoint at the Leipzig Thomasschule, where Bach had taught a century before.


  By the time Wagner reached the age at which Schubert died, he had gained some experience as a conductor at a couple of provincial East Prussian opera houses, first in Königsberg (now Kaliningrad, Russia) and then in Riga (now the capital of Latvia, located in Wagner’s time within the borders of the Russian empire). But as a composer he had accomplished practically nothing worth remembering. “I still remember, around my thirtieth year,” the world-famous composer wrote in his fiftieth year, “asking myself whether I possessed the capacity to develop an artistic individuality of high rank; I could still detect in my work a tendency toward imitation, and contemplated only with great anxiety my chances of developing into an independent original creator.”


  This was a harsh judgment, perhaps (and in retrospect he could afford it), but it was not unfair. The work Wagner had produced up to 1842 had included three complete operas, several overtures (including one on “Rule, Britannia”), a hymn in honor of the Russian Emperor Nikolai I (required by the terms of his Riga contract), three piano sonatas, and some songs, but none of it survives in repertory with the exception of the occasionally exhumed overture to the third opera, Rienzi, a Meyerbeerian grand opera on a subject from Roman history. The two earlier operas were both comic works: Die Feen (“The fairies,” never performed during Wagner’s lifetime) after an old scenario by the Venetian playwright Carlo Gozzi, and Das Liebesverbot (“The ban on love,” performed, once only, in 1836) after Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure. The music, as Wagner admitted in retrospect, was completely derivative of the repertory current at the German theaters of the day, and bizarrely eclectic, mixing Weber with Bellini.


  In 1839, having been fired from his post in Riga, Wagner made for Paris, where he fancied the as yet unfinished Rienzi might be staged, and remained there for two and one-half years. He utterly failed to establish himself as a composer, and kept from starving only by accepting low-paying work from music publishers making piano arrangements of popular operas, and by writing reviews and other articles (not all of them on music) for publication both in Paris and at home. When Rienzi was finally accepted for performance, it was in Dresden, not Paris. It became the occasion not for his success in the French capital, but for his leaving it. The lifelong resentment with which Wagner looked back on his three years in Paris had a considerable impact on the subsequent direction of his work.


  But as of 1842, five years before the death of his contemporary Mendelssohn, seven years before the death of his contemporary Chopin, and fourteen years before the death of his contemporary Schumann, Wagner was still at square one, both creatively and in terms of his career. That is why one tends to forget that he was an only slightly younger member of the same generation as the three composers just named, and why he is associated even more firmly and exclusively than Liszt with the somewhat later period whose “complete expression” (to recall Mann) he unexpectedly became.


  Wagner did receive one all-important musical impression in Paris, however—though he did his best in later life to cover it up. In the fall of 1839 Wagner heard Berlioz conduct his own dramatic symphony Roméo et Juliette, a work in the symphony-oratorio tradition of Beethoven’s Ninth and David’s Le Désert, in which vocal music alternated with instrumental—that is, texted music with absolute—in the delineation of Shakespeare’s tragedy of ill-starred love. In Wagner’s own recollection, it opened for him “a new world of possibilities which I had not then dreamed of,”2 both in the handling of the orchestra and in the transmutation of drama into instrumental music—or, to put it the other way around, in the dramatic concretization of textless music.


  Wagner never forgot this lesson from Berlioz, and acknowledged it a quarter of a century later in a presentation copy of the orchestral score to one of his own operas, inscribed “To the great and dear author of Roméo et Juliette, the grateful author of Tristan und Isolde.” He also acknowledged it to Liszt, in a letter dating from the time of the Lohengrin premiere, when he averred that “there are only three of us who belong together nowadays, because only we are our own equals, and that’s you— he [Berlioz]—and I.”3At the very least, this was an enormous slight to Schumann, then the most eminent German composer by far. But Schumann had put himself at a distance from the New German School in reaction to Franz Brendel’s critical excesses (see chapter 8), and (as we may remember from chapter 6) he had been somewhat chary in his praise of Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique. In light of the alliance Wagner now claimed with his French and Hungarian senior colleagues, the claims of the New German School to a bona fide national birthright seem more equivocal than ever.


  But for public consumption Wagner told another story. In his autobiography Mein Leben (“My life”), written in the 1870s, when Wagner was widely if grudgingly recognized (in Carl Dahlhaus’s words) as “the uncrowned king of German music,”4 and after a newly powerful and united Germany had at last avenged itself in war against post-Napoleonic France, Berlioz’s Roméo et Juliette was replaced in Wagner’s account by a fictitious performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony as the shattering event of Wagner’s Paris days, the purifying experience that ended “that whole period of deterioration in my musical taste” brought about by “my superficial theatrical activities,” which “now sank away before me as if into an abyss of shame and remorse.”5


  Wagner now professed having been put off, in Roméo et Juliette, by “a great deal that was empty and shallow.”6 He performed something like a ritual of exorcism to purge his soul, and the souls of his readers, of any sense of kinship with French art, even Berlioz’s: “While admiring this genius, absolutely unique in his methods,” Wagner now admonished, “I could never quite shake off a certain peculiar feeling of anxiety; his works left me with a sensation as of something strange, something with which I felt I should never be able to be familiar, and I was often puzzled at the strange fact that, though ravished by his compositions, I was at the same time repelled and even wearied by them.”7 He was, in short, a German, to whose essential nature French culture was, by its essential nature, insuperably alien. This mystique of unanalyzable essences— “essentialism” as it is now usually called—was already on display twenty years before in his tract on Jewishness in music. A necessary component of racism (if not by itself a sufficient one), it was Wagner’s signal contribution to music criticism.


  The Dresden premiere of Rienzi, at the Royal Court Theater of Saxony on 20 October 1842, was a huge success, followed almost immediately by an incredible break: the sudden death of the Royal Court Kapellmeister, an Italian named Francesco Morlacchi (whose music, quoted in Ex. 6–3, may have had a chance influence on Schumann). Wagner, who until then had conducted only at Königsberg and Riga, and nowhere for the last three years, was offered the job. It was as if the former conductor of the Portland Junior Symphony were suddenly named director of the Metropolitan Opera. To cement the deal, Wagner supervised a production of his next opera— Der fliegende Holläander (The Flying Dutchman), his first on a German legendary subject and by common consent his first masterpiece—in February 1843.


  The six-year tenure at Dresden thus so auspiciously inaugurated would reach its conclusion in the spring of 1849 on the city barricades, with the opera house in flames and Wagner so obviously delighted at the sight of the blaze that he was accused of having started it. A musician, spotting him in the crowd, yelled a merry parody of Schiller’s and Beethoven’s Ode to Joy: “Herr Kapellmeister, der Freude schöner Götterfunken hat gezündet!” (“Mr. Conductor, the divine spark of joy has ignited!”). A warrant for Wagner’s arrest was issued on 16 May; eight days later, with Liszt’s help, he escaped to Switzerland. He would not set foot on German soil for more than a decade.


  By then Wagner had composed his grand romantic operas Tannhäuser and Lohengrin, which continued his series of German legends for the stage and marked him out as the white hope of the New German School. The combination of antiquarian romanticism in the work with revolutionary politics in the life is only a surface paradox: both the futuristic politics and the nostalgic esthetics were symptoms of a general utopianism that seized the European cultural avantgarde during the revolutionary decade. Moreover, the title characters of all three of Wagner’s romantic operas—the Dutchman, Tannhäuser, Lohengrin—were heroic intruders whose advent irrevocably disrupts a corrupt or complacent social order: revolutionaries, in short, with whom Wagner, resentful parvenu that he was, identified intensely.
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  FIG. 10–2The Flying Dutchman, finalsceneofthefirstproduction(1843).


  


  The Flying Dutchman (who should really be known as the Roaming or Wandering Dutchman) was a legendary symbol of uprooting and persecution akin to the Wandering Jew, condemned to roam unceasingly because he taunted (some say struck) Christ on the day of his crucifixion. In Wagner’s version, borrowed from Heine, the title character, a phantom sea captain condemned to eternal maritime wandering in his phantom ship as penalty for the sin of pride, is redeemed by the sacrificial love of a pure maiden (Senta), daughter of a greedy merchant sailor who had plighted her to the Dutchman for the sake of material gain. To her father’s despair she willingly perishes to free the stranger. The stormy D-minor Overture to The Flying Dutchman. Wagner’s earliest palpable hit, is one of the most successful of the many emblematic nineteenth-century rewritings of the first movement of Beethoven’s Ninth.


  Tannhäuser was a historical figure, one of the thirteenth-century German knightly poet-musicians known as Minnesäanger. In the opera, the full title of which is Tannhäuser und der Säangerkrieg auf Wartburg (“Tannhäuser and the singers’ contest on the Wartburg”), he is a knight crusader who has dallied (both sacrilegiously and anachronistically) with Venus, the Roman love goddess, and has scandalized his peers with his lascivious songs, but is redeemed by the sacrificial love of Elisabeth, a pure maiden who inspires sincere remorse, by pilgrimage, and by divine forgiveness despite his sin (and despite the pope’s obduracy).


  The musical tour de force in Wagner’s setting is the brilliant contrast between the impressive choralelike solemnity of the pilgrimage music and the extraordinary sensuality of the music suggestive of the “Venusberg” (Mount of Venus or Mons Veneris, the goddess’s abode). The Venusberg music certainly flaunts the lessons in timbre and orchestral texture that Wagner had learned from Berlioz. In the form in which it is performed today, however, the episode is an interpolation made for a (famously unsuccessful) Paris revival in 1861, after Wagner had broken through (in Tristan und Isolde) to a harmonic idiom unforeseen in 1845.


  In retrospect, however, the most Wagnerian moment in Tannhäuser is the title character’s long narrative monologue in the third and last act, in which the composer achieved what the Wagner scholar Barry Millington calls an unprecedented “musicopoetic synthesis,”8 something inescapably reminiscent of earlier attempts to invent or reinvent opera along neoclassical lines. As in a recitative, say, by Monteverdi or by Gluck, Wagner’s vocal line closely follows the contour and rhythm of the spoken language, while the form seems to follow no preconceived structure but responds instead, and with great flexibility, to the anecdotal and emotional sequence of the narrative. And following the unacknowledged example of more recent French composers, the orchestra supports the vocal line with a supple web of expressive and illustrative reminiscence motifs.


  Later, however, another Wagner scholar, Carolyn Abbate, discerned a crucial additional element in the Wagnerian synthesis. She showed that underlying the apparently free form of the narrative is the traditionally strophic form of the narrative ballad, long associated (at least, in our experience, since the days of Goethe and Schubert) with Germanic imitation folklore. This was a particularly fertile insight since it bridged the modernistic (revolutionary) and the folkloric or archaic aspects of Wagner’s legend-spinning technique.9


  In Lohengrin, finally, the title character is a legendary knight of the Holy Grail. The opera follows no single literary prototype but is Wagner’s own synthesis derived from anonymous medieval epics and from the romances of the Minnesinger Wolfram von Eschenbach (ca. 1170–ca. 1220), a contemporary of the historical Tannhäuser. In the plot the composer crafted from these sources, the pure knight comes out of nowhere in a boat drawn by a white swan, to aid a pure maiden (Elsa of Brabant) who has been falsely accused of murder by a scheming claimant to the throne to which her slain brother was heir. Lohengrin restores order to the troubled land, banishes the schemer and his sorceress wife, and prepares to marry Elsa. Because she could not contain her curiosity and demands to know his identity, he is forced to renounce her and she dies of grief, but not before her brother is miraculously released from the transmogrified swanlike state in which he had conveyed his sister’s deliverer to his noble mission.
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  FIG. 10–3 Lohengrin, costume design by Julius Schnorr von Carosfeld for the first production (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris).


  


  Like Tannhäuser, Lohengrin sings a self-revealing ballad-narrative in the third act, establishing it as the quintessential Wagnerian form. The other item in the opera that in retrospect assumes the character of a Wagnerian first is the Prelude (Vorspiel) to the first act. Instead of a conventional overture in several contrasting sections (or with several contrasting themes), a Wagnerian prelude aspires to complete formal unity, carried along as if on a single breath by what Wagner later termed unendliche Melodie (“endless” or “infinite melody”), a seamless stream in which every note is thematic. Many of Wagner’s later preludes could be described as scene setters, but this one is something else. It is a summary of the opera’s ideal content: the musically (that is, nonverbally) enunciated concepts and imagery of which the anecdotal plot that follows is to be a metaphor. Far from anticipating or preparing for the agitated opening scene, it contrasts with it in every way. Wagner called it a representation of a host of angels descending with the Holy Grail, and their return to heaven after delivering it. Lohengrin’s serenely mysterious appearance and departure, and his powers of deliverance, are prefigured. The form of this seventy-five-bar composition is simplicity itself—a highly significant simplicity, in fact, since even here the strophic principle of the narrative ballad rules. The melody first heard in the ethereal timbre of divided violins immediately returns, reinforced by doubled woodwinds (and with a different continuation). Again, more richly yet, it returns in the horns and lower strings; yet again, powerfully, it returns in the massed brass, after which a composed diminuendo reverses the composed crescendo of perpetually strengthened instrumentation, until just four solo violins are left playing at the end.


  Less audaciously simple in form, but more popular as a concert piece, is the boisterous prelude to act III with its brassy main theme sandwiching a quieter middle section for the winds in a conventional ABA form. It gives way, incidentally, to a number so popular as to have become folk music: Elsa’s bridal song, known by many who are unaware of ever having heard any Wagner as “Here Comes the Bride.” Even in the nineteenth century, the oral tradition remained as alert to emanations from the literate sphere as the other way around.


  In keeping with his personal identification with his heroes—or, perhaps more to the point, with his wish to be identified as a hero—Wagner insisted on drawing links between his artistic output and his biography, many of which have been exposed as spurious. He claimed, for example, that The Flying Dutchman had been inspired by his own shipboard experience of storms off the Norwegian coast during a voyage to England in 1839. But examination of his manuscripts has revealed that the Norwegian setting was hastily substituted for a Scottish one only weeks before the Dresden premiere.


  In a similar vein, Wagner claimed that the inspiration for Tannhäuser came when he caught a glimpse of the site of the eventual song contest, the famous castle at Wartburg in Thuringia (eastern Germany), on his way back from Paris to Dresden in 1842. As he put it in a famous passage from Mein Leben, the sight, “so rich in historical and mythical associations, so warmed my heart against wind and weather, against Jews and Leipzig commerce, that in the end I arrived hale and hearty.”10 A seemingly gratuitous dig, this; and yet, like all of Wagner’s self-mythologizing, it points up the strong connections between art and myth, and between myth and contemporary politics, that guided Wagner’s work from beginning to end, and that has always formed the context of its reception.


  THE ARTWORK OF THE FUTURE, MODELED (AS ALWAYS)

  ON THE IMAGINED PAST


  All the more ineluctable are these connections in view of Wagner’s lifelong habit, which he made a point of enunciating not merely as practice but as principle, of writing his own librettos—or, as he put it, the “poems” for his “dramas.” A playwright even before he was a musician, he found this a natural enough task. But he insisted that it was a necessary prerequisite for returning drama to its true estate as the supreme artwork in which all artistic media were united. Thus it is a mistake to regard the libretto of an opera, even one by Wagner, as providing in itself a dramma per musica, to quote the old Florentine slogan—a “drama for [i.e., to be realized through] music.” Neither the words nor the music were privileged in Wagner’s conception; the drama arose out of their union.


  All of this theorizing became explicit during a momentous hiatus in Wagner’s composing activity, one attributable in equal measure to factors internal and external. After the Weimar premiere of Lohengrin under Liszt in 1850 not another Wagnerian premiere would take place until 1865. And except for a single short and intensely frustrating bout in the summer of 1850, Wagner put hardly a note on paper between 1848 and 1853. This period of musical dormancy in Wagner’s career has often been compared to the chrysalis or pupa phase in the life of an insect, during which the larva is passively—and, seemingly, miraculously—transformed into the imago, or fully developed organism. Wagner’s was no passive transformation, however; no artist ever reflected more furiously or with a greater sense of purpose on his art. It was a willed self-transformation, an act of genuine renunciation and heroism that has scarcely a parallel in art history. Its results were equally unparalleled, and momentous.


  To deal with the external factors first: Tannhaüser’s poor reception in 1845, and the dismal failure of his repeated attempts to reform the administration of the court theater establishment, alienated Wagner from his job and inclined him toward increasingly open political agitation. In the big incendiary year 1848 he met the exiled Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin (1814–76), under whose spell he wrote a series of articles culminating in Die Kunst und die Revolution (Art and Revolution), written on a visit to Paris in the summer of 1849, at the beginning of his exile.


  It is in this tract that we encounter for the first time, and in crude but highly concentrated (and quotable) form, the theory of music drama that Wagner would will himself into embodying over the next half-dozen years, and to which he gave most detailed expression in an extended pamphlet called Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft (“The artwork of the future,” 1849) and a full-length book called Oper und Drama (“Opera and drama, 1851, rev. 1868). Like most of the reformist tracts in operatic history, these writings purported to revive and renew the ritual theater of ancient Greece, and recapture its fabled ethos. Unlike earlier reformers, however, but very much in the spirit of his time, Wagner conceived of that ethos in social terms. The Greek tragedy, the union of Apollo and Dionysus, of strength of character and creative vitality, was in his view the mainstay of Athenian democracy.


  This was the essential link—the essential allegory—binding art and the public weal. “Hand-in-hand with the dissolution of the Athenian State marched the downfall of Tragedy,”11 Wagner vociferated in Art and Revolution. “As the spirit of community (Gemeinschaft) split itself along a thousand lines of egoistic cleavage, so was the great united work (Gesamtkunstwerk) of Tragedy disintegrated into its individual factors.” Those disunited splinters, sad fruit of social degeneration, were the proud separate arts as practiced in modern times: poetry, music, painting, and the rest, each with its own canons of illusive isolated excellence, each with its own zealously guarded traditions of craft and technique. No wonder that the arts had degenerated into playthings of the wealthy and the titled, or—worst of all—sites of commercial (“Jewish”) activity.


  The spiritual condition the modern arts expressed, according to Wagner, was one of abjectness, “soft complacence,” social alienation. Or rather, this fallen state expressed itself through the modern arts, for such debased artistic practices could not truly express anything, least of all the despairing state of the modern world. “Of such a condition Art could never be the true expression,” Wagner sneered. “Its only possible expression was Christianity,” which emphasized not the free actions of free men, but only“Faith—that is to say, the confession of mankind’s miserable plight, and the giving up of all attempt to escape from out this misery.”12 Christianity, Wagner said here more explicitly than anywhere else, was the contemptible consolation of the weak. Here he came closest to the other pair of thinkers with whom Jacques Barzun linked him in infamy. (Compare Marx, for whom religion was “the opium of the people.”)


  But unlike Marx, Wagner did not oppose all religion. Art was his religion, as art (or so he conceived it) had been the religion of the Greeks. “To the Greeks,” he wrote, “the production of a tragedy was a religious festival, where the gods bestirred themselves upon the stage and bestowed on men their wisdom.”13 The surest proof of the modern debasement of art and religion alike, for Wagner, was the fact that almost every government had censorship laws that prohibited the theatrical portrayal of religious sacraments: “our evil conscience has so lowered the theater in public estimation, that it is the duty of the police to prevent the stage from meddling in the slightest with religion,” while all the while the stage should be religion’s natural habitat. But what sort of religion, if not Christian? Here again the Greeks had the answer: “With the Greeks,”14 Wagner wrote, the perfect work of art, the Drama, was the abstract and epitome of all that was expressible in the Grecian nature. It was the nation itself—in intimate connection with its own history—that stood mirrored in its artwork, that communed with itself and, within the span of a few hours, feasted its eyes upon its own noblest essence. All division of this enjoyment, all scattering of the forces concentrated on one point, all diversion of the elements into separate channels, must needs have been as hurtful to this unique and noble artwork as to the like-formed state itself.


  Thus the result of that division was not just the debasement of the separate arts, but the downfall of the “public conscience” as well. The reuniting of the arts in the perfect Drama, then, will be a regeneration of society. And here is where the nexus of Art and Revolution becomes an explicit prescription.


  
    Each one of these dissevered arts, nursed and luxuriously tended for the entertainment of the rich, has filled the world to overflowing with its products; in each, great minds have brought forth marvels; but the one true Art has not been born again, either in or since the so-called Renaissance. The perfect Artwork, the great united utterance of a free and lovely public life, the Drama, Tragedy.—howsoever great the poets who have here and there indited tragedies—is not yet born again: for the reason that it cannot be re-born, butmustbe born anew.

  


  
    Only the great Revolution of Mankind, whose beginnings erstwhile shattered Grecian Tragedy, can win for us this Artwork. For only this Revolution can bring forth from its hidden depths, in the new beauty of a nobler Universalism, that which it once tore from the conservative spirit of a time of beautiful but narrow-meted culture—and tearing it, engulfed.15

  


  That, of course, is the reconstituted social cohesion that only a reconstituted art-religion can vouchsafe. As Edward Gibbon presciently wrote in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire some sixty years before, “the exercise of public worship appears to be the only solid foundation of the religious sentiments of the people,” adding pointedly that “the memory of theological opinions cannot long be preserved, without the artificial helps of priests, of temples, and of books.”16 Gibbon was reflecting on the death of the national pagan religion that had sustained Rome’s glory days. It was the religion that Wagner—as artist-priest, author of books, and builder of temples—wanted to restore by providing the means for the renewed exercise of public worship.


  As an ostensible follower of Bakunin, who preached the violent overthrow of all political states so as to restore mankind to its naturally virtuous and pacific nature, Wagner made a point, in his tract of 1849, of forswearing all political nationalism. “If the Grecian Artwork embraced the spirit of a fair and noble nation,” he wrote, “the Artwork of the Future must embrace the spirit of a free mankind delivered from every shackle of hampering nationality; its racial imprint must be no more than an embellishment, the individual charm of manifold diversity, and not a cramping barrier.”17


  And yet he could not follow Bakunin all the way to the radical individualism that the Russian, a true anarchist, favored. Possibly in unwitting accord with his Lutheran upbringing, Wagner sought emancipation not in individual autonomy but in Gemeinschaft—community, or group spirit. Art’s great task, as Wagner formulated it, was “to teach man’s social impulse its noblest meaning, and guide it toward its true direction.”18 The envisioned brotherhood was that of “the strong fair Man,” as the composer put it, italicizing every word, “to whom Revolution shall give his Strength, and Art his Beauty!”


  So the Artwork of the future celebrated and guided a cult of strength. “Only the Strong know Love.” Wagner continued, italics still lending his prose a fever pitch,


  
    only Love can fathom Beauty; only Beauty can fashion Art. The love of weaklings for each other can only manifest itself as the goad of lust; the love of the weak for the strong is abasement and fear; the love of the strong for the weak is pity and forbearance; but the love of the strong for the strong is Love, for it is the free surrender to one who cannot compel us. Under every fold of heaven’s canopy, in every race, shall men by real freedom grow up to equal strength; by strength to truest love; and by true love to beauty. But Art is Beauty energized and turned to Knowledge.

  


  
    And as the Knowledge of all men will find at last its religious utterance in the one effective Knowledge of free united manhood: so will all these rich developments of Art find their profoundest focus in the Drama, in the glorious Tragedy of Man. The Tragedy will be the feast of all mankind; in it,—set free from each conventional etiquette,—free, strong, and beauteous man will celebrate the dolour and delight of all his love, and consecrate in lofty worth the great Love-offering of his Death.19

  


  Needless to say, these ravings are of interest to us only because after a long, ruthlessly honest, and heroically self-disciplined quest, Wagner found the creative wherewithal to realize this dream in a fashion that many then and since have found overwhelmingly convincing. In themselves Utopian pronouncements matter little. They come as dependably from cranks, charlatans, and adolescents as from geniuses, and they usually possess nothing but historical interest (that is, as signs of the times). If Wagner’s career had ended at this point he would be remembered today for his three romantic operas, and as a blustery “campus radical” in the enthusiastic but ineffectual spirit of ’48. Not the theorizing but the creative work—not the intention, in other words, but the deed—has won Wagner his towering stature. The controversy that continues to surround his name is above all a controversy over the extent to which the deed necessarily embodied the intention. What it finally comes down to is a debate as to whether the identification of Wagner’s creative achievement with his political and social purposes amounts to anything more than a particularly noisome and destructive instance of the genetic fallacy: the confusion of the actual nature or essence of a thing with the circumstances of its origin or its motivating premises.


  FROM THEORY INTO PRACTICE: THE RING


  To return now from the speculative to the historical plane and continue our narrative, the intentions implicit in Art and Revolution could hardly have been embodied more explicitly than they were in Wagner’s next creative project. And equally obvious is the persistent identity of the Wagnerian cult of strength with a cult of nation after all—a nation conceived not in political but in ethnic (or “racial”) terms. As Wagner put it shortly after returning from Paris to Zürich, his Swiss abode, exile had made him homesick—but not “merely for the modern homeland”:


  
    As though to get down to its root, I sank myself into the primal element of Home, that meets us in the legends of a Past which attracts us the more warmly as the Present repels us with its hostile chill. To all our wishes and warm impulses, which in truth transport us to the Future, we seek to give a physical token by means of pictures from the Past, and thus to win for them a form the modern Present never can provide.20

  


  


  Thus was Utopia tinged by nostalgia. Under cover of a universalism that nevertheless drew exclusively on pre-Enlightened Germanic sources, nationalism had reentered through the back door.


  The combination of futuristic utopianism by way of Bakunin and nostalgic utopianism by way of Nordic myth was a volatile one, to say the least. Wagner met Bakunin in the summer of 1848. He spent the fall of that year drafting the “poem” for a grosse Heldenoper (“great heroic opera”) to be called Siegfrieds Tod (“The death of Siegfried”). Siegfried (or Sigurd) the Dragon-Slayer was the great folk hero of the early and medieval Germanic mythology in which Wagner was immersing himself. For Wagner, Siegfried was a revelation of “the fair young form of Man, in all the freshness of his force, the real naked Man, in whom I might spy each throbbing of his pulses, each stir within his mighty muscles, in uncramped, freest motion: the type of the true human being.”21 Siegfried’s legend looms especially large in the Volsungasaga, anIcelandic epic that recounts the mythic origins of the Nordic peoples, and in the Nibelungenlied, a thirteenth-century epic by an anonymous South German poet, which recounts many of Siegfried’s exploits, including his brute seizure for his superior Volsung race of the great gold hoard of the Nibelungs (a race of dwarfs), his capture of Brynhild, the Icelandic queen, his death through her treachery, and her atonement through self-immolation, leading to the golden age of gods and Germans.
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  FIG. 10–4 Wagner, sketch for Siegfrieds Tod (1850), containing music that later went into Die Walküre and Götterdäammerung (Library of Congress, Gertrude Clarke Whittall Foundation).


  


  Wagner’s enthusiasm for these old texts was not his alone. As the Wagnerian scholar Barry Millington has pointed out, by the 1840s the Nibelungenlied had become the object of a cult in Germany, where it had become “a potent symbol in the struggle for national unification.”22 None other than Franz Brendel, the force behind the New German School, had called for an operatic setting of the myth, no doubt already thinking of Wagner: “I believe the composer who could accomplish this task in an adequate manner would become the man of his era,”23 he declared. But Wagner had his own reasons to be drawn to Siegfried. As George Bernard Shaw dryly observed in his lighthearted but instructive pamphlet The Perfect Wagnerite (1898), Wagner saw Siegfried as a sort of Norse “Bakoonin,” a great (if thwarted) revolutionary figure.


  Wagner first learned about the Volsungs and the Nibelungs by way of Deutsche Mythologie (1835), a bestseller by the great philologist Jacob Grimm of fairy tale fame, which contained alongside detailed synopses of the sagas a description of the Norse theogony (the genealogy and history of the gods), as preserved in the medieval Icelandic epics known as Eddas. The aim of Siegfrieds Tod was to link the personal tragedy of Siegfried, a traditional sort of operatic subject (and one already foreshadowed in the previous works of Wagner’s early maturity), with the Edda myths, the history of the gods, and so elevate the drama to the level of a cosmogony (the story of the origins and destiny of the world). That would provide a suitably hallowed subject for his socially transforming “Artwork of the future.” The libretto he came up with portrayed Siegfried’s death as the end result and expiation of a curse on the Nibelung hoard, placed there long ago (according to the Eddas) by the dwarf Alberich from whom the gods had stolen it. In this blend of tragedy and epic (something, incidentally, that the Greeks said couldn’t be done), the tragic element was to be portrayed through action, the epic through a wealth of ballad-narratives of a kind for which Wagner had already shown a strong predilection.


  This time, however, it did not work. The biggest ballad-narrative in Siegfrieds Tod came right at the beginning, in a lengthy prologue that showed the three Norns, figures comparable to the three Fates of Greek mythology, who weave eternally the rope of destiny. As they weave, they tell the story of how the dwarf Alberich, of the Nibelung race, stole the gold hoard from the Rhine and fashioned from it a ring; how the gods contracted for themselves a magnificent castle and paid for it by stealing the ring from the Nibelungs, who cursed it, and by giving the cursed ring to the giants who built the castle; how Siegfried slew the surviving giant, who had assumed the form of a dragon; how the hero won the sleeping Brynhild (Brünnhilde in the opera), awakened and loved her (an archetypal Wagnerian “love of the strong for the strong”) but failed to heed the portent of her treachery. This final section of the narrative brings the story to the point at which direct action can commence. A true ballad, it was even equipped with a refrain that is heard at the beginning and at every point where a semicolon occurred in the foregoing summary (Ex. 10–1).


  Wagner sketched a setting of this narrative, and also began the next scene, a duet for Brünnhilde and Siegfried, before breaking off in despair. In a later tract, Eine Mittheilung an meine Freunde (“A communication to my friends”), published in 1851 as the hundred-page preface to a collected edition of the “poems” to his romantic operas, Wagner gave an account of his travails. “Just as I was setting Brünnhilde’s first address to Siegfried,” he wrote, “all my courage suddenly failed me since I could not refrain from asking myself which singer could bring such a heroine to life.” Another reason for losing heart was the knowledge, as he put it, that “I should now be writing this music only for paper,”24 that is, without any imminent prospect of a performance, exiled as he was from his homeland.


  But as Carolyn Abbate has suggested, these were rationalizations, not reasons.25 There was more to Wagner’s impasse than practical concerns or temporary dejection. It peeps through the lines of his “Communication” where Wagner wrote—somewhat clumsily, at an uncharacteristic loss for words—of his “fear that my poetic purpose could not be conveyed in its full aspect to the only organ at which I aimed, namely the Gefühlsverstäandnis of any public whatsoever.”26 The best that Wagner’s first English translator, William Ashton Ellis, could do with the crucial word, Gefühlsverstäandnis, was “feeling’sunderstanding.” It would be fruitless to look for a better English phrase, since the German itself is murky. A gloss is required, an interpretation in the light of subsequent events. But first, back to Wagner. After some hemming and hawing, he continues his confession. If he continued setting the existing poem as it stood, he realized,


  
    I should have had willy-nilly to tax myself to suggest a host of huge connections in order to present the action in its full meaning. But these suggestions, naturally, could only be inlaid in epic [i.e., narrative] form into the drama; and here was the point that filled me with misgiving as to the efficacy of my drama, in its proper sense of a scenic exposition. But these connections were of such a nature that they could proclaim themselves only in actual plot situations, that is in situations that can only be intelligibly displayed in Drama. Only in this way could I have any chance of succeeding in artistically conveying my purpose to the true emotional (not just the critical) understanding of spectators who shall have gathered together expressly to learn it.27

  


  


  Usually this passage, and the one before it, is interpreted to mean that Wagner wanted to convert the narrative component of the drama, which recounted all those “suggestions” of previous history, into directly portrayed action, which meant expanding the conception of the dramatized myth into a whole trilogy of musical dramas plus a prologue: that is, the gigantic theatrical cycle that Wagner did in fact succeed in bringing forth (though it took him twenty-five years to do it) and that is now collectively known as Der Ring des Nibelungen (“The ring of the Nibelung,” or “Alberich’s ring”).


  EX. 10–1 Norns’ refrain and First Norn’s first speech from Wagner’s sketches for Siegfrieds Tod
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  But this explanation leaves us with a paradox: even after the remaining dramas were composed, the narratives in the last of them, which had been Ring Wagner was acting on “an overpowering need to bring that previous history within the sphere of his sense-appeal.”28 This begins to suggest that what Wagner felt was needed was a musically realized version of the past history of the drama that would give him the means of triggering through “sense” (that is, the sense of hearing) the kind of emotional response to the action— whether directly portrayed or narrated—that only music can elicit. That is what Wagner must have meant by “suggestions of connections”; and the emotional response to that sensory stimulus must be what he meant by “the feeling’sunderstanding.” Put most simply, there had to be a preexisting musical reality with which the Norns’ narrative, and everything else in the final drama, could suggestively connect.


  Carolyn Abbate has built further on Mann’s insight, casting Wagner’s task as being one of creating “a past in music”29 (rather than one merely described in words) that would be—precisely because it was in music—a truly mythic (or, to use Wagner’s word, “engulfing”) reality that the listener could be fully drawn into and could thus imaginatively inhabit for the duration of the performance. The purpose, then, of converting what was at first merely narrated by the Norns into directly portrayed action was to generate from it a fund of musical symbols with which to stock the audience’s mind, so that when the same all-encompassing narration finally arrived at the beginning of what was the last in a colossal series of four operas, it would possess a palpable, engulfing, and, finally, irresistible emotional force.


  By the time Wagner wrote his “Communication to My Friends,” he had formulated this grand plan, had begun implementing it, and had even (in Opera and Drama) recast the whole history of music and drama from the Greeks to the present in order to justify it as the inevitable outcome of that history. No artist had ever exhibited such unmitigated arrogant ambition; but by the same token no artist had ever accepted so publicly the risk of risible failure. The eventual triumph of the Ring was what made Wagner for the last dozen years of his life the uncrowned king of German music. But these were also the first dozen years of the German Reich, the empire that finally united all the German princedoms and dukedoms under an actual single king. The prophecy of Art and Revolution, linking artistic regeneration with the regeneration of the body politic, could be seen, by those who wished, as having come true.


  FORM AND CONTENT


  The first step was to depict the events recounted by the last segment of the Norns’ narrative: Siegfried’s coming of age as a hero, his killing the dragon, and winning Brünnhilde. This was accomplished in a “poem” called Der junge Siegfried (“Young Siegfried”), composed in the spring of 1851 right after Oper und Drama was completed. Next, to explain how the sleeping Brünnhilde had got where she was (on a rocky peak surrounded by fire) when Siegfried penetrated her bastion and awakened her, and to clarify Siegfried’s qualifications, so to speak, for his heroic calling (being the incestuous—thus purebred—offspring of two fine Volsung specimens), Wagner preceded Der junge Siegfried with another “poem,” DieWalküre (“The Valkyrie,” that is, Brünnhilde), composed between November 1851 and July 1852.
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  FIG. 10–5 Die Walküre, costume and stage designs by M. Ferdinandus. At left, Siegmund and Siglinde fall in love (Act I); at right, Wotan bids farewell to Brünnhilde (Act III).
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  FIG. 10–6 Das Rheingold. David Bispham (1857–1921) as Alberich.


  


  In the process of composing Die Walküre, Wagner completely reconceived the drama under the influence of Arthur Schopenhauer, the philosopher whose pessimistic worldview had converted Wagner from the optimistic ideas of the young Hegelians. He reconfigured the Ring around Wotan—the chief of the Gods and Brünnhilde’s father—as central character, rather than Siegfried. Wotan’s original sin, that of destroying the World Ash Tree by hacking his invincible spear from it, now became the deed for which the whole history of the Ring was the expiation, an expiation that now ended tragically, not with the redemption of the gods (as in Siegfrieds Tod, which now had to be drastically revised), but with their violent destruction. Finally, to show the beginning of that history, namely the theft of the gold hoard and the forging of the ring by Alberich the Nibelung (as related in the first stanza of the original Norns’ narrative), Wagner wrote one last poem to serve as prologue in the form of a single mighty (two-hour) act: Das Rheingold (“The Rhine gold”), completed in November 1852.


  Only now could Wagner turn to the creation of his musical reality, beginning of course with Das Rheingold and ending with Götterdäammerung. Thus the composition of the poems and that of the music proceeded in opposite chronologies (see Table 10–1).


  By the time Wagner returned to the Norns’ scene at the beginning of what was now Götterdäammerung and composed its definitive version, nineteen years had passed during which he had written five “dramas”—for so he insisted on calling the works he wrote after Opera and Drama, in which he had pronounced conventional “opera” forever invalid. In the process he had completely transformed his methods and his style to conform with the precepts he had speculatively evolved. The big gap in the midst of Siegfried was due in the first instance to Wagner’s despair at his prospects for ever getting the Ring performed, but mainly by the composition of two other dramas, to which our discussion will eventually return: Tristan und Isolde (completed in 1859, performed in 1865), often cited as the supreme practical embodiment of his theories, followed by Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg. Wagner’s one mature comedy (completed in 1867, performed in 1868).


  TABLE 10–1 Chronology of the Ring
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  The eventual return to the Ring, and its completion, were made possible by a godsend: the unsolicited intervention of Ludwig II, the newly crowned king of Bavaria (southern Germany). The infatuated eighteenyear-old monarch summoned Wagner to Munich, his capital, in 1864, paid off all of Wagner’s mountainous debts, lifted all bans on his travel, commissioned the completion of the Ring for the unheard-of sum of thirty thousand florins, subsidized the construction of an opera house (or “festival playhouse,” to use Wagner’s somewhat righteous term) to the composer’s specifications in the town of Bayreuth for the sole purpose of performing his works, and even made Wagner his unofficial yet very powerful political adviser. Needless to say, the king’s munificence profoundly altered Wagner’s political and social views, which quickly took a reactionary and loyally monarchist turn. It also brought Wagner’s operatic “reform” historically into line with previous ones: like those of the Florentine Camerata in the sixteenth century or Gluck in the eighteenth, Wagner’s was now no revolutionary exploit but a neoclassical revival under the protection of a crown, about as socially conservative a concept as the history of music provides.
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  FIG. 10–7 Festspielhaus at Bayreuth, 1875.
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  FIG. 10–8 Festspielhaus in longitudinal cross section. Onstage are the flats for Parsifal; the orchestra, famously, is below and under the stage in the “mystic abyss”; and the auditorium is, no less famously, without aristocratic boxes.


  


  But even if their political underpinning had now swung 180 degrees to the right, Wagner’s artistic precepts remained what they were. Here is how he summarized the elements of the “music drama” in a passage toward the end of “A Communication to My Friends” (with its sections numbered for reference in the ensuing discussion). The style of the prose itself suggests the leisurely, exhaustive, finally overpowering dramatic unfolding that Wagner now sought:


  
    [1: The shape of the drama as a Whole] I now saw that in making the music I must necessarily proceed to a gradual but complete upheaval of the traditional operatic form. This opera-form was never by nature a form embracing the whole of the drama, but was just an arbitrary conglomerate of separate smaller forms of song, whose fortuitous concatenation of Arias, Duets, Trios, etc., together with Choruses and so-called ensemble-pieces, comprised the actual edifice of Opera.
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  FIG. 10–9 Stage magic at Bayreuth: carriages that supported the swimming Rhine maidens in the first full production of the Ring in 1876.


  


  
    In the poetic fashioning of my material, it was henceforth impossible for me to contemplate filling out these readymade forms. Through my music I could only aim now at bringing the drama’s inherent overall shape within the grasp of Feeling. In the whole course of the drama I saw no possibility of division or demarcation, other than the Acts themselves, in which the place or time is shifted, or the Scenes in which the dramatis personae change. Moreover, the pliant unity of the myth-material made it unnecessary to crowd the scenes with incident as modern playwrights do; the whole strength of my dramatic portrayal could now be concentrated in a few weighty and decisive moments of development. […] The more I extricated myself from the influence of conventional form, the more definitely the Form of portrayal now required by the peculiarities of my material and its dramatic situations took shape in my mind.

  


  
    [2: The musical form] This procedure, dictated by the nature of the poetic subject, exercised a quite specific influence on the tissue of my music, as regards the characteristic combination and ramification of the Thematic Motives. Just as the structure of the individual scenes excluded every alien and unnecessary detail and led all interest to the main all-governing mood of the whole, so did the whole construction of the drama join itself into one organic unity, whose easily-surveyed members were delineated by those few scenes and situations that determined the succession of moods. No mood could be struck in any of these scenes that did not stand in a significant relationship to the moods of all the other scenes, so that the development of the moods of each from the others, and the constant prominence of this development, should establish the unity of the drama in its very mode of expression.

  


  
    Each of these chief moods, in keeping with the nature of the material, must also gain a definite musical expression, which should display itself to the sense of hearing as a definite musical Theme. Just as, in the progress of the drama, the intended climax of a decisive main mood was only to be reached through a development, continuously present to the Feeling, of the individual moods already roused, so must the musical expression, which directly influences the physical feeling, necessarily take a decisive share in this development to a climax. And this purpose was realized, as if all by itself, in the form of a characteristic tissue of principal themes that spread itself not over one scene only (as heretofore in separate operatic “numbers”), but over the whole drama, anddidso in intimate connection with the poetic aim.

  


  
    [3: The musical style] From the “absolute-music” period of my youth, I recall that I had often posed myself the question: How must I set about inventing thoroughly original melodies that should bear a stamp peculiar to myself alone? The more I approached the period when I based my musical construction upon the poetic material, the more completely this anxiety for a special style vanished, until (having gained my objective) I lost it altogether. In my earlier operas I was purely governed by traditional modern melody, whose character I imitated and, out of the concern just mentioned, I merely sought to trick out with rhythmic and harmonic idiosyncrasies that I might vainly call my own. I had always, moreover, a greater leaning to broad and longspun melodies than to the short, broken and contrapuntal melismus [this evidently means something like “short turns of phrase”] proper to instrumental chamber music.

  


  
    In the Flying Dutchman, though, for the first time, I touched on the rhythmic melody of the Folk—but only where the poetic material brought me into contact with the folk-element per se, here taking on a more or less national character. Wherever I had to give utterance to the emotions of my dramatis personae, on the other hand, as displayed in their passionate exchanges, I was forced to abstain altogether from this rhythmic melody of the folk; or rather, it could not so much as occur to me to employ that method of expression. It was then my purpose that the dialogue itself, conforming to the emotional content, was to be rendered in such a fashion that not the melodic expression per se but the expressed emotion should arouse the interest of the hearer.

  


  
    The melody, in other words, must spring, quite of itself, from the verse. It could not be permitted to attract attention in itself, as sheer melody, but only insofar as it was the most expressive vehicle for an emotion already plainly outlined in the words. Having arrived at this strict conception of the role of melody, I now completely left the usual operatic mode of composition. I no longer tried intentionally for customary melody—or, in a sense, for melody at all, but absolutely let it take its cue from the feeling-utterance of the words.

  


  
    [4: The form and style of the poem] The only thing that stood in my way was the imperfection of our modern verse, in which I could find no perceptible trace of any natural melodic source, nor any standard of musical expression. The trouble was its utter lack of genuine rhythm. I could never have set my Siegfried [that is, Siegfrieds Tod ] if I had to rely on such verse. Thus I needed to invent a Speech-melody of an altogether different kind. And yet, in truth, I did not have to give it much thought, but only take courage; for at the same primal mythic spring where I had found the fair young Siegfried [that is, in the Nibelungenlied itself] I also lit, led by his hand, upon the perfect mode of utterance wherein such a man could speak his feelings. This was the alliterative verse, bending itself in natural and lively rhythm to the actual accents of our speech, yielding itself so readily to every shade of expression—that very Stabreim which the Folk itself once sang, when it was still both poet and mythmaker!30

  


  In sum then, to paraphrase section 1, in order to invest his drama with the authentic attributes of epic, and create not in the spirit of a modern composer, but in that of a folk bard, Wagner envisioned a vast, sweeping structure in which a scene or even a whole hour-long act would be articulated not by means of the customary largish units or “numbers” of conventional opera, but by means of tiny musical particles in ever-changing combinations and amalgams. This building up of a great whole out of a uniformly deployed fund of tiny but intensely meaningful parts would both lend organic unity to an unprecedented temporal span and eliminate the need for a clutter of depicted action. The action of the music drama, like that of an epic, would unfold in a kind of rapt and ritualized stasis that evoked the timeless time of myth, taking its shape within the mind of the spectator under the influence of the particles streaming by, endlessly associated and re-associated by the events depicted or described.


  For this purpose description is as good as depiction, and that is why Wagner left so much narrative in place in the fully elaborated Ring, and why the reason usually given for its elaboration—viz., to replace events narrated in Siegfrieds Tod (= Götterdäammerung) with events actually enacted and depicted in Das Rheingold, Die Walküre, and Siegfried—is so inadequate to the task of explaining its final shape. It was to gather up the fund (or “tissue”) of musical particles that would give the events of the final epic-drama a true “past in music” or musical reality, and the possibility of the kind of thematic linkages Wagner now envisioned, that made the vast, slowly unfolding preliminary trio of epic-dramas necessary.


  In section 2, Wagner named the particles Hauptthemen. “main themes,” as had become the standard nomenclature (through the writings of the music theorist Adolph Bernhard Marx) for the constituent themes in the exposition of a symphony or sonata movement. Most of them are far shorter than what is usually meant by a full-fledged theme, though, and some are really atomic particles—a mere turn of phrase (melismus), a chord progression, even a single chord or (at their most minimal) a single interval, if played with a characteristic timbre. They are more like what music analysts call motives, the kind of elemental ideas from which themes are built up, or (more typically) into which they devolve when developed.


  At its most characteristic, then, it makes more sense to regard the Wagnerian “tissue” not as a thematic exposition but rather as a vastly extended, tonally vagrant development section. In this way its kinship with (or more strongly, its actual origin in) what Wagner was the first to call “absolute music”—the transcendently and ineffably expressive instrumental music of German romanticism—is kept in view. In keeping with the deliberately unspecified (and therefore protean or multivalent) significance of “absolute music,” Wagner never gave his themes or “particles” descriptive or programmatic designations, the way Berlioz, for example (in the Symphonie fantastique), designated and delimited the meaning of his idée fixe. Wagner evidently wished to let the meanings of his motives emerge by a wordless process of association with the unfolding action, as (on a much smaller scale) the use of “reminiscence motives” had worked in earlier operas all the way back to the eighteenth century.


  In 1876, however, the year in which the complete four-day Ring cycle was first performed at Bayreuth, Wagner authorized Hans von Wolzogen (1848–1938), a young aristocratic disciple, to compile and publish what he called a Thematischer Leitfaden durch die Musik zu Richard Wagners Festspiel ‘Der Ring des Nibelungen’ (“Thematic guidebook through the music to Richard Wagner’s festival play ‘The Ring of the Nibelung””), the first of countless such books, sold wherever Wagner is performed, in which the particles were isolated and listed, and given names for ready reference.


  These particles, which Wagner (and following him, Wolzogen) simply called themes, had already been given another name by a number of other commentators. Its originator, ironically enough, was an old enemy of Wagner’s named Heinrich Dorn (1804–92), an acquaintance from the early days in Riga, who had written a folksy opera of his own on the Nibelungen legend as early as 1854, and resented Wagner’s arrogant pretensions to revolutionize the arts of music and drama. Seeking to make fun of Wagner’s “particles,” Dorn had dubbed them Leitmotive (singular, Leitmotiv), a term obviously related to “guidebook” (Leitfaden), which caricatured Wagner’s thematic particles as “motives to guide you” (i.e., through this mess). Other writers immediately found the ill-meant designation useful, however, and it is now standard terminology in all languages. In English the word is usually spelled “leitmotif” (plural, “leitmotives”).


  Whether the labels that Wolzogen and many later writers have attached to Wagner’s leitmotives are equally useful is another matter. Many writers have deplored them as simplistic or “inaccurate”—though by what measure their accuracy can be gauged is hard to guess, since Wagner never named them and so they are all inaccurate by definition—and have called for their rejection. Commentators have occasionally tried to make do with numbers. That Wolzogen’s names have tended narrowly to limit their signification can hardly be denied, though, and that is indeed a drawback.


  An even greater drawback is the implication that, once named, leitmotives operate as objective referents rather than (as Wagner wished) a stimulus to the listener’s subjective involvement in the drama. Without knowing the non-Wagnerian origin of the labels, one could easily imagine that Wagner conceived his leitmotives abstractly or even prepared them in advance of composition, as raw material; whereas in fact they arose in the course of the compositional act in conventionally spontaneous response to the poem and functioned thereafter in a manner no different in kind from that of a reminiscence motif, albeit on a vastly greater scale, to the point where, in Götterdäammerung, they constituted practically the whole of the musical “tissue,” just as Wagner intended from the outset. William Mann, a translator and a respected explicator of the Ring (and an eloquent advocate of numbers), has cautioned that “every listener must decide for himself what The Ring means to him, and he will do so reasonably and justly, not necessarily by mastering the labels assigned to the ninety-odd musical themes by Hans von Wolzogen or [others], but by observing at which significant moments the themes appear and what may, as a result, be deduced from this.” To label them, Mann argues (echoing a sally by Claude Debussy), reduces leitmotives to the level of “musical visiting cards.”31


  And yet even the way Mann describes them shows why mere numbers will not do: the occurrence and recurrence of leitmotives, borne along in a compellingly directed temporal medium that Wagner called the “sea of harmony,” are what define the “significant moments” in the drama. They have, in short, not only musical but dramatic significance, and do indeed evoke a conceptual as well as a sensory response; their whole intended magic, in short, lies in their capacity to link (and to control the link between) the sensory and conceptualizing faculties, thus producing a synergy that magnifies response (or what Wagner called the feeling’sunderstanding) far beyond what either music or poetry or spoken drama might individually elicit. They are the chief vehicle through which the artistic synthesis at the heart of the Wagnerian enterprise operates.


  Therefore, in the discussion that follows, and in keeping with the idea behind Mann’s suggestion, leitmotives will be treated not as abstract signifiers but, as far as possible, as reminiscence motives. That is, they will be identified not only with their convenient conventional labels, but also (and primarily) in terms of their first appearance in the drama. (In the case of Götterdämmerung, this means they will be traced to their appearances in the earlier operas in the cycle.) In this way their status as concrete references through which every moment in the unfolding drama is linked, both conceptually and sensorily, with other moments, can be savored the way Wagner meant it to be savored: that is, as the elements out of which a mythical world and its history—amounting to nothing less than a mythic or alternative reality—is assembled not only in the composer’s imagination, but in the listener/spectator’s as well. But it will not do to scorn the verbal labels in principle: as word-savers they are indispensable.


  Before observing Wagner’s tissue of leitmotives in action as the articulator of epic drama, there is one more idea to investigate, the very important but often overlooked point raised in sections 3 and 4 in the extract from Wagner’s “Communication,” where the matter of personal style comes into collision with that of “folk” (that is, common or communal) style. Wagner clearly hankered after a style that would be both personal and in some sense communal, because he wanted both the prestige of a romantic genius (who had to be original) and the social potency of a bard (who partook of the language of his community).


  His early, artificial attempts at originality, he confesses, were futile, lacking in social potency. Later, in The Flying Dutchman, he attempted to write in a folk style, but that style limited his originality, and in any event was only available for use when the characters singing were plausible representatives of “the folk” (that is, for the most part, faceless peasants in chorus). What was needed was a communal language that not only his characters but Wagner himself could use and adapt into a modern personal style. What Wagner wanted, in short, was a folklore (or an archaic lore, which for him meant the same thing) that could be used not merely as an object of representation, but as a source of personal style.


  This sort of folklorism was given a name— “neonationalism”—in the twentieth century, not by musicologists but by art historians, originally with reference not to German but to Russian art. It fits Wagner’s ideals and methods perfectly, however: from the Stabreim of old bardic poetry (short for Buchstabenreim, “rhyming with letters,” that is, with initials) he educed a highly rhythmic but unrhymed verbal idiom full of assonance and alliteration on heavily accented syllables, out of which arose a compelling rhythm that animated the music in turn. In his stylistic impersonation of an ancient bard Wagner paradoxically found the path to a modern, original, and instantly recognizable personal idiom. As Jean Cocteau, a theorist of twentiethcentury modernism, once said, an original creator has only to copy something in order to demonstrate his originality.32


  Wagner was in this sense perhaps the first modern artist. The community to which he gave voice was at first an imaginary community. But imaginary or no, he was its authentic voice, and around his work a real community of Wagnerian adepts did eventually form, a community unlike any other that ever arose around a composer. As the philosopher Bryan Magee has marveled, “the worship of Wagner by people of all kinds, including some who were themselves possessed of creative ability of the highest order, and in fields quite different from music, is something unique in the history of our culture.”33 To investigate the source and the mechanism of the Wagnerian magic will be to investigate simultaneous revolutions in art and in national ideology.


  THE TEXTURE OF TENSELESS TIME


  The obvious place to make contact with the mature Wagnerian magic is the Prologue to the first act of Götterdämmerung, which opens with the somber scene of the Norns and continues with the ecstatic morning-after duet of Siegfried and Brünnhilde. These, of course, are the very scenes with which Wagner had begun his abortive attempt to compose Siegfrieds Tod in 1850. He finished them around two decades later, in 1870, after having provided the past in music he had lacked the first time around. Because of these circumstances, and because the scene of the Norns at their weaving remained the most extended and “universal” narrative in the Ring cycle, this Prologue contains perhaps the most densely woven tissue of leitmotives Wagner ever produced. The Norns’ colloquy, moreover, does not introduce a single new leitmotif; it is a ceaseless warp and woof of well-worn tunes.


  EX. 10–2A Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Revival”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2B Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Rhine” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2C Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Erda”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2D Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Fate”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2E Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Death”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2F Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Loge”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2G Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, Norns’balladrefrain


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 10–2H Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Genesis” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2I Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Valhalla”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2J Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Treaty” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2K Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Götterdämmerung” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2L Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Ring”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2M Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Authority” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2N Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Omen” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2O Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Oblivion”leitmotif


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 10–2P Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Grief” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2Q Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Liebe-Tragik” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2R Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Rhine gold” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2S Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Joy”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2T Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Gold’s dominion” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2U Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Sword” leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2V Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, Siegfried’s horn call leitmotif
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  EX. 10–2W Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung, “Curse”leitmotif
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  EX. 10–3A Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled (on first occurrence only) as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 105–111
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  EX. 10–3B Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled (on first occurrence only) as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 27–29
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  The denseness of the motivic weave is in itself an illustration of the poem, which (to recall the setting of 1850, sampled in Ex. 10–1) concerns the weaving of the rope of destiny. As Wagner put it in an exultant letter to King Ludwig on finally finishing the scene where it had all started in May 1870, “I contemplated the Norns’ scene with real horror, and for a long time I refused to get involved in it. But now, at last, I have woven this horror into the fabric of the rope, and I admit that it is a unique webbing.”34 And yet for all its complicated webbing the Norns’ weaving song is still a ballad-narrative, just as it had been the first time around. Wagner, the epic bard, sings his tale in the manner of his medieval predecessors. Its refrain—
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  —is an excellent example of Wagnerian Stabreim incantation with its patterns of S’s and, most obviously, W’s (Ex. 10–3a). An even more striking example is the first line in the scene (Ex. 10–3b), sung by the Third Norn, which sets the tone for the whole opera: “Welch’ Licht leuchtet dort?” (“What glow glimmers there?” in the translation by Rudolph Sabor,35 who summons apt alliteration’s artful aid). But Wagner’s alliterations are not confined to initials. The combination -lch- at theend of Welch’ is expanded first to Licht and then to leuchtet, while the new combination -cht at the end of Licht, also repeated in leuchtet, is echoed in the final t of leuchtet and dort. These combinations and recombinations correspond on the verbal plane to the tissue of combining and recombining leitmotives in the music.


  The verses assembled out of the shifting alliterative patterns, together with the music that carries it aloft, serve to reconstitute the Wagner world in the mind of the spectator, and to recapitulate its history up to the point at which the action of the final opera will begin: that is, the point immediately preceding the catastrophic dénouement. The Norns’ song in its final version does not correspond exactly to the story of the three preceding operas, since it begins at an earlier point in time. Rather, it is a summary of the all-encompassing world-epic that the four Ring dramas each partially enact. Here is a somewhat straightened-out and filled-in summary of the summary:


  
    Long ago, as they worked, the Norns had slung their rope upon the world ash-tree, at the foot of which a spring whispering wisdom welled up. One day Wotan, king of the gods, came to drink from the spring and hacked himself a branch from the tree with which to make himself a shaft for his spear, upon which he inscribed the runes of binding treaties honorably respected, by virtue of which he made himself ruler of the world. Later, Wotan commissioned the giants Fasolt and Fafner to build him a stronghold, Valhalla, which was to be garrisoned with the souls of heroes fallen in battle. It was the duty of the Valkyrie maidens, daughters of Wotan and the earth-goddess Erda, to bring in these heroes from the battlefield. In payment of the giants’ labors, Wotan promised Fasolt and Fafner Freia, the goddess of youth, which promise, however, trusting to the specious cunning of Loge, god of fire, he did not intend to honor. When called upon to do so, he tricked Alberich, lord of the dwarf Nibelung smiths, out of his hoard of gold, and with this he then bought off the giants. From this moment of Wotan’s perfidy, the world ash-tree began to wither and the spring to dry up.

  


  


  
    The Nibelung hoard contained a magic ring, the gold for which had been stolen from the daughters of the Rhine by Alberich, who had been able to fashion it only by forswearing love. Mastery of this ring would eventually lead its possessor to mastery of the world. When deprived of it by force, Alberich had laid a curse on it: death to whoever possessed it; a great deal of the story of the Ring is the story of the workings of this curse. Realizing that he had only escaped death himself by a technicality—that he had only briefly held Alberich’s ring on its way to the giants (one of whom immediately kills the other for its sole possession)—Wotan has resolved that it be returned to the Rhine whence it was originally filched.

  


  
    Because she attempted to execute her father’s secret desire in defiance of his expressed wish (with respect to the outcome of a battle of heroes), Wotan was obliged to imprison his Valkyrie daughter Brünnhilde, locked in sleep, on a rock surrounded by Loge’s fire. There she was to remain inviolate until such time as a hero who knew not the meaning of fear should come to wake her. Siegfried, son of the Volsung twins Siegmund and Sieglinde, appeared, set upon accomplishing this. Siegfried, however, was tainted by possession of the fateful ring, which he won by killing the surviving giant (in the guise of a dragon) at the behest of his foster father Mime, the brother of Alberich, who had raised Siegfried in hopes of gaining the ring for himself. With his spear, Wotan attempted to bar the young hero’s passage to the flame-girt rock upon which Brünnhilde slumbered. The spear’s might was shattered by the sword that Siegfried had inherited from his pure father Siegmund, after which the young superman continued on his way to Brünnhilde unopposed. Thwarted in his attempt to recover the gold for the Rhine maidens, foreseeing Siegfried’s and Brünnhilde’s deaths from the ring, and knowing that the world was doomed, Wotan dispatched heroes from Valhalla to hew the withered trunk and branches of the world ash-tree in pieces and pile them up around Valhalla so that they might catch fire, when the time came, from Siegfried’s funeral pyre.

  


  
    The spring of wisdom has dried up forever. Wotan sits in Valhalla surrounded by all the gods and heroes, awaiting the coming of the end. The Norns, deprived of their former abode, have moved to Brünnhilde’s rock, where they have resumed their weaving, attaching the rope to the branch of a pine tree and to a promontory on the rock. The second Norn prophesies that Wotan will kill the cunning Loge, who led him fatally astray, with the shards of his shattered spear and will hurl it onto the pyre. These somber imaginings, coupled with the thought of the stolen gold still unreturned to its rightful guardians, trouble the minds of the Norns and cloud their vision. They fail to see that the rope is fraying against the rock until it is too late. Heaving on it to tighten its twist, they cause it to snap. Terrified, crying that eternal wisdom is ending and that they can speak to the world no more, the Norns sink down to their mother Erda, and vanish forever.36

  


  The whole narrative is about the rupture of linear time and about the fatal necessity that interrelates and intermeshes past, present, and future, producing the tenseless time that myths inhabit. This, of course, was the very thing the tissue of leitmotives was devised to portray, and Wagner’s music starts right out by proclaiming it. The majestic opening chords are a near replay of the music to which Brünnhilde greeted the sun after receiving the title character’s awakening kiss in the third act of Siegfried, the finale of the previous drama (“Heil dir, Sonne,” Ex. 10–2a). The allusion is no mere reminder of where the previous drama had left off, however, but a “transformation” (à la Liszt, it is fair to say) of the earlier passage.


  Where at the end of Siegfried these chords made a gleaming progression from E minor to C major, at the beginning of Götterdämmerung (Ex. 10–4), the tonality is darkened considerably by transposition down a half step: [image: image] minor and [image: image] major. (In effect, it has been transposed to the key of Wagner’s early sketch for Siegfrieds Tod, nor will this be the only instance of Wagner’s uncanny recall of that twenty-year-old sketch which, scholars have determined, was no longer in his possession when he finally returned to the scene.) In tone-color, too, the sound is muffled, and in an especially Wagnerian way. The trumpets and horns heard in Siegfried are replaced by horns and “Wagner tubas.”


  EX. 10–4 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled (on first occurrence only) as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 1–26
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  The latter—more formally, tenor tubas in [image: image] and small bass tubas in F, each pitched an octave lower than the corresponding French horn—were first built to Wagner’s specifications for the earliest performances of Das Rheingold, which took place in 1865, although the parts for them were composed in 1854. Adapted from the “saxhorn” (French band instruments manufactured beginning in the early 1850s by the Paris firm of Adolphe Sax, the inventor, somewhat earlier, of the saxophone), the Wagner tuba was meant to fill the gap between the horns and the standard contrabass tuba with the softened and covered timbre of conical-bore brass, rather than the thinner, more penetrating cylindrical-bore timbre of trombones.


  Trumpets and trombones remained, of course; the Wagner orchestra, with its standard complement of seventeen brass instruments (from four to eight horns, up to four “tuben,” four trumpets including the otherwise rare bass trumpet, four trombones, and standard tuba), complemented by fourteen woodwinds and a specified minimum of sixty-four strings, was the largest ever. But it was not large merely for the sake of volume. The “cushioned” sound of the Wagner orchestra, on its soft bed of brass—and especially when played, as Wagner further specified, in a covered pit such as the Bayreuth theater possessed—produces a sound of unprecedented pliant sensuality. The opening chords of Götterdämmerung, unlike their shining predecessors in Siegfried, are sublimely tranquilizing, trance-inducing. In this, they accomplish what countless accounts of actual bardic recitation describe as the function of the instrumental prelude that invariably preceded the singing of the tale.


  But the most potent and (literally) telling part of the chords’ transformation is what follows the first and accompanies the second; for here Wagner displays his mastery of what he called “the art of transition”—the bringing of musical entities into harmonious juxtaposition and the seamless passing from one to another. It is nothing less than the eternally rolling Rhine itself (Ex. 10–2b), as originally set forth in the Prelude to Das Rheingold at the very beginning of the Ring cycle (or even more primevally, in the accompaniment to the Norns in the early sketch as shown in Ex. 10–1), to which all will return at the end of Götterdämmerung.


  This fluent commingling of primeval origins and eventual destiny with the moment at hand evokes what the Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin (1895–1975) would later term the “epic chronotope” or epic time-mode, the “timeless past” or “time out of time” of myth.37 As Bakhtin described it in his essay Epic and Novel (1941), the epic chronotope is a wholly alien, sealed-off quality of time that is understood to be an “absolute past” unfolding not as a linear development potentially leading to the present but as a completed, closed “circle” on which “all points are equidistant from the real, dynamic time of the present, as if the fullness of time were contained in a world in which we cannot participate,” but in which we are easily absorbed. Bakhtin wrote with reference to Homer. Wagner’s Ring is the supreme modern embodiment of this ancient time mode, and it is the musical texture that seals it off and makes it so perfectly and untouchably whole.


  When the recall of Brünnhilde’s awakening reaches its fourth chord ([image: image] minor), the slower Rhine motif is transformed into the leitmotif associated with Erda, the Norns’ mother, who is as primeval as the Rhine itself (Ex. 10–2c, quoted from its first appearance in Das Rheingold). In its original form, Brünnhilde’s awakening motif circled back on itself with a repetition of the opening pair of chords. In Götterdämmerung, the second chord in this final pair is preempted, in a stunning example of “transition-art,” by the weird progression that ever since the second act of Die Walküre has been associated with the concept of fate (Ex. 10–2d). It acquired this association from the original dramatic context: Brünnhilde appearing to Siegmund on the eve of battle to tell him that Wotan had been compelled to decree his death. And in its original context the motif was followed by another that is traditionally associated with the death itself, as decreed by fate (Ex. 10–2e). It first reappears in Götterdämmerung to provide the shuddering accompaniment to the beginning of the Norns’ colloquy, already quoted in Ex. 10–3b.


  The fate motif, it could be (and has been) fairly argued along lines noted above, has a wider relevance in the unfolding of the Ring drama than its facile label would allow. In the very next scene in Die Walküre, for example, it is heard when Siegmund recalls the apparition of Brünnhilde and the comfort that she brought him. In the next act, it accompanies Brünnhilde’s reminder to Wotan that her outward defiance of his will (in trying to save Siegmund’s life) was in fact her obedience to his secret wish. In the third act of Siegfried, it accompanies Erda’s rebuke, on being awakened by the importunate Wotan, that he has only himself and his perfidy to blame for his predicament—a fixing of responsibility and just deserts that suggests the very opposite (or so one could maintain) of blind fate as controller of destiny. Indeed, most of the leitmotives in the Ring, if subjected to a similarly detailed census, would need to be interpreted in light of similar contradictions and paradoxes—all of which, it should be emphasized, only increases the yield of meaning (the way detailed study always does).


  But to argue from such evidence that the famous label should be revoked would be to ignore the motif’s wider relevance in the unfolding drama of modern music history. It was as the Fate motif—a widely recognized musical symbol with a potential range of relevance that far outstrips its original context in the Ring, vast as that may be—that the Soviet Russian composer Dmitry Shostakovich cited it at the outset of the somber finale of his Symphony no. 15 (1971), his last major orchestral work, and (by giving it a sequential treatment that hooked it up with the ancient passus duriusculus, the chromatically descending bass line of lamentation) helped give it that wider relevance (Ex. 10–5).


  EX. 10–5 Dmitri Shostakovich, Symphony no. 15, beginning of fourth movement
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  As it functions in Shostakovich’s symphony, the motif relates only indirectly, if at all, to the events of Die Walküre or Götterdämmerung. Indeed it could be argued that in its new context its relevance to the Ring no longer matters. The only reference that counts is to the oft-despised conventional label that Wagner himself never attached to the phrase. Only through the label could the motif now reflect so poignantly on the life of the symphony’s composer, thence on the lives of all who were fated to live and work in the turbulent middle of the twentieth century, in a place where that turbulence had been focused through a lens of totalitarianism.


  That “universal” message was something Wagner never anticipated, but it is no less real for that. Meaning is the product of history—in the case of art works, of a “reception history”—that in the case of the Fate motif includes at least two appropriations: first Wolzogen’s, through which the label was attached in the first place, then Shostakovich’s, through which the label was given a new association, unrelated (except through collateral descent) to its original context. Neither Wagner nor Wolzogen—nor Shostakovich for that matter—finally owns the motif’s meaning. Like all symbols (like words, to pick the most obvious example), it responds to new conditions and contexts with new significance.


  To return now to the Götterdämmerung Prologue, and proceed to the Norns’ narrative: the leitmotif that accompanies their reaction to the dawn, and their decision to take up their spinning, is the one associated ever since Das Rheingold with Loge, the god of fire and light (and by extension, of intelligence), who, acting in a sense as Wotan’s lawyer, tricked Alberich out of his hoard and set in motion the catastrophic sequence of events the out come of which the Norns are about to fore see(Ex. 10–2f). The rocking chord progression that accompanies the Second Norn’s “Wollen wir spinnen und singen” and launches the ballad-narrative on its way (Ex. 10–2g) is the only theme that is new to this scene (and therefore, very strictly speaking, not a leitmotif, especially since it will recur in no later scene). It is very important, however, since it comes back to accompany (hence identify) the refrains, and also because its ending “half-diminished” chord (F–[image: image]–[image: image]–[image: image]), already foreshadowed in the wake of the Fate motif (Ex. 10–4, m. 21), assumes such an independent significance in the course of the Prologue that it might even be thought of as a “Leitharmonie”in its own right.


  When the first Norn begins to recount the tale of the World-Ash, the mother of all leitmotives is sounded, the “natural” horn signal that portrays the primeval Rhine at the very start of the cycle (Ex. 10–2h)—sometimes, in an aptly biblical figure, called the Genesis motif. Her ballad-narrative proceeds to its own theme as long as events preceding the beginning of Das Rheingold are its subject. But at the mention of Wotan, the motif associated with his fortress lodge Valhalla (Ex. 10–2i), the trophy of his greed and the cause of his fateful breach of contract, is sounded. And it is immediately followed, in a conjunction that goes all the way back to Das Rheingold, with the leitmotif associated with the broken treaty, or rather with the reminder Wotan receives from his wife Fricka “that contracts must be kept” (Ex. 10–2j). The consequences are hinted when the Norn recalls the death of the Ash: the motif that accompanies Erda’s dire prediction, near the end of Das Rheingold, that Wotan’s greed will bring about “a day of doom” is heard (Ex. 10–2k). Now usually (and somewhat confusingly) called the Götterdämmerung motif, it is obviously derived by inversion (and “crab”—reverse—motion) from the Genesis motif, as if undoing all that had in primeval times been wrought. Its mysterious Lydian character (with a sort of “raised fourth degree”) arises from its invariable occurrence on a flat-sixth or Neapolitan harmony, the tonal remoteness of which cannily enhances its aura of uncanniness.


  The cause of it all—the object of Wotan’s greed and of Erda’s warning, from which the whole colossal cycle takes its name—is finally adumbrated when the First Norn refers to the dark sadness of her song: the Ring motif (Ex. 10–2l), which consists always of a downward+upward arpeggio (sometimes outlining a triad, sometimes, as on its first appearance, a mere concatenation of thirds) that never manages to rise all the way back to its starting point. The end of the ballad refrain, which marks the transition to the Second Norn’s narrative, is once again forebodingly accompanied by the Death motif.


  To the skein of leitmotives already woven by the First Norn, the Second adds only one new item: the pompously dotted motif originally associated in the first act of Siegfried with Wotan’s proud reference to the power of his spear, on which the laws of the world are engraved(Ex. 10–2m; compare Ex. 10–2j). It is usually called the Authority motif, and accompanies the Second Norn’s reference to the sacred runes that, once transgressed, could no longer ward off Siegfried’s conquest of Brünnhilde.


  The Third Norn, again taking up the rope to the ominous strains of the Death motif, weaves the longest and densest motivic skein by far, full of ingenious juxtapositions in both the melodic (“horizontal”) and harmonic or contrapuntal (“vertical”) dimensions. So, for example, when she foretells the disastrous end of the drama, when flames shall in predestined retribution engulf Valhalla and consume the once-eternal gods, the orchestra sounds the Treaty, Valhalla, Götterdämmerung, and Fate themes in close succession, their progress punctuated by a timpani tattoo (Ex. 10–2n) of which the rhythm, ever since the entr’acte following the first scene of Das Rheingold, had played the role of a bad omen (Ex. 10–6). Among the grisly events it had helped accompany or foretell were Fafner’s murder of his brother Fasolt in fulfillment of Alberich’s curse on the Ring (in Das Rheingold), Siegmund’s death on the battlefield (in Die Walküre), and Siegfried’s slaying of Mime, his Nibelung stepfather (in Siegfried). Later in Götterdämmerung it will bear witness to the murder of Siegfried himself.


  When she resumes her prophecies after some anxious discussion with her sisters, the Third Norn invokes a few more motivic recollections, putting the future in direct contact with the musicalized past and giving it the kind of musical reality that will ensure its accomplishment. Most balefully, the chord progression first associated in the third act of Die Walküre with Brünnhilde’s entrancement (Zauberschlafe or “Magic sleep” according to Wolzogen) and associated thereafter with oblivion (Ex. 10–2o) follows the news that the logs from the World-Ash are piled up around Valhalla, and is itself followed by the Fate motif. A wonderful example of Wagner’s “art of transition” is the interpolation of the Oblivion motif between the strains of the final ballad refrain (Ex. 10–7): their common element, the falling semitone, is of course an ancient symbol of grief. As such it had actually been commandeered by Wagner to symbolize Alberich’s grief (thence grief in general) in the first scene of Das Rheingold (Ex. 10–2p), which adds another resonance both to the Norns’ refrain and to the Oblivion motif. Ultimately, as is becoming clear, hard and fast distinctions between Wagner’s “particles” inevitably break down. All interpenetrates all, which is precisely the point.


  EX. 10–6 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 175–83
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  EX. 10–7 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 255–72
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  The interpenetration of Grief and Oblivion with the final Norns’ refrain is almost too dramaturgically apt, for it is precisely here, at the end of Ex. 10–7, that the First Norn chimes in, aghast, with the news that the rope of destiny is fraying. Impending ruin puts the First Norn dimly in mind of Alberich’s curse, as we are warned by a quick fourfold concatenation of motives. First there is the Ring itself. Next there is the motif somewhat cryptically but evocatively christened Liebe-Tragik (“Tragedy of love”) by Wolzogen (Ex. 10–2q; he claimed that this one label actually stemmed from Wagner himself), which first appears in Das Rheingold when the ugly Alberich is rebuffed by the Rhine maidens. Next to be alluded to is the Rhine gold that Alberich then stole (Ex. 10–2r), a motif first associated in Das Rheingold, by specific indication, with a lighting effect that transfixes Alberich and inspires his deed. And finally, in ironic commentary, there is the motif first associated with the Rhine Maidens’ joy in possessing the gold, and then with Alberich’s at stealing it (Ex. 10–2s). In effect we have been given a wordless four-measure précis of the whole first scene of Das Rheingold.


  When the Second Norn notices that Brünnhilde’s rock, on which the rope is hung, is cutting through its threads, the leitmotives begin associating Siegfried, the unwitting avenger of Wotan’s ancient misdeed, with the invincible power of the gold. As the Norn watches her rope unravel, the orchestra combines a motif (Goldherrschaft or “Gold’s dominion” according to Wolzogen; Ex. 10–2t) first heard in the third scene of Das Rheingold as Alberich commands his enslaved fellow-Nibelungs, with that of Siegfried’s sword, his legacy from his father Siegmund, with which he had shattered Wotan’s spear (Ex. 10–2u). As the Third Norn misguidedly pulls on the rope to tighten its weave, Siegfried’s horn call, the accompaniment to all his heroic deeds in the preceding opera, is heard with fell irony (Ex. 10–2v).


  The sword motif, it is worth noting, has had an especially telling interpretive history. Associated with the sword beginning with the first act of Die Walküre, it had actually been heard originally near the end of Das Rheingold, as Wotan joyfully contemplated Valhalla. It has been left to exegetes to reconcile these contradictory associations through a sort of Christianizing commentary, which though now an integral part of the Ring tradition (as the nonbiblical Talmud, a commentary on the Torah, is now an integral part of the tradition of Jewish law) nevertheless did not originate with Wagner. As one commentator, Rudolph Sabor, explains, the first occurrence of the Sword motif establishes the moment “when Wotan resolves to create a free hero: someone who is not tainted by the god’s pragmatic dealings and who therefore carries neither guilt nor responsibility. To him will Wotan bequeath a conquering sword. This hero shall, of his own accord, right Wotan’s wrongs.”38 (Wotan’s resolve is Sabor’s contribution to Ring lore, not Wagner’s.) Finally, to the searing strains of the title character’s curse, the most dissonant motif in all of Der Ring des Nibelungen (Ex. 10–2w), the rope of destiny snaps, to the Norns’ ineffable horror. They sink into the earth to join their mother Erda to a concatenation of Curse, Oblivion, Fate, and, of course, Götterdämmerung motives.


  THE SEA OF HARMONY


  Impressively detailed though it may seem, this account of the musical texture of the Norns’ scene, far from complete, has not even begun to broach what for Wagner was the main issue. Simply as a medley of twenty-three themes the scene would not even begin to be, in Wagnerian terms, “dramatic.” For it would engage only the listener/spectator’s cognitive faculties—that is, the faculties of mind that perform the task of recognizing symbols, which is to say the part of the dramatic impression that depends on representation. The purely (or merely) cognitive aspect of Wagner’s tissue has often lent itself to satire or outright ridicule. The Russian composer Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, for example, writing almost a decade after Wagner’s death, tried to discredit what he considered the tiresome hypercomplexity of Wagner’s “polyphonic fabric” as a “colossal abuse of symbolism”:


  
    The listener cannot derive any immediate impression from all these leitmotives as they steal in and out of the contrapuntal web. And in point of fact, if character A, finding himself in a certain mood, were to speak with character B about character C, and if in the accompanying music we hear the contrapuntally interwoven motives A, B and C, perhaps with the addition of a fourth denoting their mood, can one then clearly distinguish such a situation from the reverse: i.e., where C speaks to A about B, or B and C discuss A?39

  


  


  RimskyKorsakov also mocked Wagner’s avoidance of set pieces in favor of unendliche Melodie (infinite melody)—the seamless, ceaselessly thematic or “developmental” orchestral continuity that swept through entire acts—by comparing the structure of a Ring opera to that of an enormous edifice “consisting entirely of a staircase leading from the entrance to the exit.”40


  Such dogged literalism, common in the anti-Wagnerian criticism of the time, can be read as a defense against the aspect of Wagner’s music that works not through simple, easily parodied mechanisms of representation, but, far more potently, through direct presentation, bypassing the cognitive and addressing itself directly to the elemental life-driving appetites. That part is the part played by harmonic and tonal progressions—Wagner’s “sea of harmony.” For a preliminary excursion on the Wagnerian sea we can go briefly back over the Norns’ scene, trace its tonal design, and proceed from there into a tonal/thematic overview of the rest of the Götterdämmerung Prologue. Putting ourselves in the position of one who has heard no more recent music—in the position, that is, of Wagner’s original audience—we will be struck, above all, by the unprecedented range (or “freedom”) of modulation, and on occasion by its blinding rapidity. (We will notice long stretches of unaccountably static, “becalmed” harmony as well.) We will be struck by the extreme rarity of full authentic cadences, which occur only at the most decisive moments (in theory, only once per scene); and by the reverse of that coin, the extraordinary abundance and variety of deceptive cadences, some of them prepared by really insistent dominant pedals. And we will be struck by the way these tonal and harmonic effects are geared to the scenic action.


  That articulation of the drama through harmony is of course another aspect of the same interpenetration of the musical and the scenic that gave rise to the leitmotif technique. We might be inclined to call the music, in both of these dimensions, the metaphorical parallel to the unfolding drama, a substratum of sound that enriches or intensifies the emotional and cognitive effect of what is seen. Wagner, influenced by the philosophy of Schopenhauer, actually put it just the other way around. In an essay of 1872, “On the Term ‘Music Drama,”’ he defined this most central concept as consisting of “deeds of music made visible.”41 The primary bearer of meaning is the music, and it is the plot or dramatic action that provides the metaphorical parallel, giving cognitive specificity to what is heard. How Wagner could justify such a seemingly paradoxical view will become clearer as we investigate his harmonic procedures and their effects.


  The reliance Wagner placed on harmony as the primary shaper of the drama should alert us that however limber and impulsive the modulatory plan may seem in its moment-by-moment (“local”) vagaries, it is always under firm “global” control. That tandem of unpredictable flexibility at the short range and unerring long-range direction is perhaps the most impressive evidence of Wagner the harmonist’s navigational skills.
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  FIG. 10–10 Alois Burgstaller (1871–1945) as Siegfried at Bayreuth, 1900.


  


  The Götterdämmerung Prologue provides one of the best examples. The opening pair of chords— [image: image]and [image: image],derived from the leitmotif of Brünnhilde’s awakening—function in tandem not only as a local succession, but also as a bipolar opposition that gives shape to the whole Norns’ scene (or more pertinently, that delineates its entropy, its degeneration into chaos). At a higher level yet, the tonalities of which the two chords are the tonics—conceived, like Schubert’s tonalities (see chapter 2), as freely encompassing the parallel major and minor—serve to close the Prologue (in [image: image] major) and to open the dark scene of plotting that follows (in B [=[image: image]] minor; see Ex. 10–8). In between stretches the lengthy orchestral entr’acte known as SiegfriedsRheinfahrt (“Siegfried’s Rhine journey”) when it is performed as a concert piece. The character’s navigation of the great waterway here serves quite explicitly as the conceptual metaphor for a musical process.


  The three great strophes of the Norns’ ballad-narrative enact in harmony the fatal entropy that Wotan’s sin has brought upon the world. The first strophe, sung by the First Norn, begins in a firmly established [image: image] major/minor, and ends quite “classically” in the same key. In between, C, cadentially established and then enharmonically transformed to B, provides (again “classically”) a contrasting middle section that meanders back via an enharmonic reversal involving the transformation of E major (next after B on the circle of fifths) to F, coinciding with the Götterdämmerung leitmotif (Ex. 10–2k), which always expresses the Neapolitan [image: image]II.


  EX. 10–8A Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 635–39
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  The Second Norn begins her strophe with a cadence to C minor, preparing the perfectly conventional key of the relative minor. The harmonic motion is brusquely interrupted to illustrate Siegfried’s destruction of Wotan’s spear, but again the Götterdämmerung leitmotif appears as a Neapolitan to guide the strophe back to a conventional close.


  It is the Third Norn, who sees the future, who plays havoc with harmonic closure, opening up the sluices and letting in the sea. With her the Götterdämmerung leitmotif serves not to guide the harmony back but to lead it astray, for its [image: image] tonality functions this time not as [image: image]II but as I, and the C-minor cadence that it prepares is trumped by the baleful half-diminished F–[image: image]–[image: image]–[image: image] harmony that had previously closed the Norns’ refrain. That harmony, of course, can function as II7 in [image: image] minor, and so it might seem to promise return to the ballad narrative’s original key.


  EX. 10–8B Richard Wagner, Götterdämmerung, ActI, scene 1, mm. 1–11
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  Instead, however, it is put through a threefold sequence by ascending minor thirds (compare mm. 161, 163, and 165 in Ex. 10–9), that lands it a tritone away from its starting point, on a B that no longer functions as a stable substitute for [image: image] but points ahead (as II7) to an A minor that never comes, even though its dominant is prominently displayed in m. 175. Instead, the expected A minor is preempted by a magniloquent cadential gesture toward C[image: image] (m. 177, coinciding with the Valhalla leitmotif), which is itself preempted in the next measure by a Neapolitan (the Götterdämmerung motif once more), which is likewise preempted in m. 180 by the Omen tattoo on B, functioning here (or so it seems) as a deceptive cadence in D minor. All of these progressions may be traced by analyzing Ex. 10–9, which then hooks up with Ex. 10–6.


  Now [image: image], the key that is reached at the end of Ex. 10–6, is of course the dominant of [image: image], and it might seem that we are close to home after all. (Schubert would surely not have missed the opportunity of resolving it to everyone’s delighted surprise!) But after all these feints the thread (to put it as the Norns might) is broken. There will be no return to [image: image], at least not while the Norns are onstage, despite some very elaborate preparations. Where Wotan’s last resolute act (the casting of Brünnhilde into flame-encircled sleep) is described, for example, a cadential [image: image] gives way to V in a way that promises [image: image] with virtual certainty; but over a continuing [image: image] pedal in the timpani, the Oblivion motif liquidates the impending cadence with a circle of minor thirds, so that when [image: image] finally appears as a root (m. 252), it has been drained of its stability, the more so as the chord above it has the character of a dominant seventh that seeks (in vain!) a resolution of its own (Ex. 10–10).


  EX. 10–9 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 158–175


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 10–10 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled (on first occurrence only) as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 245–54
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  Or again, the appearance of the Rhine Gold motif near the end of Ex. 10–7 strongly expresses the dominant of [image: image] (the key, incidentally, that witnessed the birth of the Rhine itself at the very beginning of the cycle); but again delaying measures (involving other leitmotives) rob the cadence of its urgency, and by the time [image: image] arrives in the bass, the chord it supports has the character of a dominant, not a tonic. The one succession that could be read as containing immediate progression of dominant to tonic in [image: image] (see the fifth measure of Ex. 10–7) happens in the middle of a harmonic sequence, again involving the Oblivion motif, in which [image: image] is only an incident in a continuing circle of descending major thirds (G–[image: image]–[image: image]).


  The next long pedal—the F[image: image] that so dissonantly accompanies the Curse motif when the rope of fate comes undone—turns out (most unexpectedly or even incoherently in the short run, most logically in the long) to be the effective dominant. It picks up the full dominant-seventh harmony at the very moment of the Norns’ disappearance (Dawn) and it is resumed at the end of Siegfried’s Rhine Journey, where it is finally resolved, at the beginning of the first scene of act I proper (Ex. 10–8b), to the B minor that has been so long and so threateningly prefigured—so threateningly as to rupture the Norns’ skein of destiny! Thus the F[image: image] of Alberich’s curse, in the form of a functional dominant pedal, encloses the Prologue’s entire second scene, which depicts the awakening of Siegfried and Brünnhilde after their night of bliss, and their ardent farewells as Siegfried embarks on his illfated quest “Zu neuen Thaten” (“On to new deeds!”), to quote Brünnhilde’s famous first line. The whole ecstatic scene is played against the curse-pedal’s implicitly continuous rumble—a constant baneful subtext to the outwardly ebullient action.


  To introduce that ebullient action the pedal is temporarily liquidated by reinterpreting its harmony as an augmented (German) sixth chord—signaled or symbolized in the notation by respelling it as a [image: image] (m. 318)—and resolved downward to the dominant[image: image] major, in which key one of the most important leitmotives in Götterdämmerung makes its first appearance (m. 327): a mellow but mighty brass chorale, first given out by a choir of eight horns, obviously derived from the tune of the young Siegfried’s horn call (Ex. 10–2v), which now denotes Siegfried the Hero, or (per Wolzogen) “Siegfried, transformed by love.” It is answered immediately by a pair of clarinets (one a gorgeously throaty bass clarinet), sounding the leitmotif denoting Brünnhilde, similarly transformed (Ex. 10–11). A surging orchestral crescendo, carried by a rising sequence of Brünnhilde motifs, and accompanying a light show that depicts the sunrise, leads to a great blaze of a seemingly recovered [image: image] major to greet the lovers’ appearance onstage.


  EX. 10–11 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, mm. 315–34
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  This, of course, is the key the Norns “lost” in the Prologue’s first scene. Its restitution takes place, however, in a harmonic environment that has been fatally compromised by feints and deceptions of all kinds. In Wagner’s ripest style, any dominant seventh can resolve as an augmented sixth (and vice versa); any major triad in first inversion can resolve as a Neapolitan, and chords prepared as Neapolitans can resolve as primary functions. Any tone can act as a common tone to create instant—if illusory, temporary—links between chords that are remotely placed along the circle of fifths, the traditional arbiter of harmonic relatedness.


  A strategically placed [image: image] chord or a tremulous pedal can cause a key to heave up before the contemplating ear like an iceberg in the path of the Titanic; and the key so drastically prefigured can be “liquidated” (to use a term Arnold Schoenberg invented for the process a generation later) before any of its primary functions have been asserted. Indeed, there is a whole category of leitmotives (Fate and Oblivion, to recall two) that seem to have no other purpose than the securing of these effects—effects that resonate insidiously with their dramatic import.


  So by now, a great flare-up of a long-awaited tonality like the present [image: image] can be accepted as no more than provisionally decisive or conclusive. We can no longer trust harmonic functions to deliver, as once in Beethoven’s time they did, on their promesse du bonheur, the “promise of happiness” that the French novelist Stendhal named as the most essential aspect of artistic beauty and the reason why art is cherished.42 We feel ourselves buffeted by that loss of certainty more deeply than a theory of representation can ever explain, for here we come to the nub of what makes the Wagnerian “sea of harmony” so much more than a metaphor or a representation.


  Not that Wagnerian harmonies no longer have representational or symbolic value. They have that, too, as we have certainly seen. Not only chords and chord progressions but actual keys can be symbols: witness all-important [image: image] itself, the key of the river Rhine, and by extension the harbinger of the bliss of primeval nature whence all has sprung and whither all is fated to return. Its dissolution (through modulatory progressions) in the Norns’ scene is obviously a representation of entropy’s onset. The half-diminished F–[image: image]–[image: image]–[image: image] harmony (the single most potent modulatory agent) is emblematic of destruction. And so on. But there is more.


  DESIRE AND HOW TO CHANNEL IT


  That “more” is a technique that composers ever since the Counter Reformation had employed to induce a sort of esthetic ecstasy in listeners and save their souls from the snares of rationalism. It consists in strategic harmonic delays, and what is delayed is “closure,” or functional resolution. The heightened expressivity thus connoted arises not out of cognitive symbolism or “extroversive” reference, the representational mode of which Wagnerian leitmotives would be the supreme example. Rather, that expressivity arises out of “introversive” reference whereby the music, by forecasting closure and then delaying it, calls attention to its own need for cadential resolution.


  “Its” need is actually the listener’s psychological need, of course. The fluctuating musical tension analogizes the fluctuating tensions—psychological, emotional, sexual—of our lives as we live them. And here is where the process leaves the realm of representation altogether. Harmonic forecasts and delays play directly upon the listener’s expectation, or, to put it more strongly, on the desires that the music induces in the listener. And so the musical events, relative to listener expectations, are translated directly into the intensified emotion that the fulfillment or frustration of desire produces in any context.


  This aspect of music’s effect on the listener—this uncanny directness—has been recognized (as the ethos of music) from ancient times. As early as Plato, it has led to calls for police action. The enhancement and ultimate perfection of this emotional potency had long been touted as the primary achievement of the “functional” harmonic practices that began with the composers of Palestrina’s generation in the sixteenth century and reached fullest elaboration with Beethoven (or so it was thought until Wagner’s time).


  As Karol Berger, a musicologist who has branched out into general esthetics, reminds us, this power of “tonal” music goes much deeper than rational cognition into the wellsprings of our conscious experience as temporal. While it could be argued that what music evokes is a representation of that deep experience, it is a representation that is uniquely concerned with our mental and spiritual innards rather than with the world outside. “What I actually experience,” Berger writes in a discussion that is crucial for understanding Wagner,


  
    when I experience the tonal tendency of a sound is the dynamics of my own desire, its arousal, its satisfaction, its frustration. It is my own desire for the leading tone to move up, the satisfaction of my own desire when it so moves, the frustration thereof when it refuses to budge or when it moves elsewhere, that I feel. … Thus, the precondition of my being able to hear an imaginary pattern of lines of directed motion in a tonal work is that I first experience the desires, satisfactions, and frustrations of this sort. In tonal music, the direct experience of the dynamics of my own desire precedes any recognition of the represented object, of lines of directed motion, and is the necessary precondition of such a recognition. I must first experience the desire that the leading tone move up, before I can recognize the representation of an imaginary ascending line when it so moves.

  


  


  Therefore, Berger concludes,


  
    It follows that tonal music, like a visual medium, may represent an imaginary object different from myself, an imaginary world, albeit a highly abstract one, consisting of lines of directed motion. But, unlike a visual medium, tonal music also makes me experience directly the dynamics of my own desiring, my own inner world, and it is this latter experience that is the more primordial one, since any representation depends on it. While visual media allow us to grasp, represent, and explore an outer, visual world, music makes it possible for me to grasp, experience, and explore an inner world of desiring. While visual media show us objects we might want without making us aware of what it would feel like to want anything, music makes us aware of how it feels to want something without showing us the objects we want. In a brief formula, visual media are the instruments of knowing the object of desire but not the desire itself, tonal music is the instrument of knowing the desire but not its object.43

  


  


  Berger purports to write about all tonal music, but his remarks have special relevance to Wagner, who (precisely because of his ideological commitments, it could be argued) was more explicitly conscious of these aspects of the musical experience, and more determined to exploit them, than any other composer before or since. With Wagner, moreover, we are in an unusually favored position to investigate his aims, since he wrote so prolifically about them, and because, aspiring to their intellectual status, he read widely among his philosopher contemporaries in search of corroboration for his intuitions and theories.


  Berger, in fact, builds his case about music on precisely those philosophers who most closely paralleled Wagner’s thinking and eventual practice. One of them was the Danish religious thinker Søren Kierkegaard (1813–55), who argued that our most elemental knowledge of “the sensuous-erotic”44 comes to us from music, the only art that can present desire to our minds “in all its immediacy.” Even more fundamentally “Wagnerian” were the views of Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), already mentioned as an influence on the composer’s thinking, who was so impressed with the influence of music on his feelings that he promoted music to a status beyond any of the other arts, where it directly embodied the experience of “striving” that not only constitutes our life but also embodies the “Will,” or essential axiomatic basis of all reality. “Music,” Schopenhauer famously wrote, “gives the innermost kernel preceding all form, or the heart of things.”45 What better precept for a composer who wants to create worlds in music, and what better motivation or justification for the “formlessness”—a formlessness that goes to the very heart of things—that leitmotif technique enables.
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  FIG. 10–11 Arthur Schopenhauer, photographed in 1858.


  


  That technique was the mechanism by which the channeling of desire took place, providing the thematic medium for a ceaseless process of harmonic movement that continually forecasts goals, and just as continually subverts them, subjecting us who listen to a constant manipulation of “the dynamics of our own desire,” to use Berger’s term. More than any other music, Wagner’s plays on these basic sensations, magnifying the direct impact all music has on our nerves and bodies. Moreover, the leitmotives—which supply exactly that which, in Berger’s formulation, music does not inherently possess—complement presentation or embodiment (Schopenhauer’s “will”) with representation, thus in Schopenhauer’s terms completing a “world.” By combining precognitive musical process with cognitive symbolism, in other words, Wagner had it both ways: the music through which he constructed his mythic dramas was the instrument of both “desire itself” and of “knowing the object of desire.” It was frighteningly powerful, as Hanslick, the high priest of the Wagnerian opposition, knew best of all. The whole reason for writing his book in opposition to the current that produced the New German School, which immediately adopted Wagner as its standard-bearer, was Hanslick’s acknowledgment that “music works more rapidly and intensely upon the mind than any other art,” and, more strongly yet, that “while the other arts persuade, music invades us.”46 That is why music needed, in Hanslick’s view, to be contained—and Wagner’s above all. Hanslick’s theory of musical beauty was above all an instrument of containment.


  The act of freely submitting to such music turned one temporarily into a solipsist, for whom there is no external reality, only the inner reality of the psyche. Succumbing to its hypnosis—a hypnosis that differed from the music trance of Schubert’s time because it was so actively manipulated and directed by the composer-operator—was valued as religious experience, as erotic experience, as narcotic experience, in any combination or all at once. Music that could produce such experiences and such states of consciousness was thought by its devotees to be the most sanctifying and exalting art in the world. Which is precisely why such music—for Hanslick, for RimskyKorsakov, and for so many since—could seem the ultimate in dangerous, degenerate art.


  With these weighty thoughts in mind let us return now to the second scene of the Götterdämmerung Prologue, where Siegfried and Brünnhilde have just achieved their ecstasy of false consciousness in [image: image] major. Where the Norns’ scene, as befit its recapitulatory role, was built entirely out of existing leitmotives, the scene of the hero and heroine is a forging ground for new ones. Besides the two characters’ own themes, there is an arching cadential phrase that first accompanies Brünnhilde’s ejaculation, “dir zu wenig mein Wert gewann!” (“in winning me your reward was too small,” Ex. 10–12), is immediately thrice repeated for emphasis before subsiding on the baleful F-A[image: image] -C[image: image]-E[image: image] chord, and thereafter underscores references to their union.


  Apart from transient specific allusions of a kind that would have made RimskyKorsakov snicker, the three new leitmotives make up the whole thematic content of the scene, giving it the character of a purposeful thematic development. And its harmonic content, apart from brief departures the more forcefully to return, is similarly straightforward and stable. It is simply a reiterated approach, signaled both harmonically and by the use of the Union motif, to the key of [image: image], the false “promise of happiness.” In effect, Wagner replays and replays again the tense and finally triumphant “retransition” in the first movement of Beethoven’s “heroic” Third Symphony. But where Beethoven’s avowals were indubitably (that is, psychologically) “true,” here the successive reiterations of arrival, each capping a longer temporal span than the last and controlling a greater modulatory range, further the cause of the Big Lie, the desire for the tonic analogizing both Siegfried and Brünnhilde’s illfated desire for triumph over Alberich’s curse and their henceforth-to-be-frustrated desire for each other.


  What might be called the coda of the scene—beginning with the last approach to [image: image], its seemingly ultimate confirmation, and its loss—is worth tracing in some thematic and harmonic detail (Ex. 10–13). The triumph of [image: image] major at its outset is made all the sweeter by its proximity to the half-diminished harmony that played such a baleful role in the Norns’ scene, functioning here in its most ordinary cadential capacity (as ii7 of the parallel minor). Siegfried and Brünnhilde are singing of their oneness. The two of them now launch together into a little set piece in which the orchestra harps on a tune the young Siegfried sang in the opera named after him, all about the joy of freedom from fear. That Brünnhilde sings first to its accompaniment is a testimony to the merger of their identities. The irony of their fearlessness in the face of imminent destruction is all the more poignant because of their perfect subjective oblivion, symbolized by page after page with hardly a sharp or a flat to disturb the ecstatic stability of the soon-to-be-subverted key.


  At the other end of the coda, the height of rapture, with both characters now reduced to a single word (“Heil! Heil! Heil! Heil!”), a theme from Brünnhilde’s carefree youth (first heard in Die Walküre, the opera named after her) likewise insinuates itself into the texture, at first in counterpoint with the Union motif. An arpeggio in dotted triplet rhythms, it dates back to the early sketches of 1850, where (as a glance back at Ex. 10–1 will confirm) its contour informed the Norns’ refrain. Later the same year Wagner recast it as a song for the Valkyries, Wotan’s warrior daughters, as they sweep through the skies on winged horseback (Ex. 10–14).


  EX. 10–12 RichardWagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, mm. 375–381
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  EX. 10–13 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, leitmotives labeled as in Ex. 10–2, mm. 588–635
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  By the time he actually composed Die Walküre the song had given way to an orchestral fantasy (“The Ride of the Valkyries”), which functioned in context as the prelude to act III, but is more often heard (in slightly different form) as a concert showpiece. It brings the duet at the end of the Götterdämmerung Prologue to a wild conclusion: set over the plagal harmony of Siegfried’s freedom song, it even gives the soprano a chance to end with a traditional high C (albeit over the subdominant rather than the tonic harmony, which forces the singers to fall silent at the true cadence).


  That cadence is the last we will hear of [image: image] major for some time (and never again in so unclouded a form). It disappears along with Siegfried himself at m. 649, liquidated by a series of “common-tone” progressions—the key’s leading tone (D) reidentified as the fifth of a G major triad and the seventh of a dominant seventh on E—into what sounds like a looming A major, an antipodal tritone away from [image: image] along the circle of fifths. But after prolonging the dominant of A with a pedal lasting twenty bars, Wagner evades the promised key with a deceptive cadence borrowed from the parallel minor, when Siegfried’s horn call is heard from offstage, accompanied by another dominant pedal promising F.


  The apparition of F major lasts a good while. After a transitional passage played entirely over the dominant pedal, in which a leitmotif as old as Das Rheingold (labeled “Liebesnot”— “Love’s distress”—by Wolzogen) gives way to the main theme from the Siegfried/Brünnhilde duet in the last act of Siegfried (Liebesbund— “Bond of love”—according to Wolzogen), the curtain falls, the dominant resolves, and we seem to be at the beginning of a jaunty orchestral piece reflective of Siegfried’s euphoria and full of his themes, sometimes in counterpoint with the themes of others (e. g., Loge, one of whose attributes is god of fun, appearing at one point against the horn call in the bass).


  A deceptive cadence tosses us suddenly into the key of A major as Siegfried’s boat rounds the bend to meet the main current of the Rhine (identifiable by its leitmotif; compare the analogous spot in Smetana’s almost exactly contemporaneous Moldau, described in chapter 9). This is harmonic “navigation” at its most literal. The key seems altogether unprepared until we remember its very elaborate unconsummated preparation (twenty bars over a dominant pedal), that set the Rhine journey in motion. Again we must acknowledge the long-range design that gives harmonic coherence to the seemingly random vagaries of the Wagnerian surface. And yet we are not really in the key of A: it is just another apparition. While it confirms retrospectively the dominant sounded minutes ago, on this appearance it remains unconfirmed by a cadence. That makes it a prime target for liquidation; and sure enough, before any cadence in A has a chance to be heard, another bend is metaphorically rounded and the key of [image: image] seems to return after all, in just as sudden and unprepared a fashion as its predecessor.


  EX. 10–14 Richard Wagner, The Valkyries’ Song as sketched in 1850
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  But wait: the [image: image] harmony returns in the first inversion, and the descending scale, with its seemingly Lydian fourth degree (Anatural), identifies the chord as Neapolitan and the leitmotif as one of those (Götterdämmerung, Liebe-Tragik) portending doom. So even when the harmony settles down (through a plagal cadence) into root position for another bout of Rhine music, it has been destabilized both musically and dramatically. Memories of Brünnhilde (the Ride motif in the cylindrical brass) bring both a rush of joy (motif in the woodwinds) and an attempt to stabilize the key with an authentic cadence.


  But liquidation has already been as if preordained, and we are not surprised to hear the bright subdominant replaced by its functional equivalent (but dramatic antipode), the half-diminished F–[image: image]–[image: image]–[image: image] that recalls the debacle of the Norns forcibly to mind. After this baneful substitution, in which the noisome harmony supports the Ring motif redolent of Alberich and his curse, recapture of [image: image] is impossible. The next attempt at resolution of the dominant produces only the Liebe-Tragik motif over an inverted [image: image] major triad (another recollection of the Norns), in which the bass [image: image] is roundly contradicted and rebuked by everything it is trying to support. Its loss of control is complete by m. 876, when the half-diminished harmony (in extraordinary third inversion) usurps the place of the tonic triad altogether (Ex. 10–15).


  EX. 10–15 Richard Wagner, Prologue to Götterdämmerung in vocal score, mm. 876–92
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  Respelled enharmonically, with sharps in place of flats, the half-diminished chord is rerouted toward the key of the scene about to open, in which Siegfried’s doom is plotted. That key, as already shown in Ex. 10–8b, is B minor (=[image: image], similarly respelled), strongly prefigured but unconfirmed at the end of the Norns’ scene. Its recuperation here brackets the confident euphoria of the immediately preceding scene and exposes its false consciousness. When next Siegfried and Brünnhilde meet, it will be as enemies whose misguided quarrel makes the final crisis of the drama inevitable.


  THE ULTIMATE EXPERIENCE


  The articulation of the drama through musical analogues—Wagner, of course, would have called it the articulation of the music through dramatic analogues—and its uncanny psychological potency are perhaps sufficiently illustrated by the Götterdämmerung Prologue. We will not have room for another musicodramatic exploration so detailed. But one more Wagnerian experience needs to be sampled if we are to have an idea of the composer’s accomplishment adequate to its historical resonance, because its repercussions will be felt on virtually every subsequent page of this book. Though Götterdämmerung, the culminating work in the Ring cycle, could be fairly described as Wagner’s crowning achievement, bringing to consummation as it did the largest musical entity ever conceived within the European literate tradition, it is not his emblematic work. That distinction belongs to Tristan und Isolde, completed (between the second and third acts of Siegfried, as it were) in 1859.
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  FIG. 10–12 Lillian Nordica (1857–1914) as Isolde, ca. 1900.


  


  What makes Tristan the extreme or limiting case, and a touchstone for all subsequent musicmaking and music-thinking, has to do with its subject matter—a tragic love story adapted from a famous medieval poem and treated on a typically monumental, archetypal scale—but even more with the relationship between its “deeds of music” and the responses they have elicited. If, as the British philosopher Bryan Magee suggests, Wagner’s music “is both loved and hated more immoderately than that of any other composer,”47 the same is true a fortiori of Tristan among his works.


  The balance we have observed in Götterdämmerung between its cognitive symbolism and its precognitive or subliminal modes of signifying—between the representational as embodied in the leitmotives and the directly presentational as embodied in the sea of harmony—is drastically skewed in Tristan in favor of the latter. Where Götterdämmerung powerfully enacts a complex story, Tristan powerfully projects a sustained feeling. But in fact they are not equally powerful. If Tristan shows anything it shows that, unless protected, our minds (or the rational part of our minds, at any rate, the part that understands and interprets stories) must give way before our feelings, and that music— “tonal” music, Wagner’s music—is their most powerful catalyst on earth.


  The story is negligible: a man and a woman are seized with a forbidden love (act I); they attempt to act upon it but are forcibly separated, the man being mortally wounded in the process (act II); the man dies and the bereft woman, overwhelmed at the sight of his corpse, dies in sympathy (act III). In a program note he published around 1860, meant to elucidate the content of the work as embodied in its Prelude five years before the first performance of the whole opera, Wagner reduced the story quite graphically to the feeling it symbolized, a feeling to which only music—his music—could do full artistic justice: “Suddenly aflame,” he wrote,


  
    they must confess they belong only to each other. No end, now, to the yearning, the desire, the bliss, the suffering of love: world, power, fame, splendor, honor, knighthood, loyalty, friendship—all scattered like an empty dream; one thing alone still living: yearning, yearning, unquenchable, ever-regenerated longing—languishing, thirsting; the only redemption—death, extinction, eternal sleep!48

  


  


  And here is the musical equivalent of the condition Wagner describes—or rather, the “deed of music” to which not only Wagner’s description but the entire opera forms a “visible” outer garment (Ex. 10–16). The first three measures of the Tristan Prelude constitute perhaps the most famous, surely the most commented-on, single phrase of music ever written.


  Long singled out for extensive glossing in its own right is the dissonant first harmony, so distinctive and seemingly unprecedented that it has been christened the “Tristan-chord.” Its quality as sheer aural sensation is much enhanced by the mixture of orchestral colors in which it is clothed; and this in turn is the result of its being the point of confluence between two leitmotives that later function independently: the rising sixth with conjunct chromatic “recovery” in the cellos, and the rising chromatic tetrachord in the oboe, accompanied by (predominantly) other double reeds.


  EX. 10–16 Richard Wagner, Prelude to Tristan und Isolde, mm. 1–11
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  A closer look, however, shows the Tristan-chord (as sheer sound, anyway) to be nothing new. In fact it is a harmony that has already figured prominently in this very chapter, albeit spelled F–[image: image]–[image: image]–[image: image] and functioning as the supertonic of [image: image]. In that guise it was the Norns’ horror chord. In its new tonal context, that of A minor, it is famed as the chord of love’s unquenchable desire. In musical semiosis (or “signing”), as in real estate, location is everything.


  But what is its function in A minor, and how do we even know that A minor is the key in which it is functioning? True, the first note is A, but there are no A minor triads in the vicinity. Indeed, there is no simple triad of any kind until m. 17, and the triad that finally appears there is F major. The blank key signature, given the chromatic (or in any case “chromaticized”) context, could merely be the absence of a key signature. If a key must be named, why not C major?


  And yet if our experience with Wagner’s sea of harmony has taught us anything, it has taught us to expect keys not to assert themselves explicitly but to loom. And what makes a key loom is not the tonic, which cannot identify itself as such without a cadence, but the dominant, which carries the implicit promise of that cadence within it. The end of the first phrase of the Tristan prelude is not only in terms of its intervallic structure (its “sound quality”), but also in terms of its preparation, the unambiguous dominant of A minor. The chord that fills the ensuing silence in the listeners’ inner ear, assuming that they have any experience at all with tonal harmony, is the unstated—indeed, never to be stated, and ultimately needless to be stated—tonic of that key.


  So the Tristan-chord, which so clearly (though only in retrospect) performs the function of a “predominant” in A minor, must be interpreted as having F as its root—but an F that seeks resolution not along the circle of fifths (as it would—and has!—in [image: image]) but by semitonal descent to the dominant, since its degree function is VI. The spelling of the chord, in which F and D[image: image] coexist, is thus revealed to be quite traditional, since it is on the minor sixth degree that augmented-sixth chords have been occurring ever since there has been such a thing. What makes the Tristan-chord unusual, then, and deserving of a name after all, is the fact that its “half-diminished” quality is the result of its containing a long, accented appoggiatura (G[image: image]), which on its resolution to A clarifies the nature and function of the chord as a French sixth in A minor, resolving normally to the dominant.


  This, too, is something that Wagner fastidiously prepares us to observe, if only in retrospect. The F on the first downbeat is a retrospectively recognizable appoggiatura to E, and the nature of the A[image: image] in m. 3 as a chromatic passing tone is self-evident. (Nobody, it seems, has ever heard the downbeat sonority of m. 3, which could be read as another French sixth, as another sort of Tristan-chord.) Thus all three downbeats are dominated melodically by accented nonharmonic tones. Their restlessness contributes tellingly to the affect of unfulfilled desire that Wagner described in his program note, but that we surely need no program note to detect. That restlessness, it should be emphasized, occurs within a fully operational (and fully “normal”) tonal context, one that Wagner shared, say, with Mozart (compare Ex. 10–17, offered with apologies). Only against a background of normality, after all, with its implied promise of repose, could such a restlessness be evoked.


  EX. 10–17 Tristan-chord conflated with the theme of Mozart’s Fantasia in D minor, K. 397
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  The affect is palpable—and immanent, rather than merely symbolized—in the unresolved dominant seventh in m. 3. And it is made even more oppressively palpable in the sequential repetitions of the opening phrase (as given in Ex. 10–16). Each phrase of the continuation begins with cello notes drawn from the dominant harmony previously left hanging, and proceeds through a Tristan-chord to a new dominant to be similarly left ringing, unconsummated, in the air. The affect of the third phrase is intensified and prolonged, in fact, in a manner that may be fairly described as sadistic: its harmonized portion is repeated after a fermata that extends the agony of incompletion, and after another similarly agonizing fermata the last two melody notes are repeated—and repeated again at the octave to rub it in—then reharmonized with the hanging dominant from m. 3, only to resolve, appallingly, in a deceptive cadence supporting yet another accented appoggiatura.


  Any listener who by now is not feeling “yearning, yearning, unquenchable, ever-regenerated longing—languishing, thirsting,” et cetera, has simply never learned to respond to the syntax of tonal music. For such a listener a program note will be of no assistance. For those capable of responding, explanation is superfluous.


  So it is quite misleading to say that it is merely the first phrase of Tristan und Isolde that has excited so much comment, even if it is usually quoted (as in Ex. 10–16) and analyzed all by itself. To understand its fascination one must observe it in context, a context of unresolved dominant tension that lasts throughout the Prelude, sustained by Wagner’s unprecedented skill in the arts of transition and feint, and that is revived and intensified at various points in the opera until it is at last cataclysmically discharged at the very end of the final act. These are the aspects of Tristan und Isolde that have made it a technical tour de force, an esthetic watershed, and even a moral touchstone, and that urgently demand our attention.


  HOW FAR CAN YOU STRETCH A DOMINANT?


  But before making closer inspection of Wagner’s mechanisms of arousal, a general comment will be in order. As the most influential composer of the later nineteenth century, Wagner had an effect on his progeny similar to Beethoven’s. Just as a multitude of nineteenth-century composers in the “post-Beethoven period” claimed Beethoven as a father however antagonistic their positions, so did a multitude of turn-of-the-century and early twentiethcentury composers in the period post-Wagner claim descent from him. And just as Beethoven’s contesting heirs made of him what they would, so did Wagner’s. On the basis of the chromaticized harmony and the fluid modulatory schemes that we have observed in Götterdämmerung and will observe in Tristan, Wagner has been cast by many of his followers as the subverter or saboteur of tonal harmony.


  He was anything but that. On the contrary, Wagner brought many aspects of traditional tonal practice to their technical and expressive zenith, always by working within the system. To put this proviso in more rigorous technical terms, Wagner’s most important innovations had the effect, as we have already observed, of prolonging and intensifying the traditional dominant function. The true revolutionizers and subverters of tonal practice were those composers, beginning with Liszt in his New German phase, who sought to attenuate or even eliminate the dominant function from their music by replacing the structural functions of the circle of fifths, of which the dominant function is the most potent, with circles of major or minor thirds (see chapter 8).


  It would be very easy to imagine a Lisztian variant of the Tristan Prelude. Liszt was very interested in the half-diminished seventh chord as a sonority, and may well have played a part in sparking Wagner’s interest in the chord whose function he would so radically transform. We have seen how conspicuous the F–[image: image]–[image: image]–[image: image] harmony and its transpositions were in Liszt’s symphonic poems and program symphonies, as a glance back at Ex. 8–8b will recall. The introduction to Liszt’s song Die Lorelei (“The mermaid”), after Heine (Ex. 10–18a), has often been cited as a Wagnerian prototype, though the resemblance is more melodic than harmonic (the chord usually cited as the Tristan precedent is in fact not of half-diminished quality). There is an even closer precedent in Weber (Ex. 10–18b), where the harmony before the resolution of the appoggiatura has the same half-diminished quality as the Tristan-chord, even if resolution is made downward to a diminished seventh rather than upward to a French sixth.


  But such examples are trivial; they can easily be multiplied, even in eighteenth-century music. The Wagnerian innovation, as we have seen, was not the Tristan-chord itself, but rather the deliberate failure to resolve the dominant seventh that follows it. But it is a false failure that achieves its awesome expressive power because the traditional resolution is insistently honored in the breach (that is, in our mind’s ear).


  EX. 10–18A Franz Liszt, Die Lorelei, mm. 1–7
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  EX. 10–18B Tristan-chord in Carl Maria von Weber, Euryanthe Overture
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  Ex. 10–18a already shows the fundamental difference between the Lisztian approach and the Wagnerian. Liszt’s two phrases are in literal sequence, at a transposition of a minor third (expressed in the notation as a diminished seventh). The two finishing chords, therefore, are the same, since the diminished seventh chord, consisting of a stack of minor thirds, replicates itself when transposed by the interval of which it is exclusively composed. The passage neither accomplishes nor forecasts any harmonic motion and embodies little desire. The first sequential repetition in the Tristan Prelude is also at the minor third, making its “Lisztian” continuation easy to extrapolate (Ex. 10–19).


  EX. 10–19 “Lisztian” variant of Richard Wagner’s Prelude to Tristan und Isolde (opening)
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  This variant is much more “radical” than Wagner’s, and much less effective. In fact it is trivial in its fatal predictability and harmonic stasis. By the third phrase all sense of desire for the dominant seventh resolution has been liquidated by the sequence, just as it is liquidated in the famous passage from the Prologue to Musorgsky’s opera Boris Godunov (1872) in which the tintinnabulation of coronation bells is simulated (Ex. 10–20) by two oscillating dominant sevenths with roots a tritone apart (and that consequently share a complementary tritone in common).


  EX. 10–20 Modest Musorgsky, coronation bells in Boris Godunov (Prologue, scene 2)
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  So despite the reputation of Tristan und Isolde as having instigated a “crisis of tonality” with its notorious freedom of chromatic modulation, Wagner (unlike Liszt and Musorgsky) exercised his freedom entirely within the established practice of functional harmony. Far from threatening it, he managed to wring from the common practice an unprecedented realization of its interdependent structural and expressive potentials, harnessing them together with unprecedented synergy. The paucity of cadences and the frequent changes of harmonic direction in no sense negate or dissolve the efficacy of the traditional harmonic functions (least of all the attraction of the dominant for the tonic). On the contrary, these functions operate in Tristan und Isolde with unexampled intensity. That overwhelming intensification of attraction and desire, as we have seen, is the whole poetic point.


  The assumption that Tristan somehow started the process whereby functional harmony was fatally and inexorably weakened is an excellent example of historicist mythmaking. It embeds the opera in a progress narrative that justifies the radical departures of a later generation of German composers who did in fact attempt to attenuate, and finally eliminate, the role of functional harmony as a governor of musical structure. Their story, sometimes narrated as if it were about the collapse of tonality rather than about the changing techniques of a small group of composers, is a twentiethcentury extrapolation. It is in no way implicit in this chapter’s tale. It was worth foreshadowing here not only because the myth of Wagner, or of Tristan, as the instigator of the collapse has become so entrenched, but also because its entrenchment illustrates so well the historicist tendency to write history backward with an eye toward giving the present a justification, a desired past. Looking at the opera and listening to it, as far as possible, with contemporary eyes and ears (that is, the eyes and ears of its contemporaries), we will observe Wagner’s reliance on the common practice at all levels from the most local to the most global, and will be all the better able to appreciate his expert manipulations of it. Putting the matter in terms of Wagner’s manipulations of his materials—in terms, that is, of compositional technique—is to describe his achievement in “poietic” or “maker’s” terms. But Wagner’s manipulations of his materials translate directly into esthesic or experiential terms as well, as forcible manipulations of the listener’s expectations and responses. Some find the manipulation of their consciousness and their appetites thrilling, others disconcerting, even frightening. It is another of the many factors that have made Wagner an incorrigibly controversial figure.


  So we should not be surprised to find that Wagner’s superb expressive efficacy depends on a relatively conservative approach to tonality. Comparison of Ex. 10–16, which contains the first eleven measures of the Tristan Prelude, and Ex. 10–19, its hypothetical Lisztian counterpart, tellingly illustrates that conservatism. The first difference between them comes at the beginning of the second phrase, which Wagner adjusts so that its first two notes are drawn directly from the preceding dominant harmony: the dominant function remains special for Wagner in a way that it does not for “Liszt,” the author of our hypothetical example—or for the actual Liszt, to judge by the “Faust” or “Mountain” Symphonies sampled in chapter 8.


  The differences between the respective third phrases are even more telling. Again Wagner adjusts the first note to retain a pitch from the preceding dominant-seventh chord. But then he interpolates an extra semitone both into the descending chromatic line in mm. 8 – 9 and into the ascending one in mm. 10–11, meanwhile inverting the Tristan-chord in m. 10 so that the tritone is on top and the perfect fourth below. The net result of these adjustments is the gaining of a semitone in the second transposition of the phrase. Instead of a simple Lisztian circle of minor thirds, Wagner has transposed the opening phrase first by a minor third and then by a major third. In this way the ending chords apply dominant functions in turn to the root, the third, and the fifth of the governing A-minor tonic triad. Thus the tonic also remains privileged in Wagner in a way that it no longer is in Liszt, whether the hypothetical “Liszt” of Ex. 10–19, or the actual historical Liszt of chapter 8.


  As a result of these manipulations, the ending harmony in Ex. 10–16 is the tonally efficacious V of V rather than the tonally meaningless dominant of [image: image] in Ex. 10–19 (or its further sequential extension, the dominant of [image: image]). A glance at the full text of the Prelude will reveal that Wagner’s V of V is applied quite conventionally to V, which is then applied quite conventionally to I—except that the last connection is frustrated by the grating deceptive cadence on F. The frustration of the cadence becomes the listener’s frustration in Wagner the way it no longer does, or even can, within Liszt’s more “progressive” and experimental harmonic ambience.


  Thereafter, the Prelude is a voyage on the sea of harmony that may be thought of as analogizing the voyage of the ship transporting Tristan and Isolde from Ireland to Cornwall, aboard which the performance of act I takes place. Schopenhauer, who glorified music as a direct sensuous copy of the Will, the primal or essential impulse to be and to become, had used navigational metaphors to describe both music and the Will itself. In its surges and swells, its climaxes on restless harmonies rather than on their resolutions, and its seemingly perpetual state of modulation, the Prelude to Tristan und Isolde, which Wagner began sketching in 1856 after immersing himself in Schopenhauer’s work, was an attempt conjointly to embody the motion of the sea, the very shape of desire, and (in its abstract, textless, “absolute” character) the pure reality of the Will, as only music could reflect them.


  And then, when the curtain goes up on the first act to depict an actual ship at sea on which the flare-up of unquenchable passion will be enacted by a pair of actual lovers whose actions are explained by actually enunciated words, we have the most literal possible demonstration of Wagner’s concept of musical drama as “deeds of music made visible.” The entire drama, or at least its essential premise, is powerfully if abstractly enacted in the realm of the “real” before its visual and cognitive embodiment in the realm of “appearances” even begins.


  The Prelude’s tonal trajectory is in essence that of a single harmonic gesture, announced at the outset, and sustained through a wealth of surface variety to an appearance of climax, followed by a still unconsummated subsidence. Whatever else it may have been, it was a display of composerly virtuosity that no contemporary could deny (or equal), however grudging their acknowledgment. Wagner was surely the greatest master of dominant prolongation since Beethoven. That, far more than the devices of motivic development and thematic transformation that were already the common currency of the New German School, was the essence of Wagner’s kinship with his great predecessor.


  Far less often remarked is the fluidity of Wagnerian phrase structure, an aspect of rhythm that is every bit as original as the novel harmonic shadings, and every bit as important in achieving the seamless, uncanny transitions to which Wagner gave the name “infinite melody.” Upbeats and downbeats can be as ambiguous as harmonic pivots. The main theme of the Prelude, which seems to grow out of the great harmonic balk where the cadence to A major is thwarted by F (and which will come back—once only—in act I, when the lovers have drained their potion and are reduced to the spellbound repetition of each other’s name), is the prime case in point. It arises, and mainly recurs, on the upbeat (Ex. 10–21a), but is imperceptibly shifted to the downbeat in the turbulent middle of the piece—imperceptibly, that is, until its next entry cuts off its predecessor after seven beats (= [image: image] measures; see Ex. 10–21b). Effects like this are as disorienting to the listener, as consciousness-altering, as modulations. In the strictest (Kantian) sense they produce an intimation of the sublime—something uncountable and ungraspable, in the presence of which the Self is dwarfed.


  EX. 10–21A Richard Wagner, Prelude to Tristan und Isolde, mm. 16–23
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  EX. 10–21B Richard Wagner, Prelude to Tristan und Isolde, 55–63
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  WHEN RESOLUTION COMES …


  The Prelude is thus the opera’s essential deed of music, made immediately visible with the raising of the curtain. The resolution of the drama, as Wagner put it in his program note, cannot take place in the visible realm, but only in blissful extinction, which is transcendence of the Will:


  
    the rapture of dying, of being no more, of ultimate release into that wondrous realm from which we stray the furthest when we strive to penetrate it by the most impetuous force. Shall we call it death? Or is it not night’s wonder-world, out of which, as the saga tells us, an ivy and a vine sprang up in locked embrace over Tristan’s and Isolde’s grave?49

  


  


  The second act of the opera represents “night’s wonder-world” on the level of sensuous appearance—the “phenomenal” level, to speak the language of philosophy. The third and final act portrays the attainment of the rapturous fulfillment in extinction: night’s wonder-world on the level of the Will, of the truly real, or (as the German philosopher would put it) the “noumenal” plane. The musical relationship between the two acts—in particular, between their climaxes—will once again harness what the music theorist Heinrich Schenker would later call “der Tonwille” (the “tones’ will”),50 the essential structural functions of harmony and rhythm that undergird the visible action. In the Prelude, we have observed these forces in action on the local level, organizing a musical statement of some hundred measures. Now we shall see them functioning on the most global plane, organizing a pair of acts that between them last three hours.


  Obviously we cannot encompass the entire two-act, three-hour span in a discussion like this. We shall have to settle on a metonymy: a part (or pair of parts) to represent the whole(s). But in doing so we will actually be following Wagner’s own plan with optimal economy and focus.


  The main event in act II is an extended nocturnal tryst, arranged with the reluctant compliance of Isolde’s maidservant Brangäne, who stands watch over the lovers. The situation is that of the Tagelied, a genre of medieval German song on which Wagner knowingly drew in order to invest his concept with the historical and national authenticity his theory of art demanded. The long central action of Wagner’s act II is in effect an enacted or acted-out Tagelied. It is cast in three big sections. It is in the second of these that the music settles down for the first time in the act into a relatively stable key area ([image: image] major); the lovers lose themselves in the higher reality of night’s wonder-world; and the hugely protracted formal patterns of the medieval courtly song with refrains come to the fore.


  The refrains are Brangäne’s, and they consist of the warning— “Habet acht!” (“Beware!”)—to which, locked in their love trance, the lovers pay no heed. Her alarms, though shouted urgently at close range, might as well be coming from another planet so far as Tristan and Isolde are concerned, and Wagner represents the situation with great subtlety. The onset of the trance coincides with a rare authentic cadence, to [image: image], which establishes, as it were, the home-key of erotic bliss. Beginning with the words “O sink’ hernieder, Nacht der Liebe” (“O descend upon us, night of love”), the music the lovers sing is a paraphrase of a song (Traüme, “Dreams”), one of five composed by Wagner in 1857 to words by Mathilde Wesendonck, a German poet whose wealthy husband, Otto Wesendonck, was the composer’s chief benefactor during his exile in Switzerland. Their passionate though perhaps unconsummated affair (detected by Wagner’s wife Minna, leading to divorce and a chaotic period of destitution and wandering) is assumed to have been, along with the discovery of Schopenhauer, one of the main stimuli toward the composition of this most spiritually erotic (or erotically spiritual) of operas.
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  FIG. 10–13 Mathilde Wesendonck (1828–1902), detail of a painting.


  


  The whole section thus initiated, and ending with Brangäne’s first intervention, is virtually quiescent in harmony. The tonic pedal initiated at the start holds uninterrupted for twenty-two measures, and is interrupted thereafter only for the briefest digressions, all of which, by circling right back to the pedal tone, may be regarded as embellishments or prolongations of the unchanging, transfixing harmony of night. In one case, excursions to the [image: image]VI in both the tonic and dominant regions, of a kind familiar since Schubert, are made; in another, the enharmonic transformation of the tonic pedal into a leading tone introduces a series of modulations by ascending chromatic degrees (to A, [image: image], [image: image], etc.) that goes exactly as far as the first primary function of the original key ([image: image], the subdominant) before being redirected homeward; in a third, it is the Tristan-chord itself that briefly intrudes to press the harmony voluptuously toward the Neapolitan by way of its dominant.


  Only Brangäne breaks the spell—or tries to. That her warnings fall on deaf ears is signaled by the fact that the lightly pulsing syncopations and the shimmering orchestration that together conjure up the lovers’ state of ecstasy are unaffected by her entrance. (Wagner’s care in marking the score “Sehr ruhig/molto tranquillo” at the very point where Brangäne begins to shout is in itself a pointed commentary on the action.) That her voice impinges from “out there,” casting the action on a double plane of lower reality (hers—and possibly ours) and higher (theirs—also potentially ours!) is signaled by the harmonic modulation that her entrance initiates. By the time she actually enunciates her warning, the music is securely anchored in F[image: image] (minor, according to the key signature, but major according to the actual harmonies) on its way to a B major that is no sooner sounded than liquidated as the music gradually wends its way back to the lovers’ key. The final section or coda of the love-duet-plus-Brangäne, a compressed and frenetic replay of the previous section as the lovers near their climax, begins with a new lyrical theme (Ex. 10–22). That the theme is a transformation of the opening measures of the Prelude (Ex. 10–16) is clear from its contour—an upward skip followed by a descent by chromatic degrees—and from its harmonic plan, consisting of sequential repetitions at the minor third corresponding to the first sequential repetition in the Prelude, only this time going a full Lisztian round (rising fourths respectively pitched [image: image] → [image: image],[image: image] → [image: image], A → D, and C → F).


  Except for an abrupt but sumptuous detour to G major caused by Brangäne’s second warning, this final section pursues a furious trajectory in which everything seems at once to rise and to accelerate toward liftoff over a dominant pedal that is prolonged even more spectacularly than the one in the Prelude. The dominant in question is F[image: image] (=[image: image]), the dominant of B (=[image: image]). Its implied resolution corresponds to the second of the melodic fourths enumerated in the paragraph above, which itself corresponded with the first upward sequential swing in the Prelude. The whole body of the love scene, beginning in [image: image] and now approaching a cadence on B, is thus a vast composing-out of this minor-third motion—the essential harmonic impulse, the “molecular” embodiment, as Schopenhauer would have grasped with joy, of the Will.


  EX. 10–22 Richard Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, Act II, Love Duet (“Tagelied”), mm. 261–284
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  The F[image: image] pedal is sounded where the music is first notated with the key signature of B major. That key will always be announced by its dominant, never the tonic, for it is always represented, like the procreative impulse itself, in a state of perpetual becoming. As in the Prelude, there are various departures, but only to return. The first initiates a chromatic bass descent that gets as far as C[image: image], the dominant of the F[image: image] pedal, which is prolonged through a series of Neapolitan relationships and finally redirected to F[image: image] to coincide with the return of the B-major key signature. That is the first span of the pedal’s prolongation.


  The next span encloses a rhythmic compression of the previous acclamation to the night in a key area much closer to home. The combination of shorter note values, suggesting greater speed, and a more insistently goal-directed harmony produces the tremulously impending mood of a retransition. The sounding of the inexorably cadential tonic [image: image] initiates a hundred bars containing virtually nothing but sequences of ever-diminishing (that is, “accelerating”) note values and unit durations. At first the singers’ parts move in half notes and six-bar phrases. A dozen bars later they are trading two-measure units in four-measure phrases, the second unit in each phrase containing quarter notes. After ten more bars, eighth notes and even sixteenths are introduced (as embellishments) into the vocal parts. After another twenty they are trading phrases made up almost entirely of quarter notes.


  In a final approach to the looming, inevitable cadence, the singers’ by-now delirious sequences are accompanied by a steady chromatic descent in the bass that spans an entire octave, finally zeroing in on F[image: image] for what one feels sure is to be the long-awaited consummation. It almost happens. In m. 482 the subdominant is shunted in where the tonic was expected, and the tonic, when it finally comes a bar later, is in the irresolute first inversion—a classic Wagnerian feint. But now (Ex. 10–23) the process is repeated: the same melodic trade-offs in the vocal parts; the same chromatically descending bass. This time, however, another ingredient, even more insistently directed at the goal, is added in the form of a sequence in the orchestra of a single bar’s unit duration, consisting of nothing other than endless reiterations of the four-note chromatic ascent first heard in the second measure of the Prelude, rising from the Tristan-chord.


  Twenty-eight times in all this motive resounds. At irregularly contracting intervals it is extended by an extra note smuggled in via a triplet to jack the sequence up by a single chromatic degree in contrary motion against the chromatically descending bass. After another classic Wagnerian feint in the form of a shocking piano subito, the singers’ parts are drawn into the irresistible soaring sequence. The bass, meanwhile, finally hits bottom on F[image: image] and stays there, grinding out twelve bars of dominant pedal intensified by a molto crescendo, at last pounding out the complete dominant seventh of B major in root position. At this point the rising sequence finally delivers Isolde’s part to the leading tone. No composer had ever generated a comparable dominant-tension, for never before had a composer felt the need so to dramatize music’s most basic business.


  And then, disaster. Isolde’s high B in m. 515, the long-promised triumph of the tonic, is harmonized instead as the seventh in a sadistically grating dominant-ninth chord couched in the most cacophonous voicing imaginable, as King Marke, Isolde’s lawfully intended husband, comes rushing onstage with his hunting party—shouting retainers, honking horners, barking dogs, and all. Another deed of music, this time perhaps the cruelest deceptive cadence ever perpetrated, is made visible as the lovers’ rapture—not to mention the listeners’—is interrupted on the very point of consummation.


  EX. 10–23 Richard Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, Act II, climax of Love Duet (“Tagelied”), mm. 487–515
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  The remainder of the second act is the heart of what some have taken to be the tragedy, others the crisis of a religious drama. Tristan, after first securing Isolde’s promise to follow him into “the land where dark night reigns, from which my mother sent me forth,” allows himself to be fatally wounded in a duel of honor with one of King Marke’s retainers. In the third act, Tristan dies in Isolde’s arms and she, contemplating his corpse, undergoes what Wagner calls her Verkläarung (“Transfiguration,” here meaning a spiritual exaltation), as expressed in a final aria that has popularly become known as the Liebestod (“Death-by-Love”), the term Wagner actually meant to apply to the Prelude. At its climax she sinks dead into Brangäane’s arms, and the curtain falls.


  At a glance it is obvious that this climactic seventy-nine-measure solo aria is a truncated recapitulation, in diminished note values, of the 253-measure final section of the act II love duet. For sixty measures the correspondence between the two sections is virtually exact: splice mm. 261–282, 414–459, and 462–514 of the duet together and you get the Verkläarung through m. 60. But at mm. 61–62 the bloodcurdling deceptive cadence that cut off the duet before its consummation is replaced by a cataclysmic authentic cadence (Ex. 10–24), the most strongly voiced cadence in the entire opera, in which the B-major triad in root position, ardently anticipated but thwarted in act II, is finally allowed to sound forth in glory. At this radiant moment, one may say, Isolde’s soul passes irrevocably into “night’s wonder-world” where it can join Tristan’s, the lovers achieving in that transcendent space the union denied them on the terrestrial plane.


  EX. 10–24 Richard Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, Isolde’s Verkläarung
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  Wagner consolidates the sense of long-postponed consummation by attending in the last five measures of the opera to a bit of unfinished business left over from the first three measures of the Prelude. He allows the original Tristan-chord to sound one last time along with its attendant leitmotif, the four-note chromatic ascent. Only this time he replaces the dominant seventh on E with an E-minor triad that can function as the subdominant of B major; and he extends the leitmotif in a pair of oboes, moving through C[image: image] to D[image: image], the third of the tonic triad. That D[image: image]—the note that finally resolves the Tristan-chord, in the process becoming perhaps the most symbolically fraught single note in all of opera, if not all of music—is given an extraordinary spotlight when Wagner clears all of the surrounding harmony away (in some cases by notating actual rests, in others by the use of a staccato dot), allowing just the oboes to peep through for a brief instant, immediately before the final chord.


  THE PROBLEM REVISITED


  No matter what they thought of Wagner or how they valued his achievement, his contemporaries, and many listeners ever since, have been forced to acknowledge the unprecedented and perhaps never equaled rhetorical force of his music. Whether they loved the experience or hated it, all recognized that the experience of Wagner was emotionally draining and even physically exhausting in a way that no musical experience had ever been before. And all were aware that Wagner’s force of expression was a force arising precisely out of his novel and audacious manipulations of the same age-old functional relationships that had governed musical structure and undergirded its coherence since the seventeenth century—since precisely the time, that is, when music’s role as “the great persuader” was upheld by the Florentine neo-Platonist academicians who midwifed the birth of opera out of the spirit of the ancient drama.


  But as Plato himself was the first (at least in the European tradition) to recognize and warn, if music is the great persuader, then we have to ask what it is that music persuades us of, and we have to be wary of it. Clara Schumann, the aging widow of Robert Schumann, and (as the secret dedicatee of Schumann’s Phantasie) a woman who knew a thing or two about love music but had ample reason to hate Wagner for snubbing her husband, was only one of many who saw in Tristan und Isolde an affront to moral decorum and, ultimately, a threat to social stability. After attending a performance in 1875, ten years after the opera’s premiere, she wrote in her diary that


  
    it is the most repulsive thing I ever saw or heard in my life. To have to sit through a whole evening watching, listening to such love-lunacy till every feeling of decency was outraged, and to see not only the audience but the musicians delighted with it was—I may well say—the saddest experience of my whole artistic career … . It is not emotion that the opera portrays, it is a disease, and they tear their hearts out of their bodies, while the music expresses it all in the most nauseous manner.51

  


  


  Indeed, any one who, as Clara Schumann observed, takes delight in Isolde’s orgiastic death by love (and delight is a mild word indeed to describe the reaction many listeners experience) has been momentarily persuaded that the resolution of the dominant-seventh chord on F[image: image] to the tonic triad of B major is the most important thing in the world—from which it follows that the visible embodiment of that deed of music, Isolde’s mystic union with Tristan in death, was, as Shakespeare’s Hamlet might have remarked, “a consummation devoutly to be wish’d.”52 Whether looked upon in Schopenhauerian terms as a transcendence of the world of appearances, or in terms more in keeping with our terrestrial experience as a symbolized (or simulated) sexual orgasm, the opera’s all-conquering climax validates (and justifies?) a passion that defied every social norm and behavioral constraint of Tristan’s and Isolde’s world—and, by extension, if we revel in it, of our own.


  Going beyond the more obvious question whether music, by virtue of its wordlessness and its invisibility, was exempt from normal taboos on the explicit representation of sexual behavior, we are prompted to ask another. If we can be so easily persuaded of the superior claim of passion over propriety in the imaginary world of the opera, are we not susceptible to similar persuasion in the actual world that we inhabit? Wagner’s contemporaries had to ask themselves that question when confronted not only by Tristan’s and Isolde’s licentious deeds but by Wagner’s own flouting of moral law: first in his dalliance with his benefactor’s wife in Zürich, in which the triangle of the composer and the two Wesendoncks vividly paralleled that of Tristan, Isolde, and King Marke; and second, even more notoriously, in his wooing of Liszt’s own daughter Cosima, who deserted her husband, the pianist and conductor Hans von Bülow (a devoted Wagnerian, even afterward), to become Wagner’s second wife in 1870.


  Wagner was perhaps the most powerful advocate for the implied proposition that a great artist’s private life, however scandalous, was to be condoned out of reverence for his artistic genius; that art, in Nietzsche’s famous phrase, was “beyond good and evil”;53 and that artists were not subject to the same moral strictures as “ordinary mortals.” Even more disquietingly, artworks like Tristan und Isolde, in their “liberatory” message, could seem to invite its audience to emulate the characters and their creator in their dangerously emancipated behavior. The questions that Wagner forced thus represented an encroachment of the Beethoven myth into dangerous territories that the original creators of the myth never foresaw.


  As Brian Magee has put it, Wagner’s art, unlike Beethoven’s, is not only “aspirational”: it does not seek only to express what is highest and best in us, but also what is forbidden. That is what gives his works their very special persuasive power, or in Magee’s words their “special emotional impact which everyone, including people who do not like them, acknowledges.”54 The philosopher continues, “They give us a hotline to what has been most powerfully repressed in ourselves, and bring us consciousness-changing messages from the unconscious.” This begins to suggest what many in the twentieth century have suggested: that the most appropriate context in which to appreciate Wagner’s achievement is not the one into which Jacques Barzun inserted him in the book cited near the beginning of this chapter. Rather than with Darwin or with Marx, Wagner should perhaps be ranged as an artist with Sigmund Freud, another explorer of the unconscious desires that drive our conscious lives in directions we might be loath to acknowledge.


  Nor are these the only parlous terrains toward which Wagner beckoned his listeners with his astounding persuasive skills. Here we circle back to the beginning of the chapter, where Wagner’s relationship to his nation was broached. His tendency toward xenophobia and tribalism, expressed in bigotry—against the cosmopolitan Jews, against the “Enlightened” French, and by extension against internationalism and rationality themselves—was both symptomatic of the late nineteenth century’s new exclusionary and aggressive brand of nationalism, and, to a much-debated extent, among its formative influences. His persuasive skills can look to those implicitly excluded like demagoguery. His appeal to the feeling’sunderstanding, implying a cerebral bypass, can look like the appeal of later German demagogues to “think with the blood”55 rather than with the reasoning brain.


  The ending of Wagner’s single mature comic opera, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (“The master-singers of Nuremberg,” composed 1861–67, performed 1868), is often cited as a case in point. The story, set in the sixteenth century, is an attractive one to say the least: proud young Walther von Stolzing, guided by the wise old master singer Hans Sachs (a real historical personage), harnesses his native genius to his national traditions and produces the greatest artsong of the day, winning not only the singer’s prize but also the hand of the maiden he loves. But Wagner could not resist the urge to give the final scene a didactically nationalistic turn, somewhat sinister even in its own contemporary context, when the German states under Prussia’s leadership were preparing both for national unification and for a vindictive war on France, and increasingly sinister over the course of the twentieth century, with its two world wars largely caused by German aggression.


  While the orchestra gives out the themes of the Master Singers, the Apprentices, and Walther’s own Preislied (Prize Song), montaged in exquisitely wrought counterpoint, Sachs exhorts the assembled performers to
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  FIG. 10–14 Die Meistersinger, Act II in the first production (Munich, 1868).
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  Not only does the opera end on this note, but the music that accompanies the crowd’s repetition of the last exhortation resounds with the leitmotif of ridicule for the old pedant Beckmesser, the comic baritone, whom many (and not only Jews) have recognized as a caricature of the impotent Jewish artist Wagner had already derided in his notorious essay of 1850. Beckmesser alone is unhappy at the end of the opera; indeed he has been banished from the happy people’s midst. But the music is heavenly, all the better to persuade, and in its very heavenliness has confronted music lovers with a moral dilemma.


  The first to face it were the “welschen” themselves. The word, translated (quite properly) as “foreign” in the extract just given from the libretto, has “Romance”—that is, Latinate—as its primary meaning. Often it simply means “French,” and that usage gave Sachs’s speech an inescapable subtext for the opera’s original audiences, who in their everyday speech used the word “Welschtum” to mock “fancy Frenchy manners” or any pretension or foppishness. The French knew the word, too, and what the Germans meant by it. And no one greeted the humiliating outcome of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 more gleefully than Wagner, who even wrote a malicious one-act farce called Capitulation to rub French noses in defeat.


  The irony and the difficulty was that French musicians—fascinated by effects of harmony ever since the days of Rameau and very much aware of the power of symbolism in the work of their poet countrymen such as Charles Baudelaire (a hardened Wagnerolater)—were perhaps the most receptive of all to Wagner’s musical innovations, and most susceptible to his spell. Their attempt to solve the dilemma by severing all consideration of Wagner’s nationalism from appreciation of his music, and to declare “extramusical” considerations off-limits to any discussion of musical values, has set the tone for more than a century of still-raging controversy. Camille Saint-Saëns (1835–1921), already a famous composer by the time of the second Ring cycle at Bayreuth in 1876, covered it for a French newspaper. His aggressive intervention on Wagner’s behalf was received by many as a breach of national honor. His arguments, however, were influential and are still relevant to the issue as it is debated today. “From the outset,” he declared,


  
    let us avoid any confusion between nationalism and art. Richard Wagner hates France—but does that matter in considering the quality of his works? Those writers who have been insulting him in the crudest fashion for fifteen years now think him ungrateful—in this they may well be right, because nothing gave him greater publicity than their ceaseless attacks … . Let us, however, forget the author of this work and deal solely with the Nibelungenring. That poem was written out and published in 1863 and has nothing to do with the difficulties between France and Germany since that date … .

  


  
    I myself have studied the works of Richard Wagner for a long time. I have given myself completely to this study and all the performances I have attended have left me with a profound impression that all the theories in the world will never succeed in making me forget. Because of this I have been accused of being a Wagnerian. Indeed, for a while, I believed myself to be one. What a mistake and how far from the truth! I had only to meet some true Wagnerians to realize that I was not one of them and never could be! Because for the Wagnerian, music did not exist before Wagner, or rather it was still in embryo—Wagner raised it to the level of Art … .

  


  
    But what is there to be said about those who feel their sense of patriotism outraged at the very thought of Wagner having his operatic tetralogy performed in a small Bavarian town? Truly it is possible to impute much to this patriotism and it might be more sensible not to so misuse one of the finest of mankind’s sentiments but to preserve it carefully as a weapon to be drawn only on special occasions. Others, true and proven Frenchmen, would gladly immolate themselves on their idol’s altar if it took his fancy to ask for human sacrifices. I regret I am not able to share any of these feelings, I merely respect them.56

  


  It seems clear that the anxieties surrounding Wagner have played a key role in inspiring the “estheticism” that came to dominance around the turn of the twentieth century and continues to infect discussions of art even now. Estheticism is the doctrine that the arts are concerned only with beauty and that beauty is an autonomous entity existing in a world apart from the “worldly” and the “historical,” and (to re-borrow that useful phrase from Nietzsche) beyond good and evil. In uneasy alliance with the historicism encountered in the previous chapter—the belief that all history, including the history of art, is self-motivated and deterministic—estheticism has undergirded and safeguarded the autonomy of twentiethcentury art and artists to the point where many have seen estheticism as a prerequisite for creative freedom, indeed for the continued possibility of artistic creativity itself.


  And that is how an art conceived in politics and dedicated to social utopia has been resolutely depoliticized and desocialized even as (in the opinion of many) it has continued to have a momentous political and social influence in the sometimes horrible history of the twentieth century. Like historicism, estheticism has created a crux—a tangle, a knot, a quandary—in the history of modern art that will color every succeeding page of this book. Wagner—anything but an estheticist himself but unavoidably and tendentiously misunderstood—was its chief begetter.


  


  CHAPTER 11
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  Artist, Politician, Farmer (Class of 1813, II)


  VERDI


  


  
    The invisible orchestra! The idea is not mine, but Wagner’s; and it is excellent. It is impossible today to tolerate horrible tailcoats and white ties against Egyptian, Assyrian, and Druid costumes; to set the orchestra, part of an imaginary world, so to speak, in the middle of the floor, right in the crowd as it claps or hisses. Add to all this the objectionableness of having harps, double basses, and the windmill arms of the conductor himself jutting into the air.1

  


  
    Endless chatter about … how I don’t know how to write for singers; how the few bearable things are all in the second and fourth acts (nothing in the third); and how on top of all that I am an imitator of Wagner!!! A fine outcome after thirty-five years to wind up as an imitator!!!2

  


  
    Our young Italian composers are not good patriots. If the Germans, proceeding from Bach, have come to Wagner, they do so as good Germans, and all is well. But when we, the descendants of Palestrina, imitate Wagner, we are committing a musical crime and are doing a useless, nay, harmful thing.3

  


  
    You do well to honor your Maestro. He is one of the greatest geniuses. He has made people happy and presented them with treasures of immeasurable and immortal worth. You will understand that I, as an Italian, do not yet understand everything. That is due to our ignorance of German legend, the strangeness of Wagner’s subject matter, its prevailing mysticism and the pagan world with its gods and Norns, its giants and dwarves. But I’m still young. I never cease exploring Wagner’s sublime world of ideas. I owe him an enormous amount—hours of most wonderful exaltation. The work that always arouses my greatest admiration is Tristan! Before that gigantic work I stand in wonder and terror. I consider the second act, in its wealth of musical invention, its tenderness and sensuality of musical expression and its inspired orchestration, to be one of the finest creations that has ever issued from a human mind.4

  


  SPOOKED


  These remarks about Wagner, by turns admiring and impatient, generous and resentful, were made at various points during the latter part of his career by Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901), Wagner’s exact if longer-lived contemporary and the preeminent late nineteenth-century representative of what was by then the oldest and most distinguished living tradition in European music, that of Italian opera.


  The first of them is from a letter from Verdi to his publisher Giulio Ricordi, dated 10 July 1871, several months before the first Italian production of a Wagner opera (Lohengrin in Bologna) and five years before the Wagnerian “invisible orchestra” was actually realized at Bayreuth. It serves as a reminder about yet another Wagnerian watershed that has profoundly affected the world of music in which we now live: not the invisible orchestra, which has remained a rarity, but the practice of lowering the houselights, not only at operatic performances, but at symphony concerts and solo recitals as well.
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  FIG. 11–1 Giuseppe Verdi, portrait by Giovanni Boldini.


  


  Most of us now take the darkness for granted, for we have never known another way. In the case of opera performances it was a matter of enhancing the “stage illusion” (the illusion that what we are witnessing is really happening) by as far as possible shutting out distracting competition from everyday reality. In the case of “absolute music” the darkness abetted romantic “interiority” (the music trance, as we have been calling it since chapter 2). But while it favored esthetic reverie (not to mention the traditional use of the theater for amorous pursuits) it made reading librettos impossible (as well as card games), and was strongly opposed by many, especially aristocrats who sensed that lowering the houselights would diminish their traditional proprietary rights over the theater and its mores. It also fostered somnolence and made countervailing efforts, which could be quite burdensome, a part of everybody’s musical experience.


  In demanding such efforts, musical occasions became even more like church attendance. Many felt themselves oppressed. An exasperated Chaikovsky wrote to his brother in St. Petersburg after the first Bayreuth Ring (which like Saint-Saëns he covered for a newspaper so as to receive free tickets), that “before, music strove to delight people; now they are tormented and exhausted.”5 In addition to the usual complaints about the sheer length of the spectacles, the endless dialogues and narratives (which could no longer be followed with the eye), and Wagner’s “conglomeration of the most complex and recherché harmonies,” Chaikovsky railed bitterly at “the pitch-darkness in the theater.” It was a symptom, in his eyes, of that dangerous shift in the balance of artistic power from the consumer to the producer that was being fostered by promoters of the New German School, to recall some pseudo-economic jargon from chapter 8.


  Verdi’s enthusiasm at the prospect of an invisible orchestra is interesting in view of the difference between his artistic world and Wagner’s. Compared with Wagner, Verdi was very much a “realist.” His subject matter was almost always of this world. He often used contemporary plays and even novels as source material. He was the first composer (in La traviata, 1853) to set an opera in the recognizable (near-)present. But he, too, favored a heightened stage illusion, which could serve to enhance any stage reality whatever its degree of proximity to the surrounding reality. And in seeking to abet the illusion he tacitly admitted that even a stage setting in the “here and now” required esthetic distancing from what was truly here and truly now if the stage action was to have any dramatic effect. (But terms are always slippery: Wagner, too, was often called a realist because of his hostility to conventional form and the so-called “musical prose” of his vocal parts, which, accompanied by a network of leitmotives, often had an irregular, seemingly ametrical phrase structure even at their most lyrical.)


  The second epigraph is from another letter to Ricordi written about a year later than the first, when Verdi’s grandest opera, Aida, was being rehearsed for its Italian premiere. The world premiere had been in Egypt, the opera having been commissioned to inaugurate a new theater built to mark Cairo’s bid for status as an international center following the opening of the Suez Canal. (In the event, the new opera being late, the theater opened with Rigoletto.) No other composer, not even Wagner, had an international reputation at that moment that would have recommended him for such a commission (although, needing to make contingency plans, the commissioners listed Wagner after Verdi, and Gounod after Wagner). And yet to the extent that the new opera seemed stylistically up-to-date or in any way different from what Verdi’s audience expected, the difference was automatically attributed to Wagner’s influence despite the fact that Verdi was a world-famous master and Wagner’s music was still practically unknown in Italy. (The Bologna Lohengrin had not yet been followed up by any other Italian theater.) This shows to what extent Wagner, with his voluminous theorizing and his genius for self-promotion, had managed to get himself accepted everywhere as the standard of musical “contemporaneity.” Verdi’s tone (exclamation points in threes!) betrays a private anxiety that practically everybody shared.
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  FIG. 11–2 Emma Eames (1865–1952) as Aida, ca. 1900.


  


  It made him fearful for the future of Italian opera, as he confessed to another correspondent a year later still, in 1873, after Aida had had a grandiose success that stilled murmurings about “Wagnerism.”6 He was strong enough and well enough established to withstand the pressure, he wrote, but imagine today, for example, a young man of the temper of Bellini: not very certain of himself, shaky because of his scanty training, guided by his instinct alone. And now imagine him attacked by the Wagnerites. He would finally lose confidence in himself, and he would be lost.


  These were the fears that nudged Verdi over into pronouncements like the third epigraph above, from a letter written in 1889 (six years after Wagner’s death) to a British impresario. Verdi’s sentiments here offer Wagner’s aggressive nationalism a riposte in kind, testifying to a generally heightened nationalistic tension all over Europe—even in Italy, which had gone through a national unification comparable to Germany’s, and did so fully a decade earlier. But after the Franco-Prussian War, Germany was regarded everywhere as a ferocious nation, and Wagner as its bellwether. Not only did representatives of threatened traditions regard him thus; so did the Germans themselves, avidly. “Wagner’s music was not only the best and most significant of its age,” Arnold Schoenberg could still gloat half a century later, “but it was also the music of 1870 Germany, who conquered the world of her friends and enemies through all her achievements, not without arousing their envy and resistance.”7 Verdi in 1889 certainly gave evidence in support of Schoenberg’s claim.


  But by 1899, when, an eighty-six-year-old Titan, he was fawningly interviewed by a reporter for a German newspaper, Verdi relaxed his guard and issued the very diplomatic and (with regard to Tristan) even admiring assessment of Wagner that is cited as the fourth epigraph above. And yet there is sufficient evidence of leg-pulling (“I do not yet understand everything … but I’m still young”) to justify a suspicion of irony, especially where Verdi writes (compare Chaikovsky!) about “making people happy,” or about Wagner’s “sublime world of ideas.” Still, there comes a time when a survivor can afford generosity.


  The question remains, why did Verdi feel the need so insistently to position himself and reposition himself vis-à-vis “Vanyer” (as he always pronounced the name)? He was a more famous composer than Wagner for most of his career. His works had formed the bedrock of the standard operatic repertory since the 1850s, and they continue to form it today. And his lineage, however you measure it, was far more ancient and distinguished. The tradition of German opera, where Wagner reigned supreme, was separated from the lifetime of Bach (the figurehead from which Verdi traced the German line in the third epigraph) by some decades at least. Its origins in the singspiel were lowly. The tradition of German symphonic music, where Wagner asserted a far more controversial claim to preeminence, was even younger. But the tradition that Verdi dominated went back almost a century before Bach’s time, practically to the time of Palestrina himself, Verdi’s equally artificial, equally mythologized Italian figurehead. In its Florentine humanistic origins Verdi’s was the most aristocratic of traditions, whether one measured aristocracy in terms of patronage or in terms of culture.


  By Verdi’s time, Italians had gloried in musical preeminence for centuries. And thanks to the exportability of their product, so extensively documented in this book, Italian musicians had long come to see themselves as world conquerors, arbiters of “universal” taste. Since the rise of German instrumental music, with its heavy baggage of (to Italians) questionable philosophy, Italian musicians were happy to divide the musical world into spheres of influence: the vocal, where their superiority was unassailable (and which they regarded as the higher sphere because it was the one that the human organism could produce “naturally,” without mediation), and the instrumental, which the Germans were welcome to if they wanted it. Any German (Mozart, say, or Handel) who wanted to excel in vocal music had to learn his trade from them, and practiced it on their terms, even when it came to language. Beethoven, with his one opera, and Weber, with his glorified singspiels, could be tolerated with condescension. They posed no threat.


  But now, through Wagner, the parvenu German tradition had put the Italian on the defensive, and had begun to assert universalist claims not only at home but abroad. The nature of the Wagnerian music drama implied a dual claim to dominance, incorporating both vocal and instrumental supremacy. And it was winning converts even in Italy, where in the 1860s an increasingly vocal group of self-styled musical intellectuals called scapigliati (“shaggy folk,” or “the long-hair set”) began agitating for a “Wagnerian reform” of the local product.


  Meanwhile, it is worth noting that Verdi’s ambivalent but nervously intense interest in Wagner went completely unreciprocated. Wagner seems never to have uttered a single public word about Verdi, whether in writing or to an interviewer. The Italian goes almost unmentioned in Wagner’s private correspondence. Even his wife Cosima’s minute and worshipful diary that recorded his every word and deed for the duration of their marriage, a document that when published occupied some twenty-four hundred pages, deigns to notice the composer who now figures in history as Wagner’s greatest rival only six times in passing. Wagner’s remarks are usually quite noncommittal. It is only Cosima who registers active condescension or distaste. One evening in 1871, for example, in connection with the Bologna Lohengrin, the conversation turned toward things Italian. When a guest seated himself at the piano and tactlessly treated the Wagners to “a dreadful musical tour, Bellini, Donizetti, Rossini, Verdi, one after the other,” Cosima reported, “feeling physically ill, I pick up and seek refuge in a volume of Goethe.”8


  The one-sidedness of the Wagner-Verdi relationship was not only a sign of the times, but also a portent; for Wagner was a “spook”—a crisis point, a phenomenon that nobody could ignore, and even more than that, a polarizing force, a phenomenon about which one had to take sides. Wagner’s ironically counter-Hegelian legacy was the intensification of antitheses and the prevention of synthesis. The convergence often predicted in the nineteenth century—most explicitly, ironically enough, by the Italian revolutionary patriot Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–72)in an early essay on music—whereby Italian and German music would meet in the middle and bring forth a universal style that would combine their virtues, never took place. In Wagner’s polarizing wake everything and everybody became “more so.” Difference, celebrated since Herder’s time, now became a fetish and a narcissistic obsession. Only because of Wagner (and the rampant “1870 Germany” he represented) did Italian and French musicians, whatever their level of patriotism, feel the need to become stylistic nationalists. Previously the style of Italian music had been the one European style virtually free of selfconsciousness—a luxury enjoyed only by the self-confidently topmost, and a testimony to that happy state of security. But as we have just seen, by the end of his career even Verdi had been spooked. Even he needed to situate himself stylistically vis-à-vis the wizard of Bayreuth, and so have practically all composers ever since. Wagner’s own style, as we have also seen, was probably the most selfconscious, self-willed, and deliberately assumed style in the history of European music. Unselfconscious style has not been an option for composers in the post-Wagnerian age, and that may be the post-Wagnerian age’s best definition.


  THE GALLEY YEARS


  What made Verdi possible, first of all, was of course his talent. Why insist on such a truism? Because it is especially important to set Verdi’s career in the context of his time and place. That will tell us what made Verdi not only possible but necessary.


  The time and place were in a very volatile counterpoint just then. Pursuing an operatic career in that place still meant coping with the hectic factory conditions described in chapter 1, conditions that made adherence to manifold conventions—the old Code Rossini—a necessity. Verdi spent the first seventeen years of his career—from 1836, when he began his first opera, Oberto, to 1853, when La traviata was performed—as a compositore scritturato, a contract (or staff) composer, in constant negotiation with theaters and casts, writing frantically on commission, with only limited control of subjects and libretti, and then revising furiously during rehearsals. Verdi looked back on this period as his “years in the galley,” comparing himself to the slaves who sweated over the oars in Roman ships of old.


  During this time, between the ages of twenty-three and forty, Verdi produced nineteen of his twenty-eight operas in collaboration with seven librettists and nine theaters. At the height of his early fame, 1844–47, he managed to turn out eight operas in less than four years. None of this batch had permanent success, but one (Macbeth, 1847, after Shakespeare) was later reworked at leisure and has earned a place in the standard repertory. Signs of international recognition begin in 1847, with commissions from London (I masnadieri, after Schiller’s play The Robbers) and Paris (Jérusalem, reworked from I Lombardi alla prima crociata, a historical drama set at the time of the Crusades). At the end of the galley period he produced a trio of masterpieces— Rigoletto (1851), Il trovatore (The Troubadour), and La traviata (The Fallen Woman, 1853)—that have remained the cornerstone of the Italian repertory in opera houses throughout the world. The triumph of this “popular trilogy,” as it used to be called, bought Verdi’s freedom from galley slavery.


  One of the reasons for the traditional stylistic “unselfconsciousness” of Italian opera was the galley system itself, the merciless conditions under which operas were produced. When writing under so many prescriptions and requirements one is not conscious of having a style, only a method. An opera, however, did have to have a style—a tinta (color/tone), as it was called—to make it effective and memorable. According to Abramo Basevi (1818–85), a famous music critic who in 1859 published the earliest full-length study of Verdi’s operas and may have coined the term, it was his infallible capacity for endowing his operas with an effective tinta that made Verdi supreme.


  It was something of an intangible, this tinta (or colorito, to use the word Verdi preferred). It might consist in one opera of recurrent tone colors or instrumental combinations, in another of recurrent harmonic effects. It could be the result of melodic turns, or of characteristic rhythms, or any combination of idiosyncrasies that provided a characteristic musical “substratum” below the level of theme or even leitmotif, and also below the level of whatever “local color” a libretto might require.


  Julian Budden, the author of the most detailed published survey of Verdi’s operas and a matchless connoisseur of their contents, speaks of “the upward thrust of so many melodies” in one opera, “the abundance of andantino in broken [image: image] [i.e., with rests on beats two and five]” in another, “the bow-shaped melodic designs” in a third and “the minor-third figurations”9 in a fourth as constituting their respective tinte. But Roger Parker, another Verdi expert, just as cogently cites the prevalence of syncopation as the decisive ingredient that tinctures Ernani (1844),10 the first of Budden’s four and Verdi’s first international success. (It was based on a notorious blood-and-thunder melodrama by Victor Hugo.)


  However difficult it may be to define, it is on the level of tinta that the influence of the times may be most strongly felt in Verdi’s early work, setting it apart from that of his predecessors and contemporaries and giving it what, in historical hindsight anyway, may be called an individual manner. The time during which Verdi became the most famous and frequently performed Italian opera composer in Europe was a famously turbulent period in Italian history known as the Risorgimento (resurgence)—the name given by Count Vittorio Alfieri (1749–1803), an early nationalist poet, to Italy’s struggle toward independence and national unity.


  As Alfieri’s noble rank implied, the Risorgimento was a revolutionary movement led “from above,” by the aristocracy and the educated bourgeoisie, the art-consuming classes. The objective was to rid Italy of foreign rulers—Austria in the north, Napoleonic France in other areas including the environs of Rome—and to unite the independent Italian states under a single authority. The factions furthest to the left backed republican rule, those furthest to the right papal rule; the ultimately successful liberal middle favored a constitutional monarchy under Victor Emmanuel, king of Sardinia, scion of the house of Savoy, whose capital was the industrial city of Turin in the Piedmont region of northwestern Italy.


  Independence and unification were won in stages, beginning with abortive uprisings organized in the 1820s in the wake of the Congress of Vienna; continuing through a series of more violent revolts (some briefly successful) in the revolutionary years 1848–49; a successful Sardinian campaign against Austria in 1859, after which Lombardy was joined to Victor Emmanuel’s kingdom; a series of plebiscites in 1860; Garibaldi’s conquest of Sicily later that year; and the proclamation of the kingdom in 1861 with its capital first at Turin, later at Florence. Venice and Rome were the last areas to be incorporated, the former as a diplomatic byproduct of the Austro-Prussianwar of 1866 (Victor Emmanuel having prudently allied himself with Prussia), and the latter as a similar byproduct of the Franco-Prussian war of 1870. The Italian state as it exists today with Rome as its capital—the first political entity incorporating the entire Italian peninsula since the fall of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century—was established in 1871.


  The 1840s, the decade of Verdi’s apprenticeship, was the period when the arts, led by the example of poets and novelists like Alessandro Manzoni (1785–1873) and Giacomo Leopardi (1798–1837), began to be significantly affected by Risorgimento ideals, and to affect the movement in turn. It was, in Mazzini’s words, a time of “social poetry.” The romanticism it embodied, unlike the northern romanticism with which we are already very familiar, was hostile to morbid individualism. For Mazzini, a suffering Byronic hero was a thing of “wretchedness and impotence.”11 The proper role of romantic literature, he averred, using the very word (risorgere) that gave the great movement its name, was not to glorify or wallow in private pain but “to soothe the suffering soul by teaching it to rise up toward God through Humanity.”


  Part of the project was, simply, to teach the suffering Italian soul that it was suffering. As David Kimbell emphasizes in his study of Verdi, Austrian rule was not particularly burdensome to the northern Italians, and Milan, both the seat of the Austrian administration and the site of La Scala, Italy’s most prestigious opera house, was a flourishing and contented city for most of Verdi’s galley period.12 It became the function of art to rouse not only the rabble but also the educated classes to action, to give the latter a political conscience despite their relative material well-being and the passivity to which contentment so easily gave rise. Morse Peckham, a prominent critic of romantic literature, has put the matter bluntly but memorably: “If the Austrian domination was to be overthrown, the level of aggression in enough Italians to make that possible had to be significantly raised.”13


  All national art became double-coded: an implicit model, even a manual of action that exemplified what could not be openly advocated by direct public exhortation. Peckham goes so far as to suggest that


  
    for the purposes of raising the level of aggression it made no moral difference if historical romances, paintings, and operas show Italians as brutal, bloody, and revengeful. They were Italians being highly aggressive. An Italian fictional or operatic villain was ambivalent and had a dual function—to raise awareness of oppression and to show an Italian as highly aggressive and capable of seizing and wielding power.

  


  


  Italian romanticism of the Risorgimento period thus provided the impetus for perhaps the first selfconscious political vanguard—an avantgarde in the literal, quasi-military sense—to be actively promoted, and even led, by artists. And this vividly suggests the source of the special Verdi tinta that vouchsafed his early eminence. It was the tinta of cruelty, of strife, of force—in Peckham’s word, of aggression—the tinta summed up by the epithet il Verdi brutto (“nasty Verdi”) with which his more fastidious detractors tormented him in his galley years.


  THE POPULAR STYLE


  The most striking effect in the early Verdi operas, and the one most obviously allied to the mood of Risorgimento, was the big choral number sung—crudely or sublimely, according to the ear of the beholder—in unison. As a symbol of solidarity and of concerted action it could be read as political allegory no matter what the actual dramatic context. The prototype was “Va, pensiero, sull’ali dorate” (“Go, my thought, on golden wings”), the chorus of Hebrew slaves in the third act of Nabucco (short for Nabucodonosor, “Nebuchadnezzar,” 1842), Verdi’s third opera and the one that first made him a national figure (Ex. 11–1). Its text, by Temistocle Solera (1815–78), a poet and occasional composer of herculean physique, already known for his booming verses, paraphrases the famous 137th Psalm (“By the waters of Babylon …”). It was an inspired interpolation, precisely for the sake of tinta, into what was otherwise a love triangle—a prince of Jerusalem vs. two rival princesses of Bablyon—set against a background of biblical warfare.
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  FIG. 11–3 Interior view of Teatro alla Scala, Milan, ca. 1830; painting by Ladislaus Rupp.


  


  Rossini, struck by the originality of its conception, called “Va, pensiero” “a grand aria sung by sopranos, contraltos, tenors and basses.”14 Indeed the melody was as ornate as a Bellinian cantabile, the noble opening section of a bel canto aria, but its format was the one identified in chapter 1 with the concluding section, the square-cut cabaletta: four phrases cast as A A B A, where A is “open” (ending on a half cadence) and A is “closed” (ending on a full cadence). Variants of this scheme can be found as early as the fixed forms of medieval danced poetry, and it is still commonly used in popular songs and show tunes (the “32-bar chorus”). It was a “demotic” (common) or “vernacular” (indigenous) type that served folk and street music as well as opera. Arias cast in such a popular form all the more easily traveled back to the street and into the oral tradition, helped on its way by the ubiquitous organ-grinders and street singers who populated the thoroughfares of nineteenth-century Italian cities and disseminated theatrical hits just as radio and jukeboxes would later do.


  EX. 11–1 Giuseppe Verdi, Nabucco, “Va, pensiero”
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  “Va, pensiero” was certainly translated “back” into folklore in this way. It was sung by the throngs surrounding Verdi’s horse-drawn hearse on the day of his burial, led by the augmented chorus of La Scala (the Milan opera house where Nabucco had its premiere almost sixty years before), under the baton of the young Arturo Toscanini (1867–1957), who though only a conductor rather than a composer inherited Verdi’s mantle as national emblem and musical ambassador to the world. By then the chorus had become an emblem not only of Verdi (as Italy’s “national” composer-laureate) but of the Italian patria itself.


  Much of this significance was read back on the chorus from the perspective of the united Italy of the 1860s, in which Verdi had been honored with a personal seat in the new national parliament. Two legends in particular had sprung up around it: first, that the original audience of 1842, in a patriotic delirium, had compelled an “encore” (or bis) despite La Scala’s normally rigid house rule against acknowledging requests for repetition; and second, that the cries of Viva Verdi! (“Long live Verdi”) that rent the air on that occasion were a code for Viva V. E. R. D. I.— “Long live Vittorio Emmanuele, Re d’Italia” (Victor Emmanuel, King of Italy).


  As to the first legend, Roger Parker has ascertained on the basis of contemporary documents that there was indeed an encore that night—but of another number, not “Va, pensiero”; and as to the second, the use of Verdi’s name as an acronym for the king of united Italy only started up on the very eve of unification, when demonstrations in support of Victor Emmanuel’s claim to the throne were no longer politically risky.15 In 1842, when the Austrians ruled Milan, and when an acclamation there to an Italian king would have invited reprisals, nobody made them (at least not via Verdi). The growth of the Verdi myth proceeded in stages corresponding to those of the Risorgimento itself.
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  FIG. 11–4VIVA V.E.R.D.I.! (engraving at Isituto di Studi Verdiani, Parma). During the war of 1859 between Sardinia and Austria over the northern Italian territories that included Milan and Venice, Verdi’s name became a rallying cry as an acronym for Vittorio Emmanuele, Re d’Italia, who was supported by Italian patriots like Count Camillo Cavour (and Verdi). The defeat of Austria paved the way for the first united (northern) Italian state, proclaimed in 1861, in which Verdi was an honorary senator. (It took another decade for the whole Italian peninsula to be united under Victor Emmanuel.)


  


  But while less dramatic, that correspondence in myth is still evidence of the connection between the composer and the cause, and still points to the Verdi tinta as a catalyst to political militancy and eventual action. In any case, the success of the patriotic unison chorus in Nabucco stimulated Verdi himself to further action. His next two operas (the first of them again to a libretto by Solera) also made a point of incorporating a similar choral set piece. Audiences were demanding them.


  Ex. 11–1, since it shows only the first stanza of “Va, pensiero,” stops short of the blazing middle section, in which the chorus suddenly opens out, rabble-rousingly, into chordal harmony, fortissimo. Also fairly subdued is Ex. 11–2a, which shows the first stanza of the chorus of pilgrims and crusaders, the analogous item in I Lombardi alla prima crociata (The Lombards on the First Crusade, 1843), in which the Lombards, medieval denizens of Milan and its environs, dying of thirst in the desert near Jerusalem, recall their beloved homeland (that is, the exact territory in which the opera, written for La Scala, was being performed at its premiere).


  Not so gentle is the unison chorus in Ernani (1844), which bursts like a bombshell and leads directly to decisive stage action. Its parent play, Victor Hugo’s Hernani (1830), a self-avowed manifesto of “liberalism,” was politically risky, depicting as it did an attempt on the life of a future Holy Roman Emperor by a character (the Spanish bandit Hernani) who, as the romantic lead, is portrayed very sympathetically. The chorus, “Si ridesti il Leon di Castiglia” (“Let the Lion of Castile awake!”), is the conspirators’ battle hymn, easily transferable to the patriots of Venice (also traditionally symbolized by a lion!), the site of the first performance, then struggling to free itself from the descendants of the same Holy Roman Emperor. This chorus was an especially clear instance of opera as a spur (or at least a testimonial) to aggression (Ex. 11–2b).


  Its form, slightly more complex than those already in evidence, illustrates the way the basic “popular” AA′BA′ model could be expanded for the sake of enhanced dramatic scale. The “B” phrase is augmented into a full-fledged middle section in the dominant with an AA′BA double prime format of its own (here necessarily labeled BB′CB double prime because of the prior use of A), balanced at the end by a full reprise of the initial AA′, plus a concluding tag. The “C” strain, veering into G major ([image: image]VI), provides a traditional harmonic far-out point that enhances scale in another dimension, so to speak. The result was at once popular and grand—grand in a sense that had formerly connoted regal pomp, not popular triumph. The combination, as much a political as a musical novelty, sounded a new note in European music, and a momentous one.


  EX. 11–2A Giuseppe Verdi, I Lombardi, “O signore, dal tetto natio”
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  EX. 11–2B Giuseppe Verdi, Ernani,“SiridestiilLeondiCastiglia”
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  TRAGICOMEDY


  The librettist of Ernani was Francesco Maria Piave (1810–76), with whom Verdi collaborated over the next eighteen years on more than a dozen projects, making Piave the composer’s most faithful and prolific accomplice. Their partnership was by no means an equal one. The composer dominated the librettist mercilessly, reversing the traditional theatrical hierarchy and in so doing epitomizing the vastly heightened status of music—or, to put it more precisely, of musical originality (“genius”)—in the later nineteenth-century scheme of things artistic, even in Italy.


  The mature Verdi always had precise notions of what the dramatic situation required in terms of music. He demanded from his librettists both precisely tailored versification and an extreme economy of words that an ornate stylist like Solera (or any early nineteenth-century librettist) would have been loath to provide. Piave, verbally adept yet without any independent literary reputation or ambition, could afford to be accommodating. As a result, Verdi’s mature operas were controlled—indeed, “micromanaged”—by the composer almost as completely as Wagner’s, in which the words and music both actually issued from a single mind. But there the resemblance ceased. Where Wagner wanted to take opera back to its cultic or epic roots by impersonating Aeschylus or some other real or fancied Greek tragedian, Verdi wanted to become a Shakespeare.


  What “being a Shakespeare” meant to a nineteenth-century dramatist was, in a word, dramatic “realism”: the fusing of all existing dramatic genres into a single supple, pliant idiom known as “tragicomedy”—the true reflector of human character and experience. Fusion (and the implied overthrow of formal constraints) had been Victor Hugo’s watchword, as expressed in the preface to Hernani, the very play on which Verdi modeled his fifth opera. Hugo, too, had invoked Shakespeare and the tragicomic, and so did Verdi’s great contemporary, the novelist and fellow risorgimentista Alessandro Manzoni, when he remarked that “it was not any mere violation of rules that led Shakespeare to this mixture of the grave and the burlesque, the touching and the low; he had simply observed this mixture in reality and wished to convey the strong impression it made on him.”16 The literary scholar George Steiner deftly summed up the difference between the epic and the tragicomic—the Wagnerian and the Verdian—by noting that


  
    even in the blackest hours of a Shakespearean tragedy or a Verdi opera the morning light of human laughter, the feline energies of human rebound are close at hand … . The masters of the absolute—Aeschylus, Sophocles, [the French tragedian] Racine, Wagner—concentrate the sum of the world to a single immensity of encounter. Shakespeare and Verdi, on the contrary, know that the instant in which Agamemnon is murdered [in Aeschylus’s tragedy] is also that in which a birthday party is being celebrated next door.17

  


  


  The tragicomic vision, then, is one that projects drama in terms of foils and contrasts, not even excluding the contrast of poetry and prose. The most famous Shakespearean contrast of this sort is the famously farcical prose scene of the drunken porter at the gate (act II, sc. 3) that follows immediately on the horrific murder scene in Macbeth; and the most sustained example of Shakespearean tragicomedy is the character of the Fool or jester who shadows King Lear, the most pitiable of all Shakespearean tragic victims, in the play that bears the latter’s name. Nothing was ever less a coincidence than the fact that Verdi’s tenth opera (and third with Piave) was a Macbeth (1847); or that the phantom haunting Verdi’s career from 1843 to the end of his days was his unrealized ambition to create an operatic King Lear.


  True, Verdi’s Macbeth has no porter. (The presence of supernatural characters—Shakespeare’s witches—in a tragedy proved controversial enough). And (as the opera historian Piero Weiss has pointed out) the reason for his failure to produce Il re Lear was, in all likelihood, precisely the difficulty of imagining a musical technique for shadowing the tragic title character with the comic Fool, which would mean making the Fool a major character in a serious opera.18 Yet despite his apparent failure or disinclination to emulate Shakespeare’s most radical mixtures of genre, the fact remains that the double-edged Shakespearean ideal of fusion and contrast was Verdi’s main objective in tweaking the conventions of Italian opera (with Piave’s help) into new configurations that depended to an unprecedented extent on devices of irony.


  The new Verdian manner reached its climax with that amazing trio of operas, composed all in a row between 1850 and 1853. Like Ernani, Verdi’s Rigoletto was modeled on a politically “liberal” verse drama by Victor Hugo. That play, Le roi s’amuse (“The King amuses himself,” 1832) had actually fallen afoul of the French censor because it portrays a French king (the early sixteenth-century monarch Francis I) as a philanderer. (In Piave’s libretto, the royal rake is demoted to the level of a duke—and his duchy, Mantua, was by the nineteenth century no longer an independent city-state but a part of Lombardy then under Austrian rule, thus neutralizing any danger of affronting a sovereign.) Verdi immediately saw in Hugo’s play an ideally “Shakespearean” subject for an opera, since the eventual libretto’s title character, the hunchback Rigoletto (Triboulet in Hugo), was at once the tragic victim and a court jester by trade—Fool and Lear in one!


  The whole plot of Rigoletto hinges on a single wrenching irony. As the Duke’s court jester, Rigoletto mocks the father of a girl his master has seduced and abandoned, and receives a furious parental curse (act I). His own daughter, Gilda, is seduced by the Duke; Rigoletto contracts a professional hit man to avenge his paternal honor by murdering the Duke (act II). By a series of chilling mischances, Gilda is murdered in the Duke’s place, devastating the poor jester and fulfilling the curse (act III). The two roles Rigoletto played in life—jester and father—thus fatally collide. The contrast, embodied starkly in act I, was made for music: Up until the moment of the curse, the first scene is purest comic opera; the second is purest tragedy (as reflected in its musical forms, which include an extended coloratura aria for Gilda). Act III, which we will examine in detail, is an unprecedented mixture throughout of the comic and the terrible.


  Il trovatore was based on a fairly recent play (Il trovador, 1836) by the Spanish poet Antonio García Gutiérrez (1813–84), a follower of Hugo. The libretto was by Salvadore Cammarano (1801–52), one of Donizetti’s chief collaborators (hence a poet of the “old school”). Although it was the last of the distinguished Cammarano’s thirty-six librettos, it needed some doctoring (by Leone Emanuele Bardare) to suit Verdi’s neo-Shakespearean needs. In an effort to get the venerable poet to modernize his style a little, Verdi came on to him for all the world like a Wagnerian (if an independent one, Verdi being as yet unacquainted with Wagner’s theories):


  
    As for the distribution of the pieces [into “numbers”], let me tell you that when I’m presented with poetry to be set to music, any form, any distribution is good, and I’m all the happier if they are new and bizarre. If in operas there were no more cavatinas, duets, trios, choruses, finales, etc. etc., and if the entire opera were, let’s say, a single piece, I would find it more reasonable and just.19

  


  


  But Cammarano stuck to his habits, and of the three “middle Verdi” masterpieces Il trovatore is the most formally conventional. Its very conventionality can serve our analytical purposes, however, since it will provide us, when the time comes, with a lens through which to view the idiosyncratic departures in the last act of Rigoletto.


  The plot of Il trovatore, complicated to the point of proverbial incoherence, is all but impossible to summarize. Here all we need to do is describe the main characters. The title character, the troubadour, whose given name is Manrico (tenor), is a nobleman (the son and heir of the Count di Luna), who was stolen as an infant by a gypsy woman, Azucena (mezzo-soprano or contralto) and brought up as a gypsy chieftain. All of this takes place before the action begins, and is revealed in narrative flashback. When the opera begins, Manrico and his unknowing half-brother, the present Count di Luna (baritone), are in love with the same woman, Leonora (soprano), the Duchess of Aragon. We learn from a conversation with her confidante Inez (soprano) that she loves an unknown knight whose troubadour has been serenading her.


  What the main action of the opera accomplishes through a host of contrivances and coincidences is the progressive revelation of the truth despite many setbacks, the unmasking of Manrico’s mistaken identity, and his union with Leonora. The plot’s whole thrust and trajectory, in other words, was to get the prima donna out of the clutches of the baritone and into the arms of the true primo uomo, the tenor. Soprano and tenor were the new obligatory couple: their ardently romantic duet had to be vouchsafed come hell or high water. And thereby hangs a tale.


  In the days of the opera seria the leading couple had been a soprano and a castrato—and then for a while (even more artificially) a soprano and a “musico” (woman in trousers and false whiskers). Only with the generation of Bellini and Donizetti had the romantic hero become a natural-voiced man—but only relatively speaking, since the conventions of bel canto demanded an extremely high tessitura for the tenor, a level of coloratura in his part comparable to that of the prima donna, and (for these reasons) a vocal delivery that depended on the free admixture of falsetto singing (or “head voice”), by definition soft and supple rather than forceful.


  The great change in the distribution and definition of opera roles between Donizetti’s time and Verdi’s—hence the great change in the technical training of singers—was the institution of the tenore di forza (or tenore robusto), the “strength tenor,” as romantic lead. Manrico was the quintessential, defining role for this urgently virile voice type, which had virtually no place in Italian opera before the 1840s. This, too, was a “realistic” innovation in its way, but the type of voice it demanded was as unnatural—and as arduously manufactured—as any other. Composers of the old school, notably Rossini (with whose nostalgia for bel canto we are familiar since chapter 1), found the noises made by tenori di forza intolerable. He compared the singing of Gilbert Duprez (1806–96), the first of the breed, who made a sensation in the role of Arnold in Rossini’s Guillaume Tell, to “the squawk of a capon with its throat cut.”20 Receiving another famous tenore di forza late in life, Rossini asked him to kindly leave his high C[image: image] at the door.


  For tenori di forza maintained their full (or “chest”) voice over their entire range—even up to their highest notes, which assumed the vibrant, ringing (or, for those who hated it, the raucous, earsplitting) tone we now associate with Italian tenors. A tenor’s ability to reach these notes in “chest” is now the most sought-after of all operatic skills. Those who have excelled at it—Enrico Caruso (1873–1921), Richard Tucker (1913–75), not to mention the “Three Tenors” (Placido Domingo, Luciano Pavarotti, and José Carreras) who in the 1990s became the highest-paid classical music act of all time—were the emblematic opera stars of the twentieth century.


  It goes without saying that they were all outstanding Manricos. Their line goes back to the relatively obscure Carlo Baucarde, who created the role, but in terms of enduring fame the line goes back to Enrico Tamberlik (1820–89), who sang Manrico for the first time in London in 1855, and virtually owned the role thereafter. (Tamberlik was the singer to whom Rossini made his cutting request; the C[image: image] Rossini so detested was one that Tamberlik was celebrated for interpolating into the bel canto role of Arnold in Rossini’s Guillaume Tell.) The great defining moment for Manrico, hence for the tenore di forza, was “Di quella pira” (“Tremble, O tyrants, at my torch!”), a number with good Risorgimento credentials, that constituted the cabaletta to a big scene with Leonora and the chorus at the very end of act III (Ex. 11–3). As an act closer, it was designed to bring down the house.


  Like many cabalettas in the past (including some we have witnessed ourselves in chapter 1), “Di quella pira” is cast in the meter and characteristic rhythm of a polonaise, the regal dance par excellence. (Here the “revolutionary” Manrico reveals his “nobility” after all.) Its form is the familiar AA BA with a coda in which first Leonora, then the chorus, join in. Its high Gs, [image: image] s and As are all to be sung forte, from the chest, as Verdi still saw fit to remind the singer with the notation con tutta forza. The flourish on the final line of each stanza (“o teco a morir!”) is notated up to the high A, but singers since Caruso have treated the composer’s notation as a minimum expectation. Indeed, any singer who does not have a version of that final roulade up to Caruso’s high C runs the risk of being hissed off the stage. (The matter became a scandal in December 2000, when the conductor Riccardo Muti, launching La Scala’s Verdi centennial year with a new production of Il trovatore, based on a new critical edition of the score, treated the composer’s notation as a limit and forbade his tenor robusto to sing the traditional high C, which one indignant journalist called “a gift to Verdi from the Italian people.”)21


  EX. 11–3 Giuseppe Verdi, Il trovatore, “Di quella pira”
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  FIG. 11–5 Cover of the first edition of La traviata in vocal score (Milan: Ricordi, 1853).


  


  La traviata (“The fallen woman”), the most radically realistic opera of the three, was based La dame aux camélias (“The lady of the camelias”) by Alexandre Dumas the younger (1824–95), a play (based on the author’s own novel of 1848) that Piave adapted into a libretto during the first year of its run, 1852. Adapting a current theatrical hit with a contemporary setting into an opera was an unprecedented move. Even bolder was Verdi’s determination to keep the time frame of the opera as contemporary as that of the drama. (Here he was overruled by the Venetian censors; the setting of the first production was pushed back to the eighteenth century.) Boldest of all was the choice of a drama centering on the life and loves of a courtesan—a euphemism for a high-class or “courtly” prostitute. But as Verdi wrote to a friend, it was “a subject of the times,” and that justified all license. Only a composer who had been conditioned by the Risorgimento to associate art with “timeliness,” or topical pertinence, could have reasoned so. Such a notion might seem the very antithesis of Romanticism.


  And yet the character of Violetta, the fallen woman of the title, was perforce greatly idealized—that is, romanticized—by Dumas, and even more by Verdi. The Preludio to the opera seems a curious chip off the Prelude to Wagner’s Lohengrin, and serves a similar purpose. Rather than setting the scene for the beginning of act I, which depicts a lively party in progress, it paints a spiritual or internal portrait of the heroine that contrasts utterly with her public facade. Where she is outwardly insouciant and flirtatious, the prelude shows her melancholy and sincerely amorous, and hints, by way of dissonant deceptive cadences and tremolandi, at her fatal malady.


  The plot concerns the love of Violetta for Alfredo Germont, a young man “of good family,” and its thwarting first by her unacceptability to Alfredo’s father and finally by her early death. The whole story is narrated against the background of Parisian ballroom festivities, and the opera’s tinta, unusually easy to discern and describe, is carried by its many actual, remembered, and etherealized waltz tunes. Both the cantabile (“Ah fors’è lui,” “Ah, was it he?”) and cabaletta (“Sempre libera,” “Always free”) in Violetta’s scena at the end of act I are cast as waltzes in contrasting tempos. The cantabile reaches its climax in an expansively rounded melody in which Violetta recognizes true love, and which will function throughout the rest of the opera as a poignant reminiscence motif (Ex. 11–4a), while the cabaletta, in which she puts the thought aside with determined abandon, has become as much a showpiece for the Verdi soprano as “Di quella pira” is for the Verdi tenor (Ex. 11–4b).


  EX. 11–4A Giuseppe Verdi, La traviata, “Ah, fors’è lui”
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  EX. 11–4B Giuseppe Verdi, La traviata, “Sempre libera”
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  At the other end of the opera, having been told by the doctor that death is imminent, Violetta takes leave of the world—her world—to the strains of another slow waltz-time cantabile (Ex. 11–4c); and when Alfredo arrives just in time to see her die, they sing a duet that functions as the corresponding fast-waltz cabaletta (Ex. 11–4d). Having at the last minute received the remorseful blessing of Alfredo’s father, Violetta expires to a reprise of Ex. 11–4a, the opera’s most full-blooded waltz number.


  EX. 11–4C Giuseppe Verdi, La traviata, “Addio del passato”
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  EX. 11–4D Giuseppe Verdi, La traviata, “Parigi, o cara”
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  Throughout, but most conspicuously in the last scene, the tragic strains that accompany the sufferings of the protagonists are shadowed either downstage or offstage by the happy strains of revelry, underscoring the contradiction at the heart of Violetta’s existence, but also providing that ironic mix of tragic and comic that, for Verdi as for Shakespeare, added up to “life.” As Steiner puts it, “The joy of the Parisian revelers beats against the windows of the dying Violetta in La traviata not in contrapuntal mockery but simply because the varied pulse of life is more constant than any particular sorrow; Shakespeare and Verdi anchor their host of characters in history, in the local color of historical epoch and circumstance, distrusting that monotone of eternity so compelling to Wagner.”22 The thought rings true, but the word “simply” jars. It is no simple fact but profound insight and calculation that produces so potent a dramatic effect.


  OPERA AS MODERN DRAMA


  The third and final act of Rigoletto gives us Verdi’s irony at fullest strength. It is perhaps the most “Shakespearean” scene in all of Verdi despite its source in Hugo, and Verdi knew it. “Le Roi s’amuse,” he wrote to Piave,


  
    is the greatest subject and perhaps the greatest drama of modern times. Triboulet is a creation worthy of Shakespeare!! What is Ernani next to him?!! This is a subject that cannot fail. You know that six years ago, when Ernani was proposed to me, I exclaimed: Yes, by God, it can’t miss. Now, going over several subjects, when Le Roi crossed my mind it was like a flash, an inspiration, and I said the same thing: Yes, by God, it can’t miss.23

  


  


  “There is such a ringing conviction to Verdi’s words,” Piero Weiss notes drily, “that one is apt to forget that what he was calling ‘perhaps the greatest drama of modern times’ was possibly the most notorious theatrical failure of the century.” Le roi s’amuse had had one and only one performance in 1832, was condemned from all sides, political and artistic alike, and had been banned ever since. (The original play would see the footlights again only on its fiftieth anniversary, in 1882, by which time it was altogether overshadowed by Verdi’s opera; it was received in virtual silence.) The reason for its continued failure was precisely the Shakespearean mixture of genres that so attracted Verdi. The critic in the Journal des Débats, where Berlioz wrote the music reviews, made no bones about this:


  
    Whenever the author rose to the heights of passion, whenever he thrust noble thoughts, true feelings of the human heart, into his dialogue, then all sympathies were awakened, and all literary factions even rallied to do him honor; but when he sank back into the buffoonish, the trivial, the popular, then inattention and disgust set in once more. Le Roi s’amuse embodied all the brilliant theories that bold innovators have been propounding for some time; only human life in this dramatic form seemed not truer, only uglier. The mixture of the buffoonish and the sublime threw the audience into a painful confusion.24

  


  


  Far from pandering to current taste, then, Verdi was actually flying in its face by seizing on this illfated drama of Hugo’s. But he knew, first of all, that music could do the job that the spoken theater had failed to accomplish; and, second, that (as he put it in the letter to Antonio Somma, a poet friend and future librettist),


  
    all the horrible plot vicissitudes arise from the frivolous, rakish personality of the Duke. Hence Rigoletto’s fears, Gilda’s passion, etc. etc., which make for many excellent dramatic moments, among others the scene of the quartet which as regards effect will remain one of the best our theater can boast.25

  


  


  The quartet to which Verdi refers here is the centerpiece of the final act; and he achieved the “excellent dramatic moment” he predicted by tweaking the conventions of the genres he was fusing to cast the “frivolous, rakish personality of the Duke” in maximum relief. A virile tenore di forza role fashioned from the same cloth as the ardent Manrico, the Duke is the very opposite of the character type implied by his voice type. He uses his ringing tones not to affirm but to mock romantic love, most spectacularly in his heartily cynical act I ballata (dance song) “Questa o quella” (“This one or that”), in which he professes to love and value (that is, scorn and slight) all women equally. Sentiments formerly associated with buffo baritones like Don Giovanni—or even basses, like Leporello—are here enunciated through the mouth and vocal chords of a romantic tenor, a voice type created for the purpose of expressing ardent love in all its heartrending sincerity, as the late nineteenth century had come to value it. This drippingly, shockingly ironic item is the opera’s very first set piece. By placing it at the outset, Verdi as much as announces that ironies and reversals, set off by the Duke’s baleful frivolity (at first enthusiastically encouraged by his jester, Rigoletto) and communicated through the sign language (or “semiotics”) of genre, will be the very stuff of this singular opera.


  And this brings us to the last act, in which ironies and reversals are compounded and end in tragedy. The setting is a ramshackle inn to which the Duke has been lured, there to be murdered by Sparafucile, the mercenary assassin or hit man with whom Rigoletto has made a contract, and whose sister Maddalena manages the inn. The whole act is played on a split set that depicts both the interior of the inn (both upstairs and downstairs) and the road outside. The all-pervading device that will lend irony to every number is the mutual isolation of the two halves of the stage and the characters inhabiting them. On the inside are the Duke, Sparafucile, and Maddalena. On the outside are Rigoletto and Gilda.
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  FIG. 11–6 Cover of the first edition of Rigoletto (Milan: Ricordi, 1851), showing the quartet in act III.


  


  Rigoletto has brought Gilda to this brutal place not to witness the impending murder of which she has no inkling, but so that she can witness the lewd behavior of the man whose feigned love for her has awakened a sincere response that Rigoletto wants to quash. Through a chink in the wall the two outsiders observe the Duke’s arrival, and hear him sing a carousing ditty over wine as he awaits Maddalena’s services as prostitute. That song (canzone), the sublimely bumptious and hypocritical “La donna è mobile” (“Woman is fickle,” Ex. 11–5), is another of the Duke’s little pop tunes, like the act I ballata. Aware that despite its nauseating immorality (or because of it) the song would be the opera’s great hit, Verdi had gone to unusual lengths to keep it under wraps until the first performance, so that the organ-grinders and sheet-music pirates would not leak it prematurely to the street. He held it back from orchestral rehearsals almost to the last minute, coaching the tenor (Raffaele Mirate) in private.


  EX. 11–5 Giuseppe Verdi, Rigoletto, Act III, “La donna è mobile”


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  Its eventual success was almost too great, since many who do not really know the opera ascribe to it, or even to Verdi, the song’s trivial gaiety without realizing that its brashness was a calculated ironic foil. (A case in point is a graffito theauthoroncesawin the New York subway: “Who Says Women Are Fickle?” read the billboard advertising some cheap lingerie or perfume, next to which someone had scrawled, “Verdi, that’s who.”) At first hearing, the irony is a mere matter of clash between jolly song and gloomy setting. But over the course of the act its range of reference, and consequently the range of its ironic resonance, will grow as it begins to function as a reminiscence motif, one of the most hair-raising in all of opera.


  The next number is the quartet, Bella figlia dell’amore (“Comely daughter of love”), the most famous ensemble Verdi ever composed. The similarity of its opening tune to that of “Chi me frena?,” the great sextet in Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor (Ex. 1–11), is often remarked, and Donizetti’s work might well have served Verdi as a conscious or unconscious model. But the surface likeness only heightens the far more significant underlying contrasts. Besides the typically more popular cast of Verdi’s melody, full of internal repetitions and “melodic rhymes” (in contrast to Donizetti’s seemlessly long-limbed, “aristocratic” arc to climax), there is, again, the underlying dramaturgical irony. For this is not a traditional quartet in which four characters each reflect in lyric stop-time on a change in the dramatic course. It is, rather, a double duet that takes place in real time, with two “insider” characters, the lascivious Duke and the beguiling Maddalena (dolled up for sex in a gypsy costume), and two “outsiders,” the indignant Rigoletto and the heartbroken Gilda. The introduction, forty-eight bars of furious parlante of a sort that traditionally substituted for the even more traditional recitative, does not give way, as in earlier operas, to a single moment of shared reflection telescoped out into a collective aria, but prepares yet another cynical strophic song for the oblivious Duke, accompanied by three simultaneous commentaries from vastly differing perspectives. Action is not halted. It continues, but ironically, on multiple contradictory levels.


  Thus the Duke’s first stanza is answered first by Maddalena’s flirtatious simpering, then by Gilda’s restrained outcry and Rigoletto’s admonition to keep her voice down. The bottled-up emotion of the two muffled outsiders, unable to find an outlet in sheer volume, seeks an alternative vent in harmony, coloring the music briefly with the chord of the flat mediant before returning to the original key so that the Duke can continue his song.


  His second stanza (Ex. 11–6) is accompanied by the three other characters not in response but in actual counterpoint. Maddalena resumes her brittle flirting; Gilda resumes her long lyrical sighs descending in despair from ever higher, more piercing high notes; Rigoletto gives his daughter moral (and harmonic) support. At the coda, the two women’s voices come into the foreground, again in ironic contrast: Gilda, her voice breaking with grief, begins to pant on pairs of sixteenth notes slurred into the beats, while Maddalena laughs merrily in staccato sixteenths that fill the gap between Gilda’s, hocket-fashion.


  At the repetition of the coda, the contrast between the insiders and outsiders becomes unbearably poignant: the former get ready to embrace, their voices mingling in the time-honored lovers’ way, that is, with lyrical legato lines in well-lubricated parallel motion, while the latter, their spirits pulverized by the sight of the other pair, sing correspondingly broken melodies, alternating sixteenth notes and rests. At the end of the quartet the four characters are a study in contrasts: the Duke, as ever, oblivious to all but his fleshly desires; Maddalena, as ever, mordantly detached (but aroused); Gilda crushed; Rigoletto bent on revenge.


  EX. 11–6 Giuseppe Verdi, Rigoletto, Act III, Quartet, “Bella figlia dell’amore”
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  Next comes a little clump of dialogue, played against a variety of picturesque musical backgrounds, to move the plot to the point from which the next dramatic ensemble is set to depart. Rigoletto, not wishing Gilda to witness the murder, sends her off to disguise herself in male traveling attire and await him in Verona. Against a background suggestive of a tolling clock, Rigoletto gives Sparafucile the down payment on the contract (Ex. 11–7).


  This part of the scene, incidentally, is of special interest to the historian of “performance practice” because of Verdi’s explicit admonition that “this recitative must be sung without the usual appoggiaturas,” according to which the first note of the word “dieci” would be sung as a G, and the first note of the word “resto” in the next measure as an E. This is precious evidence, first, that unwritten ornaments were still routinely employed and expected in Italian recitative as late as the 1850s, whereas many performers beginning in the 1880s took to “weeding them out” even in Mozart, reflecting a new literalism that affected the way in which notation was interpreted as soon as unwritten (“oral”) traditions lost their sway in pedagogy. What was mistakenly viewed as the removal of inauthentic accretions was in fact a modernization. (The same probably goes for Maestro Muti’s “restoration” of Manrico’s “original” cabaletta in Il trovatore.)


  EX. 11–7 Giuseppe Verdi, Rigoletto, Act III, Rigoletto conspires with Sparafucile
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  Verdi’s performance direction is also evidence of when that modernization took place, and suggests that operatic “realism” was its original impetus. To give his scene a heightened sense of reality, Verdi purged it of conventions known to be operatic. Hearing bumpy thirds as notated where one expected the suave seconds that were usually interpolated effectively defamiliarized the music and gave it a refurbished dramatic immediacy.


  The scene continues: against the background of a gathering storm, Sparafucile and the Duke make conflicting demands on Maddalena (the former to help with the murder, the latter to bed down with him), putting her in an unexpected quandary. (The appoggiaturas, by the way, have returned, but now—and henceforth—they have to be explicitly notated.) Sparafucile invites the Duke to spend the night and leads him to the bedchamber, where the Duke, expecting Maddalena in an hour’s time, dozes off with La donna è mobile on his lips, planting in the ears of the audience a reminder of how it goes. The clock chimes again, signaling the start of what should be the last half hour of the Duke’s life.


  Unexpectedly, however, Gilda (disguised as a boy) returns to the scene against her father’s instructions. Her entry signals the transition into another ensemble, one that will be even more peculiarly motivated than the preceding quartet. Still besotted by love, she is drawn back to the Duke, and from her wonted position on the outside overhears Sparafucile and Maddalena plotting inside the inn. As background to another introductory parlante, the storm continues to gather (Ex. 11–8)—a “Shakespearean” storm that, in the opinion of Verdi scholars, contains music that Verdi may originally have conceived in connection with his never-to-be-realized King Lear project.


  EX. 11–8 Giuseppe Verdi, Rigoletto, Act III, beginning of storm
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  Its most daring touch of realism is the use of a male chorus, humming closed-mouthed behind the scenes, to represent the voice of the howling wind. It may seem paradoxical to call such an artificial device realistic, but by now we have had many opportunities to absorb the lesson that artistic (especially dramatic) realism is not a matter of literal fidelity to nature, but of fidelity to the affective circumstances—to “human nature,” so to speak. “Humanizing” the sound of the storm sends the same subliminal message as does the addition of a new orchestral effect—a staccato woodwind figure representing the start of heavy rain or hail—when Gilda takes action by knocking at the door, as if a rise in dramatic tension actually affected the course of nature. But of course storms (or musical reminiscences of them) had functioned as external reflectors of inner agitation since the earliest days of opera. Stage murders rarely take place in good weather.


  The storm music gives shape to the drama’s dénouement and lends a gruesome tinta to the final act. The musical climax is a fleet yet resounding two-stanza terzetto for Sparafucile and Maddalena, bickering on the inside, and Gilda on the outside, beside herself at first with fear and then with frenzied resolve. Again, the ensemble follows not the Donizettian model of reflective stasis, but the older (Mozartean) one of evolving action (strepitoso, strepitossisimo…) that had its origin in comedy. In the first stanza Sparafucile and Maddalena compromise on a plan whereby if anyone should unexpectedly come knocking, that person shall be killed in the Duke’s place; the disguised Gilda, overhearing this, immediately decides to sacrifice herself for her unworthy lover. Between the stanzas she screws up her courage and knocks, bringing on the heavy weather. During the second stanza the evil brother and sister get ready for murder and Gilda, steeling herself, prepares to die. At its conclusion she knocks again. The deed is quickly done, and the orchestral storm bursts forth in full fury, all piccolo scales and diminished seventh chords.


  Two brief scenes remain. The first brings Rigoletto back onstage at the stroke of midnight to receive the promised body in the promised sack. Up to a point it is played entirely in recitative: Rigoletto natters in anticipation, Sparafucile hands over the sack, Rigoletto gloats. And then recitative suddenly gives way to song— “La donna è mobile,” jaunty and insouciant as ever, as the unsuspecting Duke makes his merry way homeward at stage rear after his rendezvous with Maddalena. Irony compounded and recompounded! First the global irony: as Piero Weiss observes, for the Duke, unsuspecting instigator of it all, act III is “just a happy ending to an ordinary day.”26 But then there is far more bitter local irony—the irony, so to speak, of the masks. The merry song, giving evidence that the body in the sack cannot be the Duke’s, now jars not only with the setting but with the plot itself. It no longer merely signifies the Duke’s happy-go-lucky existence, but carries a horrifying double message to Rigoletto and the audience, who now must witness the terrible outcome of the curse.


  “Comedy no longer alternates with tragedy but is superimposed on it,” Weiss comments, underscoring Verdi’s unprecedented Shakespearean achievement, “a drama in which a king (or duke) is a fool, a fool (or jester) a tragic hero, in which life, far from manifesting any intrinsic logic, produces unexpected results from dimly-percieved premises.” Not everyone was ready to accept this bonfire of the traditional categories. But all agreed that they were witnessing a major innovation. Negative reviews of innovative works are often more illuminating than positive ones; the critic’s resistance itself casts light on the specific nature of the novelty, and the threat that it implies. So here is one of the most resistant critiques Rigoletto received on the morrow of its Venice premiere, in the pages of the Gazzetta ufficiale di Venezia, the city’s official newspaper:


  
    An opera of this sort cannot be judged in one evening. Yesterday we were overwhelmed by novelty; novelty, or rather strangeness in the subject; novelty in the music, in the style, in the very form of the pieces, and we did not grasp the work as a whole. It has something of the opera semiseria; it begins with a dancing song, its protagonist is a hunchback; it issues forth with a feast and concludes, none too edifyingly, in a nameless house where love is for sale and men’s lives are contracted for: it is, in sum, Victor Hugo’s Le Roi s’amuse plain and unadorned, with all its sins. The maestro, or the poet, succumbed to a posthumous affection for the Satanic school, by now antiquated and extinct; they sought ideal beauty in the misshapen, in the horrible; they aimed at effect not by the customary [Aristotelian] paths of pity and terror, but in the soul’s distress and repugnance. In all conscience, we cannot praise such tastes.27

  


  


  Yet another shock was the realistic end of the opera, with only two characters onstage, and only one of them alive. Again, what is likely to strike viewers of today as stylized or contrived—the stabbed and dying Gilda left with just enough energy to sing a final duet—could only have been read at the time as a bold departure from operatic norms (which would have demanded a full stage at the end) for the sake of the “truthful” portrayal of the specific human circumstances, the final reversal that leaves Rigoletto alone in the world and unloved.


  But then the third act of Rigoletto honors convention almost entirely in the breach. As Julian Budden remarks at the end of the first volume of his massive study of Verdi’s operas, “just after 1850 at the age of thirty-eight Verdi closed the door on a period of Italian opera with Rigoletto,”28 and this after mastering all the difficult conventions of that period by the sweat of his brow. Instead, he placed his mastery on the side of realism and, as Budden goes on to observe, “the so-called ottocento in music was finished.” There is shrewd irony in that remark, since ottocento simply means “the nineteenth century,” which by the calendar was only half over. But before Rigoletto the term would have meant a period not only of time but also of style, a style created out of a recognizable common practice that (by definition) everybody followed, no matter how they tweaked it. After Rigoletto the nineteenth century was just a time period, during which Italian opera, no less than German, sailed out on uncharted seas. The solita forma, the “customary form” of cantabiles and cabalettas, was moribund. Over the 1860s and 1870s it would die out. Italian opera followed the general trend toward a form that strove to follow content as if spontaneously. In becoming “realistic,” Italian opera inevitably lost its special identity, since the latter was a product or function of the conventions that were losing their grip. What it gained was immediacy of pathos—an immediacy Verdi learned from no musical contemporary (least of all Wagner), but rather from literary models like Hugo, and in back of him, the inevitable Shakespeare.


  A JOB BECOMES A CALLING


  It is absurd to look back on Wagner and Verdi as “progressive” and “conservative” poles (though that is how historians in the tradition of the New German School have tended to view them), just as it is absurd to attribute the special qualities of Verdi’s late work, beginning in the 1870s, to Wagner’s influence, even though that was the decade during which Wagner began to receive staged performances in Italy. Verdi’s greater knowledge of Wagner’s work translated not into imitation but into a fascinating dialectic; nor was acquaintance with Wagner the biggest or most telling change that took place in the composer’s life during the decade in question.


  The main event in Verdi’s life during the 1870s was, quite simply, his retirement. The two decades following La traviata had been extremely lucrative ones for the composer. He followed the footsteps of Rossini and Donizetti to Paris for two grand operas— Les vêpres siciliennes (“The Sicilian vespers,” 1855) and the especially grandiose Don Carlos, after a historical play by Schiller (1867). In between these came a commission from the tsar’s own imperial Italian opera house in St. Petersburg, partly because of its remote location the highest-paying opera theater in Europe for star singers and star composers alike. For La forza del destino (“The power of fate,” 1862), his last collaboration with Piave, Verdi received 60, 000 French francs from the Russian treasury, more than twenty times the stipulated maximum payment a Russian composer could receive for an opera in the local language, in addition to an expense account of 5, 000 rubles (approximately 10, 000 francs) and a per-performance honorarium of 806 rubles and 45 kopeks. Widely regarded as a scandal, this extravagant outlay to the visiting foreigner did a great deal to foment nationalist sentiment among Russian musicians.


  Rossini’s death in 1868 left Verdi the richest composer-entrepreneur in Europe, another quintessential self-made man of art. Twice already he had been tempted to do as Rossini had done and use his earnings to escape from the hectic, exhausting world of opera, the more so as he was genuinely interested in farming the land on an estate called Sant’Agata near his north Italian birthplace of Busseto, which he had purchased in 1851. After Aida, the grandest of the grand, Verdi called it quits. Composing for him—in keeping with his hard apprenticeship and the unsentimental attitudes of the professional theater—was a job, not a “calling” from above, and he regarded the opportunity to renounce it in favor of gentleman farming as a promotion. This was the greatest, most telling measure of his cultural distance from Wagner, a distance that applied to their respective national traditions as much as it did to them as individuals.
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  FIG. 11–7 Verdi in St. Petersburg for the première of La forza del destino (1862).


  


  Accordingly, Verdi’s correspondence, the mother lode for biographers of any nineteenth-century figure, suddenly emptied itself of artistic or musical content (and political content too, Verdi having resigned his honorary seat in parliament) and began filling up with discussions of crops, livestock, soil, manure. He did not cease all musical activity. One of his most famous works, in fact, dates from the 1870s, but it was not an opera: it was a Requiem Mass composed in commemoration of the venerable Manzoni, like Verdi a symbol of the Risorgimento and an honorary senator, first performed on 22 May 1874, the first anniversary of Manzoni’s death at the age of eighty-eight (the very age that Verdi would eventually reach). Even though it retains a vivid theatrical flair (especially in the Dies Irae), Verdi put it in a wholly different category from his operas—that of “serious music.” To Camille du Locle, one of the librettists for Don Carlos, he declared that having written it he was “no longer a clown serving the audience, beating a huge drum and shouting ‘Come on! Come on! Step right up!”’29


  The irony here is delectable, because the most famous detail in the entire Requiem is the furious beating of the huge bass drum in the Dies Irae in counterpoint against the whole rest of the orchestra. But Verdi’s double standard was understandable, and revealing. He wrote his operas as a hired hand, which in retrospect meant a servant and a clown; the Requiem he wrote on his own initiative, as a “free artist.” Serious art was beginning, even in Italy, to mean art created not on commission but “for art’s sake.” Revising an opera “disinterestedly”—just to make it better, not because anyone asked—could also count as art for art’s sake, and so Verdi lavished a great deal of time during his “retirement” on two of his weightier historical operas: Simon Boccanegra (1857, revised 1879–81)and Don Carlos, which virtually became a new opera in 1882–83 (usually performed in Italian as Don Carlo).


  Finally, in 1884, thirteen years after Aida, Verdi allowed himself to be persuaded by his publisher Ricordi, and by his ardent wouldbe literary collaborator Arrigo Boito (1842–1918), to attempt an opera under these new, utterly unoperatic conditions of creative emancipation. The result was one of his greatest achievements. That outcome, and the esthetic attitudes that had conditioned it, added a new chapter to the ongoing postromantic debate about the nature and purposes of art.


  The positions Verdi now espoused were those associated since Kant with German art (or at least with German art-theorizing), positions traditionally regarded by Italians (including the earlier Verdi) with some suspicion, lately renewed and enhanced by association with Wagner. Boito, who was a composer in his own right, had been one of the leading scapigliati— “scruffy” Wagnerians who thought the likes of Verdi outmoded—in the 1860s, and had a noble fiasco, an opera called Mefistofele to his own very metaphysical libretto after Goethe’s Faust, under his belt to prove it. (Twice revised, Mefistofele had begun to make its way in the theater by the time Boito summoned the courage to approach Verdi.) Impressed with a libretto that Boito proffered him in 1879, Verdi tested him as a collaborator by having him supply a crucial scene for the revised Simon Boccanegra. Finally convinced of Boito’s ability and his devoted respect, Verdi left off full-time farming and took up his old job, but this time as a calling.


  As anyone might have guessed, the subject that lured Verdi out of retirement came from Shakespeare—a Shakespeare treated with unprecedented fidelity and (with one huge exception, the climactic concertato or ensemble finale in act III) an adventurous disregard of traditional libretto structure. That disregard was especially evident because the subject, Othello (or Otello, to use the Italian form to designate the opera rather than the play), had already been used some seventy years earlier by Rossini in a hugely successful, traditional opera seria that still maintained a toehold in repertory. The implied contrast or contest suggested bravado—a bravado that the aging Verdi, eager (probably for that very reason) to appear up-to-date, shared with his much younger, formerly scruffy accomplice.
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  FIG. 11–8 Illustrazione italiana, cover of special issue, “Verdi and Otello” (1887).


  


  Thus, at the very outset, the opera fairly screams its freedom from galley routines by opening not with an overture, nor even with a prelude, but at the very height of the tempest with which Shakespeare’s second act begins (Ex. 11–9a). To take the audience literally “by storm,” with a chord of such squalling dissonance, was a veritable act of modernist aggression, justified (as artistic aggression is always justified) by its “truth.” And where many operas (especially comic ones) had begun with choruses, the one in Otello is reminiscent of the grisly trio in the third act of Rigoletto, also played against a storm: its “lyrical” content is pared down to thirty-three bars in the middle (Ex. 11–9b), preceded and followed by elaborate parlante passages in which choral and solo voices interact unpredictably over a surging orchestral tide.


  Continuity and compression: these are the ruling criteria. They could be called “realist.” At the time, many called them “Wagnerian.” Yet it is possible, and desirable, to view the matter from a more elevated historical perspective that places both Wagner and Verdi in a single context (rather than Verdi in Wagner’s). From that perspective, both composers were striving to achieve what opera critics since the beginning of the century had called the “continuous finale”: a flexible interaction of literary and musical devices modeled on the finales of the Mozart/Da Ponte comedies, now stretched over whole acts. The German claimed to be destroying the past and rebuilding from scratch; Italians tended to see the historical process as evolutionary or synthetic, the mutual adaptation of traditional categories. But for both the process had similar historical roots and a similar goal.


  EX. 11–9A Giuseppe Verdi, Otello, Act I, scene 1, mm. 1–16
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  EX. 11–9B Giuseppe Verdi, Otello, Act I, scene 1, Lyrical climax of chorus, mm. 1–8
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  For the sake of continuity, both composers committed wholesale violations of traditional “form,” though only Wagner boasted of it. For both composers, ultimately, the conscious objective became fidelity to artistic ideals, abstractly conceived, rather than to their audience’s expectations. That was the cradle of what we now call modernism, shrewdly characterized by Leonard B. Meyer, an American music theorist, as “the late, late Romantic period.”30 And once Verdi could be viewed as a modernist, it became possible for academic critics to view him as great.


  These new virtues can certainly be explained without recourse to Wagner, but the esthetic parallel with Wagner need not be overlooked. The most essential parallel, to repeat, was the protomodernist conviction that artworks were not created only for the sake of enjoyment—that is, at any rate, for the audience’s enjoyment. Artists wrote to please themselves. While working on Falstaff, the opera (also Shakespearean, also with Boito) that followed Otello, which he finished composing in his eightieth year, Verdi let it be known that “I am writing it in moments of absolute leisure, simply for my own amusement.”31 That made it respectable. And so did the assumption that underlay the composer’s disinterested amusement: consciousness that his new manner of continuity and compression served the purposes of art.


  COMPRESSION AND EXPANSION


  That was the rhetoric. The reality, of course, was far more complicated and far more interesting. Take compression, to begin with. Fidelity itself demanded it: if Shakespeare was to be followed fully (even, as far as possible, at the level of actual dialogue), he would have to be radically condensed, since musical time moves so much more slowly than that of unmediated speech and action. Room had to be made for music, and that meant stripping away all nonessentials. In the case of Otello, Shakespeare’s whole first act was famously treated as a nonessential, simply snipped. But to put it this way is obviously wrongheaded, for what is music if not the greatest “nonessential” of all; and what is supplying it unasked-for if not the most willful dramatic infidelity? Shakespeare’s play, after all, had worked perfectly well all by itself for centuries.


  Obviously, the music was thought to compensate in some way for whatever it crowded out. But in fact a great deal was added to the libretto for the sake of music that was not even in Shakespeare to begin with—and not just ballets or choruses, either, but the whole incandescent last scene in act I, with which our main musical discussion will begin. The opera was no mere condensation of the play, but a complex product of simultaneous compression and expansion. The result was manifestly not faithful to Shakespeare, or rather—to put it in a paradoxical way that has become popular with critics—it broke faith with the original (in literal or practical ways) so as all the better to keep faith with it (on a higher, “esthetic” plane).


  The big departure from Shakespeare in act I is the love scene for Otello and his wife, Desdemona, whom he will eventually murder in a jealous rage. Boito cunningly extracted many of its words from Shakespeare’s own text (lines spoken by each character about the other but not to each other, including a few from the otherwise omitted first act), but Shakespeare had provided no such scene. Neither, even, had Rossini. Verdi’s (and Boito’s) supplying one, which adds nothing to the plot but only (it seems) to the opera’s musical range or at best to the lovers’ characterization, might seem at first to be a throwback to the very conventions the composer and librettist now affected to despise, especially since the role of Otello is by all odds the most heroic tenore di forza role in all of Verdi, and what is a tenore di forza for, if not to sing a love duet with the prima donna?


  Indeed, it is even possible to parse the duet, albeit somewhat disproportionately, into the four components of a traditional grand scena: introduction (mm. 1–50), characterized by the luscious sonority of a cello quartet; cantabile (mm. 51–96), beginning with a rounded sixteen-bar period for Desdemona and ending with a rapturously climactic melody sung by both lovers in succession (“set,” Budden observes, “in an enchanted twilight between F major and minor”);32 tempo di mezzo (mm. 97–126) introduced by a poco più mosso, which introduces emotional agitation and physical palpitations; and finally a coda (or, to borrow a phrase from Budden, a “cabaletta-digest”) in which the accumulated ardor is discharged in passionate kissing (mm. 127–156).


  The concluding section (Ex. 11–10) is the least conventional, because (completely belying the nature and function of a cabaletta) the chief musical interest is transferred to the orchestra: first in the threefold arching melody that even without benefit of the disconnected words to which the libretto has descended (“a kiss … Othello! … a kiss … another kiss …”) obviously accompanies three separate osculations; afterward in the music that (following, yet transforming, longstanding customs of timbre, register, and contour) paints the starry sky; and finally in the reappearance of the cello quartet, a reminiscence of the scene’s opening measures and a reassertion of its blissful opening mood. The sudden dominance of the orchestra—or, to put it more poetically, the sudden transfer of dramatic weight to the word-transcending medium of “pure music”—was widely read as the ultimate Wagnerization of Verdi’s musicodramatic technique.


  EX. 11–10 Giuseppe Verdi, Otello, Act I, scene 3, end
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  And so it was, perhaps—but in a very special, very exact way. There is good reason to regard this scene not as a case of generalized Wagnerian “influence” but as Verdi’s deliberate commentary on (or, if the word can be divested of its satirical connotation, his parody or remaking of) a specific work of Wagner’s which we already know, and which we already know that Verdi admired: namely, Tristan und Isolde.
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  Imagine for a moment that Tristan and Isolde’s world-transcending passion had been not tragically thwarted but had triumphed over its social obstacles, and that it had been able to evolve over time into mature wedded bliss. And now take a closer look at the “kiss” music in Ex. 11–10. Increasing harmonic tension tells us that each of the three kisses (that is, the three parallel two-bar phrases) is more ardent than the last. The first begins with a melodic appoggiatura (C[image: image]) to the tonic triad. The second begins with the same melody note cast as appoggiatura to the dominant triad, producing a more complex, more dissonant harmony. And what harmony? None other than a Tristan-chord—a half-diminished seventh treated, just as Wagner treated it, as a chord containing an appoggiatura. Since the appoggiatura in this case resolves to a dominant seventh rather than a French sixth, the two chords—Wagner’s and Verdi’s—are functionally dissimilar. The tension of the one is never discharged (and that’s the whole point of it), while the other is led smoothly back to cadential (and emotional) satisfaction.


  The third kiss-phrase begins on a yet more restless harmony, a chord containing both the C[image: image] and the B, the note to which it nominally resolves. And this is another, yet more potent Tristan-chord, or rather another half-diminished sonority that is homonymous to the Tristan-chord, but whose constituent appoggiatura (Fx) resolves immediately to the third of the tonic triad, evoking not the torment of unconsummated passion but, once again (to quote a famous poem by William Blake), “the lineaments of gratified desire.”33 What could better delineate the difference between Wagner’s lovers and Verdi’s—but also, at the same time, their kinship? Once we have spotted the ersatz Tristan-chords at the climax of Verdi’s love scene, many more will leap to our eyes and ears. Such harmonies were by no means common coin in Italian music, nor will we find them in any great profusion in Verdi’s earlier music, however torrid. They lent this particular duet its special tinta, and their Wagnerian associations—surely deliberate!—added an element of typically Verdian (or should we say typically Shakespearean?) irony to the characterization. Tristan and Isolde as old marrieds! Stated baldly, as an oxymoron, the idea is merely amusing. Suggested by harmonic implication, its endorsement of uxorious “family values” over transcendent illicit desire is—how to put it?—morally seductive.


  The first Tristanesque reference comes in m. 92, right after the lyrical peak of what earlier we called the duet’s “cantabile” section. It maximizes harmonic tension (=ardor), but again, only so as to prepare its gentle resolution. The more agitated passage beginning there, which has already been compared to the tempo di mezzo, is riddled with Tristanesque harmonies. The most conspicuous ones (mm. 117, 119)again occur in a stingingly ironic position, supporting the “Amen” that follows the lovers’ prayer that their bonds will last and grow with time.


  The last Tristanesque reference (m. 137) introduces the final section of the duet, when the lovers contemplate the benignly shimmering sky. Again, the appoggiatura (A[image: image]) resolves unproblematically to a member of the tonic triad, ironically reversing the chord’s functional (=psychological) trajectory. No one ever demonstrated a greater understanding of Tristan und Isolde or its musical and dramatic implications than Verdi did in reversing them all. Ex. 11–11 summarizes all of these sightings of the Tristan-chord in the Otello love music, and compares their very different contexts and resolutions with the Wagnerian originals.


  For a fuller appreciation of the love duet, its dramatic function, and the reason for its insertion into the libretto, we need to look to the other end of the opera, the fourth act, in which all the happy predictions that the lovers have made in act I come to grief on the shoals of Otello’s misguided jealousy. This brief act, set in Desdemona’s bedchamber, is fashioned out of Shakespeare (act IV, sc. 3; act V, sc. 2) almost without departure or digression although, inevitably, the action is much condensed. That very condensation, however, gives it an ideal shape for a memorable drama borne by music: a suspenseful stasis taken up with broad if heavily fraught lyricism, followed by a swift, terrifying denouement in which highly contrasted musical impressions come flying thick and fast.


  It begins with Desdemona’s lonely preparations for bed following her great humiliation at the act III curtain. As in Shakespeare, she vents her sad forebodings by singing a folksong to herself whose refrain, “O willow, willow willow,” has caused it to be known as the Willow Song. Verdi captures its mood with yet another half-diminished harmony, set out as an arpeggio within the melody itself. The act opens with an anticipation of this phrase in the melancholy timbre of the English horn, answered by another phrase, even tinier (played by three flutes in unison), that will likewise prove to be a thematic anticipation (Ex. 11–12).


  EX. 11–11 Giuseppe Verdi’s Tristan-chords compared with Wagner’s
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  EX. 11–12A Giuseppe Verdi, Otello, Act IV, mm. 1–11
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  Since the half-diminished sonority here functions in its most ordinary diatonic usage, as ii7 in the minor, there would be no reason to associate with its more exotic cousin in Wagner were it not for the love music in act I, which insists on that association. Since the whole fourth act is going to be an agonizing reversal or negation of that love scene, the opening harmony, as outlined by the English horn, can be seen as part of an all-encompassing web of ironic associations.


  To prolong the suspense before Otello’s sinister appearance, Verdi has Emilia (Desdemona’s confidant as well as the wife of Iago, the villain) exit, leaving the victim alone onstage. To fill the time, Verdi and Boito make their one insertion into the Shakespearean action, borrowing an idea, as it happens, from the libretto to Rossini’s old Otello, where it served a similar purpose: the good Desdemona prays, her Ave Maria beginning as a monotone “chant” recited by rote, but gradually taking on lyrical profile as the prayer becomes more personal and passionate.


  At its dying away Otello appears among the shadows, his murky entrance—surely prompted by Shakespeare’s “Put out the light, and then put out the light”—famously represented by a solo for the muted double basses extending from the very bottom of their compass to something like the very top (Ex. 11–12b). He raises the bed curtains and looks longingly at his sleeping wife, while the double basses’ motive passes to Desdemona’s plaintive English horn, in the parallel minor. Despite his murderous intent, he cannot forbear a kiss—or rather three kisses, accompanied by a reprise of the culminating music from act I. This reprise has the very same intent, and accomplishes the same dramatic work, as the first reprise of “La donna è mobile” in the third act of Rigoletto: it reminds the audience of an important musical association, and prepares them for the really crucial reprise that is yet to come.


  She awakes. In fifty measures of gruesome parlante (recitative over a continuous orchestral motive), he accuses her; she denies it; he rebuts her denial with a lie; she protests; he smothers her. In one hundred measures more, the horrible truth is revealed to Otello and he embarks on his final aria, “Niun mi tema” (“Fear me not”), a mere seventy-four measures that can nevertheless be parsed into a full scena: introduction, cantabile (Adagio), tempo di mezzo, and cabaletta-digest. Except for the tempo di mezzo, where Otello suddenly stabs himself amid a general panic, each part of this painfully reflective aria is fraught with ironic reminiscences conveyed by lacerating musical recalls.


  EX. 11–12B Giuseppe Verdi, Otello, ActIV, scene 3 (Otello enters Desdemona’s bedchamber)
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  The first section reaches a bitter climax on the word “Gloria!” set in a manner that recalls Otello’s first appearance in act I, as the victorious naval hero. “Esultate!,” he had sung then, “L’orgoglio musulmano sepolto è in mar, nostra e del ciel è gloria!”: “Rejoice! The pride of the Turks is entombed in the sea; Heavens be ours and the glory!” What had been the Turks’ fate, to fall in consequence of their pride, is now Otello’s.


  The Adagio (Ex. 11–13a), in which Otello’s utter loneliness is underscored by suddenly withholding the orchestral accompaniment, is largely based on the little flute refrain at the beginning of the act, associated there with Desdemona’s melancholy (compare Ex. 11–12a). To that motive, a third descending through an accented passing tone, Otello describes Desdemona’s aspect in death— pallida, e stanca, e muta, e bella (“pale and worn and still and lovely”)—and, in another suddenly unaccompanied outburst at the end of the section, calls vainly on her name and grasps that she is dead. In a letter to his publisher, Verdi described the end of this burst (“Ah!, morta! morta! morta!”) as “sounds almost without key.”34 What makes it seem so is its conclusion, a descending phrase that implies tonic harmony (in C[image: image] minor) at its beginning but subdominant at the end. Its last four notes, of course, recapitulate the already fraught half-diminished harmony of Desdemona’s Willow Song; far from being “without key,” they are in precisely the key of the opening English horn solo.


  The final section (Ex. 11–13b), which brings the opera to an end, is a setting of Othello’s last line in Shakespeare, itself a heartbreaking reminiscence: “I kist thee, ere I kill’d thee; No way but this,/Killing my selfe, to dye upon a kisse.” It recapitulates the musical content of the moment in which, before killing her, Otello had gazed upon his sleeping wife and been overwhelmed with the grief of love lost. The last music heard before the curtain, then, is the kiss music from act I, in its final, crucial, reminiscence.


  EX. 11–13A Giuseppe Verdi, Otello, Act IV, scene 4 (Otello’s remorse)
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  EX. 11–13B Giuseppe Verdi, Otello, ActIV, scene 4 (Death of Otello)
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  And now we know why the love scene in act I had to be written. It was not only to fulfill an operatic requirement. Nor was it merely to plant a motive for later reminiscence—or rather, to put it that way is to put the cart before the horse. What motivated the love scene was the dying Otello’s last line, and the need to provide a “past in music” on which his concluding recollection could draw, thus justifying through music’s word-transcending immediacy of feeling the whole project of turning what was already a great play into an opera.


  Exactly this, we may recall, had been Wagner’s motivation for expanding the Ring into a tetralogy—to provide the narrative of the Norns in Götterdämmerung with a past in music on which to draw. If we write off the Otello love duet off as a studied or cynical “plant,” then we are bound likewise to regard the whole of Das Rheingold, Die Walküre, and Siegfried. If Wagner’s operatic tetralogy is regarded, contrariwise, as a noble attempt to create a world in music, then so, in its far more humane and economical way, is Otello.


  The feature that most decisively distinguishes Verdi, even at his most monumental, from Wagner is his insistence on a human scale. In this the two composers can truly be taken as opposites and as standard-bearers for opposing national traditions. Verdi’s goes back to the humanism or man-centered philosophy of the Italian Renaissance, while Wagner’s embodies centuries of accumulated antihumanistic German metaphysical thought, in which answers to fundamental human questions were automatically sought on a superhuman plane, a plane for which orchestral rather than vocal music was the ideal medium of representation. Only one of Verdi’s operas, Macbeth, invokes a crucial supernatural or miraculous agency. Only one of Wagner’s, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, fails to do so. At the emotional climax of Otello’s final scene (“Desdemona … Desdemona … Ah, morta! morta! morta!”) the orchestra is silent. At the corresponding moment in Tristan und Isolde, the orchestra sweeps the singer away.


  The dramatic tradition that leads to Verdi is at bottom the comic tradition, which is the one in which humankind is essentially responsible for its own fate. The specifically operatic tradition that leads to him is the one that proceeded through ever greater infusions of buffa styles, forms, and attitudes into the opera seria. The dramatic tradition that leads to Wagner is the tragic tradition, in which humans are the helpless playthings of the gods. The specifically operatic tradition that leads to him is the perpetually “reformist” or neoclassical tradition—the eighteenth-century tradition of Metastasio and Gluck—that sought to enforce the purity of dramatic categories and in particular undertook periodic purgings from tragic opera of comedic admixtures and accretions.


  Thus it is no surprise to find that Wagner’s last opera, Parsifal, was an out-and-out religious drama, replete with actual sacred rituals enacted onstage, and ending with miraculous healings and redemptions—or that Verdi’s last opera, Falstaff (fashioned by Boito after Shakespeare’s Merry Wives of Windsor, with admixtures from the Henry IV plays), was a worldly-wise comedy, Verdi’s first “buffa” in fifty years. It was an astonishing departure for a composer approaching eighty, the most astounding feat of artistic self-rejuvenation since Monteverdi, also a retired septuagenarian, came forth some 250 years before with his last opera, L’Incoronazione di Poppea. But with benefit of hindsight one could hardly imagine a more fitting consummation to Verdi’s career, or a more logical outcome of its trajectory.
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  FIG. 11–9 Illustrazione italiana, cover of special issue, “Verdi and Falstaff” (1893).


  


  COMEDIZATION


  The“comedization”oflate-nineteenth-century opera was an unstoppable tide. The term should not be misunderstood. It does not necessarily have to do with humor, although the process it denotes did give humorous opera (among other things) a boost. It designates, rather, what is more often termed (or mistermed) “realism.” Comedization works better than realism in this context because it suggests something concrete about forms and styles (namely, their shrinkage and “popularization”) without making unwarranted claims about the nature of plots, which were often far from “realistic.”


  As a case in point consider The Stone Guest (Kamennïy gost’) by the Russian composer Alexander Dargomïzhsky—another member of the class of 1813, if a minor one. Left almost completely composed in vocal score at the time of its author’s death in 1869, its holes were plugged by César Cui, its orchestration supplied by RimskyKorsakov, and it was first performed in St. Petersburg in 1872. Its literary source was a “little tragedy” by Alexander Pushkin that was inspired by Mozart’s Don Giovanni—with its walking, talking statue (the title character in the Pushkin/Dargomïzhsky version) not the most realistic of plots. What made Dargomïzhsky’s version a landmark of realism nevertheless was the composer’s decision to base his work directly on Pushkin’s dramatic poem without any mediating libretto—a demonstratively antioperatic decision taken very selfconsciously in the name of “truth.”


  Without a specially-fashioned libretto, there could be little or no provision for purely musical unfolding: no arias, no ensembles. There are two Spanish romances, interpolated by Dargomïzhsky where Pushkin merely indicated that a character sing a song. (The critic Hermann Laroche had fun with this, foreseeing a future when “truth” prevailed and composers would have to smuggle music into their operas by constantly having their characters invite one another to make some.)35 For the rest, Dargomïzhsky treated Pushkin’s verse drama as if it were the text of a gigantic through-composed art song, setting it not as recitative but quite lyrically, yet without formalizing repetition of lines (though continuous accompaniment figures often gather musical stretches up into perceptual units).


  The most arialike moment comes when Don Juan, seducing Donna Anna, reacts heatedly to her insinuation that he is mad. Here Pushkin used repetition as a rhetorical device, thus giving Dargomïzhsky permission to follow suit (Ex. 11–14): “If I were a madman,” Don Juan remonstrates, in prose translation:


  
    I would wish to remain among the living; I would nurture hope of touching your heart with tender love.

  


  
    If I were a madman,

  


  
    I would spend my nights at your balcony, troubling your sleep with serenades; I would not hide myself; on the contrary, I would try to be noticed by you everywhere.

  


  
    If I were a madman,

  


  
    I would not suffer in silence.

  


  
    [To which Donna Anna retorts, “You call this silence?”]

  


  


  EX. 11–14 Alexander Dargomïzhsky, The Stone Guest: Act II, Don Juan’s Arioso
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  EX. 11–15 Giuseppe Verdi, Falstaff, “Quand’eropaggio”
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  The repeated line is treated musically as a refrain, and is transposed up a step with every appearance. Between these markers, however, there is only minimal musical “rounding,” chiefly a matter of short phrases set in sequence. And yet a minuscule “number” has been allowed to form in response to the structure of the text: a new application of the well-worn reformist plea (going all the way back to Monteverdi) that “poetry be the mistress of the music.”


  Needless to say, Dargomïzhsky’s “formlessness” was derided in its day as Wagnerian; but what his procedures really resembled—by anticipation rather than by imitation—were Verdi’s in Otello and, especially, Falstaff. We have already seen how the elevated lyrical style of the Otello love duet was achieved: it was a matter of allowing occasional climactic phrases to coalesce into repetitive sequences or fleeting rounded periods within an overall through-composed design. The same is even more typical of Falstaff, in which (as in The Stone Guest) only one tiny “number” emerges from the incessant lyric flux and flow: “Quand’ero paggio” (“When I was a page”), the bulky title character’s brief reminiscence of his limber youth in the retinue of the Duke of Norfolk (Ex. 11–15).


  The similarity of style, in particular the strictly syllabic declamation on short note values normally employed in recitative, may not have been a coincidence. Verdi, who (as we know) had visited Russia, and who had run into Dargomïzhsky, a high-society dilettante, at various salons and social functions, knew about The Stone Guest before it was performed or published, professed a collegial admiration for it, and owned a copy of the vocal score. But whether or not a direct line is traced from the one work to the other, The Stone Guest and Falstaff both exemplified the process of comedization that cut the imposing formal blocks of traditional opera down to size.


  


  CHAPTER 12
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  Cutting Things Down

  to Size


  RUSSIAN REALISM (MUSORGSKY, CHAIKOVSKY); OPÉRA

  LYRIQUE; OPERETTA, VERISMO


  


  GOING TOO FAR


  To continue the argument of the previous chapter, the concept of “comedization” can accommodate without contradiction not only realism but also some other developments in European musical theater that on the face of it seem quite incompatible with realism. A defining moment for the concept, a sort of limiting case, was a creative crisis that unexpectedly intervened in the work of the century’s most committed musical realist, altering the course of his career.


  That composer was Modest Musorgsky, already mentioned in chapter 8 as a realist, and in chapter 9 as a member of the “mighty little bunch” of Russian nationalist composers who grouped themselves around Miliy Balakirev in the 1850s and 1860s. Musorgsky’s nationalism, combined with his insecure nonprofessional status (having been trained not for a musical but for a military career), led him to adopt an extreme “outsider’s” attitude toward the existing traditions and institutions of musical Europe. He rejected with equal fervor both the traditional curriculum of the German conservatory—counterpoint, mastery of “form,” systematic theory, any manifestation of “braininess”—and the esthetic of Italian opera: bel canto, refined or ornate melody, all conventional canons of musical “beauty.”
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  FIG. 12–1 Modest Musorgsky, painted by Ilya Repininthehospitalaweekbeforethecomposer’s death in February 1881.


  


  Such a stance is easy enough to write off as a case of sour grapes. There was no Russian conservatory where Musorgsky might have studied until 1862, when he was already overage; and the Russian musical stage was dominated during his formative years by a state-supported Italian opera troupe from which the work of native composers was barred by official policy. Russian composers of Musorgsky’s generation were effectively frozen out of the country’s musical establishment—a situation comparable to that which existed in America, and lasted longer. Unless one went abroad for training, as Glinka and Gottschalk did, one had to content oneself with correspondence courses or self-education. And there were next to no performance outlets for one’s creative labor unless one was a performing virtuoso, as Musorgsky (while a fine and much sought-after accompanist) was not.


  What is left, though, after both brains and beauty have been renounced? Good character, obviously. That is where Musorgsky’s high moral commitment to “truth” was born (a commitment he thought of as being particularly Russian, in opposition to the falsities of German and Italian routine) and hence his commitment to realism, with its contempt for fine manners and convention. He found a mentor in Dargomïzhsky (like him an aristocratic dilettante frozen out by the professional establishment), and a model in The Stone Guest, the opera mentioned at the end of the previous chapter. Dargomïzhsky had solved the problem of operatic “form” by dispensing with the libretto altogether, and that made him “the great teacher of musical truth,” as Musorgsky put it in two separate dedications.


  But Dargomïzhsky’s solution was not complete, because the text of The Stone Guest consisted of artistic (that is, artificial) verse. In what may have been the most extreme “reformist” position ever adopted by an opera composer, Musorgsky proclaimed that the ultimate in musical truth could be achieved only if composers set librettos in conversational prose, with the music faithfully mirroring the tempo and contour of actual conversational speech. This was a particularly strict application to music of the old neoclassical (or “Renaissance”) precept of mimesis, or “imitation of nature,” the idea that art derives its power from the mimicking of reality. It was the same idea that had inspired the invention of opera in the humanist academies of Florence almost three centuries before.
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  FIG. 12–2 Alexander Dargomïzhsky, engraving from a photograph.


  


  But music had always fit uneasily into the mimetic scheme of things because it had no obvious natural model. The old Florentine solution was similar to Musorgsky’s: the idea that, if speech is taken to be the outward embodiment of emotion, then imitation of speech was tantamount to the imitation of emotion—that is, human psychological reality (“human nature”). The difference lay in the type of speech to be imitated. For the Florentines, living in the age of humanism, it was poetry composed in the style of Greek drama. For Musorgsky, living in an age of burgeoning scientific empiricism (or “positivism”), it would be the “natural” speech one observed in “real life.”


  This was unprecedented. Never had a composer envisioned the renunciation of verse, however terse, as the basis of musical setting. Outside the realm of functioning church liturgies in oral tradition (e.g., Gregorian chant), no one had ever seriously questioned the status of regular meter as a basic musical ingredient. In his quest for the ultimate musical embodiment of nature, Musorgsky did not shrink from questioning any assumption about “the nature of music.” This was surely the most radical posture ever assumed by a nineteenth-century composer, and he gloried in it for a while because it turned all of his liabilities into advantages. Far from handicapped, he was privileged by his maverick, autodidact status to think the unthinkable. “On nature’s scale,” he wrote to a friend (typically imitating the language of science),


  
    man is the highest organism (at least on earth), and this highest organism possesses the gift of word and voice without equal among terrestrial organisms. If one admits the reproduction by artistic means of human speech in all its subtlest and most capricious shades—to depict it naturally, as life and human nature demand—would this not amount to the deification of the human gift of words? And if by this simplest of means, simply submitting strictly to artistic instinct in catching human vocal intonations, it becomes possible to capture the heart, then is it not a worthy enterprise? And if one could, along with that, catch the thinking faculties in a vise, then would it not be worthwhile to devote oneself to such an occupation?1

  


  


  His conservatory would be the conservatory of life. To another correspondent he wrote, “whatever speech I hear, whoever is speaking (or, the main thing, no matter what he is saying), my brain is already churning out the musical embodiment of such speech.”2 These optimistic letters were written during the summer of 1868, when the twenty-nine-year-old Musorgsky was making his first attempt to realize these ideals in practice—or, to put it in the “scientific” terms he preferred, to carry out his first “experiment in dramatic music in prose.”


  The exercise in question was similar to The Stone Guest in concept: a verbatim setting of a preexisting play. The play in question, though, had to be a prose play, and that meant, according to the conventions of the nineteenth-century theater, that it had to be a comedy. Musorgsky chose Marriage, a farce by Nikolai Gogol about the vacillations of an unwilling bridegroom. The naturalistic dialogue in which it is cast must surely rank among the most unlyrical prose ever put on paper. For a sample of the unlyrical music with which Musorgsky clothed it, we can start right at the beginning with the main character’s opening speech (Ex. 12–1).


  As a Russian, Musorgsky had an actual advantage in writing naturalistic prose recitative, because the accentual pattern of the spoken language imposes a sort of beat on most utterances that can be represented fairly accurately in ordinary musical notation. In ordinary Russian speech accents are distributed evenly, within a tempo that varies according to affect. At the outset, Podkolyosin, the prospective bridegroom, is lying on a divan, smoking his pipe. The accented syllables (Vot, -nyosh’, -din, -su-, etc.) fall regularly on a half-note tactus as befits his lethargic state. Unaccented syllables are arranged in patterns of short equal values between the accented ones. An unaccented syllable is never allowed to occupy the beginning of a beat, lest it introduce an un-Russian secondary accent. (No matter how many syllables it may contain, a Russian word takes only one accent: English-speaking students, who are used to introducing secondary accents even in two-syllable words, often practice the word dostiprimechátel’nosti, which means “points of interest,” as in sightseeing.)


  EX. 12–1 Modest Musorgsky, Marriage, opening speech
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  Where the notated beat is the quarter note and the accents fall on the half note, as here, this means that the intervening quarter-note pulses will be occupied by rests, as is uniformly the case in this example up to the words nádo zhenít’sya. The resultant strings of little notes, evenly crowded into the space of one beat (entailing the very free use of triplets and other gruppetti) and interrupted by a rest at the beginning of the next, are instantly recognizable as “Musorgskian.” Beginning with nádo zhenít’sya, (“you have to get married”), the accents begin falling on the quarter notes in response to the anxiety that the thought of marriage has aroused in a confirmed bachelor.


  The other noteworthy feature is the fastidiousness with which note values are assigned. Musorgsky’s ear for the tempo of Russian speech, as the quoted letter suggests, was practiced and marvelously refined. The rhythm of na dosúge, for example, decelerates (triplets followed by eighths), while the next word, podúmïvat’, reverses the order of note values and accelerates. These rhythms are not arbitrarily chosen; Musorgsky is indeed drawing faithfully and “scientifically” from life (from his own observed declamation, in all likelihood). Similarly, the lengths of upbeats vary according to the natural model. The first syllable of odín and the unaccented word chto are set as sixteenth notes, while the word tak, even when unaccented, is usually drawled in spoken Russian, and hence is entitled to an eighth note.


  Yet the composer exercises a careful “artistic” control over the shape of the line, directing all tension to release on the explosive nádo zhenít’sya. This culminating phrase is the first since the initial word in which the first syllable is an accented one, hence unpreceded by an upbeat. It therefore gives the impression of being delayed, which heightens the sense of climax. Melodic contour is also handled naturalistically, but with artistic control. The climactic nádo zhenít’sya is exceeded, as melodic high point, only by takáya skvérnost’ (“what a horror”).


  These emotional climaxes stand out all the more because they are surrounded with neutral utterances that reproduce the characteristic Russian monotone quite accurately. Podkolyosin’s turbid deliberations at the outset are deftly transmitted by singsong oscillations between a “reciting tone” of sorts (E/[image: image]), which takes the strings of unaccented syllables, and a higher pitch area (A/[image: image]) that alternates with the lower pitch on accented syllables. Where irony is called for (zhivyosh’, zhivyosh’), the contour of this oscillation is widened to a grotesque seventh. The intonational model is always provided by the spoken language, and melodic contour is dictated by the type of utterance—declarative, interrogative, exclamatory—that the music must reflect.


  One of Musorgsky’s most striking “antimusicalisms” is the harmonic ambience. In this musical prose, tonal motion is kept purposefully static and ambiguous for long stretches, since functional harmony tends to periodize phrase structure. There is no key signature anywhere in Marriage, and tonal ambiguity is maintained by means of an unprecedented reliance on augmented and diminished intervals, with chords of corresponding intervallic content in the accompaniment. These, of course, are the “unvocal” intervals shunned in lyrical melodies, hence all the more desirable if lyricism is to be renounced and the illusion of “ordinary speech” sustained despite the use of fixed pitch.


  But needless to say, there is nothing ordinary about such music. It is a highly distinctive medium, and Musorgsky was certainly its master. Within his own domain he had evolved a very sophisticated and elegant technique. After setting a few scenes from Marriage (in Russian, Zhenit’ba) he was ready for a task that would put to a worthy test his conviction that his new style could produce a music of unprecedented moral and intellectual force, “capturing the heart and catching the thinking faculties in a vise.” The worthiest task of all would surely be a historical drama with a national theme; and this, too, reflected conditions in Russia.


  ART AND AUTOCRACY


  Historical dramas were popular everywhere in the nineteenth century; the Parisian grand opéra, as we know, consisted of virtually nothing but. Artistic representations of history in all media had a special importance in Russia, however, and a special cachet. That was because by the latter half of the nineteenth century Russia was the only remaining autocratic state in Europe. Everywhere else monarchies had been at least to some degree constitutionalized, but in Russia the tsar’s authority was absolute, neither fettered by law nor shared with a parliament. Public debate of social and political issues was more severely circumscribed than anywhere else, and liberal opinion usually had to be camouflaged in what was called “Aesopian” language. That is, it had to take place in the guise of scholarship or art, on the understanding that sophisticated readers would interpret such writings, objects, and performances metaphorically, alive to its potential contemporary relevance.


  As a result, artists and scholars in Russia felt a greater obligation than anywhere else to invest their work with content “worthy of the attention of a thinking man,”3 to quote the radical writer Nikolai Chernïshevsky (1828–89), an expert Aesopian (but not always a successful one: he spent many years of his life in prison or exile). Nowhere else was the content of art ever subjected to such scrutiny, both by official censors on the lookout for subversion, and by subversive thinkers on the lookout for ammunition. Nowhere was art so fraught with subtexts, nowhere was it invested with greater civic or social value, nowhere was it practiced with greater risk or greater zeal. Nowhere was there less interest in art’s purely “decorative” role. Russian esthetics tended toward the ethical, even the “utilitarian.” Art was valued to the extent that it was seen to do good. And so it was very difficult if not impossible to say whether the subtexts and the values that engaged “the thinking man” were drawn out of the artworks in which they were spotted, or were being read into them. Interpretation is always a two-way street. In Russia it became a teeming thoroughfare.


  This set of values disrupted the nexus of “the Good, the True, and the Beautiful” on which romanticism was founded, and greatly magnified the general drift away from romanticism toward realism, which regarded beauty with skepticism. (To make things look beautiful was usually to lie; nothing good could come of that.) It gave “outsider” artists like Musorgsky, already predisposed toward a countercultural, “avantgarde” posture, a greatly empowering sense of mission. His artistic and esthetic coming-of-age, moreover, coincided with one of the most permissive moments in Russian intellectual history: the aftermath of the disastrous Crimean War, and the upheavals wrought by the emancipation of the serfs (Russian peasants bound by feudal law to work the estates of landowners as chattels; Musorgsky’s own family was one of the many petty aristocratic clans that were ruined by the emancipation). To curb social unrest and maintain the good will of the educated classes, or intelligentsia, Russian censorship was significantly relaxed in the 1860s and 1870s.


  Musorgsky’s letters began filling up with memorable slogans. He became, as one critic eventually dubbed him, the “thinking realist of the Russian operatic stage.”4 To a friend he exclaimed, “the past in the present—there’s my task!”5 In so saying, he explicitly embraced the “Aesopian” cause and implicitly acknowledged that he had evolved his radical new style for its sake.


  The recipient of this avowal, a history teacher named Vladimir Nikolsky, supplied Musorgsky with the ideal subject on which to exercise his skills: Boris Godunov, a fairly old (1825) but little-known play by Alexander Pushkin, composed in deliberate imitation of Shakespeare’s “histories,” and of Henry IV in particular. Like Shakespeare’s King Henry, with his famous soliloquy, “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown,” Boris Godunov was a troubled ruler. According to widely accepted (but now refuted) tradition, Boris had ascended to the Russian throne in 1598 by having the legitimate heir, the nine-year-old Tsarevich Dmitry (youngest son of Ivan the Terrible), murdered. Tormented both by his conscience and by a pretender to the throne who claimed to be the risen Dmitry, Boris undergoes a steady decline, throughout the opera, to an early death, even as chaos tragically envelops Russia.


  Immediately Pushkin’s play became a covert treatise on kingship and legitimacy, dangerous subjects to raise within the borders of an absolute monarchy. If it was still little known in 1868, that was because until 1866 it had languished under the censor’s ban, and was as yet unperformed. That did not faze Musorgsky in the slightest, even though censorship restrictions on operas were even more stringent than those on plays, and included one proviso that would seem to doom the project from the start: according to law, no Russian ruler could be portrayed in the servile act of singing before an audience.


  The composer’s antiprofessional attitude insulated him against such practical considerations, and this play had everything he needed: the same “Shakespearean” mixture of poetry and prose, tragedy and comedy, that had attracted Verdi; a wide range of character types from noble to beggar, to be characterized by distinctively musicalized speech; a large role for the crowd, which could (in unprecedented fashion) be treated as naturalistically as the soloists, thus advancing the realist program “toward new shores,”6 to quote another Musorgskian slogan (for like any “scientist,” Musorgsky was a firm believer in technological progress).


  He never noticed, at first, that there were hardly any female characters, or that Pushkin had treated the one character who might have been suitable for a prima donna role in sketchy fashion and never provided her with a proper love scene. Indeed, Musorgsky cut her out of the opera altogether, because the one drawback Pushkin’s play presented was its length. The composer intended to set it verbatim, as he had Marriage (or Dargomïzhsky The Stone Guest), but unlike those, Pushkin’s was a full-evening’s spectacle. If set to music as it stood, it would have rivaled Wagner’s Ring. It hadtobe radically scaled down.


  Musorgsky retained two scenes just as Pushkin had written them, and placed them side by side for maximum “Shakespearean” contrast. One took place in a monastery where the monk Grishka Otrepyev, egged on by Pimen, a chronicler who reveals to him Boris’s criminal illegitimacy, hatches his plan to topple the tsar by becoming a pretender. It is cast in Shakespearean poetry: blank (that is, unrhymed) iambic pentameter, a new meter for the Russian language, and one that maintained a lofty cadence without sounding “artificial.” The other scene set verbatim was one that took place in an inn near the Lithuanian border, where Grishka, posing as Dmitry and accompanied by a pair of roistering monks modeled on Shakespeare’s Falstaff, barely escapes capture. It is a comic scene, cast in prose, and therefore a Musorgskian must. For the rest, as if cutting the Gordian knot, Musorgsky simply threw out every scene in which the title character failed to appear, then regrouped and conflated what remained. Almost every line of the opera’s text came from Pushkin, but less than half of Pushkin was used: it was the truth and (pretty much) nothing but the truth, so to speak, but not the whole truth.


  To give an idea of Musorgsky’s Boris at its poetic and prosaic extremes, we can compare two starkly contrasting scenes in which Boris confronts the crowd. The first, the most famous in the opera, is the second scene of the prologue, the so-called Coronation Scene. Its text consists of a single speech for the title character, set off by one of Musorgsky’s few additions to Pushkin’s script: a choral procession, sung to the tune (and most of the words) of an old Russian folk song. The song is there, of course, to lend an authentic period flavor to a scene of public ritual, and also because more traditional theorists of realist esthetics (including Chernïshevsky, who wrote a treatise on the subject) cited folk song rather than speech as the “natural model” for music.7 But Musorgsky’s attitude toward this sort of verisimilitude was actually rather lax compared with his exacting standards of fidelity to the patterns of speech. On this level it was enough for him to conform to his audience’s casual expectations rather than chart new ground.
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  FIG. 12–3Boris Godunov, Act III, scene 2 (“Death of Boris”): Martti Talvela on the throne in the title role with set by Ming Cho Lee (Metropolitan Opera, New York, 1974).


  


  The tune he used was famous—not least, ironically enough, because Beethoven had used it in a quartet dedicated to Count Razumovsky, the Russian ambassador in Vienna, who had given Beethoven a folk song anthology to mine for the purpose. The song from that collection (first published in 1790) to which both Beethoven and Musorgsky had recourse is shown in Ex. 12–2. The words— “As to thee, God in heaven, there is glory, let there be glory to the Tsar”—clearly recommended themselves as Coronation fodder. And yet anyone who really knew folklore (as Musorgsky, despite his reputation as a “nationalist,” did not!) would have known from the heading in Ex. 12–2 that the song was a Yuletide song, not a coronation anthem, and would have known from the very word that caught Musorgsky’s eye— Slava (Glory)—that it was a song meant to accompany a girls’ fortune-telling game.


  EX. 12–2 Slava, original folk melody (from Nikolai Lvov and Johann Pratsch, Russkiye narodnïye pesni, 1790)
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  It would be worse than pedantic to accuse Musorgsky of an error here. The knowledge that it takes to spot it is mere “book learning”; a more authentic original might well have been less “legible” to the audience as an emblem of Boris’s power, representing the zenith from which he will spend the rest of the opera falling. Far more important to Musorgsky was the declamatory realism that informs the brief central monologue, for this was, according to his theory, the very crux of dramatic truth. The broad features of Podkolyosin’s comic recitative, as we observed them in Ex. 12–1, are all in place. The range has been much widened, however; upbeats are sometimes lengthened to full-beat quarter notes; and the use of consonant melodic leaps in place of Podkolyosin’s augmented and diminished intervals “lyricalize” the utterance. These departures from the conversational norm are admitted in order to elevate Boris’s diction to the level of tragic eloquence; he assumes, as it were, the emotionally exalted tone that Russians actually adopt, even in casual or domestic surroundings, when they recite poetry.


  The composer-critic César Cui, also a “kuchkist” (member of the moguchaya kuchka, or “mighty band,” around Balakirev), christened this style “melodic recitative” in his newspaper reviews.8 It is still classifiable as recitative because of its strict one-note-per-syllable declamation, its abundance of short repeated notes, its faithful mirroring of the intonational contour of the spoken language, and (beyond the two opening phrases) its absence of melodic repetitions, so that its shape is wholly dependent on that of the text. The poetry is the mistress, as Monteverdi would have said, the music the handmaiden. But each melodic phrase has “song potential”; one can easily imagine its development into an arioso.


  The harmonization is deliberately archaic, “modal.” Halfway through (Ex. 12–3) the key signature is “cleared”; at m. 18, the tone centers become difficult to identify in terms of functional harmony. Is Boris’s first line (Teper’ poklonimsya…, “Now let us bow down”) centered on A? Then why does it end on B? Is the mode “Aeolian,” as the little progression before Boris’s entry seems to suggest with its minor V chord? Then what is the status of the F[image: image]? Part of an applied dominant to G? But what is the status of G? Or is the mode “Dorian”? Even within a tonal idiom as resolutely diatonic as this one it is possible to make radical departures from functional norms to evoke “otherness” (another time, another place), yet do it with “realistic” (albeit imaginary) specificity.


  EX. 12–3 Modest Musorgsky, Boris Godunov, Coronation Scene, Boris’s monologue
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  STALEMATE AND SUBVERSION


  The most radically “realistic” harmonic effect of all is the one with which the scene opens, already quoted in Ex. 10–20 for comparison with Wagner’s harmony. The stage direction specifies a “solemn peal of bells,” and that is what the lengthy orchestral prelude depicts. It consists of just two chords, both of them describable in common practice terms as dominant-sevenths with their roots on [image: image]and D respectively. The common practice description is quite misleading, however, since neither of them ever resolves to the implied tonic (respectively [image: image]and G). Nor, once their oscillation really gets going, do we even expect them to do so; for the oscillation emphasizes another relationship, namely their shared tritone (C and F#[image: image]). The two tritones, the one they share and the one their roots describe, arrest or neutralize their functional tendency.


  It is not difficult to trace this progression, in concept, back to its source in Liszt’s experiments with circles of major and minor thirds (see chapter 8). A tritone, after all, is equivalent to two minor thirds; Musorgsky’s progression could be viewed as a sampling from the Lisztian one. As a matter of fact, Liszt’s Orpheus (Symphonic Poem No. 4, 1854) begins with the very progression Musorgsky has borrowed: a dominant seventh on [image: image], drawn out long by means of the “title character’s” harp arpeggios, followed by one on A (Ex. 12–4). Liszt follows this opening pair, however, with another dominant seventh on C, as if splitting the difference between the opening pair, and maintaining a forward-moving harmonic drive.


  EX. 12–4 Franz Liszt, Orpheus, opening
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  Musorgsky’s progression produces no motion forward, but a stalemate. He shapes the passage in which it occurs by rhythmic rather than harmonic means: at first by surface diminutions, then by doubling the harmonic rhythm, both of them devices actually copied from bell-ringing techniques. Then the whole thing is repeated with the position of the two chords reversed (but since they are functionally undifferentiated, their reversed positions make no difference to the character of the progression and can easily pass unnoticed by the listener). All he can do to bring the second passage to an end is drown it out with the heavy percussion. There is no possible functional cadence.


  And that is why Musorgsky’s progression, though much simpler in concept than the famous opening of Tristan und Isolde, was in fact far more subversive of tonal practice than Wagner’s (just as Liszt’s practice, as noted in chapter 10, was potentially more “radical” than his son-in-law’s). However ingenious and sophisticated Wagner’s usage (and there is no denying that Wagner gave his innovatory idea far more resourceful and sophisticated treatment than Musorgsky could hope to do), it remained within the system of functional relations. Musorgsky’s was at the limits of the system, and perhaps beyond it. In the years to come, younger Russian composers would build on Musorgsky’s idea in such a way as to circumvent major/minor tonality altogether. In that way, Russia did succeed in “breaking free of Europe,” and later exerting a satisfying counter-influence on “the West.”


  CRISIS


  The complementary scene to the Coronation in Boris Godunov is the stark “Scene at St. Basil’s Shrine” at the other end of the opera, in which Boris again confronts the crowd, but now a starving crowd that is no longer acclaiming him but cursing him and demanding bread. At the beginning of the scene they discuss the pretender’s progress, and the anathema that is being pronounced on him inside the church on Red Square, where they have gathered. Then there is a bit of byplay for a group of boys tormenting a religious mendicant (called the yurodivïy, or Holy Fool), who croons a little song that degenerates into recitative as the accompanying harmony descends in a strange mudslide by semitones. The boys steal his penny. At this point Boris and his retinue come out of the church, and the yurodivïy confronts him, asking that he have the boys who vexed him killed, just like the tsarevich. When Boris has recoiled in horror and left the stage, the yurodivïy resumes his chaotic song, turning it into a lament for suffering Russia. The scene grinds to a baleful halt on an unprecedented unresolved dominant in the bass.


  It is a searing moment, this scene of “speaking truth to power,” and Musorgsky must surely have been counting on the audience to “read” it in terms of its subversive contemporary relevance. In its “thematization” of truth, the great cause for which realist art was prepared to sacrifice all beauty of form, the scene can be deemed an emblem of its moment in history, and Musorgsky did everything he could to accentuate its blunt primitiveness, which he regarded as the source of its power. Except for the yurodiväy’s song, which begins in the manner of a folk tune but dissolves into slime, and the choral song of supplication that greets the tsar, the whole scene is carried along in prose recitative, even the long choral “discussion” in which the various sections of the chorus confront and react to one another, and to the peasant Mityukha, whom they are questioning, like individual characters.


  Boris’s own role in the scene is very short but telling (Ex. 12–5). His manner of declamation has changed. All of his upbeats are now carried by eighth notes rather than quarters—a sure sign of prose setting, and a clue that the character’s stature has been diminished. All in all, the Scene at St. Basil’s Shrine, completed “during the night of May 21–22 1869” according to a note on the autograph vocal score, is the most extreme and concentrated dose of serious musical realism ever to be administered during the nineteenth century. But to say that is misleading, for the scene was never performed during Musorgsky’s lifetime, nor published until 1926, two years before its public premiere. It was dropped in the course of revising the score in 1870–72, after the opera had been rejected for staging by the Russian imperial theaters.


  The rejection might have been predicted, but it was not an ideological rejection. The review committee comprised musicians only, and the single reason given for turning the opera down was the lack of a prima donna role. It was easily supplied, since Pushkin had included some scenes showing the pretender’s progress in Poland, where the Princess Marina Mniszek seduced him and coopted his campaign at the behest of the Jesuits. Musorgsky expanded their “scene at the fountain” into the required love duet, and even added a scene in Marina’s dressing room to give her a solo aria.


  That made the opera more conventional, far less a “realist” manifesto. The legend has arisen that Musorgsky had to revise the opera against his will in order to make it palatable not only to musical but to political authorities. (It is a legend all the more readily believed in the twentieth century, when Russian artists were often forced to make highly publicized compromises with a totalitarian regime.) In fact, Musorgsky went so much further than required in his revisions that duress cannot account for them all. They went to the root of his dramatic and musical conception, something in which the bureaucrats vetting the libretto’s content took little interest.


  EX. 12–5 Modest Musorgsky, Boris Godunov, Scene at St. Basil’s Shrine
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  In order to create the “Polish” scenes, Musorgsky had to add a great deal of his own to Pushkin’s text. But then he went back and de-Pushkinized a great deal more. In particular he took out the Scene at St. Basil’s Shrine, which followed Pushkin, and replaced it with another scene, with which he eventually ended the opera, in which the crowd is shown in active revolt against Boris—something far more potentially subversive than the deleted scene, and quite contrary to Pushkin’s view of history. The only part of the original scene that survived was the episode of the yurodiväy and the boys, and the concluding song of woe, which now ends the entire opera (on the dominant!) to harrowing effect.


  If the opera’s revision is assumed to have been an ideological one, these facts are simply paradoxical. A more plausible explanation for the replacement is found in a letter the composer sent a friend in July 1870, while the opera was in limbo between submission and rejection. He had played it through for a select group of friends and sympathizers, and was disconcerted at its reception: “As regards the peasants in Boris,” he wrote, “some found them to be bouffe (!), while others saw tragedy.” (The parenthetical exclamation point is the composer’s.)9


  In other words, the composer found that in the eyes—or rather, ears—of his audience, even a handpicked audience, prose recitative ineluctably spelled “comedy,” its traditional medium, however tragic the actual content of the drama. Musorgsky’s first impulse to revise his opera came not from the demands of the imperial theaters, but from his own private experience of communications-failure. It led him to reconsider his whole operatic technique, indeed his entire esthetic stance, with an eye toward clarifying the genre of the opera—that is, toward making decisive the contrast between what was “bouffe” and what was not, and generally toward elevating the tone of the opera to the level of tragedy, Shakespearean or otherwise. The lesson we may draw from his experience is that realism = comedy and comedy = realism, and that realism, like comedy, entails a lowering of tone. All of this, of course, is saying no more than what common sense already knows—that tragedy, like all beautiful or uplifting (“high”) art, is a lie. Fully to disenchant or disillusion art in the name of literal or “scientific” truth risks destroying its power.


  Thus the motivation for the most telling revision of all. In order to restore Tsar Boris to his full tragic dimension on the operatic stage, Musorgsky turned his back on all his prized theories and (as he put it in a letter to his best friend, the arts publicist Vladimir Stasov) “perpetrated” a traditional aria for the title character.10 What in the original version had been a naturalistic recitative setting of Pushkin’s counterpart to Shakespeare’s great “Uneasy lies the head” soliloquy, cast amid a tissue of leitmotives, became after revision a lyrical outpouring in the grand manner, for which purpose Musorgsky borrowed a broad melody from an old abandoned opera project on the subject of Gustave Flaubert’s “orientalist” novel Salammbo, and gave it a spacious development not only in the orchestra but in the voice as well.


  CODES


  Musorgsky’s extremist realism was something that eventually had to be recoiled from because of its literalistic concept of truth—truth to empirical experience, to the conditions of daily life, without possibility of compromise. Art, the composer learned, lives in the compromise. It trades not in verbatim transcripts of existence but in metaphors. The Russian composer who understood this best was Chaikovsky. In Eugene Onegin, an opera based, like Boris Godunov, on a work by Pushkin, Chaikovsky created the other great monument of Russian realism in music.


  But since the literary model in this case was not a Shakespearean historical drama but a novel of (almost) contemporary Russian society and mores, “monument” is not quite the right word. Its scale is small. Originally intended for performance by the Moscow Conservatory’s opera workshop, it makes modest technical demands. Its remarkable emotional potency comes from its canny manipulation of symbols that interrelate genres of popular art with their associated social milieus. If Chaikovsky was the “great poet of everyday life,” and “a genius of emotion,” to quote two critical comments that have stuck to him, it was not because he alone found poetry in everyday life (every novelist does that) or because he was a genius at having emotions (we’re all geniuses at that). It was because he knew how to channel life and emotion with great power and precision through coded conventional forms.


  To describe him thus somewhat belies his reputation as a romantic artist, for romanticism distrusted conventions and sought to portray people (especially romantic artists) as uniquely free and spontaneous beings. Chaikovsky, as a realist, viewed people primarily in social contexts, as did Pushkin, and drew his power of expression from irony: that is, he took great delight in showing to what extent the emotions we subjectively experience as our own unique spontaneous experience are in fact mediated by social codes and standards of group behavior.


  Pushkin’s novel is famously short on plot. The title character, a dandy from the city, meets Tatyana, an openhearted country girl; she is smitten, he brushes her off; six years later he is smitten, she is married. There is also a subplot about the fop’s friend, a country squire who dabbles in poetry and fancies himself a uniquely sensitive soul, and the country girl’s sister, a shallow beauty with whom the poetaster is in love. Fop and friend fight a pointless duel over the sister and friend is (for no good reason) killed. It is the highpoint of the action in both novel and opera, but—another irony—it is only a distraction from the main concern, suggesting that the essence of life is not in dramatic events but in the small daily round, and that we learn to function happily in the social world not by giving our emotions free reign but by learning to sublimate them in conventional behavior. Once we have been successfully “socialized,” our feelings are never entirely spontaneous but always mediated by the conventions and constraints, as often learned from literature as from “life,” to which we have adapted. Therein lie both the tragedy (the constraints) and the salvation (the adaptation) of human society.


  Chaikovsky embodied this worldly, unromantic but not unconsoling message in his opera by abstracting its musical idiom from the characteristic melodic and harmonic turns that identified the music of its time and place. In a book called Musical Form as Process, the Russian musicologist Boris Asafyev coined the word “intonation” (intonatsiya) to denote these characteristic stylistic components. Linguists would call them “morphemes,” minimal units that convey meaning within a conventional sign-system. Chaikovsky used these units to “sing” his opera in the musical language of its— its, not his—time. The period flavor that pervades the music becomes the carrier of Pushkin’s novelistic irony.


  The most conspicuous period “intonation” or morpheme in Eugene Onegin is the characteristic use of melodic sixths in shaping melodies, either as direct skips or as filled-in contours. The interval abounded in the so-called “household romance” (bätovoy romans)of the 1830s and 1840s, songs composed not for the professional recital stage but for sale as sheet music for amateur performance at home. The outstanding composer of these sentimental popular songs at the time of Eugene Onegin’s action was Alexander Varlamov (1801–48). Ex. 12–6 contains two of his most famous melodies, one in the major, the other in the minor, with their constituent sixths bracketed for eventual comparison with Chaikovsky’s music.


  The first music sung in Eugene Onegin is an imitation Varlamov romance by Chaikovsky, sung offstage by Tatyana and her sister to an early lyric poem by Pushkin called “The Poet” (Ex. 12–7a). At the end of the verse it incorporates a reference to a tune already heard at the beginning of the opera’s prelude (Ex. 12–7b), which will function throughout the drama as Tatyana’s leitmotif. It, too, outlines a descending melodic sixth, showing the first stage of the interval’s abstraction from its “natural habitat” in Varlamov (or imitation Varlamov) into the musical ambience that suffuses and symbolizes the lives of Chaikovsky’s characters.


  EX. 12–6A Alexander Varlamov, Krasnäy sarafan (romance)
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  EX. 12–6B Alexander Varlamov, Na zarye tä?eyonebudi (romance)
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  EX. 12–7A Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Eugene Onegin, beginning of Act I (first verse of “Slï?khal li vï?” with sixths labeled)
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  EX. 12–7B Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Eugene Onegin, Tatyana’sleitmotif
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  The full meaning of Chaikovsky’s sixths is revealed when Tatyana has her most private and personal moment onstage, the so-called Letter Scene, in which she recklessly pours out her heart on paper to the object of her infatuation. One of the most extended arias in all of Russian opera, it is actually a string of four romances linked by recitatives:


  
    1. Puskai pogibnu ya (Even if it means I perish): Allegro non troppo, [image: image] major,[image: image], da capo form (eighteen measures).

  


  
    2. Y ka vam pishu (I’m writing you): Moderato assai quasi Andante, D minor,[image: image], strophic form (fifty-six measures, including recits)

  


  
    3. Net, nikomu na svete ne otdala bï?serdtseya (No, there is no one else on earth to whom I’d give my heart): Moderato, C major,[image: image](accompaniment in[image: image]), da capo form (eighty measures, including recits and transitions)

  


  
    4. Kto tä?: moy angel-li khranitel’? (Who art thou—my guardian angel?): Andante, [image: image] major,[image: image], da capo form (75 measures, 129 counting orchestral introduction and orchestral/vocal coda)

  


  The resonances between the music of this scene and the duet-romance at the outset are many, conspicuous, and calculated: they are the resonances between Tatyana’s inner and outer worlds. Both incorporate Tatyana’s leitmotif (in the Letter Scene it comes in the middle of the last romance), but the leitmotif is already a bearer of a more generic resonance embodied in the melodic sixth. As Ex. 12–8 illustrates, the role of Tatyana (with that of Lensky, the doomed poetaster) is perhaps the “sixthiest” in all of opera.


  In Ex. 12–8d, melodic sixths are nested within a harmonic idiom that displays a very telling “sixthiness” of its own: the constant use of the minor submediant [image: image]VI (for “flat sixth”; of course you’ll use the flat sign) as alternate harmonic root or tone center. As we have known since the time of Schubert, this alternation can take the form of an immediate local progression, as shown, or it can be projected in the form of a subsidiary key governing large spans within the tonal structure. The orchestral prelude to act I of Eugene Onegin sets the precedent: its development section is all within the key of the submediant, which resolves to the dominant by way of “retransition” through a portentous descending semitone in the bass. In the Letter Scene, the whole vocal coda (Konchayu! strashno perechest’, “Finished! I dare not reread”) is cast within the key of the starred chord in Ex. 12–8d, spelled enharmonically as A major.


  EX. 12–8A Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Eugene Onegin, sixths in Tatyana’s letter scene, beginning of first romance
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  EX. 12–8B Tatyana’s letter scene, second romance, beginning of second strophe
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  EX. 12–8C Tatyana’s letter scene, beginning of third romance
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  EX. 12–8D Tatyana’s letter scene, introduction to fourth romance
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  The melodic-harmonic idiom is only one of many genre resonances that tie Tatyana’s Letter Scene to the opening duet and thence to the whole sentimental world of the Russian romance. The harp-heavy orchestration of the first two sections is another. But the harp does more than evoke the sounds of domestic musicmaking. The harp chords that punctuate the woodwind phrases in Ex. 12–9, the actual letter-writing ritornello (at the ends of mm. 2, 4, 6, and 8), take their place within a marvelously detailed sound-portrait of the lovesick girl, in which Chaikovsky shows himself an adept practitioner of Mozart’s methods of “body portraiture”—the realism of an earlier day—as outlined in the famous letter from Mozart to his father about Die Entführung aus dem Serail. As in the case of Mozart’s Belmonte or Osmin, we “see” and “feel” Tatyana—her movements, her breathing, her heartbeat—in her music. This iconicity shows off music’s advantages especially well: what the novelist or poet must describe, the composer (unlike the dramatist, who must depend on the director and the cast) can actually present.


  And yet the use of the romance idiom signifies even more than we have noted up to now. It is more than just evocative. It also sets limits on scale—both the formal scale of the aria and the emotional scale of the character. However touching her portrait, Tatyana remains (like all the characters in the opera) the denizen of a realistic novel, not a historical spectacle or a “well-made” romantic drama. Compared with Chaikovsky’s grander operas, or even with Boris Godunov in its revised form, Eugene Onegin exemplifies to excellent advantage the special late-nineteenth-century wedding of melancholy or poignant content and comic form.


  EX. 12–9 Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Eugene Onegin, letter scene, “writing music”
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  LYRIC DRAMA


  The closest parallels and antecedents to Eugene Onegin can be found in France, where a new genre—sometimes rather redundantly called opéra lyrique (or drame lyrique)after its bastion, the Paris Théâatre Lyrique (opened 1851)—had arisen in more or less conscious opposition to the bloated grand opéra, or at least as an alternative to the latter and a challenge to its proud status as the national opera of the French. The Théâtre Lyrique’s showpieces were two operas by the prolific Charles-François Gounod (1818– 93): Faust (1859), after Goethe’s famous dramatic poem, and Roméo et Juliette (1867) after Shakespeare. As exemplified by Gounod, the genre could be described as a hybrid that retained the accompanied recitatives of the grand opera (albeit tuneful ones), but that cut the musical forms (and, consequently, the characters who express themselves through them) down to comic-opera size. The musical emphasis, like Chaikovsky’s, is on characterization through attractive melody reminiscent of “domestic romances” and ballroom dances, rather than impressive musicodramatic structures.


  Thus unlike Boito, whose fame as Verdi’s late literary collaborator has eclipsed his reputation as a composer, Gounod made little attempt to embody the metaphysical content of Goethe’s poem in his Faust opera. Its character as a religious drama of redemption through love is surely respected, but the accent is placed not on the “message” but rather on the emotional lives of the leading man and leading lady. There is no lofty Prologue in Heaven, and Gounod’s very unsatanic Méphistophélès is for the most part reduced to a merry puppet master who sings in an appropriately swaggering opera buffa style: his strophic “Calf of Gold” aria in jig time, one of the opera’s most popular numbers, is a drinking song in every thing but name. The comedization or “lowering” of the role is entirely calculated, and a well-aimed slap at German pretension.
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  FIG. 12–4 The French bass Pol Plançon (1851–1914) as Méphistophélès in Gounod’s Faust, a role with which he was particularly associated.


  


  That has not prevented many critics, in thrall to German thinking in its “historicist” phase, from excoriating Gounod for “popularizing” (that is, trivializing) a great play. For Joseph Kerman, Gounod’s opera was, “as Wagner observed, the classic case” illustrating the threat an unworthy opera can level at a literary masterpiece. “Goethe’s play has given us an adjective, ‘Faustian,”’ he wrote, “but the world in which the Faustian spirit strives is entirely dissipated by Gounod’s pastel timidities.”11 The suggestion that the dissipation in question was unintended surely misses the point of opéra lyrique.


  Pastel shades will not be thought amiss in Roméo et Juliette, and the same expert muting of Goethe and Shakespeare can be observed in the work of Gounod’s slightly older contemporary Ambroise Thomas (1811–96), whose most successful operas were Mignon (1866), after Goethe’s romantic novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, and Hamlet (1868), written in collaboration with the same team of librettists (Michel Carré and Jules Barbier) as Gounod’s Faust. Thomas’s Hamlet ends (timidly? audaciously?) not with the title character’s death but with his victory and coronation.


  Gounod’s and Thomas’s heir in the next generation was Jules Massenet (1842–1912), who combined the techniques of drame lyrique with the more contemporary and realistic subject matter favored by Bizet, Chaikovsky, and others of his generation. He, too, paid his respects to Goethe (Werther, 1892), but his most enduring contribution is Manon (1884), after an eighteenth-century novel about rapturous but ultimately disastrous illicit love, L’histoire du chevalier des Grieux et de Manon Lescaut (1731) by Antoine-François Prévost d’Exiles, known as Abbé Prévost. Under cover of a period setting, the opera treats its subject with a frankness that surpassed that of La traviata, prefiguring the naturalism (or verismo) that soon radiated from Italy throughout the world of opera. (In fact the same novel furnished the subject for the first significant opera by Giacomo Puccini, whose works will come into focus at the end of this chapter.)


  Even more at seeming variance with its comic form was the stark horror at the core of Bizet’s Carmen (1875), after a luridly naturalistic novella of seduction and murder by Prosper Mérimée (1803–70). It was composed, originally with spoken dialogue, for performance at the Théâatre National de l’Opéra Comique, a “family theater” whose codirector, Adolphe de Leuven, resigned rather than present an opera that culminated in a brutal “crime of passion” in which the tenor stabs the soprano in full view of the audience. Some comedy! Even the music gave offense to some, because the popular genres on which its music was based were not those of good French homes, but of vagabonds, gypsies, and others thought socially undesirable.


  But of course what gave offense to some was powerfully alluring to others. As the title character’s famous couplets or strophic song in the form of a Habanera shows (see Ex. 7–8), Bizet’s opera drew the connection more strongly than ever between “orientalism”—the musical evocation of what from the audience’s perspective were essentially alien or forbidden beings (in this case gypsy girls who worked in a cigarette factory, an only slightly camouflaged “house of ill repute”)—and forthright sex appeal. The Habanera (literally, “Havana song”) was a Cuban import of supposedly Negro origins. Bizet’s was a “found object”: a song (El arreglito)by Sebastián Yradier (1809–65), a Spanish composer who claimed to have collected it on location, leading Bizet to believe it was a folk song. As we may remember from chapter 7, its descending chromatic scale was a badge worn by “oriental” femmes fatales all over Europe. One could hardly spell things out more plainly than Carmen does in her refrain: “If I say I love you, watch out!”
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  FIG. 12–5 Georges Bizet in 1874.


  


  In the end, of course, “morality” wins out (and so the opera, for all its brutality and sexuality, has become a family favorite after all). The seductress is killed by her prey, exacting society’s revenge. The music powerfully endorses his act, even as it had formerly intensified her dangerous appeal. Nowadays it is as easy to question the justice of the plot’s horrific resolution as it is difficult to resist the music’s blandishments. As in Manon and La traviata, a woman whose allure has led a man astray pays with her life. The difference lies in the unflinching portrayal of allure and vengeance alike. Unlike Verdi’s Violetta or Manon, Carmen has no “heart of gold”; and she meets a much more violent end.
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  FIG. 12–6 Set and costume sketch by Émile Bert in for the last scene in the original production of Bizet’s Carmen.


  


  Bizet’s achievement is almost universally regarded as greater than Massenet’s. But here is a disquieting thought: does his greater achievement lie in the greater power of his music to subvert? And are there not two subversions: the one by which Don José, a good soldier, is degraded by a sexual obsession set in motion by the Habanera, and the one by which we spectators are finally led to cheer his crime? Both moments in the opera pose old questions—what is the relationship between esthetics and ethics? what should it be?—with new potency.


  In all of these effects the music is aided by its colorful popular or “vernacular” base, and, paradoxically, by the comic style, which speeds action and objectifies moments of passion. The most insightful comment on the opera’s power, and (implicitly) on the problems it raises, came from Friedrich Nietzsche, the German philosopher, who saw in its cleanly articulated forms and dance rhythms a liberation from the Wagnerian spell. It embodied in its pleasant forms a bitterly ironic truth (a “tragic joke”), which Nietzsche located with wonderful precision in the opera’s very last line, in which the full horror of the situation is expressed in a beautifully lyrical phrase heavily redolent of popular song (Ex. 12–10):


  
    This music seems perfect to me … . It is precise. It builds, organizes, finishes: thus it constitutes the opposite of the “infinite melody.” Have more painful tragic accents ever been heard on the stage? How are they achieved? Without grimaces … . Love is translated back into nature. Love as fate, cynical, innocent, cruel, and at bottom the deadly hatred of the sexes! I know no case where the tragic joke that constitutes the essence of love is expressed so strictly, translated with equal terror into a formula, as in Don José’s last cry, which concludes the work— “Yes, I have killed her / my adored Carmen!”12

  


  


  EX. 12–10 Georges Bizet, Carmen, DonJosé’s last line
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  SATYR PLAYS


  Thus in Wagner’s wake, as German opera became ever more apocalyptic (on the way to Götterdäammerung), and as grand opera became ever grander (on the way to Don Carlos and Aida), a contrarian strain began to appear: an opera that cut things down to size in pursuit of human (that is, personal) truth. The inevitable byproduct was a newly farcical and satiric breed of comic opera in which the symbolic butt of humor was opera itself. In a way this was a throwback to the very origins of comic opera, the intermezzi that had functioned as “satyr plays” between the acts of courtly extravaganzas. But the new genre consisted of full-length pieces (albeit modest ones) pitched at a bourgeois public that tended to find opera at once sublime and ridiculous. Giving an outlet to the tendency to mock the genre’s ridiculous side—that is, its pretensions—the new genre actually protected the sublimity of the prototype.


  The man who crystallized the new genre was Jacques (originally Jacob) Offenbach (1819–80), a German-born Jew whose father, a synagogue cantor, had brought him to Paris at the age of fourteen to perfect his technique as a virtuoso cellist. After some years spent conducting at various Paris theaters he began producing one-act farces, which he first called by the ordinary name opéras comiques. Beginning in 1855, he started dubbing them opérettes, a term that seems to have been coined by Louis August Joseph Florimond Ronger (1825–92), called Hervé, an organist and singer who in the early 1840s began producing one-act vaudevilles-opérettes and parodies-opérettes in little boulevard theaters. The term simply means “little opera,” but it stuck to the Hervé-Offenbach genre and came to designate its special brand of frivolous buffoonery.


  Offenbach himself reserved the term opérette for the one-act type. When he began writing full-evening works he called them opéra bouffe (a term that Musorgsky knew, as we have learned from his letter about the “peasants” in Boris). As the genre spread to central Europe (particularly Vienna) and England, however, the word operetta served to designate longer works as well. What they all had in common was the compulsion to josh opera, the genre on which operetta was parasitic.
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  FIG. 12–7 A caricature of Jacques Offenbach surrounded by characters from his three greatest hits: Orpheus in the Underworld (1858; revised 1874), Fair Helen (1864), and The Grand Duchess of Gérolstein (1867).


  


  Out of the ninety-eight opérettes or opéras bouffes that Offenbach churned out in the course of his thirty-three-year career, one stands out as emblematic of the whole genre: Orphée aux enfers (“Orpheus in Hades”), his first two-act show, produced in 1858 at Offenbach’s own theater, the Bouffes-Parisiens, and later (1874) expanded into a four-act extravaganza. Together with La belle Hélène (“Fair Helen of Troy”; 1864), it was his wildest success. The two of them, in their very titles, show to what an extent operetta relied on opera for its basic plots and situations, however twisted in the retelling.


  Orpheus was present, we may recall, at the very creation of opera. Several of the earliest favole in musica, the “musical tales” that adorned north Italian court festivities in the early seventeenth century, were based on his myth, including Monteverdi’s masterpiece. The Orpheus myth was a myth of music’s ethical power, the supreme article of faith for all serious musicians. Since Monteverdi’s time it had been revived, most famously by Gluck, whenever the need was seen to reassert high musical ideals against frivolous entertainment values.


  So there could scarcely have been a more calculated slap at sanctimony (or a more deliberate middle-class slap at aristocratic taste) than an Orpheus opera that was all frivolous excess, asserted in the teeth of high artistic ideals. In Offenbach’s version, Orpheus is a hack violinist whose wife, Eurydice, cannot stand either his music or his dreary personality. She prefers a neighbor, the farmer Aristaeus. To remove his rival from the scene, Orpheus plants snakes in the farmer’s field, but of course it is his wife who gets bitten. Aristaeus reveals himself to be Pluto in disguise. He takes Eurydice, now delighted to be dying, down with him to reign over the underworld. Good riddance, thinks Orpheus, until a character called Public Opinion (standing in for the Greek chorus) comes onstage to persuade him that for the sake of appearances he’d better try and rescue his wife.


  In the middle acts there is a subplot involving Jupiter and his attempt, in the guise of a fly, to seduce Eurydice. The traditional story is resumed in the fourth act, which also contains the broadest musical satire. It opens on a Bacchanale, a feast in honor of the god of wine, in the midst of which Orpheus comes to claim Eurydice. Pluto, only too happy to be rid of her (for she has been behaving toward him just as shrewishly as she had toward Orpheus in act I) lets her go with the standard proviso (the reason for which Pluto says he has forgotten) that Orpheus not look around at her until they have reached the opposite shore of the river Styx. When it looks as though, egged on by Pluto, Orpheus will succeed, Jupiter hurls a thunderbolt at Orpheus’s rear end, causing him involuntarily to turn around. Eurydice is lost to him—and to Pluto as well, as Jupiter transforms her (to her renewed delight) into a Bacchante, a priestess of Bacchus the wine god.


  The end of the opera contains the most famous music. At the height of the Bacchanale, Jupiter calls for “a dainty minuet, as in the days of the Sun King.” After a couple of minutes’ minuetting, though, the ballroom explodes spontaneously into what the assembled gods call a “galop infernale,” but which the audience could not help recognizing as a cancan. The fastest of all polka-or quadrille-type ballroom dances, it had come to France from North Africa in the 1830s and had by the 1850s migrated from the ballroom to the dance hall, where lines of girls entertained men with their high kicking and splits, both of them excuses for the display of frilly bloomers and bare legs.


  After the cancan, Orpheus approaches, fiddling the familiar strains of Gluck’s chaste aria of lament “Che farò senza Euridice,” at the sound of which Eurydice runs for cover. The finale consists of Eurydice’s glum submission to Public Opinion, who is heard giving Orpheus his final marching orders, a choral commiseration at the unhappy spouses’ reunion, the thunderbolt in the rear (to—what else?—a Meyerbeerian diminished-seventh chord), and Eurydice’s song of delight at her new status as Bacchante (and, it goes without saying, novice concubine to Jupiter). This last, preceded by a stunning roulade up to high E, is a reprise of the cancan in which all join in (Ex. 12–11). The curtain, as almost always in an operetta, falls on a general dance. It is that final dance frenzy—the predestined victory of mindless celebration—that validates operetta’s claim as the ultimate escapist entertainment of its day. Like the earlier music trances of Schubert they envelop the audience—but in orgiastic exuberance rather than “inward” contemplation. The calculated licentiousness and feigned sacrilege, which successfully baited the stuffier critics, were recognized by all for what they were—a social palliative, the very opposite of social criticism. That is why, in an age when serious art was seriously policed (and nowhere more so than in the France of the despotic if affluent “Second Empire”), the cynical operetta could seemingly get away with anything. The spectacle of the Olympian gods doing the cancan threatened nobody’s dignity; all it “said” was that as long as times were good, nobody cared who did what. That is hardly satire, as classically defined. It communicated tolerance, not resentment, of vice.


  EX. 12–11 Jacques Offenbach, Orphée aux enfers, Finale
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  Even in Russia this was true. The only exception the tsarist autocracy ever made to its monopoly on theaters was for the sake of operetta, deemed a useful public diversion at a time of mounting civic strife. During the 1870s, two private establishments were set up to regale St. Petersburgers with the latest amusements from Paris. The larger of them, the Teatr-buff (that is, Théâtre bouffe) was able to import productions direct from Paris with the original casts. The protests came only from “thinking realists,” puritanical radicals who were out to change society and did not want it to be diverted. Prince Pyotr Kropotkin, the utopian anarchist, recoiled in horror from what he called the “putrid Offenbachian current” that was “infecting all of Europe” and taking people’s minds off social problems.13 Musorgsky, surprisingly enough, was an enthusiastic attender—or maybe not so surprisingly: in the Russian context the Teatr-buff, as the only theater that was not state-supported, had an antiestablishment cachet that it did not have in Paris.


  At any rate, operetta never took hold in Russia as a homegrown thing. Its next great arena was Vienna. And in keeping with its strong association with social dance, it was fitting that its main protagonist there should have been Johann Strauss II (1825–99), the so-called Waltz King, who as the “k.k. Hofballmusikdirektor” (music director of the royal court balls) had long led the city’s foremost dance orchestra.


  Just as Offenbach had a forerunner in Hervé, Strauss had one in Franz von Suppé (1819–95), who—in one of those multiethnic tours de force only possible in the polyglot Austro-Hungarian empire—was born in what is now Croatia to a Belgian father and a Czech-Polish mother, and grew up speaking Italian. Suppé was a theatrical professional: that is, he was hired by Vienna’s Theater an der Wien at the age of twenty-five (after ten years of flute-playing in pit orchestras) both to conduct and to furnish overtures and arias on demand for singspiels and farces. (One of the overtures from this period, to a play called Dichter und Bauer—in English, Poet and Peasant—became a favorite concert curtain-raiser). In the 1850s he began imitating Offenbach’s one-acters, and beginning in 1860 produced “true” Viennese operettas, in the sense that the libretti were not mere adaptations from the French. Again, one— Leichte Kavallerie (“Light cavalry”), 1866—bequeathed its overture to the concert repertoire, and a couple of Suppé’s later scores enjoyed good runs—especially Die schöne Galathee (“Beautiful Galatea”; 1865), an obvious knock-off from Offenbach’s La belle Hélène.


  But the Waltz King put him in the shade. Strauss’s third “komische Operette,” Die Fledermaus (“The bat”, 1874), composed when he was almost fifty, established him as Offenbach’s only viable rival. Its libretto was adapted from a play by the very team, Henri Meilhac and Ludovic Halévy, who were responsible for Offenbach’s own Belle Hélène (and Bizet’s Carmen besides). But Die Fledermaus does not even pay lip service to social satire. It is a domestic farce about a rich husband and wife who each try to deceive the other and who find each other out at the end. Minor hypocrisies and lighthearted marital infidelities, it is assumed, are simply the way of the world and the only thing to do is wink.


  The only real lampoonery is directed, predictably, not at morals but at music. The wife’s lover, a tenor, is mistaken for the husband and arrested on an old misdemeanor charge. At the beginning of act III, before all the characters converge on the jail where the plot’s tangles are to be sorted out, the tenor’s real misdemeanors are committed, when his voice is heard from offstage warbling snatches of his favorite arias (all in Italian, including the one by Wagner). The drunken jailer, overhearing, garbles them all (“La donna è mobile” comes out “Die Donau a Moperle,” “The Danube at Moperle,” etc.).


  The second act, set at a ball given by Orlofsky, a Russian prince, contains more operatic spoofing. Casting the prince, a young rake hopelessly jaded by wealth, as a contralto in trousers was an in-joke for older operagoers who could remember the heroic “musico” roles in Rossini; but the travesti role is now more epicene than valiant, in keeping with more modern (that is, “realistic”) gender stereotypes. This is the act that reaches its climax in the vertiginous dance without which no operetta was complete. Of course it is a waltz, which screamed “Vienna!” as loudly as the cancan yelled “Paris!” By this time Strauss was no longer writing actual ballroom waltzes, but this one is put together no differently from his famous dance hits such as An der schönen, blauen Donau (“The blue Danube”), op. 314 (1867), or Geschichten aus dem Wienerwald (“Tales from the Vienna woods”), op. 325 (1868), to name two of the most famous. (Strauss’s opus numbers reached almost 500.) As the “Fledermaus Waltz” (arranged by others), the act II finale lived a life of its own in the dance hall, and was also the featured tune in the operetta’s overture.


  A “Strauss waltz” was actually a string or medley of waltzes (frequently equipped with an evocative slower introduction for concert purposes) in which the first often functions as a refrain. That format ideally suited the structure of the Fledermaus finale, in which a flirtation (between husband and disguised wife, it later turns out) is carried on during the episodes, against a background of general festivity represented by the main waltz tune and especially its second strain (“Ha, welch ein Fest”; “Oh, what a party”). The lines with which the guests react when the band strikes up the waltz could serve as the motto of the operetta genre: “Ja, ja, ein wirbelnder Tanz/Erhöht des Festes Glanz!” (Ah yes, a whirling dance, just the thing to bring diversion to its peak). As in Offenbach’s infernal dance, the curtain music jacks things up even further with an abrupt transition from waltz to galop.


  It is often claimed that operetta was an unimportant genre in music history (as opposed to social history) because it did not contribute to the evolution of musical style. The historicist bias implicit in that view (and the likely impoverishment of a music history that excludes social history) will be apparent to readers of this book, but in any case the work of Johann Strauss refutes it. There is one stylistic idiosyncrasy in particular that went from him into the general idiom of European (or European-style) music, and that is the freedom with which the sixth degree of the scale is harmonized, appearing as a functional consonance both within the dominant (where it adds a ninth to the chord) and against the tonic (where it is usually described simply as an “added sixth”). The familiar opening strain of the “Blue Danube” waltz supplies perhaps the classic illustration, one that many readers will be able to summon to memory without even looking at Ex. 12–12.


  EX. 12–12 Johann Strauss, opening strain of the “Blue Danube” Waltz
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  The “Fledermaus Waltz” also contains many examples. The “V9” occurs at the very first chord change (Ex. 12–13a), and the striking second phrase of the big choral refrain (on the highly charged line, “Liebe und Wein gibt uns Seligkeit!”; “Love and wine grant us bliss!”) place dominant after tonic beneath a repeated sixth degree (Ex. 12–13b). That mild “liberated dissonance” gives a sense of the rush the text evokes; it is a musical stimulant. Most graphically of all, and proof of the composer’s selfconsciousness in its use, when the chiming clock briefly interrupts the festivities with a jolt, it is represented by that very sixth degree (Ex. 12–13c), acting as a modulatory pivot (which of course implies its functional consonance).


  EX. 12–13A Johann Strauss, Die Fledermaus, Act II Waltz Finale, ritornello
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  EX. 12–13B Johann Strauss, Die Fledermaus, Act II Waltz Finale,“What a party!”
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  EX. 12–13C Johann Strauss, Die Fledermaus, ActIIWaltzFinale(thechimingclockisheard)


  


  [image: image]


  


  OPERETTA AND ITS DISCONTENTS


  It was in order to make up a double bill with La Périchole, one of the later operettas of Offenbach, that a London theater manager, Richard D’Oyly Carte, commissioned a tiny oneacter from Arthur Sullivan (1842–1900), a graduate of the Leipzig Conservatory who was then serving as principal of a newly opened music academy called the National Training School (now the Royal College of Music). The libretto was by William S. Gilbert (1836–1911), then a staff writer for Fun, the Victorian equivalent of Mad magazine, who specialized in skits that burlesqued standard operas of the day.


  Gilbert and Sullivan had already collaborated several years earlier, quite unmemorably, on an Offenbach-style comedy called Thespis; or, the Gods Grown Old, and had given no thought to future collaborations. Trial by Jury (1875), the result of their chance commission from D’Oyly Carte, marked the beginning of the most stable and successful operetta team in the history of the genre. Most unusually (and uniquely for Gilbert and Sullivan), this half-hour farce about a jilted bride’s lawsuit, an outrageously biased jury, and an incompetent judge was a through-composed work, with recitatives instead of spoken dialogue, and was conceived frankly as a spoof of Italian opera. The most elaborate number, “A Nice Dilemma,” is a very skillful caricature of a Donizettian largo concertato, the sort of showpiece ensemble described in chapter 1.
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  FIG. 12–8 Poster for the New York premiere of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Pirates of Penzance.


  


  With The Sorcerer (1877) the pair hit their stride, producing the first of eleven two-act operettas (plus one in three) with spoken dialogue, and with HMS Pinafore; or, The Lass That Loved a Sailor they achieved an unprecedented hit for an English operetta—indeed for an English work of any kind since Handel’s day. So successful was the steady stream of operettas they produced over the next dozen years that D’Oyly Carte built a special theater, the Savoy, to maintain the whole Gilbert and Sullivan canon in repertory. Its patent on the “Savoy operas” lasted until 1961, canonizing not only the repertory but also its traditions of performance in a fashion that Gilbert and Sullivan would no doubt have taken delight in spoofing had they lived to see it.


  Both The Sorcerer and HMS Pinafore continued the manner established in Trial by Jury of aiming pointed barbs at specific operatic (and not only operatic) targets. The most conspicuous object of parody in the former, predictably enough, was Weber’s Freischütz. In the latter, the basic premise—mistaken identity due to an exchange of babies by a befuddled nanny—was borrowed from the much-ridiculed libretto of Verdi’s Il trovatore. The occasional accompanied recitatives in Pinafore exaggerated the mannerisms of Handel’s oratorios, and the elopement scene alluded to in its subtitle took off on the one in Rossini’s Barber of Seville.


  Pinafore’s popularity bridged the Atlantic Ocean, which actually made a problem for Gilbert and Sullivan when American companies began “pirating” it—that is, performing it without authorization from the publisher and without paying royalties. They retaliated by mocking the marauders with an operetta called The Pirates of Penzance (the American equivalent might be The Pirates of Coney Island), and opened it in New York to establish copyright there. The Pirates contains Gilbert and Sullivan’s most specifically directed operatic spoofing.


  Il trovatore comes in for another round of friendly abuse, with a crashing parody of its “Anvil Chorus” sung as the pirates purportedly sneak noiselessly onstage (“With Catlike Tread”). The situation, too, joshes Trovatore, which contains an abduction scene in which a chorus of hidden warriors actually sing about their silence. The part of the tune that is actually closest to the Verdian model has become independently popular as “Hail, Hail, the Gang’s All Here,” a song that has long been propagated in oral tradition throughout the English-speaking world (Ex. 12–14a). In addition, the ingenue soprano, Mabel, sings a lilting waltz song modeled on those found in contemporary French “drames lyriques” like the famous ones in Gounod’s Faust (Ex. 12–14b).


  The pièce de résistance, however, is the so-called Chorus of Policemen, summoned by Mabel and her father the Major-General to capture the pirates. It is actually a more complicated number than its title would suggest. Besides sporting solos for three characters, it is the first Sullivanian “double chorus” of a kind that became a standard feature in the Savoy operas. (Its most relevant antecedent was a double aria for the two blind title characters in Offenbach’s Les deux aveugles, but Offenbach himself had a famous precedent in Berlioz’s “dramatic symphony,” The Damnation of Faust, which Sullivan certainly knew.) First there is a chorus sung by one sex (in this case the policemen); then there is an ostensibly contrasting chorus sung by the opposite sex (in this case the Major-General’s numerous daughters); and finally there is their unexpected (but of course eventually not only expected but eagerly anticipated) contrapuntal montage. The policemen confess their reluctance to expose themselves to danger; the maidens vainly seek to raise their morale with a promise of posthumous fame. The ensuing impasse produces a common operatic situation: the “extended exit” in which the action about which all are singing is impeded by the singing itself. (Again, the classic prototype is found in Il trovatore: Manrico’s famous cabaletta “Di quella pira,” in which an urgent mission of rescue is delayed for the sake of his high Cs.) The maidens sing, “Go!” The police sing “We go!” The Major-General, somehow standing outside the music and observing its contradiction of the action, sings “Yes, but you don’t go!”


  EX. 12–14A Giuseppe Verdi, “Anvil Chorus” (Il trovatore, Act II) / Sir Arthur Sullivan, The Pirates of Penzance, “Come, friendswhoplowthesea”
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  EX. 12–14B Charles Gounod, “Faites lui mes aveux” (Faust, Act II) / Sir Arthur Sullivan, The Pirates of Penzance “Poor wand’ring one”
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  Ten years later, at the other end of Europe, César Cui—in an extended, quite humorless essay on the superiority of Russian opera, with its scrupulous realism, to the common run—pointed, among other things, to “choruses that shout corriam, corriam [let’s run, let’s run] but never budge an inch.”14 The difference was that only Cui seriously thought that such choruses could be dispensed with—or rather, that the distinction between “real” and “musical” time could be erased. Only Cui thought that renouncing the distinction between the “heard” and “unheard” music of an opera—the music the characters hear as music and the music only the audience hears as such—would be progress. By having his Major-General fail to make this distinction, Sullivan parodied not so much the failure of composers as the failure of obtuse listeners who cannot reconcile themselves to the most crucial of all operatic conventions.


  Thus there are two ways (at least) to mock a convention. One can do it like Cui, with an eye toward its abolition; or one can do it like Sullivan, as a wry acknowledgement of its value. Cui’s implication is that excessive indulgence of musical values can rob opera of its dramatic viability. Sullivan’s is that excessively literalistic attention to dramatic values can rob opera of its raison d’être, its very reason for existence.


  Finally it comes down to one’s attitude toward the status quo, “the way things are”—a matter that goes far beyond the esthetic. In a startlingly rancorous critique of Gilbert and Sullivan, the English philosopher Michael Tanner, writing in 1991, protested the continuing popularity of their work after a century’s heavy use, accusing them of practicing and perpetuating “that fatally English device of flattering an audience into a sense of complacency by presenting what they take to be satire but is actually no more than affectionate endorsement of the status quo, shown in all its lovable absurdity.”15 Their seeming mockery of the British class system, of nepotism, of gender inequality, or whatever else they seemed to oppose, in Tanner’s view, was in fact a covert preservative.


  There is no denying it. But it is not a peculiarly English vice. It is typical of art in any stable and affluent period of social history, when established authority and power are sufficiently secure to condone, and even encourage as a social steam valve, a certain amount of friendly caricature, which only encourages toleration of the inequities or abuses it exposes. Precisely the same was true of Offenbach and Strauss. In Offenbach’s case the matter was a little poignant, in fact. There were always a few critics around who were sufficiently lacking in humor to take his cynicism for serious subversion, or at least for liberalism; he throve on their abuse. But as soon as the society he ostensibly mocked was overthrown (in the aftermath of the disastrous 1870 war with Prussia) and replaced by a more liberal régime, Offenbach’s irreverence no longer seemed amusing. He declared bankruptcy in 1875, the very year in which defeated France accepted a republican constitution.


  Victorian England underwent no such upheaval. Economically it went from strength to strength; the optimism of its social elite knew no bounds; and the popularity of Gilbert and Sullivan reflected that cheerful mood. Their work can seem, in its combination of surface reformism with underlying conformism, something like a classic expression of “Victorianism.” Perhaps its most telling symbolic manifestation was the way in which Gilbert and Sullivan eventually began burlesquing not only the foibles of the upper classes (and of standard opera), but even their own mannerisms as endearingly absurd institutions to be teased indulgently.


  Take the “patter song” for example, which the New Grove Dictionary aptly defines as “a comic song in which the humor derives from having the greatest number of words uttered in the shortest possible time.”16 It is usually sung in Savoy operas by the “comic baritone,” a stereotyped role that is usually marked by pompous ineptitude and/or lechery. In The Pirates of Penzance that role is filled by the Major-General, whose patter song, “I Am the Very Model of a Modern Major-General,” a list of all the superfluous intellectual baggage he carries around in place of military expertise, is the archetype of the genre. Its only rival is “When You’re Lying Awake,” the Lord Chancellor’s virtuosically ridiculous recitation of a trivial nightmare in Iolanthe (1882).


  Patter songs were in themselves parodies of a standard opera buffa technique that went all the way back to Pergolesi and his contemporaries in the early eighteenth century, and that technique was itself a parody, translating the virtuosity of opera seria coloratura into the virtuosity of speedy enunciation, chiefly for bumbling basses at the opposite end of the spectrum, both in range and in moral character, from the male and female sopranos who sang the heroic leads. So when, in Ruddigore (1887), Gilbert and Sullivan parodied their own patter songs in a patter ensemble, it was a parody of a parody of a parody.


  It takes the form of a trio in which the male lead, Robin Oakapple (or as he is also known, Sir Ruthven Murgatroyd), is encouraged by the comic baritone (Sir Despard Murgatroyd) and his sister the contralto (Mad Margaret, whose first entrance had already parodied the Mad Scene from Lucia di Lammermoor) to solve the dilemma on which the plot turns—and which we need not go into here, for reasons expressed by Sir Despard (and then the rest) at the end of the trio: “This particularly rapid unintelligible patter isn’t generally heard, and if it is it doesn’t matter”(Ex. 12–15).


  EX. 12–15 SirArthurSullivan, Ruddigore, Act II, “Matter” Trio (“My eyes are fully open”)
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  It was a mark of the increasing specialization of composerly types and roles that set in during the latter half of the nineteenth century that there should have appeared specialist composers even for lightweight and “applied” genres like ballroom waltzes and operettas. Hardly any composer of the period could vie with, say, Mozart in versatility (or “universality”). Where Mozart was equally equipped, and equally valued, for writing operas (both comic and tragic), concertos, chamber music, and ballroom music, few of the great figures living a hundred years later could contribute to all of these genres.


  The idea of symphonic music by Verdi or chamber music by Wagner is as bizarre as the idea of an opera by Bruckner or Brahms, two of the “symphonists” we shall meet in the coming chapters. And none of these composers ever wrote for the ballroom. The most universal composers of the period were probably Chaikovsky and Saint-Saëns. Both contributed operas and symphonies alike to the standard repertoire (although Saint-Saëns’s contributions have somewhat faded from it in recent years), and they were the only ones unless one counts the youthful, once fairly popular Symphony in C Major by Georges Bizet, the composer of Carmen, written as a school exercise at the age of seventeen and performed only posthumously.


  The nineteenth-century tendency toward specialization was much abetted by the widening gulf that set in between “high” and “low” genres in the twentieth, which increasingly entailed the segregation of performers and audiences as well as composers, and a rigid hierarchy of taste that reinforced social distinctions. That hierarchy is already evident in the case of operetta, not so much in the way in which the genre was valued by audiences as in the way in which it was valued by its own specialist composers. The three with whom we are acquainted—Offenbach, Strauss, and Sullivan—all eventually aspired to the higher status of the very genre they spoofed.


  Offenbach almost succeeded. At the tail end of his shortish life he was working feverishly on Les contes d’Hoffmann (“Tales of Hoffmann”), an ambitious opéra fantastique in five acts based on the fantasy stories of E. T. A. Hoffmann, the German romantic writer and music critic. There is good reason to believe that his overwork on this project—which Offenbach saw as his last chance for rehabilitation after the failure of his own theater, and for recognition as a “contender” in the increasingly rarefied category of art—contributed to his premature death shortly before the opera would have been finished. It had to be given finishing touches by another composer, Ernest Guiraud, for its 1881 premiere, and it has undergone much additional modification over the years by a variety of hands. It has, and can have, no definitive version, but it has steadily gained in popularity owing to its attractive music, in particular the barcarolle (“Belle nuit, ô nuit d’amour”; “Gorgeous Night, O Night of Love”) that suffuses the fourth act, set in Venice.


  Sullivan’s was a sadder story. As his career progressed he found himself under increasing pressure from many (including Queen Victoria herself) to live up to their expectations as the first great English composer in a hundred years. He chafed at the work that brought him success (and pleasure to a wide public) and doggedly applied himself, far less successfully, to the high prestige genres. The highest prestige in England then attached to oratorio, kept alive there since the time of Handel (and later, Mendelssohn) as a national tradition. For summer festivals at Birmingham, Worcester, and Leeds (the last of which he directed for a time), Sullivan wrote six oratorios, the most successful being The Golden Legend (1886), after Longfellow’s reworking of a twelfthcentury German Minnelied glorifying noble self-sacrifice and miraculous cures.


  At the Queen’s own urging, communicated at his knighting ceremony in 1883, Sullivan composed a clanking grand opera, Ivanhoe (1891), after the novel of medieval England by Sir Walter Scott. He declared his ambitions, and (perhaps unwittingly) the way they responded to the post-Wagnerian prejudices of the times, in a letter to a prospective operetta librettist:


  
    I think the whole tendency of stage music now is to get rid as much as possible of songs, duets and other set pieces and to become as dramatic as possible. In all the series with Gilbert, I found a dainty, pretty song was generally a drag and stopped the interest of the public in the action of the piece. It is on these lines that I am doing a serious opera now.

  


  


  But he was not really thinking of the public. He was thinking of his reputation with “progressive” tastemakers. And they betrayed him. Despite a lavish staging by D’Oyly Carte at a new opera house in which he had invested, and although (unlike most of the operettas) it received performances on the Continent (including a production at the Berlin Court Opera in 1895), Sullivan’s serious effort was a failure with the critics. George Bernard Shaw was especially cruel, dismissing Ivanhoe as “a good novel which has been turned into the very silliest sort of sham ‘grand opera.”’17 Having failed to establish himself as a contributor to the elite repertoire, Sullivan became embittered. His resentment at what he perceived to be his unfair banishment to the lighter genres—the result of “typecasting”—poisoned the well of his inspiration, and also soured relations with Gilbert. None of the operettas of his final (post-Ivanhoe) decade had any success, and the composer died—of bronchitis, not normally fatal—at the age of fifty-eight, feeling he had been mistreated and unjustly forgotten. In retrospect he might be fairly described as an early victim of historicism.


  VERISMO


  It was probably because his head, like those of most of his musical countrymen, was turned submissively toward Germany that Sullivan wrote an unwieldy historical opera like Ivanhoe. The true winds of operatic renewal were blowing again from Italy, and the tendency they furthered remained that of “comedization,” cutting things down to size and making them pungent and “actual” (that is, related to the audience’s experience) rather than impressive and remote. The Italian name for it was verismo, “truthism.” It was under cover of this rigorously naturalistic idiom that Italian opera crossed into the twentieth century.


  Verismo called (at least theoretically) for the eschewal of all traditional virtuosity in the name of forceful simplicity. It was originally a literary movement, led by Giovanni Verga (1840–1922), a writer and dramatist most famous for his short stories of life and strife amongst the peasants and fisher-folk of rural Sicily. Verga perfected a narrative style of blunt plainness and “objectivity,” seemingly without any intrusion of an authorial point of view. But that impression of “letting the facts speak for themselves” was in fact a highly manipulative procedure, since the author gets to choose the facts. An impression of realism was created by the innovative use of local dialect (something akin to the time-honored technique of infusing operatic music with folkish idioms), but the basic tenor of veristic literature, unlike the literature of the risorgimento (or of Verdi’s “Shakespearean” realism), was pessimistic. People fail in Verga because they are overmatched by implacable natural and social conditions, and the line between the natural and the social is deliberately blurred.
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  FIG. 12–9 Ruggero Leoncavallo.


  


  It could be said (with only minor exaggeration) that verismo opera was to Romantic opera as short stories were to novels. There was the same radical reduction in scale, the same lowering of tone and simplification of technique through which intensity took the place (or tried to take the place) of amplitude. All of these features are well displayed by the two most successful specimens of the genre: Cavalleria rusticana (“Rustic chivalry;” 1890) by Pietro Mascagni (1863–1945) and I pagliacci (“The clowns;” 1892) by Ruggero Leoncavallo (1857–1919), both of them one-act operas that are now usually performed together on a double bill affectionately known by operagoers as “Cav and Pag.” (To be scrupulously exact, “Pag” is nominally a two-act opera in which the acts are connected by an intermezzo and played without an intermission.) “Cav” was based on a famous story by Verga himself, selected for setting in a prize competition by a canny publisher who wanted to capitalize on the new literary vogue. Thus in an unusually direct way, operatic verismo derived from its literary prototype.


  Both Cav and Pag culminate in brutal crimes of passion—murders committed, in both cases, by jealous husbands. The bloody deeds are portrayed with an eye primarily on sensationalism or “shock value,” and it was of little importance whose side the audience is on. Revealingly enough, the audience is manipulated in “Cav” to sympathize with the lover and in “Pag” to sympathize with the husband. But the main objective in both cases is the same: titillation, the administering of thrills to a comfortable and complacent bourgeois audience, rather than the exposure of social problems and their amelioration (the objective of the realism of an earlier vintage), let alone a call to political action such as the art of the risorgimento had sought to inspire.
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  FIG. 12–10 Enrico Caruso as Canio in Leoncavallo’s I pagliacci (Metropolitan Opera, New York), one of his most famous roles.


  


  For by the 1890s the political goals of the risorgimento had been ostensibly achieved, and popular culture could now revert to a more innocently—or (depending on one’s viewpoint) a more irresponsibly—entertaining role, as if confirming by negation Morse Peckham’s theory (discussed in the previous chapter) of risorgimento art as stimulus to aggression. Verismo was widely viewed as a catalyst to voyeurism (a state of depraved moral passivity) or even, in view of its exceedingly violent content, as a moral narcotic.


  Compounding the irony was the new concept of nationhood that arose in united Italy, a view that verismo both embodied and stimulated. Because of its preoccupation with the mores of the “southern” lower classes and their naturalistic depiction, often in dialect, verismo led to a new variety of “orientalism.” In the theaters of affluent northern Italy these rustic scene popolari (scenes of life among the people) were picturesquely exotic, and nurtured assumptions of culturalas well as economic superiority. This, too, was regressive titillation of a sort, and one that reopened cultural divisions within the nation that the risorgimento had tried to heal, or at least to mask.


  But while the late Shakespearean works of Verdi, written not for money but for love and full of snob appeal, are now considered the very cream of the Italian repertoire, and while the shabby little shockers of verismo, exploiting an unsophisticated taste for the sake of mercenary gain and increasingly written to formula by a new generation of hacks or “galley slaves,” were immediately decried by the fastidious (as they still are), they both embodied, at aristocratic and demotic extremes, a common response to the demands of the contemporary theater. They can be viewed, even technically, as superficially contrasting siblings or cousins in a single line of descent from the Verdi of Traviata, Trovatore, and Rigoletto.


  In both Cav and Pag, the lyric high points are brief ariosos for the tenore di forza (the lover in one, the husband in the other) in the voice’s highest register. These powerful explosions of melody emerge out of ongoing dramatic continuities just as the lyric highpoints in Otello’s role emerged in the parts of Verdi’s penultimate opera that we have examined (or the way that Falstaff’s not-yet-written “Quand’ero paggio” would emerge out of dialogue with Mistress Quickly in his last one), with their musical and dramaturgical properties diminished in scale but exaggerated by compression.


  The so-called “Addio alla Mamma” (Farewell to Mother; see Ex. 12–16 for its conclusion), sung by Turiddu, the doomed lover, right before the grisly dénouement of Mascagni’s opera, could almost be called a parody of Otello with its repeated calls for kisses (“un bacio … un altro bacio …,” etc.). It retains a vestige of strophic form, in which the melodic repetition is both set off and “motivated” (as strict realism demanded) by a little recitative exchange between the characters, and followed by a written-out cadenza that brings the singer up to high B at the very roof of his range. A similarly deliberate crudity—verismo’s greatest strength or its most glaring flaw depending on who is judging—marks the aria’s harmonic idiom, with its bald juxtapositions of parallel major and minor.


  EX. 12–16 Pietro Mascagni, Cavalleria rusticana, Turiddu’s arioso
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  “Vesti la giubba” (“Put on your costume”), which ends the nominal first act of Leoncavallo’s opera, is possibly the most-parodied little number in all of opera, but the mockery it has attracted is fine testimony to its power. It is sung not by the victim of the crime but by the perpetrator, the enraged husband, who has just found out about his wife’s perfidy, but who has to go out and perform anyway. On the page it looks like a more formal piece than Turiddu’s. It is introduced by a recitative (famous for the “naturalistic” transformation of the tenor’s high A into a bout of crazed laughter), and the arioso itself is formally labeled and accompanied at first by a typical “vamp.” But on closer examination (see Ex. 12–17 for the voice part) the surprising realization dawns that this arioso contains no melodic repetitions at all. That absence of preconceived “form”—a musical “state of nature”—was a high realist cause.


  And yet the arioso does not sound at all “formless,” because it takes sly advantage of many conventions that render it fully comprehensible within the “ordinary operagoer’s” experience. Its phrase structure is completely regular: a sixteen-bar period balanced by two of eight bars’ length (the first of the pair extended by a melodic “stall” of a single measure’s duration, a device we first observed as long ago as chapter I, in Bellini). The modulatory scheme, reaching the relative major in m. 16, and proceeding from there to a harmonic Far Out Point in m. 19, telegraphs the da capo form, one of opera’s most dependable. The expected return of the “A” section is avoided, but very “intelligibly”: it is preempted by the climax, replete with high note, marked “with full voice, heartrendingly.” That is a surefire recipe, handled with mastery and aplomb: seemingly “free” and innovatory, but in fact giving listeners everything they are led to desire.


  EX. 12–17 Ruggero Leoncavallo, I pagliacci, “Vestilagiubba”


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  Cynical? There were many who thought so, or at least who objected to such transparently manipulative methods. From the traditional Romantic perspective such art could look at once trivially sensational and reprehensibly “safe.” Gabriele D’Annunzio, a romantic poet famous for his lofty transcendentalism, and who naturally detested verismo, published a practically libelous review of Cavalleria rusticana in which he dismissed Mascagni as an insignificant capobanda (bandmaster) and a “breakneck melodrama manufacturer”18 whose success was due solely to his publisher’s genius for publicity.


  One who came quickly, if somewhat unexpectedly, to Mascagni’s defense was Chaikovsky, a composer often but perhaps erroneously thought to be a model, even the epitome, of musical Romanticism. His “overture-fantasy” Romeo and Juliet (sampled in chapter 7) was nothing if not emotionally direct and “sincere” (a word that always needs to be placed in quotes, since we can only judge the appearance, never the reality, of anyone’s sincerity but our own), but Eugene Onegin, while relatively restrained, can easily be seen as a forerunner of verismo in its calculated methods and its compression.


  At any rate, with ten operas and three ballets to his credit Chaikovsky was the most successful Russian composer for the stage. Perhaps he took a certain pleasure in shocking his interviewer, a St. Petersburg reporter who probably expected a conventional recoil at the mention of the twenty-nine-year-old Italian upstart. Instead, he elicited a ringing endorsement, couched almost as an explicit refutation of D’Annunzio’s charges:


  
    People are wrong to think that this young man’s colossal, fabulous success is the result of clever publicity. … Mascagni, it’s clear, is not only very gifted but also very smart. He realizes that nowadays the spirit of realism, the harmonization of art and the true-to-life, is everywhere in the air, that Wotans, Brünnhildes, and Fafners do not in fact excite any real sympathy on the part of the listener, that human beings with their passions and woes are more intelligible and tangible to us than the gods and demigods of Valhalla.19

  


  


  Playing the Wagner card may have been gratuitous, but Russian composers were even more sensitive than Italians to German claims of universality. Chaikovsky goes on to issue an even more fundamental challenge to romanticism, noting that Mascagni “operates not by force of instinct but by force of an astute perception of the needs of the contemporary listener”(the italics are his). D’Annunzio could not have put it better, but as the context makes clear, Chaikovsky intended the remark as praise. Was it praise of realism or praise of pandering?


  TRUTH OR SADISM?


  



  That was the question, all right. What really divided the musical world in the wake of romanticism was the relationship between the artist and “the contemporary listener”—that is, the paying public and its “needs.” It is the issue that more than any other defined the terms within which the history of “art music” would unfold in the twentieth century, the first century that had need of such a category. (A preliminary teaser: What could be the reason for defining some—but only some—musical genres a priori as “art”? What is excluded from the definition? What should the excluded portion be called?)


  The earliest focal point of twentiethcentury controversy about art vs. commerce was the last great figure in the ancient and distinguished Italian operatic line: Giacomo Puccini (1858–1924), whose works remain a constituent of the core repertory at every opera house in the world today. From the very beginning of his career there were some who called him Verdi’s legitimate heir and others who refused to take him seriously as a composer at all. What is remarkable is that the dispute remains heated even now, close to a century after his death, despite Puccini’s long-since settled place in the active repertoire and in the hearts of opera lovers. Even more strangely, he is usually barely mentioned in books like this (that is, general histories of “art music”), even though his commanding stature within the world of opera has been a historical fact for more than one hundred years and thus would seem to constitute a robust claim to the composer’s historical significance.


  Since there is absolutely no chance of Puccini’s being dislodged from his place in the operatic repertoire, no matter how much critical invective is heaped upon him, and no matter how little attention he receives from general historians, it is clear that something else is at stake. The critical invective identifies him as one of the twentieth century’s emblematic figures. (By rights, of course, that should only quicken rather than dampen the interest of historians.) The phrase “shabby little shocker,” applied above to the masterpieces of verismo, was borrowed from a famous harangue against Puccini that first appeared in 1956 in Opera As Drama, a widely read critical survey by Joseph Kerman, which was reissued in 1988 with all its invective in place. Kerman applied it to Tosca (1900), one of the most popular works in the repertoire, thought by most operagoers to be a masterpiece on a par with Verdi, far above the level of Mascagni or Leoncavallo.
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  FIG. 12–11 Giacomo Puccini (right) in New York for the premiere of his opera La Fanciulla del West (1910). The others are (left to right) Giulio Gatti-Casazza, general manager of the Metropolitan Opera; David Belasco, author of The Girl of the Golden West, the play on which the libretto was based; and Arturo Toscanini, the conductor of the premiere.


  


  Puccini’s treatment at the hands of historians is symptomatic of a general trend that merits study in its own right. That trend is the gradual divergence, over the course of the twentieth century, between the repertoire, the musical works actually performed for—and “consumed” by— “the contemporary listener,” and what is often called the “canon,” the body of works (or the pantheon of composers) that are considered worthy of critical respect and academic study. That divergence, in which the history of music becomes not the history of music performed but the history of, well, something else, is the result of “historicism,” the intellectual trend first described in chapter 8, according to which history is conceived in terms not only of events but also of goals. In the case of music these goals have chiefly pertained to the “disinterested” advancement of style, a concept that depends on German esthetic philosophy (for the notion of “disinterestedness”), but also—quite circularly—on the narrative techniques of history itself (for the notion of advancement).


  Accordingly, the historiography of music in the twentieth century has been fundamentally skewed, on the one hand, by the failure of actual events to conform to the purposes historicists have envisioned, and on the other, by the loyalty not only of many historians but also of many greatly talented and interesting composers to historicist principles. A great deal of music since the middle of the nineteenth century, much of it the music deemed most interesting and significant by historians, has been written not “for the repertoire” but “for the canon.”


  Puccini wrote for the repertoire (for “the needs of the contemporary listener”), as did most of the century’s materially successful—that is, popular—composers. So despite his fame and his high historical profile, he has been slighted in the circularly conceived history of the historicist canon. And even though the present account is taking time out to “problematize” this state of affairs, there is no chance of solving it. A narrative history concentrates by nature on change, hence on innovation, and it has been one of the hallmarks of “repertoire” music, at least since the advent of historicism, that it tends to be far less innovative, stylistically, than “canon” music, which is written with the needs of the narrative in mind.


  That does not lessen its value to the audience it serves, but it does lessen its “news value” to historians of style. A description of Puccini’s style or technique will not add enormously to what we already know about the style and technique of Italian opera at the end of the nineteenth century. That is admittedly an invidious criterion of selection, and plays into the historicist purposes that more recent historiography (including this book, especially during its “time-outs”) has sought to challenge. But historiographical genres have their limitations—one of the most fundamental being limitations of space—and impose constraints. They are lenses on the past, and inevitably distort even as they illuminate. A narrative history such as this one is not the best venue for assessing the value of twentiethcentury “repertoire” music. For that purpose there are genre histories, repertoire surveys, collective biographies, and critical studies.


  We shall do best with Puccini, perhaps, to approach him from the standpoint of his popularity (that is, the pertinent “historical fact” as predicated above), considering the reasons for it, and weighing their implications. Puccini’s career parallels Verdi’s in one interesting regard: his three most famous and permanent works—recalling Verdi’s Rigoletto, Trovatore, and Traviata—were written in a clump, one after the other, at the midpoint of his career. All, moreover, were written in collaboration with a single librettist—or rather a pair of librettists who collaborated with Puccini as a team: Luigi Illica (1857–1919) and Giuseppe Giacosa (1847–1906), both well-known playwrights (the former supplying the scenario and a sketch of dialogue, the latter supplying the actual verses).


  La bohème (1896), the earliest, was based on Scènes de la vie de bohème (“Scenes of bohemian life”), a bestselling sentimental novel by the French writer Henri Murger that romanticized, and considerably prettified, the dire life circumstances of the struggling young writers and artists (“bohemians”) inhabiting the garrets of Paris. The central plot line concerns the romance of Rodolfo, a starving poet, and Mimi, a consumptive seamstress: in act I they meet by chance; in act II they are happily in love; in act III they quarrel and are reconciled; in act IV she perishes.


  This simple love story is portrayed in counterpoint with a busy backdrop of picturesque street and café life. Act II, with its café waltzes and songs, subsidiary flirtations, and anecdotal hubbub, is almost entirely given over to the “backdrop.” There is no denying the theatrical effectiveness of the recipe. As in the case of verismo opera, however, objections are often raised against the opportunistic manipulativeness of the situation, particularly the device of inescapable doom contributed by Mimi’s disease, a factor present from the outset and therefore “static.” Is a plot governed by circumstances beyond the protagonists’ control a truly dramatic plot? Must an opera have such a plot? Must an opera, in short, be “dramatic”? And if critics so decide, and if audiences go on enjoying the work anyway, then what is the force or value of the critique? Can critics be right and audiences wrong? What does it mean to say so? Who gets to define “quality”? By what criteria? With what consequences?


  Tosca (1900), was based on a popular play by the French dramatist Victorien Sardou that was created as a star vehicle for the great actress Sarah Bernhardt: the title character is also a great actress, a fictional “diva” living at the time of the French Revolution. At the time Puccini decided to base an opera on it, the play, first staged in 1887, was still in current repertory. That became Puccini’s standard procedure: of the seven operas that followed Tosca, four were based on current plays the composer happened to see in the theater, often in languages he did not understand. (Half in jest, he once said that his being able to follow a play despite ignorance of its language testified to its operatic potential.) Despite the historical setting, both the play and the opera are cast in the brutally naturalistic mode then fashionable, replete with an onstage murder, an offstage (but audible) scene of torture, an execution, and a concluding suicide.


  More than in any other Puccini score (more, perhaps, than in any other standard Italian opera), the musical texture of Tosca is suffused with reminiscence motifs, sometimes treated in an abstract (though never “symphonic”) manner that justifies the use of the Wagnerian term leitmotif. Possibly meant as an earnest of “seriousness,” Puccini’s appropriation of the device—or perhaps more to the point, the fact that (unlike Verdi) he never suffered accusations of capitulation to “Wagnerism” because of it—testifies to the increasing internationalism of procedures and techniques in turn-of-the-century opera.


  Madama Butterfly, billed as a tragedia giapponese, went through four distinct versions between 1904 and 1906 before achieving lasting success. Its source was a very successful dramatization, by the American theatrical producer David Belasco, of a sob story from a popular magazine (supposedly based on a true incident related to the author by his sister, the wife of a missionary) about a Japanese geisha nicknamed Chô-san (Cio-cio-san in the opera), or Butterfly. She is seduced, “temporarily wedded” (according to then-existing Japanese law that cruelly discriminated against the rights of women), and then abandoned, by an insouciant American naval officer. Puccini followed Belasco in having the opera (unlike the story) end with the title character’s suicide.


  Like La bohème, Madama Butterfly relies a great deal upon local color, as operas with exotic settings (especially “oriental” ones) were prone to do. Puccini incorporated the characteristically pentatonic tunes of seven Japanese folk songs into the score. Interestingly, they appear mostly in the first act, which depicts Cio-cio-san’s wedding to the officer, Lieutenant Pinkerton, who is also identified by a bit of local color (the opening phrases of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” no less). It is, after all, only in the presence (that is, through the eyes) of the American that the Japanese milieu is exotic. The vastly longer second act, played for the most part in Pinkerton’s absence, and concerned mainly with Cio-cio-san’s worsening fate, largely dispenses with Japanesery; it is cast, rather, in Puccini’s own internationalized operatic style (the “universal language of feeling”).


  The disproportion between the lengths of the two acts was prompted by the excruciating silent scene of waiting that quickened Puccini’s interest in turning Belasco’s play into an opera. Representing the night that passes between Cio-cio-san’s spying Pinkerton’s ship in the harbor after three years’ absence without communication, and her last tragic meeting with him, it consisted in Belasco’s version of a theatrical tour de force: fully fifteen minutes of pantomime for the solitary leading actress, accompanied by harbor sounds, lighting effects, and, finally, birdsong to represent the dawn. As Puccini immediately recognized, that was already opera of a sort.


  In the libretto, the waiting scene became an orchestral interlude between the two parts of act II. In the first part, Cio-cio-san displays her steadfast faith in her husband’s return both by turning down an advantageous match with a rich suitor and by singing what has become probably the most famous aria in all of Puccini: “Un bel dí” (“One fine day”), in which she reproves her protective maidservant Suzuki for doubting, and imagines the joyful scene that awaits her. In the act’s second part, Pinkerton does return—but with his American bride, and only to reclaim his son from Cio-cio-san. Puccini felt that the poignancy of the ironic contrast between the imagined outcome and the real one, and the musically enhanced scene of waiting that connected them, would carry the audience through an act of a colossal ninety minutes’ duration, a demand that Wagner himself exceeded only once (in Das Rheingold).


  He was wrong. One of the changes he was compelled to make in the opera after the disastrous opening night was to recast it in three acts so that the waiting scene follows the intermission and loses the suspenseful character that originally attracted Puccini to the subject. The byproduct of the revision, however, was a second act that culminated in an orchestral reprise of “Un bel dí,” as Cio-cio-san spies the ship. This provided a surefire curtain and vouchsafed the opera’s lasting success. It does seem worth pointing out, however, in view of Puccini’s reputation for pandering, that the surefire solution was no this first choice.


  Be that as it may, a close-up on “Un bel dí” and its various reminiscences and reprises (Ex. 12–18) will afford us an ideal window on Puccini’s style and methods, and the basis of his enduring success. Like the arias and ariosos we have been encountering in late Verdi and the veristi, “Un bel di” is very terse. Its form could be described as da capo, since it begins and ends with a distinctive eight-bar melody that only has to be sung once to be memorable, since it descends gracefully through a slightly varied fourfold sequence of a single two-bar phrase (Ex. 12–18a). In between the two statements comes a disproportionately long middle section that begins with a balancing sequential idea (a four-measure phrase answered by its upwardly transposed repetition), but then devolves into what sounds like recitative, sung in “conversational” notevalues with long strings of repeated pitches. Even though this is an aria, we are thus informed, it is being enacted in real time as Cio-cio-san narrates her fantasy of reconciliation to Suzuki.


  The reprise of the opening phrase carries more emotional punch than the usual da capo return because it is sung triumphantly, at the opposite end of the dynamic scale from the gently wistful opening, casting the whole aria in retrospect as a single gathering crescendo to a climax. Once past the first phrase, moreover, the voice part again devolves into a recitativelike style, dividing the notes of the melody into short repeated notevalues, while it continues to sound forth, intact, in the orchestra (Ex. 12–18b). Looking back at the beginning now, we notice that even there the singer followed the melody somewhat selectively. The tune as such, it turns out, belongs more to the orchestra than to the voice.


  This point is driven home at the very end (Ex. 12–18c), where Puccini adopts a device that had been pioneered in La gioconda (1876), an opera (to a libretto by Boito) by Amilcare Ponchielli (1834–86), the leading member of the generation between Verdi’s and Puccini’s. As we find it in “Un bel dí,” the singer’s climactic statement of the main theme is immediately followed and trumped by a coda in which, after six measures’ headlong ascent to a brilliant high B, the singer falls silent and the theme passes entirely into the orchestra for its peroration, as if achieving a transcendent emotional pitch that can only be represented wordlessly.


  Within the very confines of the aria, in other words, the theme is already being treated as a reminiscence motif, producing at short range the emotional rush that the device of reminiscence had previously held in reserve. The aria’s brevity, its climax-driven structure and its pumped-up wordless coda conspire to deliver a sort of accelerated catharsis, an instant emotional gratification for the audience, who get to share Cio-cio-san’s fantasy. From this point to the end of the act, the reminiscence theme from “Unbel dí”will serve as the emblem of Cio-cio-san’sfalsebeliefinPinkerton’sreturn, thebelief that sustains her and that, by her own avowal, gives her her only reason to live. Like its Verdian antecedents it has been invested with an ironic double meaning; its every return will not only confirm her faith but also forecast her doom. The first of them accompanies Cio-cio-san’s confident request that the American consul inform Pinkerton that he has a son, trusting that that will bring him back. The last (Ex. 12–18d) accompanies the arrival of Pinkerton’s gunboat in the harbor, announced first by its cannon, next by the reminiscence motif as Cio-cio-san scans the harbor with her telescope.


  EX. 12–18A Giacomo Puccini, Madama Butterfly, “Un bel di,” mm. 1–8
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  She is being cruelly set up for a mortification that will be rubbed in over the whole duration of act III. The reminiscence motif plays its part in heightening the spectators’ awareness of the impending catastrophe, and (let’s face it) their (no, our) enjoyment of it. It can be argued, and of course it has been, that all tragedy is voyeurism; that by definition it contains or implies Schadenfreude, the enjoyment of another’s misfortune; and that the noble concept of catharsis—tragedy’s soul-cleansing function as immortally defined by Aristotle—is an idealizing mask for sentiments far less noble.


  EX. 12–18B Giacomo Puccini, Madama Butterfly, “Un bel di,” mm. 149–56
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  The particular tragedic formula repeatedly employed by Puccini, in which the emblematic character is neither a robust tenore di forza nor an evil bass-baritone but rather a “soft, wilting heroine”20 (in Julian Budden’s apt phrase) who is victimized by an implacable situation (grinding poverty, fatal disease, the patriarchal order) and slowly tortured to death, brings the inherent hidden sadism of dramatic representation dangerously near the surface of consciousness. It can also be argued (and has been) that watching a strong hero—Oedipus, Othello—brought low by fate in consequence of a moral flaw is edifying. It is harder to make such an argument in the case of a defenseless woman like Mimi or Cio-cio-san—or Manon Lescaut, the equally illfated title character of Puccini’s first big hit (1894) on a subject that had already attracted Massenet.


  EX. 12–18C Giacomo Puccini, Madama Butterfly, “Un bel di,” mm. 159–70
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  EX. 12–18D Giacomo Puccini, Madama Butterfly, reminiscence of“Unbeldi”atendofActII
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  Has Puccini’s enduring popularity been due to his skill in administering sadistic gratification? If so, then shall we place the blame on Puccini, or on the ones who have made him popular, namely ourselves? Is an art that caters to “bad” instinct bad art? Does such catering promote social evil or (by giving our evil fantasies an acceptable outlet) social good? Is the fact that the art of the fin de siècle, or the “turn of the century,” was so full of sadistic representations the result of “decadence” or degeneration, as some have charged, or the result of greater candor in dealing relatively openly with matters that had formerly been more heavily cloaked in hypocritical metaphor? A related question: Was the precipitate loss of scale in “realistic” or “naturalistic” art the result of lost faith or of greater honesty? And another: Was the habit of representing women in art as sacrificial victims the result of a new male brutality or was it an early reaction to the burgeoning social emancipation of women in “real life”?


  These are the heady questions that underlie debate not only about Puccini but also about many popular (or “populist”) artists. Is the postulate that popularity implies or actually requires a debased morality (to say nothing of a debased technique) a courageous refusal to compromise standards or a pusillanimous camouflage for snobbery? Did Puccini’s success at rendering “great sorrows in little souls”21 (as he put it himself) magnify the souls or mock the sorrows? Budden writes that Puccini’s true subject was l’Italietta— “little Italy.”22 Considering that fewer than half of his operas are actually set in Italy or derive from Italian sources, the remark is more a commentary about values (unheroic ones) than about subject matter. But is the assumption that great or good art necessarily embodies heroic aspirations an ethical improvement? Or is it a just another mask for social elitism? And hadn’t Wagner shown that even heroism could acquire a bad name?


  “Italietta” rings true in another way, though, because of the much-diminished place of Italy in the operatic scheme of things by the end of Puccini’s life. His last opera, Turandot, after a dramatized fairytale by Carlo Gozzi, was first performed (posthumously) in 1926 with its final duet completed by a younger composer named Franco Alfano. Another cruel oriental fantasy of feminine humiliation, it offered up two victims to the audience: the slave girl Liu, who fills the soft and wilting slot, is driven by torture to suicide; the title character, the haughty princess of China, is brought low by love, which compels her reluctant submission to her wooer Calaf, the tenore di forza.
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  FIG. 12–12 Cover of the first edition of the libretto to Puccini’s Turandot (Milan: Ricordi, 1924).


  


  Turandot was the very last Italian opera to enter the permanent international repertoire. As we shall see, there have since been only a handful of later additions to that repertoire, and they have been the work of French, Austrian, Russian, English, and (even) American composers, not Italians. In part, this drying up of the original fount of opera reflects the fate of opera in general: its status as primary medium of popular spectacular entertainment was usurped in the twentieth century by the movies, especially since the advent of “talkies,” only three years after the premiere of Turandot.


  And yet if films are to be regarded, in effect, as the operas of the twentieth century, then Italy has not ceded its place after all. Puccini’s heirs have been the great Italian film directors, especially those like Roberto Rossellini, Vittorio De Sica, or Federico Fellini, who made up the so-called neorealist school of the 1940s and 1950s, which, arguably, inherited the mantle of verismo.


  


  CHAPTER 13
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  The Return of the

  Symphony


  BRAHMS


  


  THE DRY DECADES


  We have not taken a close look at an old-fashioned “nonprogrammatic” multimovement symphony since the end of chapter 2, when our subject was Schubert’s “Unfinished” (1822), nor have we even given the genre a passing glance since chapter 3, when Mendelssohn’s subtitled but nonprogrammatic “Reformation” Symphony (1832) briefly served us as a foil to his oratorio St. Paul. Had we not been sidetracked by what seemed at the time to be more pressing “historical” concerns, we might have spared a moment for Schumann’s four symphonies, composed between 1841 and 1850, all of them now staples of the orchestral repertoire. The fact that we did not take the time is only another illustration of the problem broached in the previous chapter: the ease with which the historian’s attention is captured by novelty.


  But even if we had been telling the story in the guise of a repertoire survey rather than a narrative, the “classic” symphony would have fallen out of the picture in the second half of the nineteenth century, despite its Beethovenian prestige. For two decades beginning around 1850, it was no longer viewed as a site of potential creative energy. It was seen, rather, as an illustrious but outmoded genre. Its meteoric career had carried it in the course of little more than a century from the status of aristocratic party music to that of momentous public oration, but its place had been decisively preempted by the programmatic genres pioneered by Liszt and the “New Germans.” Wagner, going even further, made bold to declare (in The Artwork of the Future) that Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony had made all purely instrumental music obsolete.1


  Not a single symphony composed in the 1850s or 1860s has survived in the repertoire. It became a “conservatory” or “professor’s” genre—a graduation exercise to demonstrate formal mastery—and its practitioners were for the most part academics. Perhaps the most prolific symphonist of the period, Anton Rubinstein (1829–94), a fire-breathing piano virtuoso but a conservative composer, was in fact the founder and director of the St. Petersburg Conservatory, and its head of composition. His counterparts in Germany—Julius Rietz (1812–77), Carl Reinecke (1824–1910), Salomon Jadassohn (1831–1902), and the Danish-born Niels Gade (1817–90) in Leipzig; the renegade Lisztian Joachim Raff (1822–82) in Frankfurt; Robert Volkmann (1815–83) in Vienna and Budapest; Karl Reinthaler (1822–96) and Schumann’s brother-in-law Woldemar Bargiel (1828–97) in Cologne; and Carl Gräadener (1812–83) in Hamburg—maintained the genre through its fallow period, but made no lasting contribution to it.


  No composer could graduate from the Paris Conservatory at this time without a “classical” symphony under his belt, and that is how the student symphonies by the sixteen-year-old Saint-Saëns (1852) and the seventeen-year-old Bizet (1855) got written. Gounod’s two symphonies (1855, 1856) were the byproduct of his meeting with Fanny Hensel in Rome (described in chapter 3), as a result of which he met her brother, Felix Mendelssohn, and heard him conduct the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra. “On his return to Paris,” the English critic Martin Cooper wryly noted, “Gounod was almost certainly unique among French musicians of his generation in his knowledge and understanding of music, past and present, that had nothing to do with the opera house and no place in the French tradition.”2


  But by then the symphony was considered an anomaly practically everywhere. Its continued cultivation, except as a didactic genre, was taken as evidence that music had entered “the age of the Epigones,”3 or lesser descendents, to quote the most popular music history text of the 1880s, the Illustrated History of Music by Emil Naumann (1827–88), a Dresden professor who was himself a former pupil and “epigone” of Mendelssohn. Renewed vitality in this or any other “classical” genre was considered a historical (or “dialectical”) impossibility, so ingrained had the historicist view point become.


  And yet, as Naumann’s textbook illustrates, the inherent optimism of the historicist progress-myth was producing a pessimistic backlash. Wagner and Liszt, the great figures venerated by the “New German School,” were at the time of Naumann’s writing both recently deceased. It seemed to most observers that they had brought all the historicist prophecies to fulfillment. “Reflecting now on the achievements of the past,” Naumann concluded, “we observe in the tonal art an organic whole. It is complete and finished. What is to come one cannot divine.”4 There seemed to be nothing left to do.


  MUSEUM CULTURE


  The last thing Naumann expected was the “symphonic revival” that was by then already well under way, although (like anyone committed to a theory of history) he failed to notice what was going on all around him. The reasons for this massive infusion of new creative energy into what had been considered a moribund genre are notoriously complex. Of course they include the appearance of a new generation of highly capable musicians; but that has to be considered not so much a cause as a contingency. Without “new symphonists,” to be sure, there could never have been a “new symphony.” But the talent and renewed dynamism that went into the symphony beginning in the 1870s could have gone elsewhere. Something had to revive the genre’s prestige and renew its prospects in order to attract the talent. That something was a volatile compound of contradictory historical and social factors that transformed concert life, producing the powerful notion of a “classical tradition” in music that is still with us today.


  With the swelling of urban populations in the wake of industrialization came a broadening out of the musical audience into what could be truly thought of as a “public”: a cross-section of society—or, at least, a cross-section of “affluent society,” people with “disposable income,” uncommitted money to spend. The concert hall began to rival the opera house as a potential source of profits, and toward the middle of the nineteenth century halls of a size comparable to opera theaters but specifically designed for orchestral concerts—the kind of concert hall familiar to us all—began to proliferate.


  The Leipzig Gewandhaus (drapers’ hall), built in 1781, was for a long time an isolated badge of commercial prosperity and the appetite for concert music that it stimulated. It had no rival until 1831, a round half-century later, when the Vienna Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde (Society of Friends of Music), a “voluntary association” or private club supported by a paying membership, built a hall for the propagation of orchestral music. The “Gesellschaft” or “Society” (as it was known for short) was a very important organization, always at the forefront of public concert life in the Viennese capital. As the city grew in size and wealth, so did the Society, reflecting the city’s burgeoning commercial prosperity and channeling it into musical ventures; as the Society grew, so did the concert life it managed. It is to that process that we must look if we want to understand the rebirth of the symphony.


  Founded in 1812 as an amateur orchestra, the Society endowed the first Viennese conservatory in 1817, with an enormous library attached containing many autograph manuscripts by the giants of the “classical” repertoire, purchased for the Society by its wealthier members. The concert hall, Vienna’s first, was erected three years after Beethoven’s death and two years after Schubert’s. Their symphonies had been played during their lifetimes in theaters, dance halls, and aristocratic palaces, not in specially designed spaces for which there was as yet no perceived social need.


  Once the first public halls were in place, others followed, ever bigger; and as halls grew, so did orchestras. In 1860, public musicmaking in Vienna was rather belatedly professionalized on the Leipzig model with the establishment of the Künstlerverein (Artists’ Club) orchestra, now called the Vienna Philharmonic. A hall was built for it ten years later by the Vienna Musikverein (Music Society); known as the Grosser Saal (Large Hall), and familiarly as the “Goldener Saal” (Golden Hall) because of its lavish appointments and superb acoustics, it had a previously unheard-of seating capacity of almost 2, 000, larger than many opera houses. It was joined later the same year, 1870, by the Gewerbehaussaal (Chamber of Commerce Hall) in Dresden, with comparable dimensions and a fully professional Philharmonic Orchestra. Both the Vienna and the Dresden orchestras began offering full season subscriptions like those of the precocious Gewandhaus, and like all “major” big-city professional orchestras today. From 1870, then, one may say that such subscription series were “normal” in European concert life, and so they have remained, both in Europe and in its cultural colonies.


  Shorter orchestral subscriptions had been a fixture of Paris music life since 1828, when the Société des Concerts du Conservatoire was founded by the Opéra concertmaster François Antoine Habeneck. It gave its concerts, as its name suggests, in the conservatory’s Grande Salle. In 1853, a rival concert organization, the Société des Jeunes Artistes du Conservatoire, began giving concerts under Jules-Étienne Pasdeloup (1819–87), who went on, beginning in 1861, to offer a series called Concerts Populaires de Musique Classique in the mammoth Cirque Napoléon. The hall held 5, 000, and the orchestra numbered 110. After the war of 1870, the Concerts Pasdeloup, as they had come to be called, faced competition from a pair of rival organizations, popularly named after their enterprising virtuoso conductors: the Concerts Colonne (after Edouard Colonne, 1838–1910) from 1873, and the Concerts Lamoureux (after Charles Lamoureux, 1834–99) from 1881.
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  FIG. 13–1 Interior of the Grosser Saal of the Musikverein (Great Hall of the Musical Society; now the Vienna Philharmonic), built by Theophil Hansen in 1870.


  


  London was the only other European city that, like Leipzig, had boasted a full-fledged concert hall (the Hanover Square Rooms, where Haydn appeared) before the end of the eighteenth century. The postindustrial burgeoning was especially spectacular there, as befitted the city that continued to be the nineteenth century’s largest commercial center. St. James’s Hall went up in 1858, with a gargantuan seating capacity of 2, 127. It was the site of the series known as Popular Concerts, more familiarly as the “Pops.” Nothing could compare, though, with the Royal Albert Hall, still London’s premiere concert space, which opened in 1871 with an audience capacity of 6, 500 when the parquet seating is removed, as it now is for the summer “Promenade” (or Proms) concerts at which the ground-floor audience stands (and circulates). Those concerts had actually started at the Queen’s Hall (capacity 2,492), erected in 1893 but destroyed by a German bombing raid during World War II.


  Russia’s first professional orchestra was founded at St. Petersburg in 1859 by the aristocratic Russian Musical Society, the same organization that sponsored Rubinstein’s conservatory. Its concerts were given in what was formerly known as the Zal dvoryanskogo sobraniya (Assembly Hall of the Nobility), built in the 1830s for fashionable balls. As converted to concert use it seats a mere 1,318. Mammoth halls on the order of the ones that went up in Western Europe in the heyday of bourgeois concert life had no real counterparts in imperial Russia, which maintained a quasi-feudal society until the 1860s, and where the growth of an entrepreneurial bourgeoisie was stunted by reactionary laws. Somewhat paradoxically, a burgeoning public concert life in Russia on the bourgeois model had to await the Communist (that is, antibourgeois) revolution of 1917.


  The most prestigious nineteenth-century concert hall in America was New York’s Music Hall (now known as Carnegie Hall after Andrew Carnegie, the steel magnate who financed it), with a seating capacity of 2,784. It opened its doors in 1891 (with the Russian composer Chaikovsky as the guest star of the inaugural gala) as a home for the orchestra of the New York Philharmonic Society (founded 1842; now the New York Philharmonic Orchestra). Carnegie Hall’s only serious rival was Boston’s Symphony Hall (capacity 2,645), built for the Boston Symphony Orchestra (founded 1881), in use since 1900.


  The audience for “symphony concerts” reached a new plateau, then, around 1870, and only seemed to keep growing for the rest of the century. Up to a point, large halls and large audiences were symbiotic: big capacities meant lower prices, which meant more people, which necessitated bigger capacities. The Leipzig Gewandhaus, the original “symphony hall” had to be completely rebuilt in 1882–84, after about a century of use, at twice its original capacity in order to accommodate the socially diverse (“mass”) audiences that now flocked to symphony concerts. Although the new building was never used as a textile trade center, it was still called the “draper’s hall,” since that name was now ineluctably and honorably associated with the history of orchestral music, now more popular and prestigious than ever before.


  But we are facing a potentially grim paradox; for “symphonic” music began growing toward its new plateau of popularity and prestige exactly as its production was falling off. What were all those excellent new professional orchestras playing in their immense new concert halls?


  The answer is implied in the statement of aims with which Pasdeloup launched his Société des Jeunes Artistes du Conservatoire in 1852: “to present recognized masterpieces alongside music by young composers.” Pasdeloup’s repertoire consisted of the “Viennese classics”—Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven—plus Mendelssohn and Schumann (shortly destined to join the rest in the ranks of dead composers), with the works of “young composers” admitted only insofar as they were composed in “classical” forms. The early symphonies of Saint-Saëns and Gounod, mentioned above as conservatory produce, were all that Pasdeloup was at first prepared to admit alongside the masterpieces of the Teutonic dead. These were (in the words of David Charlton, a historian of French music) “among the earliest works in ‘classical’ forms by Frenchmen.”5 Audiences found them delightful, especially Gounod’s. But from the historicist standpoint Pasdeloup was providing a counterhistorical incentive to “epigonism.” By historicist lights, “works in ‘classical’ forms by Frenchmen” had no call or right to exist, at least not at that late date.


  Pasdeloup’s proclivities were matched by all the other enterprises that popularized symphonic music. In its first year, 1858, the London “Pops” at St. James’s Hall presented (in descending order of frequency) works of Beethoven, Haydn, Mozart, Mendelssohn, and Weber. The next season the repertoire was broadened to encompass Handel and Bach—even older music!—and a single program of British music that “epigonally” imitated the composers already named. In other words, the symphonic repertoire as purveyed in the latter half of the nineteenth century—with increasing frequency, in ever improving performances, and to an ever widening public—had been frozen at the century’s midpoint.


  A startling statistic established by William Weber, a social historian who has made a specialty of the sociology of musical taste, reveals that around the turn of the nineteenth century about 80 percent of all the music performed in Vienna, Leipzig, Paris, and London (the cities mainly surveyed above) was the work of living composers, while after 1850, and especially by 1870, the ratio of living to dead authors performed had been almost exactly reversed.6 Eighty percent of the music offered was by the ancient dead, and the composers of the remaining 20 percent now had a powerful “counterhistorical” incentive to become their elders’ epigones. The concert hall had effectively become a museum, and so it has remained to the present day. As the music historian J. Peter Burkholder put it, commenting on Weber’s findings, “a young composer [as of the 1850s] had not only living models but also dead and deified ones.”7 The newly professionalized, newly democratized, and newly profitable concert world of the late nineteenth century seemed willy-nilly to be aping and universalizing the aristocratic antiquarian taste of London’s quaint old Concert of Antient Music. That society, founded in 1776 by the earl of Sandwich and some other noblemen, and unique for its time, had stipulated that no work should be performed at its concerts that was less than twenty years old. By the turn of the century it had become something of a laughing stock, owing to the “want of variety” in its programs, as one critic complained, and its “total discouragement of living genius.” But it held on until 1848, and only disbanded when concert programs everywhere began conforming to its strange rule, thus depriving it of a raison d’être.


  “Historical concerts”—panoramic, canon-solidifying surveys of the musical past—became fashionable everywhere. Anton Rubinstein toured the world with a series of seven historical recitals that established the royal line of keyboard succession (somewhat nationalistically colored at the end) as follows:


  
    First concert (sixteenth to eighteenth centuries): Byrd, Bull, Couperin,

    Rameau, Scarlatti, J. S. Bach, Handel, C. P. E. Bach, Haydn, Mozart

    Second concert: Beethoven (eight sonatas!)

    Third concert: Schubert, Weber, Mendelssohn

    Fourth concert: Schumann

    Fifth concert (virtuoso composers): Clementi, Field, Hummel, Moscheles, Henselt, Thalberg, Liszt

    Sixth concert: Chopin

    Seventh concert: Chopin, Glinka, Balakirev, Cui, RimskyKorsakov, Anatoly Lyadov, Chaikovsky, Anton Rubinstein, Nicholas Rubinstein (his brother)

  


  


  And now the biggest paradox of all: The driving impulse behind this newly universalized, highminded “classicism” was, perversely, a commercial one. Selling music to a mass public meant guaranteeing its quality by invoking the “test of time.” Veneration of the masters, moreover, conferred a cachet not only on producers and purveyors, but on consumers, too. As Peter Gay, the leading historian of bourgeois mores and foibles, puts it, to attend such a concert was “to document one’s membership in a coterie”—an irresistible blandishment, albeit an ironic one, to an ever enlarging audience of social climbers.


  Finally, the very nature of a public concert (especially an orchestral or a choral one) as a social gathering furthered the ossification of the repertoire. Such concerts, in William Weber’s words, satisfied the “desire to celebrate the emerging urban-industrial civilization with a grand thronging together in public places.”8 And what drew the throngs together was “the need of the new industrial society to manifest its economic and cultural potency through its own grand rites of secular religiosity.” The music of the “classical masters” had become a kind of liturgy.


  The newly widespread “discouragement of living genius” was not only demoralizing to composers. It was also in flat contradiction with the historicist esthetic by which most of them had come by then to swear, with its call for perpetual progress and renewal of artistic means. The esthetic of Romanticism, in one of its major late strains, had collided with the realities of musical life as actually lived, even (or especially) in Germany. No wonder, then, that symphonic production had fallen off. On the one hand, it had been declared obsolete by the lofty arbiters of musical “progress,” and on the other it had to vie in the real world (the world of expenses, promotions, and remunerations) with works that had been declared timelessly enduring—hence unsurpassable—achievements.


  This untenable situation was already implicit in the contradictions between the romantic cult of original genius and the new concept of the musical “work of art.” Once musical quality had been identified with masterworks, and masterworks with a specified collection of indispensable scores, then curatorship—preservation and display—became the job of performing organizations. As the repertoire was conceived as “complete and finished” (to recall Emil Naumann), the objectives of performers and composers began to diverge. The latter wished to add to the repertoire, but their additions were only welcome insofar as they were seen as compatible with the existing collection, or complementary to it—which is to say, practically never. The symphonies of Rietz or Reinecke or Jadassohn or Gade might be shown once or twice, especially locally, but the need was rarely seen to add them to the permanent collection. And now we have at last defined “classical music” as the term is used today, and pinpointed its origin: “classical music” is the music in the “permanent collection,” first defined around 1850.


  Against the “permanent collection” or closed tradition of classicism was pitted in fine paradox the “permanent revolution” celebrated by historicism. The paradox led to the rifts that have yawned ever since between repertoire and canon, on the one hand, and between contemporary composition and the contemporary public, on the other. A strange but durable amalgam of esthetic idealism and crass commercialism had equated repertoire and canon, at least for the present, and thereby frozen both. Music of easy audience appeal was excluded and had to find other outlets, other venues. Thus not only was “classical” or “art” music born at that crucial nineteenth-century midpoint; so was “popular” or “entertainment” music (commercially purveyed music not meant for permanent display but for instantaneous, ephemeral success). The simultaneous origin of both these categories, eternally antithetical though they may appear to us by now, was only inevitable, since each was defined by the other’s exclusion.


  Composers were now really in a bind. The only way they could at once maintain self-respect in the face of historicism and at the same time have access to the newly defined “classical” repertoire and its prestigious venues was to create “instant classics”—compositions that in their highminded and compelling seriousness could somehow simultaneously project both novelty and enduring value. They had at once to communicate, first, sufficient freshness and originality to stimulate interest; second, sufficient conformity to traditional values to warrant inclusion in the permanent collection; and third, sufficient intricacy of design to encourage a test of time.


  Such a prescription, involving as it did the juggling of so many contradictory criteria, was indeed daunting. But it is the prescription under which composers of “classical music” have been laboring ever since the musical museum was established. Burkholder aptly sums it up in all its paradoxical majesty by observing that


  
    Once the concert hall became a museum, the only works appropriate to be performed there were museum pieces—either pieces that were already old and revered or pieces which served exactly the same function, as musical works of lasting value which proclaimed a distinctive musical personality, which rewarded study, and which became loved as they became familiar.9

  


  


  It sounds like something that couldn’t be done. But someone did it. And in the process, as Burkholder observes, he provided “the model for future generations of what a composer is, what a composer does, why a composer does it, what is of value in music, and how a composer is to succeed.”10 In this formulation, of course, “a composer” here stands for modern composers, namely, in Burkholder’s neat definition, “composers obsessed with the musical past and with their place in music history.”11 The definition is neat because it encapsulates yet another paradox, the ultimate one: modernity in music has come to be chiefly defined by a relationship to the past, rather than (according to the old “Zukunftist” definition) a relationship to the future.


  NEW PATHS


  The one who did it, who broke the vicious circle or logjam and (among other things, but preeminently) revived the “classical” symphony as a living genre, was Johannes Brahms (1833–97), the first major composer who grew up within, and learned to cope with, our modern conception of “classical music.”
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  FIG. 13–2 Johannes Brahms as a young man, by Josef Ludwig Novak.


  


  A Hamburger by birth but from 1862 a Viennese by adoption, Brahms was just old enough to have had a personal link to the as-yet-unproclaimed “classical” tradition as a living thing. It could not have been a more distinguished link, in fact, since from the age of twenty he had been identified as a protégé of Schumann, the last representative of what would be later defined as the classical (rather than the “modern”) symphonic line. By 1853, only three years before his catastrophically premature death, Schumann was already seeing himself as an embattled classicist in opposition to the emergent New German School. In view of his earlier distinction as the quintessential Romanticist of the keyboard and the lied (see chapter 6), and his former championship, as critic, of Berlioz and Liszt, this was an ironic outcome. But had he lived longer, Schumann would certainly have continued in his new role as spearhead of the reaction against the historicist party, whose official organ, in compounded irony, was the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, his own journal, now in the hands of Franz Brendel (see chapter 8).
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  FIG. 13–3 Brahms’s birthplace in Hamburg.


  


  As a courtesy to his predecessor, Brendel allowed Schumann space in the magazine for what would be his very last article: “Neue Bahnen” (“New paths”), an encomium to the young and as yet practically unknown Brahms, which appeared on the front page in the issue of 28 October 1853. Whether by accident or design, Schumann’s valedictory closely paralleled his debut article, the famous welcome to Chopin (“Hats off, gentlemen, a genius”), which also trumpeted the arrival of a new genius on the scene. Readers of the Neue Zeitschrift could be forgiven for receiving Schumann’s tribute with some skepticism: Brahms was being named as the preeminent worthy among what New Germans by then regarded as an academic crowd of merely local significance—Bargiel, Gade, and the rest (as Schumann listed them in a footnote). Even as he proclaimed his advent in Messianic terms, Schumann described Brahms’s virtues in terms that could seem downright bathetic, as if well-schooled respectability were a mark of heroism.


  “After such a preparation,” Schumann enthused, alluding once again to the Bargiels and the Gades,


  
    it has seemed to me that there would and must suddenly appear some day one man who would be singled out to make articulate in an ideal way the highest expression of our time, one man who would bring us mastery, not as the result of a gradual development, but as Minerva, springing fully armed from the head of Cronus. And he is come, a young creature over whose cradle graces and heroes stood guard. His name is Johannes Brahms, and he comes from Hamburg where he has been working in silent obscurity, trained in the most difficult theses of his art by an excellent teacher who sends me enthusiastic reports of him, recommended to me recently by a well-known and respected master.12

  


  


  There was a lot of subtext here. The “well-known and respected master” who had put Brahms in touch with Schumann was the violinist Joseph Joachim, formerly the concertmaster of Liszt’s orchestra at Weimar, the very crucible of the “music of the future,” who (as we may remember from chapter 8) noisily defected from that position to lead the opposition to “New Germany.” His letter of resignation is a remarkably articulate (and astonishingly frank) statement of principles, indispensable to an understanding of Brahms. “Your music,” wrote Joachim to Liszt,


  
    is entirely antagonistic to me; it contradicts everything with which the spirits of our greats have nourished my mind from my earliest youth. If it were thinkable that I could ever be deprived of, that I should ever have to renounce, all that I learned to love and honor in their creations, all that I feel music to be, your works would not fill one corner of the vast waste of nothingness that I would feel. How, then, can I feel myself to be united in aim with those who, under the banner of your name and in the belief that they must join forces against the artists for the justification of their contemporaries, make it their life task to propagate your works by every means in their power?13

  


  


  This could be read as a manifesto of a different sort of historicism, or rather an “antihistoricism”: one that looked to the past for timeless (hence not—or not merely—historical) values rather than for justification of further progress. Brahms was nurtured in this faith—by his teachers, by Joachim, but above all by Schumann, whom he worshipped, virtually becoming a surrogate son to him. In the last miserable years of Schumann’s life, when the composer was confined to a sanatorium for the mentally ill, Brahms actually took his place at the head of the Schumann household, and remained on intimate terms with Clara Schumann to the end of her long life, only a year before the end of his own. (Yes, of course tongues wagged about the relationship between the bachelor composer and the widowed pianist, fourteen years his senior.) His intense personal experiences of and with the Schumanns, and the loyalty it bred, bound Brahms ever more tightly to their position in German musical politics.


  Only once did he take direct political action on their behalf, again at Joachim’s urging. The violinist had drafted a response to Brendel’s remarks at the 1859 conference (described in chapter 8) commemorating the founding of the Neue Zeitschrift, in which he lauded the achievements of the “post-Beethoven development” and proposed that it be christened the “New German School,” despite its having been inspired by Berlioz and led by Liszt (both non-Germans), since its achievements had been universally recognized as the sole legitimate bearers of Beethoven’s legacy.


  Taking umbrage at Brendel’s smug tone and his brazen snubbing of Schumann, Joachim’s open letter decried the assumption that “seriously striving musicians”14 were all in accord about the value of Liszt’s music, or about the worthiness of the New Germans’ historicist program. On the contrary, he wrote, serious musicians “can only deplore or condemn the productions of the leaders and disciples of the so-called ‘New German School’ as contrary to the most fundamental essence of music.” He sent it to Brahms, among others, for further circulation and signatures, particularly among those who would be attending the Lower-Rhine Music Festival, still a bastion of “classical” conservatism, in the summer.


  Unfortunately for Brahms and Joachim, somebody (as we now say) “leaked” the document to an unfriendly journalist who printed it prematurely (on 6 May 1860) in a Berlin newspaper, with only four signatures—Brahms’s and Joachim’s plus those of the assistant conductor at the court of Hanover and an equally obscure conductor from the university town of Göttingen. This feeble gang of four was widely satirized for fancying themselves a new Schumannesque “Davidsbund,” but now a Davidsbund of the right. A parody of the letter appeared in the Neue Zeitschrift itself, signed “J. Geiger” (J. Fiddler [Joachim]) and “Hans Neubahn” (Johnny Newpath [Brahms]). Brendel, in a sanctimonious rebuttal, branded it a “pathological” phenomenon. Wounded, Brahms retreated thenceforth from public debate, preferring to follow the advice he received from the venerable Ferdinand Hiller, that “the best means of struggle would be to create good music.”15 Still and all, his abhorrence of Liszt’s works and horror at his influence continued to seethe, and left many lively traces, unprintable in family newspapers, in Brahms’s correspondence.


  This story would be too trivial to relate, were it not for the fact that Brahms finally managed to draft the first movement of his First Symphony in its aftermath. Clara Schumann herself gave him a nudge in this direction, in a letter of consolation and encouragement she sent him in June. “A fine stormy sky can pass into a symphony,” she wrote, underlining the words suggestively; “who knows,” she added, “perhaps this has already happened.”16


  As early as the 1853 “Neue Bahnen” piece, Robert Schumann had been after Brahms to write a big symphony—that is, a loud public proclamation of his status as Schumann’s (and, it goes without saying, Beethoven’s) legatee. Within the article itself he had referred to the young composer’s three early piano sonatas as “veiled symphonies” (a phrase that well suits at least the grandiose Third Sonata, opus 5 in F minor—the “Appassionata” key). An actual Brahms symphony, Schumann predicted, would mark the rebirth of Romanticism at its highest and best and least contaminated by the stain of “realism” (by which he meant explicit programmaticism). “If he will wave with his magic wand to where massed forces, in the chorus and orchestra, lend their strength,” Schumann promised, “there lie before us still more wondrous glimpses into the secrets of the spirit world.” They would be a long time in coming. To Joachim, Schumann wrote early the next year, “Now where is Johannes? Is he not yet allowing timpani and drums to resound?”17 He was not, and it was the very sense of heritage and obligation that Schumann had thrust upon him that seemed to hold him back, as it did increasing numbers of modern musicians—musicians obsessed (to recall Burkholder’s formulation) with the past and with their place in history, and with a consequent sense of their own cursed belatedness. After many abortive attempts, exasperated by a sense of failure, Brahms came close to giving up. He declared to one of his friends that he would never compose a symphony, adding, “You have no idea how it feels to one of us when he continually hears behind him such a giant.”18


  The giant, of course, was Beethoven, the (by definition) unsurpassable model by which Brahms felt he had to be measured. But all the past was stalking him, and the problem was compounded by the situation sketched earlier in this chapter, namely the ineradicable monopolizing presence not only of Beethoven but of all the “classical masters” in the newly standardized and canonized contemporary repertoire. In such a daunting atmosphere, composing an “ordinary” symphony, rather than a Lisztian programmatic work that asked to be measured by another (and, as far as Brahms was concerned, a meretricious) standard, became a well-nigh impossible task. Brahms approached it with extreme circumspection over a period that lasted, all told, more than twenty years.


  THREE “FIRSTS”


  The first try came shortly after Schumann’s call, in response to tragic events. On 27 February 1854, less than eight weeks after Schumann wrote to Joachim asking after the symphony Brahms owed him, the tormented older composer made his famous suicide attempt, jumping headlong into the Rhine, which resulted in his confinement for the rest of his life in a sanatorium. By July 27, Brahms had sketched three movements of a symphony in D minor for piano duet, and had orchestrated the first movement. He sent the score to Joachim, who later told one of Brahms’s biographers, Max Kalbeck, that it began with a covert (that is, unannounced as a “program”) visualization of Schumann’s anguished leap.


  Whether it was something Brahms had told Joachim or something the latter had imagined on the basis of the state of mind they shared, the story rings true. The stormy opening (Ex. 13–1), which indeed strikes the portentous drum-saturated note Schumann had called for, is surely meant to recall or evoke a state of extreme emotional duress, with its immediate contradiction of the putative tonic by the first chord sounded, by the grotesquely dissonant trills on [image: image], a diabolical tritone away from that same insistently asserted tonic, and by the bizarrely disruptive change of direction that shatters the opening melodic arpeggio with a startling leap(!). (The fact that Brahms disguises his portrayal of Schumann’s leap by reversing its direction does not lessen the probability of its reality; veiling the literal depiction so as to keep the originating imagery private and leave only the emotional effect on public display is very much in the spirit of romanticism as opposed to “realism.”)


  EX. 13–1 Johannes Brahms, Piano Concerto in D minor, Op. 15, beginning
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  What is perhaps most noteworthy about this nasty, intensely personal music, though, is the surprising fact that it is constructed almost entirely out of “classical” allusions. The most immediate one is to Schumann’s own D-minor symphony, composed in 1841 as his Second, but revised in 1851 and published posthumously as his Fourth. It, too, begins by “allowing the timpani and the drums to resound” in a lengthy roll (Ex. 13–2a), and its first Allegro theme (alluded to thereafter in all the other movements) is also marked by a surprising leap that lands on the very same notes as does Brahms’s intensified version (Ex. 13–2b).


  But of course Schumann’s D-minor symphony had itself been beholden to the D-minor Symphony, Beethoven’s Ninth, and so is Brahms’s. The surprising [image: image] harmony at the outset of Ex. 13–1 is a sort of digest of the whole first section of Beethoven’s exposition, in which the submediant (rather than the mediant) emerges unconventionally as the key of the second theme. And Brahms’s much more insistent drum roll (on the tonic, instead of Schumann’s dominant) is surely a recollection of Beethoven’s first-movement recapitulation, one of the noisiest and stormiest (and most commented-on) moments in the literature.


  Brahms never finished the D-minor symphony. Its first two movements later went into his first piano concerto (op. 15, published 1861), from which Ex. 13–1 is taken; and the third, even more radically transformed, later found a home in a choral work to which we will return. But the observations we have made about it remained characteristic of Brahms, and crucial to understanding both his eventual success and his historical role. The high level of allusiveness, for one thing, would be a permanent fixture, not merely (as might well have been thought at first) a sign of apprenticeship—which is to say that they were for the most part true allusions, rather than unconscious citations or imitations. Brahms’s allusions, often extremely wide-ranging composites, would always be reforged, often with great virtuosity, into new configurations that in their combination made for a heightened intensity.


  And for a second (related) thing, despite the eschewal of public programmatic content, Brahms’s music was often anything but “abstract” in its conception. It was as laden with symbolism as Beethoven’s Ninth itself, but like its famous antecedent (and unlike the work of the “New Germans”) it contained no built-in decoder key, no public aids to interpretation, and hence no single certifiable message. But that, too, was an original and precious attribute of romantic art, given explicit acknowledgement by Schiller when he wrote, as early as 1794, that “the real and express content that the poet puts in his work remains always finite; the possible content that he allows us to contribute is an infinite quality.”19 Artworks of which that can be said have a greater hold on the imagination (or so a romantic would contend) than artworks with a single, explicit, paraphrasable meaning.


  The reasons for Brahms’s failure to complete his D-minor symphony, and its eventual withdrawal or transformation into works in less exacting genres, are unknown. Yet one can surmise them in part, perhaps, from the composer’s subsequent behavior. His “neoclassical” bent was powerfully reinforced by the first paying position he secured after receiving his impressive sendoff from Schumann. It amounted to a sort of neoclassical throwback in its own right, for it allowed Brahms to spend four months a year from 1857 to 1859 in virtually “eighteenth-century” conditions, as Kapellmeister to the minor princely court of Detmold, a small city in north-central Germany. Brahms was thus one of the very last composers to enjoy, even briefly and part-time, the security of aristocratic patronage. Occupying as he did a position similar to Haydn’s a hundred years before, Brahms was stimulated to imagine himself a Haydn and experiment “serenely” (as he put it) and for his own edification with classical form, in a fashion no composer had lately done with comparable opportunity or seriousness.


  EX. 13–2A Robert Schumann, Symphony no. 4, I, slow introduction, mm. 1–7
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  EX. 13–2B Robert Schumann, Symphony no. 4, I, Lebhaft (Allegro) theme, mm. 1–11
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  With a forty-five-piece orchestra at his disposal, the young Kapellmeister turned out two Serenades in a frankly retrospective style. The very name was retrospective: a throwback to the outdoor party music with which his patrons’ eighteenth-century ancestors would have been supplied by their staff musicians for entertaining. As Brahms was more acutely aware than his less historically minded contemporaries, that lightweight environment had been the symphony’s crucible. It was almost as if he wanted the ontogeny of his own works to recapitulate the phylogeny of the genre he wished to master. Equally, though, it was a retreat from the task to which his friends were urgently calling him, a temporary (and temporizing) refuge in the nineteenth century’s eighteenth century—a fairyland of material comfort and artistic health.


  Accordingly, the more frankly retrospective of the two serenades—the First, in D major, op. 11 (1858)—was a riot of “salubrious” and witty allusions, all of a bright and sunny nature as befits its key, the neutralizing reverse mode of Beethoven’s Ninth, Schumann’s Fourth, and Brahms’s own first symphonic attempt. D major was the key of Beethoven’s Second Symphony, at the opposite emotional extreme from the tortured opening movement of the Ninth. The fact, probably as well known to Brahms as to any historian, that the Second Symphony was composed at the most woeful juncture of Beethoven’s life (the period of his irreversible deafness and the “Heiligenstadt Testament”) surely enhanced its attraction to Brahms at this particular juncture of his life; for it argued against the popular romantic (but in fact “realist”) assumption that artworks directly reflected the creator’s biographical circumstances, that art was by nature confessional. Art was something one could, if one wished, actually hide behind (as Beethoven himself—who knows?—might have been doing).


  That the D-major Serenade was palpably a retreat from writing a symphony is confirmed by its creative history. It began as a four-movement work with the fencestraddling title Sinfonie-Serenade. What turned it into a serenade and only a serenade was the addition to it of two frank pastiche movements between the slow movement and the finale: a pair of minuets such as no one had written in decades, and a second scherzo in which Brahms cleverly juxtaposed quotations from the two composers with whom he was temporarily identifying. Whereas in the D-minor Symphony he had looked to Schumann and through Schumann back to late Beethoven, in the D-major Serenade he looked to early Beethoven and through him back to Haydn. Many have noted (as they were surely meant to do) the delightful counterpoint of quotations, the trio from the scherzo of Beethoven’s Second in the horn against the finale of Haydn’s last (“London”) Symphony in the cellos (Ex. 13–3).


  Some have tried to see a serious polemic in this gay piece. Brahms is known, after all, to have been spoiling for a fight with the Lisztians, and as Donald Francis Tovey has observed, a work like the D-major Serenade can be read as an implicit refutation of historicism, or at least as a protest against it. Indeed, Tovey saw it for that very reason as “an epoch-making work in a sense that is little realized,” for “it sins against the first and most ephemeral canon [rule] of modern criticism, the canon which inculcates the artist’s duty to assert his originality in terms so exclusively related to this week’s news as to become unintelligible by the week after next.”20


  EX. 13–3A Johannes Brahms, D-major Serenade, V (second scherzo)
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  EX. 13–3B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony no. 2, Trio of Scherzo
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  EX. 13–3C Joseph Haydn, “London” Symphony, Finale, mm. 1–8
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  That is well put, but it is a point that could only have been made in retrospect, at a time when the premises of historicism, while by no means vanquished, had long been under strong attack. In 1858, the Serenade would hardly have been thought an effective protest against the militancy of “New Germany,” let alone its refutation. Reliance on classical models could only have looked weak compared with Liszt’s bold forays, and that is precisely why Brahms could not offer it as a symphony. As Brahms put it himself to a friend who inquired about the change of title, “if one wants to write symphonies after Beethoven, then they will have to look very different!” But one thing that would make Brahms’s own symphonies look different is already conspicuous in Ex. 13–3, and that is Brahms’s mastery of traditional counterpoint and his fondness for indulging it not only in specially designated fugues or fugatos, but as a way of habitually loading the texture of his music with significant, often motivic, detail.


  It was the combination of this motivically-saturated, highly allusive, polyphonic texture with the high strung, intensely personal expressive tension of the early D-minor attempt that is preserved in the First Piano Concerto, that finally produced the mature Brahmsian symphonic idiom in the aftermath of the failed polemic with the New Germans. In June of 1862 Brahms was able to show his friends the first full-fledged symphonic movement of his to survive into a finished work, eventually (after some further revision) becoming the first movement of his First Symphony. Clara Schumann wrote of it with delight to Joachim, quoting its “rather audacious” opening phrase (an echo of the old polemics?), and commenting, as an insider, on just those features of the work that will best repay our detailed examination:


  
    The movement is full of wonderful beauties, with a mastery in the treatment of the motives that is indeed becoming more and more characteristic of him. Everything is so interestingly interwoven, yet as spirited as the first outburst; one is thrilled by it to the full, without being reminded of the craft. In the transition from the second part back to the first [i.e., in the “retransition” from development to recapitulation] he has once more succeeded splendidly.21

  


  


  Ex. 13–4a shows the beginning of the movement as Clara Schumann knew and quoted it in her letter to Joachim, extended from her four-bar quotation to eight measures in order to emphasize the contrapuntal “interweaving” to which her letter refers. The “soprano” in mm. 1–4 becomes the bass in mm. 5–8 to support a new motif in the soprano (one that will be given an immediate sequential development and extension). The weaving and reweaving, according to time-honored principles of invertible counterpoint, will continue throughout the movement. The transition to the second theme, for example (Ex. 13–4b), begins by inverting the texture of mm. 5–8, and then reinverts it so that the chromatic descent (the “middle voice” at the beginning of Ex. 13–4a) gets its turn to be the bass. In the slow introduction (Ex. 13–4c), which (though heard first) was a derivation made years later from the Allegro rather than its source, the contrapuntal relationship between the rising and falling chromatic lines is skewed to produce even more portentously dissonant harmonies over a pedal bass. Finally, the closing theme from the exposition (Ex. 13–4d) pits an inversion of the leaping motif first heard as the “soprano” in mm. 5–8 against a complex derivation from the soprano of mm. 1–4, in which each of the three chromatically ascending tones alternates in turn with the diatonic descent that follows in m. 3. One could almost say that in place of the traditional thematic content of symphonic discourse Brahms has substituted a mosaic of motifs in an ever shifting contrapuntal design.


  EX. 13–4A Motivic interweaving in Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, I, beginning of Allegro
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  EX. 13–4B Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, I, transition to second theme
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  EX. 13–4C Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, I, slow introduction
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  EX. 13–4D Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, I, closing theme of exposition
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  And what is more, virtually every “tessera,” every stone in the mosaic, can be plausibly interpreted as an allusion. Of those already shown, perhaps the most obvious is the one labeled “d” in Ex. 13–4a. It belongs to a whole complex of Brahmsian themes that go back to the Schumann phrase shown in Ex. 13–2b; it was, evidently, a repeated tribute to Brahms’s mentor that was finally internalized as a “stylistic trait.” Other conspicuous allusions transcend the level of the individual motive. Most conspicuous of all is the one to which Brahms repeatedly made compulsive, nervously jocular references in his correspondence. “The symphony is long and difficult,”22 he wrote to one. “My symphony is long and not exactly charming,” he wrote to another. Finally, and most revealingly, he wrote to a third: “My symphony is long and in C minor.”


  STRUGGLE (WITH WHOM?)


  In C minor. To anyone conversant with the tradition into which Brahms was trying, against the odds, to break, the words were enough to make the blood run cold. It meant that Brahms was taking on the model of models: Beethoven’s Fifth. Vying with this symphony meant incurring a host of obligations that ranged far beyond the one with which we have already seen Brahms coping, namely the obligation to achieve a tight motivic construction. There was also the obligation to reenact (yet without merely repeating) Beethoven’s archetypal “plot” or moral trajectory, embodied in the rhetoric of Kampf und Sieg, “Struggle and Victory”—a rhetoric that Beethoven himself had relinquished in the pessimistic post-Napoleon years, but that Brahms would now have to revive in a new historical and cultural context. Finally, though Brahms would put off reckoning with it for a while, there was the obligation to match Beethoven’s signal achievement in the Fifth: the binding of the whole symphony together in a single thematic package through strategic recalls and returns.


  The motif that eventually served this binding function is the first and shortest to appear: the three-note chromatic ascent, labeled “a” in Ex. 13–4, that is often presented in tandem with its descending complement (“b”). Its similarity to the unforgettably idiosyncratic opening (or answering) phrase in the Prelude to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, while easily noticed, is often dismissed; Wagner, hero that he was to the New Germans, is an unlikely ally for a Brahms, let alone a mentor. He was a commanding, unignorable presence on the scene by 1862, though, and (although this is often forgotten) a contemporary of Schumann, hence old enough to be Brahms’s father. And while Tristan would not be performed on stage until 1865, its vocal score had been published in 1860. So Brahms certainly had “access,” as one says when adjudicating charges of plagiarism. But did he have “motive”?


  Yes indeed, say musicologists aware of recent trends in literary criticism, particularly the theory of “anxiety of influence” put forth in the 1970s by the literary critic Harold Bloom. The very fact that Brahms was allegedly Wagner’s antagonist has led some to suppose that the apparent (and pervasive!) allusions to Tristan in Brahms’s First was an instance of unwitting mimicry and transformation—what Bloom calls “misreading”—caused by Brahms’s fear of failure and his unconscious desire to overmaster it, an outcome that could only be achieved in contest with his strongest living elder and rival. In the early 1990s, a psychoanalytically oriented musicologist named Robert Fink even offered a reading of the symphony23 (likewise predicated on the assumption that Brahms was unconscious of his debt to Wagner) that invested the proverbially erotic Tristan quote with the bachelor composer’s repressed libido—that is, with sexual energies (and anxieties) that could find an acceptable outlet only in the semantically veiled medium of “absolute music.”


  One argument in favor of this reading is the fate of the Tristan motif in the second movement of the Symphony, the Andante sostenuto. It was not composed until 1876, when not only the first movement but also the finale was complete. Despite the long hiatus, or even because of it, Brahms took care to feature the Tristan motif prominently near the beginning of the movement, where it might promote the impression of a spontaneous “organic” continuity that united the whole symphony in a single spiritual journey. That journey was also “microscopically” inscribed within the slow movement itself, thanks to the Tristan motif’s recapitulation at the end. The two references, encircling the movement, contrast radically in affect: the first is chromatic and leads to an “openended” [image: image] harmony (that is, a harmony in need of resolution), while the second is twofold: a repetition of the chromatic version followed by a diatonic one that leads to harmonic closure, thus replaying the transformation the original Tristan motif underwent at the tail end of Wagner’s opera and wordlessly reevoking its symbolism (Ex. 13–5).


  But there is really no reason to assume that Brahms could not have been conscious of his appropriations from Wagner. While he made no bones about despising Liszt’s symphonic poems and program symphonies and deplored their influence (although he was as much in awe of the Hungarian’s piano playing as anyone else), Brahms esteemed Wagner’s music highly, and studied it (Fig. 13–4). To his friends he sometimes (half jestingly) called himself a “Wagnerianer,” and treasured the autograph score of a scene from Tannhäuser among other manuscripts in a personal collection that included works of Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, and of course Schumann. (Wagner asked for it back on learning that Brahms was its owner; their letters make amusing reading.)


  At any rate, if Brahms’s was among the many imaginations stirred profoundly by the Prelude to Tristan, he could fairly claim his appropriation as “fair use,” considering the striking reharmonization he gave the phrase in question, and the pointed way he directed it to a cadence on its first appearance, as if forestalling its Wagnerian (not to mention its erotic) consequences. Besides, the fact that Brahms’s harmonic language had kept abreast of the latest in Wagner exempted him, to “New German” consternation, from the easy charge of epigonism. Indeed, the impressively “advanced” harmonic progression in which the supposed Wagner quote participates is the very one that gives rise to the movement’s most impressive structural feature: the intermeshing of the most distinctive local harmonic progressions with the overall tonal design, as most dramatically illustrated in the retransition passage to which Clara Schumann called attention. This was the profoundest lesson Brahms had learned from Beethoven.


  EX. 13–5A Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, II, mm. 1–7
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  EX. 13–5B Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, II, mm. 114–24
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  FIG. 13–4 Brahms perusing the score of Wagner’s Siegfried.


  


  Before tracing it, however, we need to trace the equally distinctive debt his harmonic idiom owed to Schubert, whose late symphonies, as we may recall, were posthumously retrieved from oblivion beginning in the 1840s, thus only since that decade available as an “influence” on younger composers. The “Unfinished,” perhaps the greatest find of all, only saw the light of day in 1867, which is to say right in the midst of Brahms’s lengthy symphonic gestation. He absorbed many lessons from it, as he did from the “Great” C-major symphony, which Schumann had rediscovered in 1840. Of all the composers of the nineteenth century, in fact, the only one whose mature idiom was even more heavily (if differently) indebted to Schubert’s harmonic artifices was Liszt, who thus—and what could have been more ironic?—shared with Brahms, his most outspoken antagonist, a crucial common birthright.


  These Schubertian “artifices,” first described and illustrated in chapter 2, included, in the first place, the introduction of local progressions and modulations around circles of major and minor thirds alongside the “classical” circle of fifths. Another Schubertian innovation, strongly related to the first, was Schubert’s reliance for purposes of harmonic multivalence (or “ambiguity”) on what might be called “sonic homomorphism”: the similarity in sound that can link chords with radically different structures and functions and allow their functions to be interchanged. The most potent of these homomorphisms—one could call them “puns,” except that puns are jokes and these are not (necessarily)—was the one that obtained between the dominant seventh, the primary propeller of root motion along the circle of fifths, and the “German” augmented-sixth chord, which traditionally resolved by semitones in contrary motion to a dominant. (See the discussion of Schubert’s Moment musical no. 6, Ex. 2–6.) These Schubertian devices play a decisive role in both the structure and the expressive rhetoric of Brahms’s First.


  In chapter 5 we already had occasion to cite Schubert’s “Wanderer” Fantasy as a formative model for Liszt, providing a precedent for the “one-movement form” of Liszt’s First Piano Concerto. Its status as a model for Brahms is even more specific: when the First Symphony was finally completed in 1876, its four movements exactly followed Schubert’s pathbreaking tonal trajectory along the circle of major thirds: C–E–[image: image]–C. But even within the first movement, complete (except for the slow introduction) in 1862, Schubertian harmonies and tonal progressions rule.


  The harmonization of the “Tristanesque” chromatic ascent, for example, first announced in Ex. 13–4a (and as of 1862 the movement’s beginning), almost invariably involved an augmented sixth that functions locally as a “flat submediant,” thus potentially subverting the dominance of fifth relations. The tension between fifths and thirds (in terms of root progressions), or between fifths and semitones (in terms of voice leading), pervades the movement, lending it a sense of taut tonal drama not encountered since … well, since Beethoven.


  The drama is announced right along with the motifs and themes in Ex. 13–4a: the augmented sixth leads away from C minor to a D major that is marked as V of G. But the harmony is immediately forced back to the original tonic by adding a seventh to the G-major chord thus approached, turning D major retrospectively into V/V. The sense of constraint—of an impulse thwarted—is palpable. Clara Schumann’s immediate reaction to its violence was keen. Having quoted it to Joachim, she added, “That is rather audacious, perhaps, but I have quickly become used to it.”


  At the very least, it is not the sort of comfortable music one associates with epigones. It is not just a pleasing play of tones but a gesture. We may interpret the thwarted chromatic impulse however we wish: as repressed libido, as counterthrust against “New Germany,” as anything that may strike us as relevant or illuminating either with respect to Brahms or to ourselves as listeners. All such readings, however, can only be partial. They place limits on a meaning that, in its powerful inchoateness, precedes and subsumes all semantic paraphrases. And that, we may recall, was precisely the essence and purpose of “absolute music,” lately rejected by the New Germans in the name of “union with poetry.” Brahms rejected the union, and by the force of his example restored the viability of presemantic or “absolute” musical meaning, the sort of meaning that is indistinguishable from “structure” (that is, from the particularities of syntax that, by eliciting affect, produce a meaningful effect).


  Tension between thirds and fifths, between fifths and semitones, continues. The whole movement’s progress, at the “global” level, can be mapped according to its fluctuations. We can try to sum things up by describing the two main transitions. The first, from the exposition into the development, takes off from a “Schubertian” modal mixture— [image: image] minor following on its parallel major, the normal (“relative”) key of the second theme in a C-minor symphonic movement. A more portentous model for the tonic-relative-parallel relationship, however, is the scherzo of Beethoven’s Fifth, the specter evoked by Brahms’s very choice of key. (For explicit confirmation that this was the model foremost in Brahms’s mind one need only inspect the brass parts in Ex. 13–6.)


  At the very moment where exposition gives way to development, however, Brahms takes an explicitly Schubertian plunge (Ex. 13–7a), reinterpreting the reiterated third and root of [image: image] minor, the local tonic, as the third and fifth of C major, the submediant, enharmonically respelled as B, with a consequent (and initially puzzling) metamorphosis in the key signature at the moment when the development arrives (that is, the downbeat of the exposition’s “second ending”). Thus B, the leading tone—or, to use some archaic but suggestive terminology, the “subsemitonium”—is set in opposition to the tonic in place of the dominant: a semitone, in other words, assuming the traditional position (and doing the traditional work) of a fifth.


  We may pick up the consequences of this pervading strain at the other end of the development, where the retransition is prepared in the traditional way, with “dominant tension” generated by a pedal point. The pedal on G is itself achieved through a reiteration of the motivically charged three-note chromatic ascent (“a”). Against the dominant pedal, this motive is given its lengthiest sequential development. The same chromatic motif that generated the pedal now threatens it, in a remarkable passage that combines the chromatic ascent in the bass with the equally motivic (Schumann-derived) octave leap, all pitted contrapuntally against the Beethoven-derived horn call in Ex. 13–6 and the motif labeled “c” in Ex. 13–4. The chromatic ascent is extended as far as D, enabling a reapproach, this time through the “classical” fifth relation, to the dominant pedal (now accompanying another sequence derived from “c”).


  The full dominant seventh on G is reached in m. 331 (Ex. 13–7b), and reiterated as a four-bar fanfare. There would seem to be nothing left to do but resolve it, with suitable panache, to the tonic. But at this point Brahms pulls off a superb Schubertian feint, resolving the chord not as a dominant seventh but as a German sixth, to the dominant of B, the opposing key. The lines of tonal conflict had not been so clearly or dramatically drawn in decades. And the conflict is played out to the inevitable dénouement through a Schubertian—or even a Lisztian!—circle of minor thirds, with German sixths cropping out of a chromatic sequence in contrary motion (an extension of the “a + b” complex first announced in Ex. 13–4a at the movement’s very outset) on [image: image] (m. 337) and [image: image] (m. 339) before linking up with the original a + b complex and at last resolving, as the complex itself had first resolved, through two fifths (D natural and G) to the tonic and the “double return.”


  Liszt, of course, would have done it differently. The sequence of augmented sixths on G, [image: image], and [image: image] would have mandated, in one of his symphonic poems (say, the “Mountain Symphony” as discussed and illustrated in chapter 8) the completion of the sequence with a similar chord on F[image: image](E). A “New German” would no doubt call Brahms’s modus operandi a pusillanimous retreat to the security of traditional “tonality.” Brahms might well counter that the more radical Lisztian progression sacrifices all sense of conflict and drama to an inert (because functionally undifferentiated) sequence, colorful and superficially “progressive” but devoid of emotional significance. Brahms remained faithful to the German tradition—a tradition (as we have already observed, and as can scarcely be overemphasized) that included the Wagner of Tristan and the Ring—in staunch opposition to the new harmonic tradition that Liszt had been trying to establish.


  So the lines were drawn at the end of the century. Each would find ample continuation in the music of the next generation, and beyond. But, to peek briefly at that future, there would be a significant difference in the work of the neo-Lisztians (mainly French and Russian composers) and the Germans who followed Wagner and Brahms. The former would use circles of major and minor thirds or their scalar derivatives (whole-tone and “tone-semitone” or octatonic scales) primarily for the depiction or exploration of nonhuman, subhuman, or superhuman imaginative terrains—natural, primitivistic, fantastic, occult—in which there would be a huge upsurge of interest at century’s end. Pitch relations that preempted the forces of functional harmony were suited best to conjure up odd or alien worlds. German composers, meanwhile, would extend and intensify the exploration of the human inner world, that of emotions and desires, for which the dynamism of established tonal relations—the push of fifths, the pull of leading tones—would remain indispensable, as they had been for Wagner and Brahms alike.


  EX. 13–6 Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, I, mm. 243–52
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  The first movement of Brahms’s First was a landmark in this extension; and yet the composer shelved it for more than a dozen years before providing it with its companion movements. Surely the demons of heritage and obligation were still plaguing the composer; but an equally important reason for this renewed delay was that in the mid-to-late 1860s Brahms embarked in earnest on his successful public career, a path that at first deflected him from his symphonic tasks.


  EX. 13–7A Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, I, mm. 185–91
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  EX. 13–7B Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, I, mm. 331–43
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  A CHORAL (AND A NATIONALISTIC) INTERLUDE


  It is one of the many ironies surrounding his career that Brahms, famous in history for shunning opera, for his faithfulness to the idea of “absolute music,” and for his role in reviving it, should have gained his first real fame as a composer of choral music to romantic, religious, and patriotic texts. It was, however, a time-honored road to success for German composers in the older Romantic and nationalist tradition, with its many supporting institutions in the guise of singing societies and summer festivals. For a while it was the field in which Brahms was seen to specialize.


  The first major appointment he was able to secure in Vienna was as director of the Singakademie, one of the city’s two main choral societies. In pursuit of the post he unexpectedly embarked in the spring of 1863 on an elaborate cantata— Rinaldo, for tenor soloist, chorus, and orchestra—after a narrative poem by Goethe based on Torquato Tasso’s epic of the crusades, Jerusalem Delivered (1581), which had been a popular source for Italian madrigals and early operas. The part Goethe had paraphrased had already been set as an opera by Lully (1686), Handel (1711), and Gluck (1777) by the time Brahms got a hold of it, and in its dramatic exchanges the work is as close as Brahms would ever come to writing an opera himself. (Indeed, had he found a suitable opera libretto in this ambitious phase of his career Brahms would not have hesitated to set it; his “principled” antioperatic stance was adopted later and was mostly a matter of image-building.)


  By the time he had his first rehearsals at the Singakademie in the fall, Brahms realized that the organization’s budget would not cover a performance of his work in progress, and it, too, was shelved for a while, not to be completed until 1868. For the time being Brahms concentrated as a conductor on a cappella and continuo-accompanied literature, and in the process discovered a wealth of sixteenth-to eighteenth-century music, particularly Heinrich Schütz and other early “German masters” from Henricus (“Heinrich”) Isaac (then thought to be a German) to J. S. Bach, whose choral works were then only beginning to be published.


  Brahms’s stint with the Singakademie lasted only one year, but the impact of “early music” on his composing was decisive. He became an enthusiast, sought out the leading musical scholars of his generation—Gustav Nottebohm, Friedrich Chrysander, Philipp Spitta—as friends, and actually engaged in some amateur musicological work of his own, making many arrangements of early German choral music and participating in the preparation of “critical editions” (that is, editions faithful to original sources rather than arrangements) of music by Schubert and Schumann, and even a non-German, François Couperin.


  “Even” a non-German, because musical antiquarianism, as an aspect of musical Romanticism, was ipso facto an aspect of musical nationalism as well, and it should not be assumed that his eventual stance in favor of “absolute music” put Brahms at odds with either the Romanticism or the nationalism of his time. The manner in which his antiquarian pursuits rubbed off on his composing only intensified its timeliness, so to speak, given the moment in which he lived, and the nation to which he belonged. Brahms’s choral music, in fact, gives us an interesting new lens on an old question, namely the question of how the liberal German nationalism of the pre-1848 period metamorphosed into the more aggressive nationalism with which the world is now more familiar, and how music figured in the process.


  Brahms’s greatest choral work, Ein deutsches Requiem (“A German requiem,” 1868), may be viewed as a sort of culmination of the older nationalist phase. It is not a liturgical work, but rather a setting, inspired by the death of Brahms’s mother, of selected passages from the bible, in Luther’s translation, that deal with consolation, acceptance of fate, and transcendence of suffering through love. As a work with “Lutheran” words (and a certain amount of choralelike writing) but meant for performance throughout the German-speaking lands—including Catholic Austria, the composer’s adopted home—it continued the ecumenical “Mendelssohnian” tradition of using music as a liberal uniter of the German-speaking peoples.


  As hinted earlier, the Requiem contains one remnant salvaged from the aborted symphony in D minor: the second movement, “All of Flesh is Like the Grass,” set as a funeral march in B[image: image] minor that in its original symphonic context would surely have recalled Beethoven’s Eroica. But other sections of the Requiem give evidence of Brahms’s profound assimilation of his nation’s earlier legacy of sacred music. Fugues and fugatos abound, of course, but there are also many passages that bear traces of “musica antiqua” from archeological strata to which no previous composer had ever penetrated creatively.


  The Requiem’s very opening section, “Selig sind, die da Leid tragen” (“Blessed are those who bear their grief”), is a striking case in point. Its text is put together like the words of an old motet. That is, it is a patchwork of topically related lines from disparate biblical sources, in this case bridging the Old and New Testaments. After the first sentence, from the Gospel According to Matthew, the words come from Psalm 126, “Die mit Tränen säen” (“They who sow with tears”). This was a psalm that many old north-German composers had set. The most famous setting, perhaps, was the one by Johann Hermann Schein (1586–1630) in his collection Israelis Brünlein (“Fountain of Israel”) of 1623.


  Brahms surely knew it, and fashioned his own setting to reflect that knowledge, appropriating the contrapuntal and expressive techniques of Schein’s day (or even those of Schein’s actual setting) in order to achieve a similar marriage of “motet” style with “madrigalian” trappings (Ex. 13–8). Motet style means that successive lines are given individual musical treatment (or, to use the language of the nineteenth century, set to separate motifs), usually in imitative texture. The madrigalian element is the use of highly contrasting musical figures to point up the figures of speech employed in the text. The most sought-after figures were antitheses, the contrast of opposites, here “sowing with tears” and “reaping with joy.”


  Schein had set the former to a tortuous chromatic line in long notevalues, the latter to an octave leap in short ones. Brahms does something similar, in nineteenth-century terms. The first phrase is set to drooping sigh-figures, with the quarter note as the shortest value. Except for the soprano, all the voices sing the same musical idea either in parallel harmony or in imitation. The soprano part intensifies expression through syncopation, chromaticism, and a final leap to a suspension at the top of its range. The second phrase is set disjunctly, in halved notevalues and (in seemingly direct reference to Schein’s setting) in dancing dactylic rhythms that cover almost an octave’s span in a single direction.


  EX. 13–8A Johann Hermann Schein, Die mit Tränen säen, the two opening points
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  The harmony is fully up-to-date and highly expressive in Romantic terms, the orchestration likewise—and highly sophisticated, the violins being omitted for the sake of a “darker” sonority as Brahms had previously done in his second orchestral Serenade. The archaism is not so much stylistic (or “epigonal”) as “procedural”—not an imitation or even an emulation (since there is no sense that Brahms was competing with Schein) but rather a reference or allusion, the rhetorical device of which Brahms is emerging as the supreme nineteenth-century musical master.


  Allusion to early music also makes a significant contribution to the impact of the Triumphlied (“Song of victory”; 1871), Brahms’s most grandiose choral work and during his lifetime his most popular one. (As in the case of Beethoven’s Der glorreiche Augenblick, the reasons for its present near-total neglect have more to do with its tainted political content than its musical qualities.) It was composed in the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War, in expectation of the elevation of the king of Prussia to the exalted rank of Kaiser, emperor of the united German Reich.


  EX. 13–8B Johannes Brahms, Ein deutsches Requiem, I(“DiemitTränen säen…”)
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  Like the vast majority of his countrymen (including those who, like Brahms, lived under the rule of the other kaiser, Franz Josef of Austria) the composer enthusiastically supported the policies of Otto von Bismarck, the Prussian “Iron Chancellor,” who engineered the long-awaited unification of Germany, and whose portrait, in the form of a bronze relief surrounded by a wreath, occupied a place of honor in Brahms’s music room. The Triumphlied, a three-movement cantata for antiphonal mixed choirs (eight voice parts in all) in D major, accompanied by the largest orchestra Brahms ever employed, was published with a decorative flyleaf proclaiming it to be Seiner Majestät dem Deutschen Kaiser Wilhelm I ehrfurchtsvoll zugeeignet vom Componisten: “Reverently dedicated by the composer to his Majesty the German Emperor Wilhelm I.”


  Opportunistic? To be sure, but it was nevertheless an authentic expression of the German nationalism of its day, and this in two ways. In the first place it renders adoration to Reich and kaiser in explicitly religious terms, such as until then (within modern times) had been the exclusive province—and notoriously so—of the “backward” Russian Empire (as in Glinka’s opera A Life for the Tsar, discussed in chapter 4). It is not just that the empire is declared to be the fulfillment of God’s will. (That much had already been claimed, by Beethoven among others, for the post-Napoleonic imperial restorations.) In the Triumphlied the German Reich is implicitly compared, in a text drawn by Brahms himself from the biblical Book of Revelation, with the heavenly dominion (also a Reich in Luther’s German), and the kaiser (blasphemously, as it might have seemed were it stated outright) with “the King of Kings and Lord of Lords”—that is, with God himself.
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  FIG. 13–5 Brahms’s music room in Vienna; the bas-relief portrait of Bismarck (with ribbon attached) is located between a reproduction of Raphael’s Sistine Madonna and the huge bust of Beethoven at the upper right.


  


  Brahms’s musical antiquarianism was especially germane to this religious veneration of state and ruler, for the Triumphlied takes the form of a “polychoral motet,” the most exalted form of early ritual music, pioneered in Venice by the Gabrielis but known to Brahms primarily through the work of Schütz, Giovanni Gabrieli’s pupil. And the edge the Triumphlied orchestra has over all other Brahmsian ensembles consists in the use of three trumpets instead of two, which, in conjunction with the timpani, play fanfares antiphonally with the choruses’ Hallelujahs in a manner that specifically apes the Baroque “festival” orchestra with its “Stadtpfeifer” (town piper) contingent, known best to Brahms and his contemporaries from Bach’s D-major orchestral suite, some of the large cantatas recently published in the Bachgesellschaft (Bach Society) edition of J. S. Bach’s complete works, which began appearing in 1850—and especially from Bach’s exuberant D-major setting of the Magnificat (“Mary’s song of praise”), the most immediate model, which echoes and reechoes through the first movement of the Triumphlied.


  The trumpet fanfares inevitably lend a military cast to the proceedings; and this is the second way in which the nationalism expressed by the Triumphlied is of the newer, hawkish type. The work celebrates not only a political event but (as its title proclaims) a military triumph as well, and the latter is asserted aggressively, with Schadenfreude—roughly “gloating,” more exactly “malicious pleasure in another’s misfortune,” something for which, only the German language possesses aword.


  The “other” in this case, of course, was France, and fallen Paris in particular. Brahms shared the general German contempt for Offenbach’s city and found an ingenious way of expressing it in the Triumphlied, literally “between the lines.” The text of the cantata’s first movement consists of a portion of the heavenly shout transcribed in Revelations, 19:1–2: “Hallelujah! Victory and glory and power belong to our God, for true and just are his judgments!” The rest of the verse runs as follows: “He has condemned the great whore who corrupted the earth with her fornication, and has avenged upon her the blood of his servants.”


  Brahms never set these abusive words. But at one point, immediately following the last line that he did set, he inserted an orchestral theme, blared all’unisono by almost the full orchestra, that never returns in the voice parts, and that exactly fits the rhythm of the next line in German: daβ er die groβe Hure verurteilt hat (Ex. 13–9). No one who remembered the bible could miss it; and just in case anyone did, Brahms “painted” the unsung word Hure (whore) with an outlandish diminished third. There can be no mistaking his intention, however reluctant we may be to acknowledge it: Brahms penciled the offensive lines into his own copy of the full score.


  And another bit of “painting” depicts, for all with ears to hear, the Prussian advance upon the French capital. At what ought to be the climax of the first movement, Brahms inexplicably (as it seems) scales the dynamics down to pianissimo right where the choirs enter with “Victory and glory and power” for the last time. Over the next twelve bars, a crescendo carries the words through to fortissimo, while the brass instruments and drums begin beating a tattoo, and finally an imitation of hoof beats. At the crescendo’s peak, a German sixth on [image: image] is harrowingly suspended over a pedal. A for two full measures. Bloodier battle music would have to await the twentieth century.


  So with the Triumphlied we encounter a nationalism that projects itself with the force of religious dogma, and that not only loves but also hates. It would be an impertinence to credit Brahms with the innovation. He did give it an unusually vivid musical expression, however, and one that links up interestingly with other aspects of his musical profile. Particularly telling is the use of “Bach” trumpets in such a context. The canonization of Bach had been linked with German nationalism since the appearance of Forkel’s biography at the beginning of the century. Associated since Mendelssohn’s time with choral genres, a tradition that Brahms brought to its peak in the Triumphlied, the Bachian style (and related “baroque” devices) would soon be carried by Brahms into the “symphonic mainstream”—the domain of absolute music—as well. It was Brahms, in other words, whose music forged the link between Bach and the “Viennese classics” that has since been spuriously read back into the historical narrative, at first by German (“insider”) scholars, and that has quite recently come under intense skeptical scrutiny, chiefly by Americans, the quintessential musicological outsiders.


  EX. 13–9 Johannes Brahms, Triumphlied, I
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  As we redirect our own narrative now toward the “absolute” genres with which Brahms is now chiefly, and with every good reason, associated, one more work from his “choral period” will repay a sidelong glance: the Schicksalslied (“Song of fate”), completed in 1871, the same year as the Triumphlied, but of very different character. It is a setting of a poem by Friedrich Hölderlin (1770–1843), one of the great German romantic visionary poets, whose romantically unlucky fate (ending with his confinement in an insane asylum for the last thirty-four years of his life) paralleled Schumann’s, quickening Brahms’s interest in him.


  The poem, originally titled “Hyperion’s Song of Fate” after the Titan of Greek mythology, angrily contrasts the perfect, timeless bliss of the gods’ abode, whose “fateless” denizens exist in utter serenity and obliviousness to pain, with the miserable lot of “suffering humanity,” buffeted by the flux of time, “falling haphazardly from hour to hour like water dashed from crag to crag.” Like any poem based on an antithesis, it is made to order for musical treatment. The first section of Brahms’s setting, comprising the opening stanzas of the poem, is a soft and gentle “Elysian” song in [image: image] major, in a leisurely common time, set off by gleaming flutes and by pizzicato strings doing their best to imitate harps. Bachian resonances abound. The first choral tutti, for example, is accompanied by a quotation from the pizzicato bass in the famously idyllic Aria from Bach’s orchestral Suite in D major (the louder movements of which had already found echo in the Triumphlied). The tempo marking, Langsam und sehnsuchtsvoll (slowly and longingly), shows that heavenly bliss is being described from the earthly point of view, as an object of desire.
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  FIG. 13–6 Autograph score page from the middle section of Brahms’s Schicksalslied (1871).


  


  And then comes the last stanza of the poem, set in stark and sudden contrast as a stormy Allegro in C minor, the dark “relative” of the original tonic, moving in an agitated triple time, accompanied by tremolando strings and baleful rolls of the kettledrum.
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  FIG. 13–7 Friedrich Hölderlin, the poet of the Schicksalslied, in a pastel portrait by F. K. Hiemer(1792).


  


  But afterward, Brahms does something no one following the chorusfromHölderlin’stextcould have anticipated. He allows the storm and stress gradually to die away, and then appends a return to the opening section, but in the key of C major, the parallel rather than relative key of the stormy middle. Thus the Schicksalslied, uniquely in the work of Brahms (and with scant precedent anywhere but in opera), ends in a key other than the one in which it began. Brahms explained the anomaly, in a letter to a prospective conductor of the piece, as a deliberate critique of the poem, asserting that “I am saying something that the poet does not say,” and adding that “it would have certainly been better if what is missing had been the most important thing for him,” that is for Hölderlin.24 Elsewhere, he complained that Hölderlin “doesn’t say the most important thing.”


  Yet, however we interpret Brahms’s beatific coda, whether as a consoling foretaste of immortality or a Christian rebuke to pagan heartlessness or a contrasting portrayal of heaven “from the inside,” or more simply as supreme emotional exaltation, the fact remains that neither Hölderlin nor any other poet could have said this “most important thing,” since it is said without words. In one of the most pointed affirmations that the idea of “absolute music” ever received, the final consolation, or insiders’ view of heaven, or what you will, is reserved for the instruments to disclose. It is the very removal of the verbal element that allows the sense of transcendence—what Hanslick, in an ecstatic review, called the “transfiguring power of music”—to supervene over what might otherwise appear a merely dutiful “rounding” of the musical form.


  Absorbed in the act of composing the Schicksalslied, Brahms may or may not have been aware that he was precisely reversing and thus negating the trajectory, and the implicit “argument,” of Beethoven’s Ninth. Having finished the piece he experienced doubts. “A silly idea,” he called it in another letter, “perhaps a failed experiment.”25 Audiences found the piece moving, however; its success gave Brahms courage. Eventually the reversal and its implications must have dawned on him and shown him a way out of the bind that had been paralyzing his work on the First Symphony.


  INVENTING TRADITION


  Still, he went on postponing it. He made his return to “absolute” orchestral music via a shorter work, a set of Variations for Orchestra on a Theme by Joseph Haydn, composed in the summer of 1873, just after turning forty. The theme may not in fact have been Haydn’s. Its source is a very obscure composition indeed: the second movement in the last of a set of six wind octets or “Feldparthien”—suites to be played by Feldmusiker or military musicians (wind players)—that Haydn wrote, presumably for members of Prince Eszterházy’s retinue, at some undetermined point during his employment at Eisenstadt. It cannot be dated because it exists only in late copies, one of which happened to belong to the library of Vienna’s Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde (Society of Friends of Music), one of Brahms’s favorite haunts. (It would remain unpublished until 1932, the bicentennial of Haydn’s birth.) In the manuscript the theme Brahms chose is headed “Chorale St. Antoni” (“St. Anthony’s Hymn”). It was probably a religious folk song for which Haydn merely provided a harmonization. Brahms’s “theme” is actually Haydn’s whole movement, first presented in Haydn’s original scoring for oboes, horns, and bassoons (Ex. 13–10a). What probably attracted Brahms’s ear to the piece was the unusual five-bar phrase structure (the result, very likely, of the now-forgotten words), but its reconditeness was surely another factor, testifying to the antiquarian, “musicological” tastes that distinguished him from most of his composing contemporaries. The Haydn Variations, in fact, was the first purely instrumental work by Brahms in which resonances not only from the “classical” but also the “preclassical” repertoire are conspicuous. The way in which Brahms combined them, thus forging a link that is now assumed to be a “historical” fact, was his signal achievement.


  And rarely was the scholarly side of the equation more obvious. As a fortieth birthday present, the pioneer music historian Philipp Spitta gave Brahms the first volume of his landmark biography of J. S. Bach, then hot off the press. It included a long preliminary study of German keyboard and choral music in the century leading up to Bach’s birth, in which Brahms found the discussion of groundbass forms (chaconne, passacaglia, etc.) particularly interesting—and inspiring. He corresponded with Spitta about them, asked for more examples, and finished off the Haydn Variations with a giant set of ostinato variations based on a five-bar ground bass derived from a combination of melody and bass notes from the St. Anthony tune’s first phrase (Ex. 13–10b). From the way in which the ground bass is suddenly transposed to the highest voice after thirteen variations, it is clear that the model Brahms had chiefly in mind was Bach’s famous organ Passacaglia in C minor.


  By making Haydn shake hands with Bach, by treating Haydn’s theme in a manner no longer practiced in Haydn’s time but of even more ancient and honorable pedigree, by giving a “classic” theme a “preclassic” development, Brahms consciously sought an ecumenical synthesis that connected the German present to a generalized German past, a synthesis that identified him in the eyes of many as the preeminent German master of the present. Over the five-year period between the premieres of the German Requiem and the Haydn Variations, Brahms achieved real celebrity, not to mention a secure income from royalties that made him financially independent.


  Both his fame and his finances were helped by a couple of frankly popular opuses that he issued during the same period for domestic consumption: two books of Hungarian Dances for piano duet (1869) and a set of sentimental waltzes, also published in 1869 under the title Liebeslieder (“Love songs”) for piano duet with optional vocal quartet singing words by a fashionable poet, Georg Friedrich Daumer, who wrote under the pen name “Eusebius Emmeran.” Like his eighteenth-century forebears, he was trying for an ecumenical social reach, writing both “classical works” for the concert hall (the “temple of art”) and “popular works” for the home.


  EX. 13–10A Johannes Brahms, “Haydn Variations,” mm. 1–10
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  EX. 13–10B Johannes Brahms, “Haydn Variations,” beginning of Finale (“St. Anthony’s Hymn”)
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  By the time of his fortieth birthday, then, Brahms had become a big success, with a following that bridged all the strata of the music-loving and music-buying public from scholars to household pianists. It was a success that roundly contradicted the dogmas of the New Germans, refuting their claims much more effectively than that lame polemical fizzle, the open letter of 1860. They did not like it, or him. Remarkably, Wagner came to regard Brahms—young enough to be his son, and an admirer to boot—as a threat. The mudslinging began anew.


  In an essay of 1869, Über das Dirigiren (“About conducting”), Wagner took note of what he called Brahms’s “wooden, prim”26 performance style as an excuse to lash out at “Saint Johannes,” the “Musical Temperance Union” he represented and its various hypocrisies, the chief one being a secret yearning to write (what else?) an opera. The only thing that united the Brahms faction, Wagner hinted, was their constant failure to satisfy this wish, “and Opera, never happily wooed and won, can figure again and again as mere symbol of a lure to be resisted finally; so that the authors of operatic failures may rank as Saints par excellence.”


  From the New Germans’ or at least the Wagnerian point of view, with opera (or “music drama”) the uncontested and incontestable peak of musical achievement, this persiflage made a sort of sense. But Brahms really turned the tables on it when he finally came forth with the First Symphony in 1876, at least fifteen and perhaps as many as twenty years after making his first sketches for it. The year may be significant; 1876 was also the year in which the completed Ring des Nibelungen finally had its Bayreuth premiere. Raymond Knapp, the author of a study of Brahms’s symphonies, has suggested that the “final push to complete his First Symphony”27 in the year of the Ring, “which finally allowed him to overcome whatever dissatisfactions had beleaguered the project, was motivated in part by his desire to offer an alternative monument to the spirit of German nationalism recently revitalized by the Franco-Prussian War.” The way in which the Symphony’s finale picked up the thread of the development—as much an ideological as a musical development—that we have been tracing, not only in the Symphony’s first movement but also in the Schicksalslied and the Haydn Variations, lends credence to Knapp’s conjecture.


  VICTORY THROUGH CRITIQUE


  One of the most contentious points at issue between the New Germans and their opponents was the historical status of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. Wagner had notoriously cast it, in suitably religious terms, as the “redemption of Music from out of her own peculiar element into the realm of universal art,” and “the human evangel of the art of the future.”28 In other words, the mixture of vocal and symphonic media in the last movement closed the door on the further development of abstract instrumental music, making Lisztian programmatics and Wagnerian “synthesis” (or Gesamtkunstwerk, as it was misnamed) not only necessary but inevitable. To “revoke” the Ninth Symphony and its supposed mandate would be to revoke the New German charter, or so their opponents imagined, and with it the whole historicist creed. It would be a victory for Germany as well, paradoxical as that may sound, for it would rescue German art from its Wagnerian preoccupation with German “thematics” and return Germany to its place at the forefront (to borrow Wagner’s own arrogant term) of “universal art.” Brahms realized that the only way to accomplish the necessary reinterpretation would be to recompose the finale of the Ninth as a nonprogrammatic instrumental work. Encouraged by the response to the Haydn Variations, he finally returned to the First Symphony in the summer of 1874, resuming work not with the next movement in order of performance, but with the finale. It was only when the outer movements were in place—the dynamic C-minor “allegro” transfiguring Beethoven’s Fifth and the monumental finale transfiguring the Ninth—that Brahms saw the work’s trajectory whole, and was able quickly to fill in the middle movements.


  Like the finale of the Ninth, Brahms’s finale is in a hybrid form, the “true” identity of which has long been a subject of pointless debate. Rather than trying to decide whether it is a sonata, a rondo, a set of variations, a rondo-sonata, or what, it would be better (as in the case of Beethoven) to take stock at the outset of its highly diverse and even disparate ingredients and then trace their interaction.


  Prominent among them, just as in Beethoven, are pastoral and religious emblems. The pastoral emblem is an “Alphorn theme” that first appears among Brahms’s papers in the form of a birthday card he sent from Switzerland to Clara Schumann in 1868. It is replete with archaic rhythms (a “Lombard” snap in the second measure, a “double dot” in the fourth), a rustic “raised” fourth degree (the F[image: image] in m. 6), and words that parody old German folk songs: “High in the mountains, deep in the valley, I greet you a thousandfold!”29 (Ex. 13–11a). There is little doubt that this is no transcription from life but an “ersatz”—an imitation folk song, more folky than the folk. The religious emblem is another ersatz: a choralelike passage intoned on its first appearance by a choir of trombones, horns, and bassoons (Ex. 13–11b).


  These two emblematic items serve to introduce what appears to be the movement’s main theme. As in Beethoven’s Ninth it takes the form of a great, though wordless, hymn. The resemblance to the choral theme from the Ninth is so pronounced and was so widely noted as to have become a standing joke, the best known version of which had Brahms answering someone who had pointed it out to him by saying, “Yes indeed, and what is really remarkable is that every jackass notices it at once.”30 Sometimes the squelch is interpreted to mean that Brahms found the suggestion that he lacked originality irritating. More likely, if he actually said it, he meant that the mere resemblance is uninteresting. The implications were what counted.


  EX. 13–11A Johannes Brahms, Symphony No. 1, IV, alphorn theme
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  EX. 13–11B Johannes Brahms, Symphony No. 1, IV, chorale theme
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  EX. 13–12A Johannes Brahms, Symphony No. 1, IV, main theme
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  EX. 13–12B Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony No. 9, IV, choral theme (transposed
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  For there can hardly be a doubt that Brahms intended his theme as a paraphrase of Beethoven’s. If the two are written out in the same key, they even have a measure in common, and Brahms, by developing the phrase in which that measure occurs, all but insists that we notice (Ex. 13–12). Far less immediately noticeable is the equally strong resemblance of the opening phrase of the melody (which, in the parallel minor, had already served as the portentous opening phrase of the Finale’s slow introduction) to a C-minor ground bass by Bach (Ex. 13–13). As the Brahms scholar David Brodbeck has plausibly suggested, if one of the references is a deliberate allusion, then in all likelihood both of them are.31 And if so, then we have another attempt at forging a factitious link between Bach and the Viennese classics.


  The fact that Brahms chose to make so obvious a reference to Beethoven’s choral theme, and also the fact that his own theme actually makes a double allusion (first to Bach and only then to Beethoven), both take on increasing significance as the movement progresses. The most obviously significant aspect of the Beethoven reference was the simple fact that it was entirely—and pointedly—instrumental. By alluding to the choral theme but withholding (or suppressing) the chorus, Brahms seemed to be correcting the wrong turn Beethoven had—with laudable intentions but dire results—taken half a century before.


  His friend, the musicologist Chrysander, got the point and publicized it. Far from the “weak and impotent imitation”32 the New Germans were calling it, Brahms had created “a counterpart to the last sections of the Ninth Symphony that achieve the same effect in nature and intensity without calling on the assistance of song.” This alone was enough to show that Brahms’s attitude toward tradition was not merely reverential or epigonal, but active, participatory, and anything but uncritical. By not merely attaching himself to the Beethoven tradition but critiquing it, Brahms had brought about (or hoped to bring about) a change of course. In Chrysander’s words, he had “led the way back from the symphony that mixes playing and singing to the purely instrumental symphony,” ending the eclipse of the latter genre and restoring its historical validity. As we shall see (and go on seeing, far into the twentieth century), the subsequent history of the genre confirmed his success.


  EX. 13–13A J. S. Bach, ground bass from Cantata no. 106, “Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit”
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  EX. 13–13B Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, IV, beginning of main finale theme
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  EX. 13–13C Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, slow introduction of finale, mm. 1–15
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  But there was even more than that to Brahms’s critique of “Wagner’s Beethoven.” The difficulty critics and analysts have had in identifying the form of Brahms’s finale arises from the unexpected behavior—or, perhaps, the unexpected fate—of the main theme. The manner in which it is introduced, establishing a new and faster tempo after a slow introduction that had ended on the dominant, identifies it as a symphonic “first theme”—that is, a theme that will be contrasted with another (in the dominant), will experience tonal vagaries and motivic development, and finally achieve a decisive or even triumphant restatement in the tonic to signal the movement’s impending closure.


  Up to a point that is just what happens. After its initial statement by the strings, the theme is repeated by the winds, as if replaying the strategy whereby Beethoven’s choral theme had spread its brotherly contagion. A third repetition gives way to a preliminary motivic development of the opening Bach-derived phrase, opening onto a modulatory bridge that leads to the expected “second theme” (Ex. 13–14). It arrives at m. 118, and turns out to be another “typically Brahmsian” backward glance—a set of tiny variations over a four-note “descending tetrachord” ground that had a particularly distinguished historical pedigree.


  EX. 13–14 Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, IV, mm. 118–124 (strings only)
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  But the dialectics of “sonata form” (unknown, of course, in the actual era of the ground bass) lends a delicious ambiguity to Brahms’s revival of the ancient ground. Such grounds normally descended from the tonic to the dominant—and so does this one, except that at this point in the movement’s tonal progress, the dominant has been “tonicized” (that is, made to function locally as tonic). The actual impression conveyed, therefore, is of a descent from subdominant to tonic. Thus Brahms again manages to have it both ways: a deliberate allusion to an outmoded style becomes the vehicle for an ingenious novelty.


  To use one’s knowledge of the past to create something fresh and original is more than an evasion of “epigonism.” It is in its way a political statement about the nature of tradition. Tradition, in this view, is not a brake on innovation. On the contrary, tradition is the sole enabler of innovation that is meaningful rather than destructive, because it is mediated by social agreement (in this case, the recognition of a convention, permitting its intelligible transformation). That is classic “liberalism,” anathema to radicals and reactionaries alike.


  Brahms’s sonata “exposition” continues to satisfy expectations with a rousing “closing theme” (Ex. 13–15), its move into exuberant triplets multiplying the Beethovenian resonances by alluding to the analogous moment in the finale of Beethoven’s Fifth. The development, too, arrives right on time, although it begins with a feint that would long remain a Brahmsian trademark (compare, for example the first movement of his Fourth Symphony): an apparent “premature recapitulation” of the main theme in the tonic key, which unexpectedly modulates to a distant one before it is through. The modulation takes place at the last moment, as an extension of the final cadence, landing the music in E[image: image] major, from which (as anyone listening must surely expect) a circuitous path back to the tonic will be traced for the recapitulation.


  EX. 13–15 Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, IV, mm. 156–159
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  But that recapitulation never comes. Instead, the theme is “liquidated,” to use a term coined many years later by a later Viennese, Arnold Schoenberg, who claimed to have learned the technique it denotes from Brahms. That is, it never recurs as a whole, but only in its various motifs, which gradually recede into the music’s general motivic play and eventually lose their identity. So thorough is its receding that the dramatic moment of “retransition” comes and goes without any reference to the main theme. Instead the “Alphorn theme” from the Introduction, also in C major, is recalled to stand in for it. That this is in fact the “official” tonal return but without a thematic recapitulation (or, at any rate, without the expected one) is clear from the way in which the “second theme” follows the Alphorn theme in the tonic, with closing theme in tow. So there is recapitulation after all; it is just that the main theme has been deliberately, if enigmatically excluded from it.


  It returns to initiate a Beethovenesque “development-coda,” in a passage that alludes to the ascending chromatic sequence that begins the development section in the first movement of Beethoven’s Third (Eroica) as clearly as previous allusions had invoked the Fifth and the Ninth. But once again, it is only the Bach-derived headmotif that gets to make an appearance. The part of Brahms’s theme that so strikingly recalled Beethoven’s choral Ode to Joy remains in eclipse—along with the whole idea of a choral symphony. It is as if Brahms had anticipated the argument made by the New Germans, and revived more recently by German critics and musicologists, that any reference to Beethoven’s choral theme, even without a chorus, is in effect a submission to its authority. The act of “alluding to the vocal collectivity,”33 as the musicologist Reinhold Brinkmann has put it, honors its necessity all the more strongly (as Hamlet might have said) in the breach than in the observance. But Brahms’s methodical liquidation of the choral theme suggests otherwise. Beethoven’s vocal collectivity had been conjured up only to be dispelled.


  Yet not every vocal collectivity is dispelled. The fanfarelike last coda or stretta (Più allegro)begins(Ex. 13–16a) with one last motivic allusion to the headmotif (pared down by now to three notes) and makes what is obviously a headlong dash to peroration or rhetorical climax. When the climax comes, however, the main theme is once again preempted, this time (most unexpectedly) by the “chorale” unheard since the slow Introduction (Ex. 13–16b). That, too, evokes a vocal collectivity, but an older one than Beethoven’s. Beethoven is not dethroned, merely subsumed along with the other Viennese classics into a larger view of German musical tradition that begins with Bach—or not even with Bach, perhaps, but with Luther.


  And so the newness of the renewed symphony, as proclaimed and practiced by Brahms, was confirmed by reference to what was unexpectedly old. It was not a return to the past, which is always impossible, but a synthesis. Brahms’s view of the symphony was classically “dialectical” and his achievement, in Chrysander’s words, “signaled an expansion of those effects that can be created through instrumental means alone.”34 Brahms had encompassed within his symphonic purview much that had formerly been foreign to the symphonic tradition. Besides the evocation of “vocal collectivities,” the new elements included the contrapuntal practices of ancient organists and the overarching thematic reminiscences and mutations of the most modern opera composers. All of it, however, was as thoroughly transformed by its inclusion in the symphony as the symphony, by including it, had been transformed.


  RECONCILIATION AND BACKLASH


  That is the meaning of dialectics: mutual transformation through mutual accommodation. And that, for liberals, is the meaning of tradition: a past that enables the present, but that in the process is itself transformed. Yet whatever is transformed also maintains recognizable (and legitimating) ties with its former guise. Ultimately, going against the New German insistence on historical progress and directed evolution, Brahms believed in the “timelessness” of artistic problems and artistic greatness. That is what Bach symbolized (and has continued ever since to symbolize within the post-Brahms tradition of “classical music”). And beyond Bach, that is what nature (the Alphorn theme) and religion (the chorale theme) have always symbolized: everything that is “beyond history, unchanging, constant, essentially at rest,”35 in Brinkmann’s apt summary, and yet ever adaptable to new conditions and needs. That, too, is classic liberalism (“We hold these truths to be self-evident …”).


  EX. 13–16A Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, IV, mm. 391–395
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  EX. 13–16B Johannes Brahms, Symphony no. 1, IV, mm. 407–416
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  The signal moment in the early history of Brahms’s First was its ecstatic acceptance by the pianist and conductor Hans von Bülow, likened by some to a religious conversion. Bülow, we may remember from chapter 8, was a charter member of the New German School. The personal disciple of Liszt at Weimar and a close associate of Wagner, Bülow had married the former’s daughter and lost her to the latter, in the meantime conducting the premieres of both Tristan und Isolde and Die Meistersinger. He made a specialty of Beethoven’s Ninth, which he conducted twice on one occasion to demonstrate his faith in its peerlessness, that is, the unworthiness of any other work to share billing with it.


  But after hearing Brahms’s First, played to him in advance of publication by the composer at a summer resort in 1877, Bülow rushed into print with an article hailing it as “the Tenth Symphony.” The article ended with an avowal— “Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms do not alliterate with one another by chance”36—that has lived on ever since in the catchphrase “the Three B’s,” proclaiming a new holy trinity and granting lasting victory to Brahms’s (and the musicologists’) campaign to locate the true spiritual beginnings of the German “universal” tradition of “absolute” music not in the older Viennese trinity of Haydn-Mozart-Beethoven but in the resurrected Leipzig cantor.


  This was too much for Wagner. After Brahms was awarded an honorary doctorate in 1879 by the University of Breslau with a diploma proclaiming him “the leader in the art of serious music in Germany today,” the dread mage of Bayreuth struck back. In “Über das Dichten und Komponieren” (“On Poetry and Composition”), an essay composed in fury amid the publicity surrounding Brahms’s degree, Wagner let his pen run wild. “I know of some famous composers,” he wrote, “who in their concert masquerades don the disguise of a street singer one day, the hallelujah periwig of Handel the next, the dress of a Jewish Csardas-fiddler another time, and then again the guise of a highly respectable symphony dressed up as Number Ten.”37


  What brought on this enraged response was Wagner’s evident realization that the New German School could no longer assert exclusive rights to the interpretation of German musical history. Wagner’s claim to Beethoven’s mantle, implicit in his works and explicit in his writings, was now irrevocably in dispute. There would henceforth be two interpretations of the great tradition: the radical historicist one, which cast it as a kind of permanent revolution, and the liberal evolutionist one, which cast it as an incremental and consensual growth.


  At the very least, Brahms had made the “classical”-style symphony a viable option once again, one that could be freely chosen without the stigma of epigonism. The chances of inclusion in the “permanent collection” were as slim as ever, but the effort to make room for oneself was newly respectable and attractive. Brahms himself, once he had broken the logjam, followed up his first symphony with three more in less than a decade. The Fourth and last, in E minor, first performed under Bülow in 1885, ends (symbolically, it could seem) with a monumental chaconne over a ground bass adapted directly from the concluding chorus (marked ciacona) in Bach’s Cantata Nach dich, Herr, verlanget mich (“Lord, I long for thee”; BWV 150), one of Bach’s earliest and most traditional works. To base the latest link in the tradition on the earliest of models was a token of the timelessness of values.


  BRAHMINISM


  But the symphony was only the most public arena in which Brahms forged a revitalizing link with the tradition of “absolute” instrumental music. It was an arena that could not be evaded if one wished to refute the premises of “New Germany,” which by virtue of the genres it promoted and its highly active press, had claimed the public sphere as its exclusive preserve. And yet the very publicness of symphonic music, increasing exponentially with the growth of urban (“mass”) culture and the proliferation of orchestras, inspired a backlash among connoisseurs, who (out of disinterested artistic commitment, nostalgia for preindustrial ways, or social snobbery, depending on one’s vantage point) placed a new premium on chamber music, the “aristocratic” genre par excellence.


  By the late nineteenth century, of course, the nature of aristocracy and its relationship to music had changed. Rather than a noble aristocracy of birth and breeding, we are dealing now with a middle-class aristocracy of Bildung or education, of taste and “culture”—breeding of another sort. Like the older aristocracy, the newer one sought from music patronage a way of experiencing and expressing their elite status, and valued music whose performance would create elite occasions. They preferred music of a subtlety and reconditeness that would exclude listeners beneath their cultural station.


  One of Brahms’s best friends, the famous surgeon (and amateur violist) Theodor Billroth, gave a superb illustration of this attitude in a letter congratulating the composer after a performance of the First Symphony. Its music, he implied, was possibly too good for its genre:


  
    I wished I could hear it all by myself, in the dark, and began to understand [the Bavarian] King Ludwig’s private concerts. All the silly, everyday people who surround you in the concert hall and of whom in the best case maybe fifty have enough intellect and artistic feeling to grasp the essence of such a work at the first hearing—not to speak of understanding; all that upsets me in advance. I hope, however, that the musical masses here have enough musical instinct to understand that something great is happening there in the orchestra.38
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  FIG. 13–8 Brahms in his graybearded maturity, seated with friends at Der Rote Igel (“The Red Hedgehog”) in Vienna.


  


  Chamber music, still often performed before invited audiences in well-to-do homes like Billroth’s rather than in concert halls (but, in the case of difficult contemporary works and especially those of Brahms, usually by hired professionals rather than convivial amateurs) fit the bill. This was the audience, an audience of professed idealists who worshipped the same “timeless” values as did Brahms, that made up his most enthusiastic constituency, and so it will not surprise us to learn that Brahms wrote far more chamber music than symphonic: three string quartets, five piano trios (including one with horn in place of cello and one with clarinet in place of violin), three piano quartets, one piano quintet, two string quintets, two string sextets, a quintet for clarinet and strings, three sonatas for violin and piano, two sonatas for cello and piano, and two sonatas for clarinet (or viola) and piano—twenty-four works in all, more than any other major composer since Beethoven. And he produced them over the entire length of his career, from op. 8 (the first piano trio) in 1854 to op. 120 (the clarinet sonatas), forty years later.


  Here too, though, there had been a hiatus. Just as in the case of the symphony, the last important composer of “classical” chamber music had been Schumann, with about twenty works composed over an eleven-year span. The “New German” attitude toward chamber music, frankly disdainful, was tactlessly enunciated by Liszt one evening when, as Schumann’s house guest, he heard a performance of his host’s Piano Quintet and mortified the composer by calling it “Leipziger Musik”—Leipzig music—that is, provincial and academic.


  The only really prolific composer of chamber music whose birth date fell between those of Schumann and Brahms was Joachim Raff, described earlier in this chapter as a “renegade Lisztian.” Raff was still Lisztian enough to try his hand at programmatic chamber works, however, including Volker (1876), a big “cyclic tone poem” for violin and piano. Another “Lisztian” chamber work was the First Quartet (1876)by Smetana, subtitled “From My Life,” one of only four chamber works in the output of this prolific composer of operas, symphonic poems, and piano music. It concludes with an emotionally wrenching portrayal (via a long-sustained natural harmonic stridently attacked by the first violin) of the onset of the composer’s deafness. It has survived in the repertoire, but its autobiographical program identifies it as an anomalous work in a genre widely perceived to be out of joint with the times.


  Brahms made no effort to adapt chamber genres to the taste—that is, the “mass” taste—of the times. Instead, he deliberately cultivated an esoteric style founded on Viennese domestic traditions, particularly that of the “Schubertiade,” the legendary gatherings of Schubert’s friends who alone during the composer’s lifetime were privileged to hear his most advanced chamber works and songs. Another powerful precedent, of course, was Beethoven—the deaf Beethoven of the late quartets, long a symbol of consummate genius, of artistic idealism and social alienation, and of cultural exclusivity.


  The one chamber genre, then, that gave Brahms as much pause as the symphony was—inevitably—the string quartet. Again he felt the presence of the giant dogging his footsteps. Again there were many false starts—Brahms claimed as many as twenty—and there was another endlessly protracted gestation, that of the First Quartet, in the key of (what else?) C minor. Brahms is known to have worked on it off and on for at least eight years; and when it was finally published, in 1873, as the first of a pair given the opus number 51, it bore a dedication to Billroth. It was in every way an emblematic work.


  Especially in the outer movements, it wears its difficulty on its sleeve, selfconsciously cultivating what the unimpressed French called “le style chef-d’oeuvre” (masterpiece style). The aristocracy of Bildung differed from the aristocracy of birth in its appreciation of (to quote Nietzsche) “music that sweats.” The taste on the part of “lay” listeners for complexity and elaboration of texture may have been a reflection of the bourgeois work ethic, or it may have been another way of confirming their status as educated connoisseurs. Musicians themselves, of course, are drawn to such music by their intensive “ear training.” The intense fascination Brahms’s chamber music exercised on other composers would be a powerful stimulus to stylistic innovation in the twentieth century. The novelty was the “lay” liking, however much a minority taste (and however short-lived in the case of new works), for the sort of “musicians’ music” the superbly equipped and resourceful Brahms could best purvey.


  What is often questioned is how many of the details we are about to examine—especially the extraordinarily fine-grained motivic structure—were “heard” (that is, noticed and actively followed as relationships, the way a musician might) by the audience that patronized this music. At what point, to quote Carl Dahlhaus’s version of the question, is such attention to detail perceived as a distraction, to be “repressed so as not to endanger the ‘esthetic mood’”?39 The question may be unnecessarily condescending, and it may posit a needless or groundless opposition. It must have been just this quality of attention, though, that Billroth had in mind when he wrote of having “enough intellect and artistic feeling to grasp the essence of such a work” as a Brahms symphony or, a fortiori, a Brahms quartet. While one cannot listen today with the ears of a nineteenth-century connoisseur, one can certainly detect efforts on the part of the composer to make the details of his thematische Arbeit or “thematic process” salient.


  For a foretaste, compare the first ten measures of the quartet’s first movement (Ex. 13–17a) with the last five measures of the last movement (Ex. 13–17b). The melodic and harmonic near-identity is hardly arcane; but what is most remarkable is the way the finale’s concluding chords provide a closure to the first phrase that is very conspicuously withheld at the beginning. The whole quartet (like the whole of Tristan und Isolde, one can scarcely resist pointing out) is somehow subsumed within that contrasting parallelism, a phrase presented first open then shut. If one looks now at the beginning of the fourth movement (Ex. 13–17c), with its unharmonized, truncated, transposed, and therefore slightly ambiguous reference to the quartet’s beginning, one will view the movement’s end in a new light, as the explicit realization of an implication. Such implicit references and parallels are prevalent throughout the quartet: the end of the last movement discharges an account that had been accumulating over the course of all four movements.


  For the rest, we had better limit the present account of the quartet’s motivic structure to just the first movement’s exposition and a few of its repercussions later on. (A full accounting would require a book, and a tedious one at that: better to compile one’s own book through repeated, attentive, “Billrothian” listening.) For a last preliminary, however, compare the first movement’s opening “period” as given in Ex. 13–17a with the beginning of the development—or starting, for an even fuller effect, with the “second ending” (Ex. 13–17d). Never have we seen a development as melodically indistinct from the exposition as this one.


  Not that it will come as news to us at this stage of the game that the hard-and-fast textbook opposition of an exposition that “presents” material and a development that “breaks it down” had long been contrary to actual practice. By the late nineteenth century, sophisticated motivic elaborations and transformations no longer await the “official” development section but are present from the outset. Larger and larger musical entities are constructed out of smaller and smaller particles. But wait—isn’t that just what, three chapters back, we identified as the great “revolution” of Wagner’s Ring with its kaleidoscopic texture of leitmotifs?


  EX. 13–17A Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, I, mm. 1–10
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  EX. 13–17B Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, IV, end
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  EX. 13–17C Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, IV, beginning
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  EX. 13–17D Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, I, beginning of development section
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  DEVELOPING VARIATION


  Indeed it is. One of Dahlhaus’s most fertile insights was the observation that by the late nineteenth century all “serious” composers (as he put it; perhaps we’d better say all German composers) had become “miniaturists.” That is, all did their thematic thinking-in-music in terms of motifs rather than full-blown melodies—whether their field was opera or chamber music—and the crucial composerly problem of the latter part of the century became the fundamental tension between “the brevity of the musical ideas and the monumentality of the formal designs.”40 To drive the point home, Dahlhaus proclaimed the two seminal practitioners of the new motivic “miniaturism” to have been the Wagner of the Ring and the Brahms of the chamber music. And while there was surely an element of calculated shock in the unexpected coupling, it is very liberating so to view them: it frees us from the polemics of contemporaneous musical politicking and allows us to view the supposed adversaries from a historical vantage point that subsumes (or as Hegel would have said, “sublates”) their differences.


  In any case, the real functional distinction between Brahms’s exposition and his development is what it had always been in the works of sonata composers: a harmonic (“tonal”) rather than a thematic distinction. The music in Ex. 13–17d is appropriately “far out” from the tonic. But melodically it is if anything more regular than the exposition. The process of motivic “breakdown” begins at the very beginning of Ex. 13–17a, and it is truly pulverizing. The opening idea, an old-fashioned “rocket” such as Mozart or even Stamitz, the Mannheim composer, might have started with, is stated only once at its full eight-note, five-beat length and is then progressively truncated. First the last five notes (three beats) are extracted and subjected to a chromatically rising sequence. Then the first three notes of the foreshortened motif are extracted and augmented by a fourth to extend the arpeggio—or are they notes 3– 6 of the original phrase?—and put through a fourfold sequence to the peak of the phrase.


  Phrases and motifs are primarily identifiable through contour—their rise and fall—and rhythm. In terms of contour, the downbeats of mm. 2, 3, and 4 of Ex. 13–17a are all motivically equivalent, even though the intervals are different: a diminished seventh, a perfect fifth, and a minor sixth respectively. And thus by contour and placement at the end of the longest upward sweep of all, the descending semitone in m. 7 can also be construed as “motivic,” even though it introduces an interval as yet practically unused. Needless to say, once marked in this way as thematically significant, the semitone will now perform its many important harmonic tasks with vastly enhanced significance.


  And yet, however important the transformation of intervals may be to Brahms’s technique of “developing variation” (as Arnold Schoenberg, its most zealous emulator in the Vienna of the future, would call it), intervallic constancy plays a role of equal if not greater importance. It, too, gives rise to characteristic devices. The second violin part in mm. 1– 3, for example, is entirely confined to reinforcing at the octave the C–E third in the firstviolin arpeggios and linking it up with the filled-in third in the same register with which the first violin part begins. This, too, is a technique of motivic “extraction,” amply confirmed by the role that the interval of a third—both as a skip and as a “filled-in” scale segment—will play throughout the quartet. Call the first three notes in the first violin “a” and the first two notes in the second violin “a” and we are prepared to trace an astounding number of connections, some obvious, others arcane (but where to draw the line between the two? and who shall draw it?).


  EX. 13–18 Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, II, beginning
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  The introductory phrase in the second violin at the beginning of the second movement, to take one example, is clearly an “a” in a sort of stuttering variant (Ex. 13–18); and the main melody in the first violin, having been thus prefigured, is just as clearly built up out of an inverted “a” preceded by an upbeat, and followed by an “a′” And if the first two beats of the melody in the second movement’s second measure are described as an inverted “a,” then the first two beats of m. 3 can be similarly described. And if so, then the last beat of m. 3 consists of an extension of the inverted “a” to encompass a fourth rather than a third. And if the last beat of m. 3 is part of “a,” then so are the last beat of m. 4, the last beat of m. 5, and the second and third notes of m. 6, preceded by an overlapping inverted “a′” Having taken note of this much, we are now prepared to find that almost every note in the accompanying parts up to the point that we have traced is similarly derived (or at least derivable) from “a” or “a′”


  Admittedly, at some point arguments like this can begin to seem farfetched. But at what point, exactly? Nor have we even broached the question of “intentions,” or distinguished between varieties of intention: Did Brahms consciously calculate these things? Did he have to? Did he want us to hear them? Did he want us to trace them? What do we accomplish by tracing them? To what purpose? The head swims. And perhaps in saying this we have at last found a means of distinguishing “serious” music (the kind of which his Breslau diploma declared Brahms the preeminent master) from … what?


  Leaving the answers to these questions to the “Brahmins” (to use the joshing term that quickly attached itself to the self-declared Brahms enthusiasts who regarded themselves as an elite “caste”), let us press on to the third movement (Ex. 13–19a). Like the second, it is a relatively lightweight, entertaining, divertimento-like affair (the way middle movements in Brahms usually tend to be), but still “serious” enough to set our heads spinning again if we like the way that feels. Identifying “a” in at the beginning of the viola part is child’s play, and so is noticing the way the melody (or should we call it the countermelody?) in the first violin, and again in the viola at mm. 9 ff., is constructed out of a sequence based on “a′”


  But having accounted for the falling seconds in the second movement as an extension of “a,” we are justified (or are we?) in similarly deriving the first violin’s opening tune in its entirety. And if we can keep ourselves from becoming entranced by the harmony in Ex. 13–19b, where a sudden circle of fifths unexpectedly plunges us deep into the realm of flats, we will notice that the “charming” (lusingando) melody (as Brahms quietly boasts) played in playful canon by the same first violin and viola is entirely made up of repetitions of “a” and its inversion. When the two melodies are combined in counterpoint (Ex. 13–19c), we have what amounts to two variations of a single motif pitted one against the other.


  Now that the matter of harmony has been broached, it is worth noting the elusiveness of the F-minor tonic in that seemingly lightweight third movement, so coyly marked comodo (cozy) and semplice (simple) by the composer. True enough, the very first harmony in Ex. 13–19a seems to be a tonic triad—that is, if we are willing to call the first violin’s [image: image] an (unprepared) appoggiatura. But the second harmony, with its B and D naturals, flatly contradicts the first. The only “tonal” way of hearing their relationship is to interpret the harmony on the upbeat not as a tonic triad at all, but as a [image: image] -major triad in first inversion, cast as a Neapolitan to the dominant of C. Sure enough, C arrives “on schedule” in m. 8, sounding very much like the result of an authentic cadence, even if according to the signature it is only a half-cadence.


  Will m. 16 deliver the tonic at last? Don’t bet on it. Measure 16 finds us on C once again, and as far as the phrase structure is concerned, quite in the midst of things. Looking for an F in the bass and finding one at the end of m. 22, we note with dismay that the harmony has not rid itself of that pesky [image: image], nor has the continuation changed. We are still dealing, so far as aural effect is concerned, with functions of C, not F. Where does the cadence on F finally happen? Only at the very end, of course. (But wasn’t that supposed to happen only in Wagner?) On the way to that cadence, there are some stunning feints. One, again, is that “charming” interlude (Ex. 13–19b)—and it reminds us that another possible translation of lusingando is “teasing.” The reason why it is such a tease is that the harmonic digression it embodies is a “composing-out” of the already teasingly reiterated Neapolitan progression with which the movement opened (further reinforced at mm. 22–23). Its jumping-off point is the [image: image] -major harmony of the opening, this time expressed as a dominant seventh and pushed further flatward.


  EX. 13–19A Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, III, beginning
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  EX. 13–19B Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, III, “charming” melody
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  And when the whole teasing passage is repeated, at m. 46 ff., the jumping-off point is the G-major harmony to which the original Neapolitan was applied, again treated as the dominant of C, but this time pushed beyond C to the long-awaited F, which arrives in m. 48, only dressed up (and this is the biggest tease of all) as another dominant-seventh chord on the way to [image: image]. That [image: image] triad, while it frustrates our immediate expectation of a tonic cadence, nevertheless has its own strategic purpose. It manages at last, by providing a subdominant, to identify the C-major harmony at m. 51 as a dominant rather than a tonic, thus pointing in the long range to the long-deferred goal. (It is in fact the first such unambiguous pointer in the movement.) This little glimpse at the third movement already conveys something of the manner in which the quartet’s motivic and harmonic contents interact. A final glance at the first movement’s exposition will give us a close-up view of the process. Ex. 13–20 picks up right where Ex. 13–17a broke off.


  A new motif appears at the outset (m. 11) in the first violin—or rather appears to appear, because we know by now that nothing past the first measure of a movement like this is going to be totally “new.” Accordingly, the first interval, the descending third, takes its place among the many inversions of “a” that we have already noted. The further descent by a second also has precedent, indeed a very conspicuous one: namely, the climax of the first phrase in m. 7 (which also links up conspicuously, both melodically and harmonically, with the opening of the third movement). If precedent is sought for a direct progression of descending third and descending second, it can be found (inverted) in the second violin, as the original version of motif “a” progresses across the third bar line to F. And if a direct link with the motif in m. 11 is sought, it can be found in mm. 15 and 17, when the one motif (in the second violin) is accompanied by the other (in the viola, echoed by the cello).


  EX. 13–19C Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, III, contrapuntal montage
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  EX. 13–20 Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, I, mm. 11–27
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  Having established its legitimacy, so to speak, let us now trace the new motif’s progress, from first violin in m. 11 (descending from F) to second violin in m. 15 (descending from C, a fourth lower), to viola and cello in m. 22, descending from G, another fourth lower, to link up with the tonic in m. 23. Of course we have omitted from this neat sequential account the altogether anomalous transposition of the motif in mm. 19–20 (second violin followed by viola at the octave), which pitches the motif on B natural, the leading tone, so that it ends on F[image: image].


  The note is not unprecedented. Preceded by [image: image] in the second measure of Ex. 13–17a had played the role of dramatic appoggiatura, “dissonating” against a tonic pedal and crying out for resolution. This time, however, the note is harmonized consonantly on both of its occurrences, against a rising scale in the cello, whose rhythm identifies it as a sequential expansion of the original “a” motif. These consonant intervals in support of the F—perfect fifth against B in m. 19 and an altogether disorienting unison in m. 20—are tonally disruptive, to say the least. They neutralize the need to resolve, and as such imply an impasse. Has the music in effect modulated through a process of motivic transposition to the key of B minor? Is that any proper place to go, or have we in effect lost our way?


  Brahms implies that we have done exactly that by breaking off the two lines in m. 20 after their improbable unison closure, and in the next measure rubs it in by repeating the wayward note (arrived at with perfect thematic logic and total harmonic lunacy) with rests on either side. The music has come to an eerie standstill. Walter Frisch, in a detailed study of Brahms’s “developing variation” technique, captures well the uncanny feeling it inspires: “In bars 19–21,” he writes, “Brahms leads us to the edge of an abyss, and, indeed, makes us lean far over.”41 It is a moment to make one shudder; and the more attentive and “Billrothian” our listening has been, the keener our sense of vertigo will be.


  But then, Frisch continues, Brahms “pulls us suddenly back onto the terra firma of C minor,” and restarts the main theme (in the bass) as if nothing had happened. We are relieved, if somewhat bewildered. But something has happened, and it will have consequences. Compare m. 9 in Ex. 13–17a with the analogous spot in the recapitulation (Ex. 13–21). In the former, the F[image: image] (disguised as a G) appears as a chromatic passing tone (with an associated “Neapolitan-style” harmonization), inflecting G toward F[image: image]. In Ex. 13–21, theF is the goal of the progression, approached directly from the uninflected G, and finally resolved as the dominant it had always seemed to be. The chickens have come home to roost, or, as Frisch puts it, “in the recapitulation Brahms actually does plunge us briefly into the chasm” from which he had previously pulled us back. But having faced up to the threat of B minor, Brahms (and we) are empowered at last to defeat it.


  EX. 13–21 Johannes Brahms, Quartet no. 1 in C minor, Op. 51, no. 1, I, mm. 143–50
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  As Frisch explains, the B-minor triad in Ex. 13–21 “leads logically back to the tonic through D major and G7; thus the ‘sore’ F[image: image] and the B minor that once seemed so frighteningly remote are reintegrated into the familiar context of C minor.” Brahms did not invent this ploy. It has a famous precedent in Beethoven, in the way the notorious C[image: image] in m. 7 of the Symphony in [image: image] (the “Eroica”) returned at the other end of the movement (disguised as [image: image]) as unfinished business that required an extra development section to work through. And there is an earlier one in Mozart, in the slow movement of another Symphony in [image: image] (no. 39, K. 543), where a troublingly persistent chromatic note (B natural, come to think of it!) finally forced a radically disruptive, modulation to its home key as if in an act of exorcism.


  Brahms knew these precedents, of course. The difference between them and his own tonal psychodrama lay in the difference of media. Beethoven’s and Mozart’s, being symphonic, were dramatic manifestations, bordering indeed on the melodramatic. And so was Brahms’s own public skirmish with B minor in the opening movement of his First Symphony, described earlier in this very chapter. In the quartet movement the effect turns on tinycraft, on minute motivic relations. Its far greater concentration requires far more in the way of active engagement and response from the listener. Active engagement, the ability to respond to subtle signals, requires the possession of actual skills—aural discrimination, aural memory, mental agility. The rewards and satisfactions are commensurate with the exertion: the exhilaration that follows exercise; the gratification that comes with understanding; the fellow-feeling that successful receipt of an urgent communication inspires.


  But there is also the self-satisfaction of belonging to a self-defined elite—an emotion that is gratified through exclusion. And that is where esoteric, “difficult” art inevitably becomes controversial in a postaristocratic, “democratic” age. The question is generally posed in terms of means and ends. Is the difficulty inherent in the message and essential to it—the price, so to speak, of full communication? Or is it, rather, a difficulty that is mandated for the sake of the exclusions that it affords, or what might be termed “elite solidarity”? If the latter, does it foster social division? Is that social division a threat to social harmony? Is the protection of social harmony something societies, and their institutions of enforcement and control (from critics all the way, in extreme cases, to censors and police), have an obligation to promote?


  These questions became explosive in the twentieth century. Their origin goes back to the great fissure that opened up between the “mass” culture made possible by the demographics and technologies of the late nineteenth century and the traditional notion of “high” culture. The division bred conflicts and backlashes. And while Brahms himself was not much implicated in the social debates, we may be tempted to judge his attitudes by those of his “Brahmin” friends, like Billroth. As we shall see, those who led the debates to their explosive stage in the early twentieth century often sought their legitimacy, and their authority, in Brahms’s example, just as some of the worst politics of the twentieth century sought its legitimacy in Wagner’s.


  So there is a “Brahms problem” as well as a “Wagner problem.” From this perspective, too, these perceived antipodes were equally—and similarly—representative of their time and its social problematics. And that is yet another reason why “Brahms and Wagner” have remained a dynamic duo. The problems, however we choose to define their relationship to the figures whose names they bear, are stubborn historical facts.


  


  CHAPTER 14
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  The Symphony Goes (Inter)National


  BRUCKNER, DVO[image: image]ÁK, BEACH, FRANCK, SAINT-SAËNS,

  BORODIN, CHAIKOVSKY


  GERMANY RECEDES


  Reviewing Brahms’s Fourth Symphony at its Vienna premiere in 1886, Eduard Hanslick marveled that the city had witnessed nineteen symphonic premieres by as many composers over the previous twelve-month period. “It looks as though Brahms’s successes have stimulated production, following the long silence which set in after Mendelssohn and Schumann,”1 he concluded. Hanslick exaggerated Brahms’s personal responsibility for the phenomenon—little things like wars also played a part, as we shall see—but he was certainly right to marvel. By the mid-1880s “symphonists” were no longer quite as rare as hens’ teeth, nor were they all professors and pupils.


  The revival’s most impressive aspect, however, was its geographical reach. Of the seven composers surveyed in this chapter, only one was a native speaker of German. The others hailed from France, Russia, Bohemia (now called “the Czech lands”), and the United States. If we were aiming at a complete survey, we would surely have included some Scandinavian composers as well, who by the end of the century had established an important symphonic “school.” (Its most important representatives, however, would produce their chief works after the turn of the twentieth century.)


  We might even have dropped the names of some Italian symphonists (since the eighteenth century a veritable contradiction in terms)—for example, Giovanni Sgambati (1841–1914) or Giuseppe Martucci (1856–1909), whom one later Italian composer gratefully dubbed “the starting point of the renaissance of non-operatic Italian music.”2 Their work stimulated national pride by declining to conform to what highminded Italians considered a demeaning national stereotype—in other words, they advanced their nation’s musical cause precisely by not “sounding Italian.” At the same time, however, increasing cosmopolitanism brought out a compensatory “nationalist” or regionalist strain in the work of some other contributors to the newly refurbished symphonic genre.


  SYMPHONY AS SACRAMENT


  Brahms’s main Viennese rival as a symphonist was Anton Bruckner (1824–96), a slightly older composer who had an even later start than Brahms as a composer of symphonies. He was trained as an organist and church choirmaster, and quietly plied that trade at St. Florian’s, a seventeenth-century monastery near the Austrian port city of Linz, where he became kapellmeister in 1858. Ten years later he moved to Vienna to take a post as professor of harmony and counterpoint, and also worked as “provisional organist” in the Imperial Chapel until his spreading fame as a virtuoso and improviser procured his elevation to the post of court organist in 1878.
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  FIG. 14–1 Anton Bruckner, painted in 1888.


  


  By that time he had had three symphonies performed (out of six composed). His switch from church to concert hall as main theater of operations had come about in the wake of his belated exposure to Wagner’s music, unplayed in provincial Linz until 1863. It was Wagner’s musical style, pure and simple, with its luxuriant orchestra, its harmonic daring, and its complex motivic textures, that captivated Bruckner, who had no inclination at all for dramatic composition and paid no attention to Wagner’s theories. (Or to the actual content of the operas, if a famous anecdote is to be believed: After listening enraptured to most of Die Walküre during the first Bayreuth Ring, Bruckner opened his eyes at last during the “Magic Fire” music and asked his companions, “But why are they burning that girl?”)


  And yet he proclaimed himself Wagner’s disciple and became known as the “Wagnerian symphonist,” another seeming contradiction in terms that brought him a degree of ridicule at first, and also the enmity of Hanslick, Vienna’s most powerful critic, which considerably retarded his progress as a concert composer. It was in an effort to secure easier access to performance that some of his pupils began making simplified versions of his works and publishing them with their teacher’s reluctant approval, thereby creating a nightmare of “versions” through which performers today have to chart their course.


  Bruckner’s work was often compared invidiously with Brahms’s, especially by Hanslick, and the two composers regarded one another with suspicion and disparagement, Brahms referring to him as “that bumpkin” who wrote “symphonic boa constrictors”3 and Bruckner declaring for his part that he’d rather hear a Strauss waltz any day than a Brahms symphony.4 But Bruckner’s music shares with Brahms’s the crucial element of synthesis. The antithesis transcended in Bruckner’s case was that between Wagner on the one hand, and on the other, the ancient sacred styles in which Bruckner had been trained to a point past mastery.


  Thus Bruckner’s music, too, resounds with evocations of “vocal collectivities.” It, too, employs preclassical structural devices. And it bears unmistakable traces of organ improvisation: extremely slow, sustained adagios, and a heavy reliance on sequences and rhythmic ostinatos in the allegros that brought listeners either to a state of ecstasy or one of utter exasperation. Bruckner’s lengthy rhythmic processes made for monumental—yes, Wagnerian; but also Schubertian—length. One of his ostinato patterns, a pair of quarter notes either followed or preceded by a quarter-note triplet ([image: image]), was so characteristic and so frequently employed as to become a trademark: musicians know it informally as the “Bruckner rhythm.”


  Bruckner, too, instrumentally rewrote Beethoven’s Ninth, not once but repeatedly—and, it could be alleged, uncritically, or atleast far less ironically than Brahms—in a fashion that, especially at first, invited the dreaded charge of epigonism. As Deryck Cooke, one of Bruckner’s main twentiethcentury advocates, has pointed out, Beethoven’s last symphony provided Bruckner with “his four main movement types—the far-ranging first movement, the big adagio built from the varied alternation of two themes, the sonata-form scherzo, and the huge cumulative finale—as well as the tendency to begin a symphony with a faint background sound, emerging almost imperceptibly out of silence.”5 Bruckner’s Third Symphony in D minor (the key of the Ninth), of which the first performance, on 16 December 1877 (Beethoven’s birthday), was a legendary disaster, is the most heavily charged of all with specific appropriations from Beethoven’s last symphony. Its beginning quite obviously replays Beethoven’s opening gambit: preparatory arpeggios prolonging the tonic, a theme formed out of a root-fifth-root descent, a climactic unison. And the resemblances do not end there: a chromatically descending basso ostinato haunts its coda just as it did Beethoven’s. And yet the Third Symphony was also the symphony that most demonstratively declared its composer’s fealty to Wagner through its effusive dedication—a dedication that Wagner just as demonstratively accepted as a mark of his esteem. And well he might: in its ceremonious linkage of Beethoven and Wagner, Bruckner’s symphony was telling Wagner’s story, ratifying precisely the view of German musical history that Brahms had challenged.


  Bruckner did not break into repertoire status alongside Brahms or achieve real public impact until he was sixty. The turning point was the triumphant Leipzig premiere (under Arthur Nikisch, one of the earliest “virtuoso conductors”) of Bruckner’s Seventh Symphony at a Wagner memorial concert on 30 December 1884. The symphony had become a Wagner memorial in its own right halfway through the process of its composition. Bruckner had written two movements, the first and the third (scherzo), when he had a dark presentiment. “One day I returned home feeling very sad,”6 he wrote to Felix Mottl, a conductor and fellow Wagnerian. “The thought had crossed my mind that the Master would not live much longer, and then the C[image: image] -minor theme of the Adagio came to me.” He began writing the Adagio on 22 January 1883, only nineteen days before his forebodings were confirmed, and finished it in April.


  Thus, because of its slow movement, the Seventh Symphony can also be considered a specially designated “Wagner Symphony,” but a more mature and representative one than the Third, making this virtually unprecedented twenty-minute Adagio (probably Bruckner’s most widely played single movement despite its length, owing to its frequent ceremonial use) an ideal vantage point for surveying his achievement. The very fact that the slow movement is the symphony’s center of gravity is an aspect of that achievement: it salvages and develops an aspect of the Beethoven legacy to which other nineteenth-century composers did not respond. (In Brahms, most conspicuously, slow movements tend to have the character of intermezzi, considerably lighter in tone than the outer ones.)


  Except for the absence of harps (which would be abundantly present in his next and longest symphony, the Eighth), Bruckner’s orchestra for the Adagio (and the finale, which he composed afterward) is a somewhat more compact version of the Götterdämmerung orchestra, without piccolo, English horn, or bass clarinet, but replete with “Wagner tubas” plus contrabass tuba to furnish the burnished or “cushioned” Wagnerian sonority, and cymbals and triangle to accentuate the shattering C-major climax. The Wagnerian orchestra is deployed in a manner strikingly different from Wagner’s, however. Bruckner’s use of the instrumental sections (strings, winds, brass) as separately functioning, often antiphonal choirs is widely thought to be a transfer from his organ technique, in which a “registration” is set so that the different keyboards will activate contrasting ranks of pipes that can be played off one against another or combined by “octave coupling” for tuttis. Bruckner’s frequent homorhythmic textures of course evoke choirs of actual voices in the manner of chorales, or (within Bruckner’s Catholic world) of antiphonal psalmody.


  EX. 14–1 Anton Bruckner, Symphony no. 7, II (Adagio), mm. 1–9
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  In form, the movement derives, as usual, from the slow movement of Beethoven’s Ninth, with its alternation of two sections: A-B-A-B-A, with the As growing progressively more ornate (or, in Bruckner’s case, more heavily laden with counterpoints and further extended through modulations and motivic development) and the Bs having the character of serene interludes, moving at a more measured pace and a slightly faster tempo (andante for Beethoven, moderato for Bruckner). In this movement the resemblance of the B section to its counterpart in the Ninth is too close to be anything other than a deliberate allusion.


  The opening section begins with a striking contrast between two ideas that will each be given broad development. The first, a lyrical lament or threnody sung by the choir of tubas (the “C[image: image] -minor theme” as Bruckner called it in his letter), will bring the movement to a close in a coda that Bruckner called his “funeral music for the Master.” The other is the forceful chorale for the strings that answers the tubas, a melody later incorporated into an actual choral Te Deum to set the final words, non confundar in aeternum (let me never be confounded).


  In the Adagio’s opening section these ideas take four and six measures respectively (standing in a proportion of 2:3); the rest is given over to a concluding hymn that is developed sequentially to a climax. In the first return of “A,” the two ideas are expanded by sequences into massive formal blocks in roughly the opposite proportion: about thirty and twenty measures respectively in a proportion of 3:2. The tonal progression between the sequence repetitions most frequently ascends by semitones, so that each seems to function as the leading tone to the next (or alternatively, so that each progression consists of a deceptive cadence to VI).


  In the passage shown in Ex. 14–2, for instance, the chorale motif is heard first in [image: image] (a semitone higher than the root of the immediately preceding dominant-seventh chord on D) and then proceeds once by authentic cadence to [image: image], next by a “Lisztian”, descent down a major third to E (= F[image: image], also understandable as [image: image]VI, approached from the tonic rather than the dominant), and thence—in a manner that “Brahmins” thought unspeakably crude, though certainly effective—through four ascending half steps until the [image: image] is regained at m. 133 to begin the second moderato section.


  EX. 14–2 Anton Bruckner, Symphony no. 7, II, mm. 114–33
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  In the last and longest “A” section, the texture is augmented by a constant sextolet in the violins, borrowed directly from Beethoven’s figuration at the analogous spot in the Ninth Symphony. Once past the opening gambit, the order of presentation is reversed. The chorale is put through a variety of extensions and sequential repetitions on the way to the climax, pitched on C natural so that the return to the tonic C[image: image] can sound like another deceptive [image: image]VI resolution; at which point the tubas return for the last extended reference to their opening threnody.


  Both the dynamic, climax-driven shaping of the movement’s vast expanse and its consistent saturation with [image: image]VI relationships testify to the composer’s concern with “organic form,” in which everything (following Wagner’s conception of “endless melody”) is thematic. It could go without saying that the main themes of the symphony’s outer movements will likewise be variants of a single idea, an upward-sweeping tonic arpeggio following an initial descent from first degree to fifth (Ex. 14–3). It was a rare late-century symphony that did not display the sort of thematic interconnections and reminiscences taken for granted in the symphonic poem, suggestive not only of organic form but also of dramaturgy. This, too, has to be regarded as a dialectical synthesis in which formal principles initially thought incompatible gradually converged.


  A BOHEMIAN PRESCRIPTION FOR AMERICA


  Unsurprisingly, “cyclic” form (as it came to be called in the case of multimovement works) is most prevalent and systematically applied in the work of composers whose output contained both symphonies and symphonic poems or even operas, a versatility as unthinkable for a Liszt as it was for a Brahms. Brahms’s own single-movement symphonic pieces, both composed in 1880, retained the old-fashioned designation “overture” and like Beethoven’s overtures adhered to standard “first movement” form. While sporting “characteristic” titles— “Academic Festival” (composed on the themes of student songs as a thank-you for his Breslau degree) and “Tragic”—they were neither overtly programmatic nor conceived as narratives.


  EX. 14–3A Anton Bruckner, Symphony no. 7, I, mm. 1–5
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  EX. 14–3B Anton Bruckner, Symphony no. 7, IV, mm. 1–2
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  FIG. 14–2A Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, painting (1893) by A. Studnikow, after a portrait photo ca. 1879.


  


  Far less fastidious about such distinctions was Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák (1841–1904), often regarded as a Brahms protégé. His first big break came in 1874 when, as a country-born Bohemian provincial working as an orchestral violist and church organist (and who unlike his older countryman Smetana spoke Czech as his native language), Dvo[image: image]ák submitted several of his compositions to a committee that included Hanslick in hopes of winning a stipend from the Austrian government. He won not only that year but in 1876 and 1877 as well, when Brahms had joined the committee, and through the good offices of Hanslick and Brahms found apublisher.


  His first publications were of popular “national” fare, the exotic route being the easiest way for a young composer from the non-German provinces to promote himself. It is, however, a fair measure of the double standard that informs a lot of musical historiography to note that these early publications of Dvo[image: image]ák’s—twobooks of “Moravian Duets” for mixed voices and piano, and a book of “Slavonic Dances” for piano four-hands—typecast him as a nationalist in a way that Brahms’s almost exactly analogous early publications—the Liebeslieder-Walzer and the “Hungarian Dances”—did not.
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  FIG. 14–2B Dvo[image: image]ák’s house in New York City, during his time as director of the National Conservatory, 1892–1895.


  


  Moreover, while no one ever thought of Brahms’s Hungarian Dances as the expression of the composer’s essential personality (because he was not a Hungarian), the opposite assumption was made in the case of Dvo[image: image]ák—even though, as scholars have demonstrated many times over, he did not use authentic melodies even when he could have, and the “Czech” style he presented to the world at large was altogether unlike the Czech style that Czechs recognize as Czech. To revive some terminology first applied to Chopin in chapter 7, Dvo[image: image]ák’s early nationalism was almost entirely an opportunistic “tourist nationalism.” Nevertheless, he found himself trapped in it at times, as if in a ghetto. It led inevitably to biased expectations and, in some cases, to invidious reviews when he failed to conform to German (or French, or American) listeners’ ideas of properly Czech behavior.


  Meanwhile, despite his location in Prague (not exactly a small town, but provincial in Viennese eyes), Dvo[image: image]ák was a musician of wide and eclectic background. As a teenager he had played in the Prague conservatory orchestra when it needed to be augmented for big works like Tannhäuser and Lohengrin, and he began his musical career a fervent Wagnerian. (In 1863 he played under Wagner himself in a concert that, among other things, introduced the preludes to Tristan and Die Meistersinger to Prague.) By 1871, his thirtieth year, he had two operas of his own to his credit.


  The first, Alfred, was a grand historical opera in German that portrayed Anglo-Saxon resistance to the conquering Danes in the ninth century. The second, The King and the Charcoal Burner, was a comedy in Czech to a libretto reminiscent of Albert Lortzing’s Zar und Zimmermann (“The Tsar and the carpenter,” 1837), a folksy singspiel about mistaken identity and benevolent friendship across class lines that was very popular all over Europe. Dvo[image: image]ák’s opera was no folksy singspiel, however; it was so full of Wagnerian adventurousness and ambition that it had to be sent back for radical surgery by the Prague Provisional Theater, the Czech-language house to which he had submitted it. (The simplified version was performed in the same year that Dvo[image: image]ák won his stipend.) Clearly, the composer of these works was no “Brahmin”; but neither was he a down-on-the-farm “nationalist.”


  Very much in contrast to such pigeonholes, Dvo[image: image]ák was arguably the most versatile (“universal”?) composer of his time. His output eventually included eight more operas, including one (Dmitrij, 1882; revised 1894–95) that updated the plot of Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov, and another (Rusalka, 1900) that treated the famous legend of the water nymph who loves a mortal, widespread in the folklore of many European nations, in an unregenerately Wagnerian fashion. (The first act, for example, replays the opening scene of Das Rheingold, with Alberich and the Rhine Maidens dressed in Czech folk costume.) Rusalka alone has become an international repertoire item, but Dvo[image: image]ák’s operas, with Smetana’s, are the foundation of the operatic repertoire in his homeland.


  Yet alongside this steady production of operas, and almost uniquely, Dvo[image: image]ák produced an equally steady stream of symphonic and chamber works. Here his indebtedness to Brahms as a model was as apparent as was his indebtedness to Wagner in the realm of opera. But in certain ways Dvo[image: image]ák managed to outstrip Brahms. He was, for one thing, far more prolific. His series of fourteen string quartets (composed between 1862 and 1895) was the most impressive such achievement since Beethoven. And he cultivated the other main chamber genres of his time with almost equal assiduity: five piano trios, two piano quintets, a piano quartet, two string quintets, a string sextet, and many more, including an octet (never published and now lost) for mixed strings and winds comparable to Schubert’s except that it included a part for piano.


  During their lifetimes, Dvo[image: image]ák’s chamber music was (and probably would be found to remain, if statistics were available) more frequently performed than Brahms’s. It owed its greater popularity (if not quite the same level of esteem from critics and connoisseurs) to its broader, more lyrical melodic content. Thus Dvo[image: image]ák could be viewed as standing in a line with Schubert as a chamber composer where Brahms, the “motivic miniaturist,” claimed direct descent from Beethoven. It is a cliché born of biased expectations to describe Dvo[image: image]ák’s greater lyricism in terms of his national origin. Only in the “scherzo” slot, formerly occupied by the minuet, did Dvo[image: image]ák habitually write in a folkish style, substituting characteristic Czech dances like the polka and the furiant (an exuberant dance full of hemiola— [image: image]—rhythms) for what had often been in Haydn’s day the “peasant” movement.


  Dvo[image: image]ák’s nine symphonies, though they came to a Beethovenian number in the aggregate, are individually quite motley in style. Again, the model that most frequently comes to mind is Schubert. There was one great difference between Dvo[image: image]ák’s symphonic procedures and Schubert’s, however, and that was his predilection for “cyclic” form, strictly a late-nineteenth-century phenomenon (though with a single colossal precedent in Beethoven). Both in his symphonies and in his concertos—especially late ones like the Ninth Symphony, op. 95 (1893), and the Cello Concerto, op. 104 (1895)—Dvo[image: image]ák occasionally recycled themes from movement to movement to a degree that lent his works a tinge of secret “programmaticism.”


  Not that that suspicion would faze a symphonist who (unlike Brahms) had no qualms about composing symphonic poems as well. In fact, Dvo[image: image]ák’s last orchestral works (composed 1896–97) were a cycle of symphonic poems comparable to Smetana’s Má vlast, based on the ballads of Karel Jaromir Erben (1811–70), famous as a folklore collector (“the Czech Grimm”) but also a poet in his own right, who collected folk tales and worked them into narrative poems. Also Lisztian, both in title and content, were Dvo[image: image]ák’s three Slavonic Rhapsodies for orchestra (1878). And yet Dvo[image: image]ák also wrote his share of fastidiously formed and titled concert overtures on the Mendelssohnian-Brahmsian model: My Home (1882), Carnival (1891), Othello (1892). And he even turned out a set of Symphonic Variations, a genre for which Brahms provided practically the only model, in 1877.


  Dvo[image: image]ák’s cyclic forms in symphonies and concertos are evidence not only of latent “poetic content” but also of virtuosically developed traditional skills, quite belying his cliché image as a “primitive.” It was not as a folksy primitive but as a world-class master of European music in the broadest sense that Jeannette M. Thurber, an American philanthropist, invited Dvo[image: image]ák to New York to become the director of the National Conservatory of Music, an institution she was endowing (very much in the same spirit that had motivated Anton Rubinstein in Russia thirty years before) to allow the spread of European art music to new shores, and its cultivation there—or, to put it another way, to further the musical colonization of the New World by the Old.


  Dvo[image: image]ák’s last symphony was composed during his American sojourn, which lasted from 1892 to 1895. Subtitled “Z nového sv[image: image]ta” (“From the new world”), it received its first performance in Carnegie Hall on Beethoven’s birthday, 16 December 1893, under the baton of the Hungarian-born Anton Seidl (1850–98), an eminent Wagnerian conductor who was then at the helm of both the Metropolitan Opera and the New York Philharmonic. While immediately successful, and an enduring repertoire item ever since, the symphony has occasioned much debate. Its subtitle could be read in various ways. Did it simply mean a symphony written in the New World— “Impressions and Greetings”7 (as the composer once put it) to those back home? Or did it imply that the thematic content—or perhaps even the “poetic” content—was in some sense (but what sense?) inherently American?


  We will return to these questions, but only after taking a look at the music that gave rise to them. As in the case of Bruckner’s Seventh, the slow second movement, which has become independently famous, is the obvious choice for a representative sample. Compared with its counterparts in Brahms, it is a curiously sectional, episodic piece, and in this, too, it seems to hark back to Schubert. Its thematic content is given out in fully rounded periods that later yield up motifs for development and recall, rather than proceeding the other way around (as Dahlhaus describes the Brahmsian manner) by starting with “an inconspicuous motive, which does not even appear as a theme at first, but only attains the function of a theme gradually, by virtue of the consequences drawn from it.”8 The following description can (and should) be matched up with the score for full comprehensibility.


  The movement begins on a patently “Lisztian” note, with a sort of prefatory chorale in which the root progressions (except for the final plagal one) are entirely by thirds and “multiple thirds” (e. g., the initial tritone, representing two stages along the circle of minor thirds). The main theme, given out as a famous solo for the English horn (always an “exotic” timbre), could hardly be a more “finished” melody: twelve bars arranged by fours, ABA′. Following another invocation of the chromatic “chorale,” the opening section continues with another contrasting phrase and another “A′.”


  At 2 a “middle section” in the parallel minor, at a slightly faster tempo, and in contrasting triplet rhythms ensues. It too consists of an alternation of rounded tunes (more obviously contrasting this time) in a format that can be summarized ABABA. The “B” section has a walking bass that (it is fair to say) inescapably evokes a procession. At 4 the mode shifts back to major for a much faster tune, notated in short notevalues within a single bar but obviously a “four-measure” construction. Presented ostinato-fashion, it serves as the medium of a crescendo to a surging climax, after which (at 5) a return is made to the opening music, presented haltingly, with fermatas that interrupt the “singing” in a manner that recalls the muted end of the Marcia funebre in Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony. The coda, almost needless to add, is based on the introductory chorale. If the material at 4 is regarded as transitional, the whole movement recapitulates (or amplifies) the ABA′ structure of the opening section.


  Not even the simplest formal description of the movement like the one just attempted can omit the “extroversive semiotics,” the signs pointing beyond its boundaries to other pieces and images, in this case funereal. But there is a large component of “introversive” signing as well. The climax at 5 measures before 5 (Ex. 14–4), throughout which the harmony remains frozen on the fraught—Schubertianly fraught!—chord of the flat submediant (VI), is shot through with reminiscences of the first movement. As comparison with Ex. 14–5 will corroborate, the trombones refer to the arpeggiating main theme of the earlier movement; the horns, violins, and woodwinds divide up motifs from the same movement’s second theme; and the trumpets play reverberations (employing rustic “horn fifths”) of the opening phrase from the second movement’s English horn solo. The whole passage reverberates and repercusses over a diminuendo: a very apt way of representing the onset and fading of a sudden memory.


  Even more evocative (and even more contrapuntally resourceful) is the coda of the finale—that is, the coda to the entire symphony (Ex. 14–6). It “montages” motifs from all four movements (motifs that have already been sounding at various points throughout the finale) into new and striking configurations. (For corroboration, Ex. 14–7 displays the main theme of the scherzo.) Immediately before the start of Ex. 14–6, the Largo’s introductory chorale had returned in glory at the peak of a crescendo. At its subsidence the opening phrase of the English horn solo is played against a reminiscence of the scherzo that passes dramatically down by octaves from the piccolo through the string section and into the timpani, where its reverberations accompany the softly-beginning last recall of the finale’s main theme. Last is immediately juxtaposed with first at the climax, where the trumpets blare the finale theme, very dissonantly harmonized against the first movement’s arpeggio theme.


  EX. 14–4 Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, “New World” Symphony, II, 5 measures before fig. [5]
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  We have previously encountered a concatenation of motifs like this only once, and that was in the Norns’ scene from Götterdämmerung (see chapter 10). There, of course, the motifs had extroversive as well as introversive significance: they referred not only to other parts of the Ring, but to events, characters, and feelings. But as we have already had occasion to note in the case of the funereal slow movement, the “New World” Symphony abounds in extroversive reference (albeit of a conventional and generalized kind) and “intertextual” reference as well, as where Dvo[image: image]ák evokes Beethoven’s Third Symphony, known presumably (or at least potentially) to most members of his original audience. Even without a program, moreover, thematic reminiscences, especially at such a level of concentration and climactic display, ineluctably suggest what the New Germans called “poetic content.” A symphony that appropriates so many devices of signification, not only from the symphonic poem but even from opera, becomes something of an opera for orchestra. But an opera about what?


  EX. 14–5A Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, “New World” Symphony, I, first theme
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  EX. 14–5B Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, “New World” Symphony, I, second theme


  


  [image: image]


  


  EX. 14–6 Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, “New World” Symphony, IV, coda (motivic montage)
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  As Michael Beckerman, the leading American specialist in Czech music, has pointed out most recently (and in greatest detail), an answer to this question can be deduced by juxtaposing a comment Dvo[image: image]ák made to a New York reporter on the day of the premiere with the contents of a letter to Dvo[image: image]ák from Mrs. Thurber, his American employer. Dvo[image: image]ák himself pointed out that the symphony’s Largo (then designated Adagio) was unusual in content and structure, “different from the classic works in this form.”9 As he felt he had to explain, “it is in reality a study or a sketch for a longer work, whether a cantata or an opera which I propose writing, and which will be based upon Longfellow’s Hiawatha.” Anything can be said for the sake of publicity, of course, but in this case Dvo[image: image]ák’s correspondence corroborates his avowal. One of Mrs. Thurber’s provisos in hiring Dvo[image: image]ák to head the National Conservatory was that he foster an American national opera by providing an example for native-born composers. She even specified The Song of Hiawatha as the basis for the libretto.


  It was an almost inevitable choice. Operas on national myths had played an important role in establishing many national “schools,” and (as detailed in chapter 4) in some countries—Germany with its Freischütz, Russia with its Life for the Tsar—the opera in question served not only as a musical cornerstone but as a cornerstone of the nation’s sense of nationhood. From the first, Longfellow’s poem (published in 1855)had sought to serve this purpose, providing the United States with an ersatz national epic, something of which the nation’s youth and modernity had deprived it.


  EX. 14–7 Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, “New World” Symphony, III, mm. 13–21 (woodwinds)
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  The poem’s heavy, frequently parodied trochaic meter (“BY the SHORES of GItchee GUmee …”) was copied from the Kalevala, the national epic of the Finns, first published in 1835 and given its definitive literary form by Elias Lönnrot in 1849, only half a dozen years before Longfellow imitated it. It, too, was something of an ersatz: Originally assumed to date as a unit from around the first millennium B.C.E., it was later shown to be a patchwork of oral poetry of which parts had originated as comparatively recently as the sixteenth century, and of which other parts had actually been created by Lönnrot in the process of its literary adaptation. The trochaic meter, however, was endemic to Finnish, one of the European languages (Hungarian and Dvo[image: image]ák’s own Czech being others) in which all words are stressed on their first syllables.


  In the case of Hiawatha, of course, the trochaic meter achieved its atmospheric purpose precisely because it was not endemic to English, but rather conjured up an air of nonspecific mythical exoticism and pseudoantiquity. The poem’s protagonist, the legendary Mohawk or Onondaga chief Haionhwat’ha, actually lived in what is now upstate New York in the sixteenth century. He was credited in oral tradition with the founding, around 1570, of the Iroquois League, a mutual-defense confederation of five nations under an unwritten constitution, which became (with the assistance of Dutch arms) the foremost indigenous military power north of Mexico.
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  FIG. 14–3 Hiawatha’s Departure, after Longfellow.


  


  Except for one member nation, the League backed the British rather than the colonists in the American Revolutionary War; the ensuing hostility between the new United States government and the tribes was disastrous for the League’s autonomy and led eventually to its destruction. Nevertheless, there is some evidence that the structure of the Iroquois League was among the models considered by the Continental Congress in drafting the Articles of Confederation, the provisional American constitution that was drawn up in 1776 and in force from 1781 to 1789, and that defined the United States of America as a “league of friendship” for common defense.


  Thus despite the actual hostility of the United States to its Indian population, a policy that in its late-nineteenth-century excesses went as far as genocide, the Iroquois League, and the figure of its legendary founder, could play the role of indigenous progenitor in romantic national mythology. The musicalization of that mythology is what Mrs. Thurber had asked of Dvo[image: image]ák. He never completed the opera for want of an actual libretto; but the music he sketched for it suffuses at least two of the movements of the “New World” Symphony, and probably all four.


  The scherzo, by Dvo[image: image]ák’s specific acknowledgment, “was suggested by the scene at the feast in Hiawatha where the Indians dance.”10 Beckerman has suggested that it was a representation of the Dance of Pau-Puk-Keewis, the great athlete, described by Longfellow at the beginning of chapter 11 of the poem, “Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast.” Dvo[image: image]ák was less specific about the Largo, but to the critic Henry Krehbiel he confided that it was based on chapter 10, “Hiawatha’s Wooing.” Because of its pastoral tone, Beckerman has suggested that the opening section, featuring the famous English horn solo, depicts Hiawatha’s journey homeward with his bride Minnehaha (“Laughing Water”): “Short it seemed to Hiawatha,/Though they journeyed very slowly,/Though his pace he checked and slackened/To the steps of Laughing Water.”


  The middle section, with all its funereal imagery (evident even without knowledge of a literary source), must correspond with the death and burial of Minnehaha in “Music in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,” chapter 1. The grand concatenations of themes and motifs from all the movements in the finale are surely an indication that Dvo[image: image]ák envisioned his American mythic opera much along the lines of Wagner’s German mythos in the Ring, with each of its acts (or movements in the corresponding symphony) drawing ever more extensively on a preexisting musical cosmos or past-in-music that gives ever increasing resonance to the unfolding narrative’s events and reflections.


  The remaining question, especially relevant in the case of a composer who often gave his music a national tinge, is whether the themes and motifs conceived originally in connection with Hiawatha or the “New World” Symphony were intended to be indicatively “American”; and if so, then on what stylistic basis? The only direct testimony is Dvo[image: image]ák’s deliberate teaser: “the influence of America can be felt by anyone who has a ‘nose.’”11 Beyond that we must fall back on educated (which may mean biased) sniffing.


  Dvo[image: image]ák is known to have been very much drawn to Negro spirituals and their professional arrangements called “plantation songs.” In an article published in Harper’s Magazine (February 1895), he called them “the most striking and appealing melodies that have yet been found on this side of the water.” One of the students at the National Conservatory during Dvo[image: image]ák’s tenure (though never his composition pupil, as has occasionally been claimed) was Harry T. Burleigh (1866–1949), an African-American singer and choral conductor, who over the course of his career made almost two hundred arrangements of spirituals for chorus, and who recalled singing dozens of them to Dvo[image: image]ák during the period of the “New World” Symphony’s gestation.


  There are numerous pentatonic melodies in the symphony that seem to resonate stylistically with spirituals. The Largo’s English horn theme (or rather its “A” section) is one. Another, the second theme from the first movement (quoted in Ex. 14–5b), can be interpreted as incorporating a brief quotation from the spiritual “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot”: its opening phrases correspond to the note sequence and (roughly) the rhythm to which the words “chariot,/comin’ for to carry me home” are set in the spiritual (compare Ex. 14–8).


  EX. 14–8 Spiritual, Swing Low, Sweet Chariot
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  But of course many Bohemian folk tunes share the pentatonic structure of spirituals and plantation songs, as do the folk songs of many nations. And given the front-stressed accent patterns of the Czech language, many Bohemian folk tunes also exhibit the “lombard” short-long rhythm that Dvo[image: image]ák’s theme and “Swing Low” have in common. Both traits can be found, for example, in themes from Dvo[image: image]ák’s Eighth Symphony (1889), composed before he ever had a thought of setting foot in the New World (Ex. 14–9).


  And yet Dvo[image: image]ák did not hesitate to give fatherly advice to American composers to do as the Bohemians had done, and (in Krehbiel’s paraphrase) submit the indigenous musics of their country, namely Indian melodies and Negro spirituals, “to beautiful treatment in the higher forms of art.”12 There is every reason to suppose that in his Hiawatha opera, and in the symphony that had spun off from it, he intended to provide them with an object lesson. Whether or not this can ever be proved, the fact remains that his melodies were taken as “American”—particularly the Largo’s English horn theme, which may not have been a spiritual to begin with, but which became one. Many who do not know its source in Dvo[image: image]ák know it as “Goin’ Home”—and in view of Michael Beckerman’s explanation of its basis in Longfellow, it seems possible thatthe “back-transfer” of this composed theme into the oral tradition may have been facilitated by someone who knew of Dvo[image: image]ák’s original intentions.


  EX. 14–9A Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, Symphony no. 8 in G, I, flute solo, mm. 18–22 (pentatonic)
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  EX. 14–9B Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, Symphony no. 8 in G, II, eight measures after fig. [F] (woodwinds)
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  But still, what are “plantation songs” doing in a work that sought America’s mythic past in Indian lore? Not that the symphony lacks conventional Indian lore. Dvo[image: image]ák called the scherzo “an essay I made in the direction of imparting the local color of Indian character to music,”13 though no one has ever identified that character with quoted artifacts, or even with the style of the music except trivially—for example, in the use of insistent pedal basses (or “open fifths”) expressed in pulses like drumbeats or tom-toms. A similarly accompanied themelet in the first movement, from which the bridge to the second theme is then constructed, has also been suppositionally identified as “Indian” (Ex. 14–10).


  EX. 14–10 Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, “New World” Symphony, I, “Indian” theme
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  AN AMERICAN RESPONSE


  But the question regarding the appropriateness of “plantation songs” remains. His use of them implies that for Dvo[image: image]ák, coming as he did from the outside, Native-American and African-American folklore were interchangeably “American” in connotation. For Americans, the great majority of whom were by then of European immigrant stock, it was not so. For Americans interested in cultivating the European art music tradition—meaning, in the first instance, German immigrants, in the second, cultivated Anglo-Saxons—it was even less so, for such an interest marked one off as even more “Eurocentric” than the average.


  For such musicians, the unmarked native tongue for music was (like it or not) the same as it was for Dvo[image: image]ák—that is, German. That Dvo[image: image]ák never paused to consider that the national identities he was encouraging Americans to adopt belonged to separate, distinguishable (and, often, stigmatized) minority cultures, and that he never expected that this circumstance would bother Americans, shows to what an extent he remained an outsider to American history and culture. And it also shows that he valued his own Bohemianness (that is, valued it musically) as an element of exoticism—a manner of presenting the self as other. His fundamental loyalty—as a musician no less than as a citizen—was to the multinational empire in which he lived.


  So while Dvo[image: image]ák could give his music an authentic “national” (that is, local or regional) coloring that represented within the multinational context an ethnically homogeneous, single, and separate “other,” there was no such coloring available to Euro-Americans. For them, “American” described not an ethnic but a geographical and political identity. To put it in Dvo[image: image]ákian terms, “American” connoted something far closer to “Austro-Hungarian” than to “Czech.” To claim to be “ethnically Austro-Hungarian” was an absurd contradiction in terms—but so was any claim by a white person to be “ethnically American.”


  So Dvo[image: image]ák’s advice to his American pupils, while well meant, was unworkable—and deeply resented by his native-born peers, that is those few American composers, chiefly white Anglo-Saxons from affluent families, who had received their professional training in the conservatories of Europe and shared Dvo[image: image]ák’s basic loyalty to the unmarked, “universal” Germanic style. His object lesson, though emulated for a while by a short-lived school of “Indianists,” did not have a lasting impact on American composition. For most composers trained in “the higher forms of art,” an African-American or Native-American style could only be adopted in whiteface—hardly a condition calculated to impart a sense of cultural authenticity.
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  FIG. 14–4 Edward MacDowell.


  


  That is easily enough seen even without taking racial prejudice into account. But of course prejudice, too, played a part in dismantling Dvo[image: image]ák’s naive prescription. Edward MacDowell (1860–1908), a New York–born composer who had learned his trade from Joachim Raff in Frankfurt, and who was living in Boston during Dvo[image: image]ák’s tenure in New York, felt the pressure to conform to the prestigious Bohemian master’s ideas on musical Americanism, completing an “Indian Suite” (based on published field transcriptions) for orchestra, rather against his will, in 1895. Embarrassed by this concession to the vogue for vulgar “national trademarks,” as he put it, he nevertheless managed to justify his choice of trademark by insisting that “the stern but at least manly and free rudeness of the North American Indian” was in any case preferable to “the badge of whilom [i.e., former] slavery” worn by blacks.14


  His temporary residence in Boston made MacDowell the most eminent representative for a while of the first self-styled and recognized “school” of American composers in the European art-music tradition. Besides being the first American composer since Gottschalk to establish a strong European reputation (partly through the efforts of Liszt, his mentor’s mentor), MacDowell was like Gottschalk a virtuoso pianist who toured the cities of Europe with his own concertos and concert transcriptions as his vehicles, and he produced four monumental “characteristic” sonatas— “Tragica,” op. 45 (1892), “Eroica,” op. 50 (1895), “Norse,” op. 57 (1899), “Keltic,” op. 59 (1900)—in the Lisztian mold. His many character-pieces for piano, issued in sets with evocative titles like Woodland Sketches (which opened with the once very popular “To a Wild Rose”), Sea Pieces, Fireside Tales, and New England Idyls, maintained the Schumannesque line past the turn of the century.


  MacDowell had actually been Mrs. Thurber’s first choice to lead the National Conservatory, a job that she felt by rights should have gone to a native-born composer, but he shunned the administrative duties that the job would have entailed, and there was no other American at the time who could have matched his prestige. Yet shortly after Dvo[image: image]ák’s departure from New York, in 1896, MacDowell took his place there as a leading cultural figure in the nation’s biggest city when he accepted appointment as head of the newly founded music department at Columbia University. Just as he had feared, the heavy pressures of his job, made more difficult by quarrels with the university administration, took a severe toll on his creative energies and his mental health. The last seven years of his life were barren, and he eventually became a “charity case” before dying of the combined effects of injuries sustained in a traffic accident and what was then diagnosed as “paresis” or general paralysis, a euphemism for the terminal effects of venereal disease.


  Just what you’d expect from New York, his former Boston colleagues may well have muttered. Boston, the great museum and university city, defined itself in the nineteenth century (as to a degree it still does) in opposition to New York. New York, the commercial capital of the nation and perhaps the world, was in the eyes of Bostonians, and for that very reason, the capital of baseness and vulgarity. Boston was the capital of culture. Where New York symbolized the teeming immigrant “melting pot” to which Dvo[image: image]ák could appeal in urging an American style drawn from an amalgam of minority cultures, Boston was then the Anglo-Saxon stronghold. Despite the presence of a growing Irish immigrant minority, affluent Bostonians considered theirs to be a purebred city, the birthplace of the United States and the hub of “real” America. Its genteel mores nurtured the cultivation of the European fine arts, in contrast to the low mercenary culture of the big city to the southwest. These conditions made Boston the place where one might have expected the first school of professional Euro-American composers to appear, and also determined to a large extent the values that their music would embody.


  The “Boston School”—sometimes called the “Second Yankee School” to distinguish it from the New England hymn writers of the colonial period—was a proudly academic establishment. Its first major representative, John Knowles Paine (1839–1906), was also the first professor of music at Harvard, which made him the first professor of music at any American university. Having composers teach at universities rather than conservatories was the British rather than the German tradition; the early music professors at German universities (of whom Hanslick was the first) lectured on music history and esthetics as adjuncts to philosophy departments. But Paine’s training was solidly German, obtained at the Berlin conservatory (known as the Hochschule für Musik, the “High School of Music”) between 1858 and 1861. He spent the rest of his life imparting a similar training to his pupils at Harvard.


  The other major figures in the first Boston generation—that is, the generation trained in Europe rather than Boston—were George Whitefield Chadwick (1854–1931), who studied in Leipzig and Munich (with Josef Rheinberger, a famous organist and prestigious composer) and taught at Boston’s New England Conservatory, where he became the director in 1897; and Horatio Parker (1863–1919), who after preliminary studies in Boston was sent by Chadwick to Rheinberger, and who taught at Yale, where he was dean of the School of Music from 1904 until his death.


  The “Boston School’s” second and third generations consisted of pupils of Paine, Chadwick, and Parker: Arthur William Foote (1853–1937), Frederick Shepherd Converse (1871–1940), Edward Burlingame Hill (1872–1960), Daniel Gregory Mason (1873–1953), John Alden Carpenter (1876–1951), David Stanley Smith (1877–1949). Like their teachers, they were all New Englanders by birth or education, were uniformly of Anglo-Saxon stock, and (with the exception of Carpenter, who went into business) earned their living as academics or organists.
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  FIG. 14–5 Amy Marcy Cheney Beach.


  


  The group had one other important member, however, who studied neither in Europe nor with any of the founders, but whose achievements realized the Boston School’s aspirations in a particularly distinguished way: Amy Marcy Beach (née Cheney, 1867–1944), perhaps the nineteenth century’s most successful woman composer of “large-scale art music” (to quote her biographer, Adrienne Fried Block). In keeping with a pattern we have noted at several earlier points in this book, her gender kept her, despite evidence of highly precocious talent, from the pursuit of a professional career.


  Her wealthy parents thought it unsuitable for a well-bred girl to study at a European conservatory. Instead they engaged private teachers for her, but mainly in piano-playing, a proper social grace. Her training in composition was confined to some informal study of scores with Wilhelm Gericke, an Austrian conductor then leading the Boston Symphony Orchestra, and a single year of harmony and counterpoint with a local instructor, Junius W. Hill. Orchestration and fugue she taught herself by translating and working through the Paris conservatory textbooks in those subjects.


  As a pianist, meanwhile, she flourished, making her first appearance with orchestra at the age of sixteen, and a formal, highly successful, Boston Symphony debut in 1885 with Chopin’s F-minor Concerto. Later that year, she married Henry Harris Aubrey Beach, a socially prominent Boston surgeon, twenty-four years her senior, who lectured on anatomy at Harvard. Her married state precluded any more concertizing, and it appeared that her talent would go the way of Clara Wieck’s and Fanny Mendelssohn’s—that is, wither on the vine.


  But the childless marriage between the eighteenyear-old musical prodigy and the forty-two-year-old society doctor turned out to be fortunate for her work. Her husband’s wealth gave her unlimited leisure, indeed forced it upon her, and he had no objection either to her avocational composing or to her publishing her work. She was free to compose in the larger forms, and she had a ready and admiring public in Boston society. Whatever drawback her sex might have afforded under less ideal conditions were offset by her social prominence, by her conformity with social convention, and (in apparent—but only apparent—paradox) by the marginalism, in those days, of American composers generally. Indulged at first as a local favorite, “Mrs. H. H. A. Beach” (as, in accordance with domestic custom, she always signed her work) eventually acquired a national reputation. Anton Seidl, the New York conductor, is reported to have considered her music superior to Brahms’s. (But he said it of Chadwick’s music, too, and as a card-carrying Wagnerian may have had his reasons.) Beach embarked on her first and only symphony almost immediately after hearing the Boston premiere of Dvo[image: image]ák’s “New World” in January 1894. It was obviously her model. The two symphonies are in the same key, the relatively rarely used E minor. While her symphony does not employ cyclic returns, at least not to anything like the extent that Dvo[image: image]ák’s does, its complex and broadly constructed outer movements, as was increasingly the fashion, were developed out of a single fund of motifs. To compound the tour de force, they came from one of her many art songs, “Dark Is the Night,” first published in 1890. Beach did not reveal this fact, but she fairly trumpeted the information that the middle movements (and the “closing theme” in the first) were based on the melodies of what she called “Irish-Gaelic” folk songs, for which reason the whole symphony bears the title, “Gaelic.”


  Thus Beach’s symphony was an ambitious and advanced work not only from the standpoint of its proportions and its craftsmanship—though these were impressive enough to earn an accolade from Chadwick, who wrote the composer that her work was “full of fine things, melodically, harmonically, and orchestrally, and mighty well built besides,” and that from now on she was, as far as he was concerned, “one of the boys.”15 Beyond this, the symphony sought to engage directly in the esthetic debates of the day as they intersected with social ones.


  Her use of Irish folklore was a response to Dvo[image: image]ák comparable to Brahms’s response to Beethoven in the last movement of his First Symphony. It was both a declaration of affiliation and a corrective—in Beach’s case, a characteristically Bostonian corrective. Like Dvo[image: image]ák, she sought a melodic content that advertised a specific national origin, in large part owing (as did his) to the use of pentatonic scales. But that national origin was “American” in a sense that only Boston, perhaps, would have fully endorsed or understood. “We of the north,” Beach wrote in a letter to the Boston Herald in which she took explicit issue with Dvo[image: image]ák’s prescriptions, “should be far more likely to be influenced by old English, Scotch or Irish songs, inherited with our literature from our ancestors.”16 Like the composers of Europe, then, Beach defined the national not merely in terms of soil (as the Bohemian Dvo[image: image]ák had benignly, but condescendingly, urged Americans to do) but in terms of blood as well. She identified herself musically, as did most Bostonians (or Bohemians, for that matter), not with the country of which she happened to be a citizen, which had neither a uniform ethnicity nor a long history, but with the country from which she descended ethnically, assuming that that “Celtic” blood descent identified her as a sort of Ur-American, an American aristocrat.


  For just back of the notion of the “Boston American” lay that of the “Mayflower American” or, in Mrs. Beach’s case, the notion of nationality upheld by the Daughters of the American Revolution, to recall by name a politically conservative and, it must be added, a socially intolerant organization of which Mrs. Beach was not only a member but a leader. (The D. A. R.’s closest brush with music history came in 1939, when it denied the use of Constitution Hall, its public auditorium in Washington, D. C., to Marian Anderson, a famous black American contralto, for a recital that would have included a group of songs of the kind on which Dvo[image: image]ák naively proposed the founding of an authentically American art music.)


  These socially divisive and hierarchical assumptions are among the subtexts that underlie Amy Beach’s “Gaelic” Symphony, alongside more progressive ones like the artistic emancipation of women (of which, after her death, her career became a symbol for a new generation of feminist musicians and musicologists). Its finale, the most impressive testimony to her mastery of “the higher forms of art” and a most decisive rebuke to those who look for stereotyped expressions of “femininity” in music by women, contained “only themes of my own devising,” Beach wrote. But, she went on, she intended it to convey the same impression as the movements drawn from actual folk artifacts. Just as the tunes in the middle movements, “like the folk music of every race, sprang from the common joys, sorrows, adventures and struggles of a primitive people,” so the finale expressed “the rough, primitive character of the Celtic people, their sturdy daily life, their passions and battles, and the elemental nature of their processes of thought and its resulting action.”


  The emphasis on archaism was significant. It distinguished the ancient Celts, with whom the composer and her audience identified in solidarity, from the contemporary Irish—the newly arrived, workingclass immigrant minority that was then just beginning to threaten Yankee hegemony in Boston—with whom they certainly did not. The same distinction was drawn in the case of Jews, between the contemporary diaspora “yids” encountered in daily life and the manly race of biblical “Hebrews” or “Israelites,” another heroic warrior race celebrated musically since the days of Handel, who continued to be the object of much admiring attention from European and Euro-American composers who were otherwise conventionally, if not enthusiastically, anti-Semitic: both Chadwick in Boston and Alexander Serov in St. Petersburg, for example, wrote operas based on the Apocryphal book of Judith, which celebrates the Hebrew victory over the Assyrians.


  Beach’s finale is cast in “three-part sonata form” as taught in late-nineteenth-century textbooks and conservatory curricula. The composer’s own analysis breaks it down into an exposition and recapitulation, linked by a “free fantasia” (that is, development) section. The thematic material consists of two themes, of which the first is drawn from a [image: image]alla breve phrase that conspicuously intrudes (in a manner probably recollected from the scherzo in Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony) on the first movement’s coda, otherwise cast like the rest of the movement in [image: image] time. (The first three movements of the symphony are all written in compound meters; that was evidently a part of the “Gaelic” characterization.) The lyrical second theme, while not derived from a folk tune, is nevertheless pentatonic in the folk manner.


  Both themes are “fully worked out,” as the composer put it, in the exposition, so that “the free fantasia is comparatively short, owing to the extensive development of the themes when first presented.” That, as we have seen, was a characteristic of Brahmsian construction: a demonstratively advanced style of composing. In the development section (Ex. 14–11a), the initial motif of the first theme is extended into a syncopation that transforms it into a near twin of the very first phrase played (by the cellos) at the outset of Dvo[image: image]ák’s “New World” Symphony (Ex. 14–11b)—too close and conspicuous to be anything but a deliberate reference—and given a chromatically ascending sequential treatment over the next forty bars that again evokes memories of Beethoven’s Eroica. The coda, in which the lyrical second theme is finally recapitulated amid huzzahs from the heavy brass, in the tonic major and in augmented notevalues, is the very essence of valiant affirmation.


  These resonances were not lost on critics. Reviews of the Boston Symphony premiere repeatedly resorted to the epithet “heroic” to describe the symphony, or else (to quote one) conjured up images of “Ossianic heroes … gathering in spite of whirlwind and storm.”17 (Ossian was the legendary Celtic bard whose poems, published in 1762, were subsequently exposed as a forgery.) The ethical quality the image evoked was itself an expression of the Puritan ideals espoused by the composers of the Boston School, and dependably found by like-minded critics in their work.


  Their collusion in what modern critics call “redemptive culture” represented (in the words of Macdonald Smith Moore, a historian of the Boston School) “a dual mission”:18on the one hand, “an errand into the wilderness of the impending twentieth century to manifest New England’s right to speak for America”; and on the other, a campaign for what the English poet and critic Matthew Arnold (another enthusiastic student of Celtic lore) famously dubbed the culture of Sweetness and Light— “a secular religious force capable of formulating principles of individual and social value.” Mrs. H. H. A. Beach’s “Gaelic” Symphony was a monument to these once-powerful ideals.


  EX. 14–11A Mrs. H. H. A. Beach, “Gaelic” Symphony, IV, one measure before [F]
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  EX. 14–11B Antonín Dvo[image: image]ák, “New World” Symphony, I, mm. 1–4
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  WAR BRINGS IT TO FRANCE


  For composers of the Boston School, an even more influential symphonic model than Dvo[image: image]ák’s “New World” Symphony, because it preached less a national than a spiritual sensibility, was the Symphony in D minor by César Franck (1822–90). Despite his Germanic surname, Franck was a Walloon (Frenchspeaking Belgian) composer who plied his trade in Paris, and whose career paralleled Bruckner’s in many ways.


  Like Bruckner, he hailed from the cultural provinces; he was born in Liège, a medium-sized Belgian town, and received his early education there before coming to Paris with his family. Like Bruckner he earned his living for the greater part of his career as a church organist. (Unlike Bruckner, however, Franck composed some important music for his instrument that exploited the resources of the huge organs built by the French firm of Cavaillé-Coll, whose paid “artistic representative” he became.) Like Bruckner, Franck was an outsider to the musical establishment who eventually secured a teaching post at a prestigious institution (in his case, the Paris Conservatory), but not in composition (in his case, it was in organ playing). Finally, like Bruckner’s, Franck’s class quickly became an unofficial composition seminar that attracted a circle of eventually eminent composers who venerated him despite (or perhaps in part because of) his maverick status.


  Franck composed his single symphony, one of his last works, in 1886–88, when he was already in his middle sixties. Its first performance (17 February 1889), by the Paris Conservatory orchestra, had an equivocal success, but its American premiere by the Boston Symphony under Gericke less than two months later was a triumph. The work long remained a beacon for the English-speaking music world, which was looking for “ideas,” as Matthew Arnold put it, “that criticize life.” This was the “aspirational” or affirmational view of art that more modern writers (like Bryan Magee, quoted near the end of chapter 10) have declared bankrupt in the wake of Wagner. But it outlasted Wagner, and (as we shall see) even saw itself, rightly or wrongly, as continuing the Wagnerian tradition.
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  FIG. 14–6 César Franck at the organ, ca. 1890, portrait by Jeanne Rongier.


  


  Edward Burlingame Hill, John Knowles Paine’s star pupil and one of his successors as head of the Harvard music department, pronounced Franck a musician “unique in the selflessness of his life, and the concentration of his efforts to reveal the luminous truth of Art.”19 As for the Symphony, it was the “ripest expression” of a “new creed of instrumental music.”20 In a remarkable passage, the Bostonian composer-critic extolled Franck’s ascetic virtues in the unmistakable terms of Matthew Arnold’s Anglo-Saxon artistic evangelism:


  
    Franck’s outlook upon Art may be accurately summarized as a gospel instead of a métier [profession]. Franck’s ascendancy over his pupils springs from the spiritual reaction exercised upon them through his character. He taught the moral obligations of the artist, the need for elevated standards, the consideration of quality rather than quantity in the students’ tasks, emotional sincerity as an absolute prerequisite in all artistic expression, and above all faith as a primary ingredient. Moreover, Franck steadily inculcated a disdain for immediate success, and a disregard of the public as a prerequisite for attaining durability in a work of art. But vital and constructive as were Franck’s maxims for guidance in the artists’ career, the fact that he bore out these principles in his own life made them the more compelling.21

  


  


  And yet the most noteworthy aspect of Franck’s status as preceptor and example remains the simple fact that he made his mark primarily as a composer—and inculcator—of “absolute” instrumental music. This was virtually unprecedented in a French composer. We have not associated the name of any French composer with instrumental music at all since the time of Berlioz. But a glance at the complete list of even Berlioz’s works reveals a preponderance of vocal music, as it does for all French composers save the court instrumentalists (violinists, lutenists, gambists, harpsichord specialists) of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.


  Indeed, Berlioz’s instrumental music, as we encountered it in chapter 6, was among the most powerful stimuli leading instrumental music into a rapprochement (as the French say) or reconciliation with opera, which from the time of the transplanted Parisian Rossini had been practically the sole focus of French composers. Even Hill agreed that Franck “showed an intellectual fervor and a sense of artistic responsibility as a rule uncharacteristic of the Gallic musician of the period.”22


  And yet his wide circle of pupils and disciples, who remained active and influential well into the twentieth century, put Franck forward as the spiritual guide of a new and resurgent French spirit in music, which they summed up in the always-capitalized slogan ARS GALLICA. All that the Latin phrase means is “French art.” But when capitalized and applied to a certain school of composers, it meant a French art that arose in nationalistic response—a highly paradoxical nationalistic response—to the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71.


  On 25 February 1871, “a few days,” as Carl Dahlhaus once tartly reminded his readers, “before the Prussian army marched down the Champs Elysées”23 (the broad avenue that runs through the heart of Paris), a group of youngish French musicians headed by Camille Saint-Saëns founded an organization they called the Société Nationale de Musique: the National Musical Society. It was to be a concert-sponsoring association that would exclusively promote the work of living French composers, and that sought to assert through music the unique essence or spirit of France in a manner that would elevate and educate public taste. The preamble to the group’s by-laws read:


  
    The proposed purpose of the Society is to aid the production and popularization of all serious works, whether published or not, by French composers. To encourage and bring to light, as far as lies within its power, all musical attempts, whatever their form, on condition that they give evidence of lofty artistic aspirations on the part of their author. Fraternally, with entire forgetfulness of self, with the firm resolve to aid each other with all their capacity, the members will unite their efforts, each in his own sphere of action, to the study and performance of their countrymen’s works which they shall be called upon to select and interpret.24

  


  


  Yet despite these avowedly nationalistic aims, the Société Nationale, through its declared emphasis on “serious” music of “lofty artistic aspiration” and its practical emphasis on the larger instrumental forms, became in effect the vehicle for the unprecedented Germanization of French music. In retrospect it is clear that the motivation behind the founding of the Société Nationale was an aspect of the sense of national shame brought about by the outcome of the war with Prussia, and that the Society’s aims implied a dual objective of repudiation and emulation: first, to restore high and respectable purpose to art after the Offenbachian bacchanale of the Second Empire; and second, to overtake and surpass the achievements of German “absolute” instrumental music, the highest and most respectable sphere of musical endeavor. Never was the music of any country so thoroughly transformed by an inferiority complex.


  Franck served on the board of directors of the Society from the time of its founding. From 1886 to his death four years later at the age of sixty-eight he was its figurehead, during which time he composed, in addition to the Symphony, a violin sonata, a string quartet, and a neo-Bachian “Prelude, aria, et final” for piano. Other works he had composed since the founding of the Society included a Piano Quintet in F minor, the same key as Brahms’s essay in the genre (1879), a set of “Symphonic Variations” for piano and orchestra (1885), and an even more neo-Bachian “Prelude, chorale, and fugue” for piano (1884). This was an output unprecedented for a French composer, even if Franck’s four symphonic poems (including one, Psyché, with chorus) and vocal works from the period (one opera and two biblical oratorios) are reckoned in. The programmatic pieces and the oratorios were less successful than the essays in “absolute” music, and have fallen into relative neglect. The reception of Franck’s music, no less than its production, was thus a sign of the times.


  Not only in its general esthetic and stylistic orientation, but in all manner of specific details, Franck’s Symphony announces its allegiance to Germanic rather than French tradition. To write a symphony in D minor was in itself such an announcement, and Beethoven’s Ninth haunts the work no less pervasively than it had haunted Bruckner’s Third Symphony, or the symphony that eventually became Brahms’s First Piano Concerto. But Franck’s invocation of Beethoven’s reputedly hermetic and rarefied spiritual domain went beyond the Ninth to encompass the most emblematic and aura-surrounded works of all, the “late quartets.” The symphony’s thematic kernel was none other than the highly fraught échappée figure from the last movement of the last quartet (F major, op. 135; see Ex. 8–2), the movement jestingly titled “The Difficult Decision,” in which a slow chromatic three-note motif mock-portentously labeled “Muss es sein?” (Must it be?) is hilariously answered by a quick diatonic inversion, “Es muss sein! Es muss sein!” (It must! It must!). Taken ultraseriously, as everything in late Beethoven was eventually taken, the phrase had haunted the whole nineteenth century. Among its progeny already familiar to us are the generative phrase in Liszt’s Les préludes and the “Fate motif” that haunts Wagner’s Ring, beginning with Die Walküre (see Ex. 10–2d).


  Having suffused a quartet movement, a symphonic poem, and a trilogy of operas, with Franck the motif entered the domain of the traditional symphony. Not only did it furnish the first movement with its thematic mainspring; it was also incorporated into the main themes of the succeeding movements and returned in its original form in the coda to the finale (Ex. 14–12).


  EX. 14–12 César Franck, Symphony in D minor, thematic conspectus
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  It was Franck (or rather his pupil Vincent d’Indy, in his biography of the master that came out in 1906) who officially dubbed this process of multimovement motivic unification “cyclic form.”25 No one ever claimed that Franck was its inventor—it all too obviously goes back through Liszt to Berlioz and beyond—but the dogmatic insistence on its spiritual necessity was distinctively Franck-school. To those who claimed that Franck derived his procedures from Liszt’s “thematic transformations,” the Franckists retorted (1) that their master had already recycled the themes of his Piano Trio in F-sharp Minor, op. 1, no. 1, composed in 1841 at the age of eighteen; (2) that Franck played the Trio for Liszt in 1842 and presented him with a copy; and (3) that therefore it was Franck who had influenced Liszt.


  Both parties to the argument conveniently forgot that Schubert had recycled the slow movement theme in the finale of his Trio in E-flat major, op. 100, completed and published in 1828. But even Schubert had Beethoven’s Fifth and Ninth as models. As usual Beethoven was the common progenitor; the heirs were merely squabbling in probate court, so to speak, over his estate. But though the point at issue may seem trivial in retrospect, the quarrel was not. Under the influence of historicist thinking matters of priority were becoming heavily fraught. In the twentieth century they would become obsessive and disastrous.


  But we have only begun to explore the extent to which Franck’s Symphony mined the legacy of the late Beethoven quartets. The unusual form of the first movement, in which the initial slow section (or Introduction, as it must at first appear) alternates with the ensuing allegro throughout the movement, emulates the opening movements of two of the late quartets: op. 127 in E-flat and op. 130 in B-flat. But where in Beethoven the alternation of tempos also involved an alternation of themes, in Franck both the portentous slow music and its frantic sequel are equally derived from the opening “Muss es sein” motto, differently continued.


  Patently Lisztian after all is the key sequence, measured by the reappearances of the opening Lento. From D minor the first important modulation is to F minor. The F minor switches soon enough to F major to make way for a traditional “second theme” in the relative key. But the initial juxtaposition of minor keys pitched a third apart would commit a confirmed Lisztian to a complementary swing from D to B, and possibly an antipodal move to [image: image]/G[image: image] to complete the circle. These are supplied, in short order and not at all by coincidence, at the outset of the “free fantasia” or development section: [image: image] minor (approached through a “classic” Lisztian sequence) at m. 199 and [image: image]/B major/minor at m. 206. At the recapitulation, moreover, which takes the form of a climactic, canonic Lento at m. 331, B minor is approached directly from D minor to mirror the opening ascent to F.


  But if key relations tend toward the Lisztian (circles of thirds alongside traditional circles of fifths), the local harmonizations and progressions tend toward the Wagnerian—and not only the generally Wagnerian but the specifically Tristanesque. Franck and his generation (e. g., Brahms) were haunted by echoes of Wagner’s Prelude as much as their fathers (e.g., Wagner) had been haunted by echoes of Beethoven—and of course they went on being haunted by Beethoven as well: the more “belated” a member of any tradition, the more haunted; and the more haunted, the more difficult it becomes to contribute. (Hence Franck’s lone symphony as compared with Brahms’s four, Beethoven’s nine, Mozart’s forty-one, and Haydn’s hundred-plus.) To catch Franck in the act of being spooked, one can look for four-note chromatic ascents that come directly out of Tristan: a whole sequence of them goes from the first violin in mm. 17–21 into the viola at mm. 21–25 and back into the violins at mm. 25–28 (Ex. 14–13). Or one can look for the chromatically descending basses that combine resonances of the Tristan motif with those of the coda to the Ninth. They are pervasive. A short one accompanies the ascending sequence just described in contrary motion. Sometimes they are amazingly ample. At mm. 8–11 (repeated at mm. 55–59) the chromatic descent goes through eight degrees (ever so slightly disguised by octave transfers).


  EX. 14–13 César Franck, Symphony in D minor, I, mm. 17–28
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  The mother of them all occurs, as one would expect, in the development: it begins in m. 249 with the bass on [image: image], makes an immediate descent through five chromatic degrees to E, where it is interrupted by a theme; it is resumed at 259 for another five degrees (through m. 261) where it stalls as a pedal before proceeding down one more degree to make eleven. Were it not for the whole step in the bass between m. 269 and 270, there would have been a full unfolding of the chromatic scale, the functional equivalent in this modulatory context of a full circle of fifths. For its ascending near-equal, nine progressions, see the bassoon in Ex. 14–14. The coda embeds an eight-degree progression within a motivic sequence: start tracking the bass at m. 485 to see E, follows in mm. 489–490, A to G in mm. 490–491.


  EX. 14–14 César Franck, Symphony in D minor, I, mm. 298–304


  


  [image: image]


  


  These slithery harmonies, directing myriad recombinations of charged motivic particles on their trajectory through musical space, produce an effect even more like that of a Wagnerian music drama than do Dvo[image: image]ák’s contrapuntal montages. To compare the mumbled opening statement of the germinating motif with the ecstatic shout that closes the first movement, extending the same motif with an upward thrust to the third degree in the major, is to experience a rhetoric that vies in persuasion—but wordlessly—with Wagner’s own. In their heavily fraught but semantically undefined character, Franck’s chromatically and motivically saturated textures make metaphorical, metaphysical interpretation as irresistible as it is finally impossible, thus supremely realizing the objective of “absolute” music: to say what is unsayable, to speak the unspeakable, and make it seem (to quote Brahms’s comment on his Schicksalslied) “the most important thing.” All the more is this true since the germinating motif had been defined by longstanding “intertextual” tradition as a metaphysical question. Program annotations for the Franck Symphony, accordingly, assumed the character of religious commentary. Here is a sample, from an old handbook for American record collectors called the Victor Book of the Symphony. The author, an organist and conductor named Charles O’Connell (1900–62), had studied in Paris with Charles-Marie Widor (1844–1937), Franck’s disciple and successor at the Conservatory, before becoming the head of “artists and repertoire” for the Victor Talking Machine Company, America’s largest manufacturer of phonographs and records. O’Connell assures the reader that Franck, a “great and simple soul, is able to lead us to glimpses of a light beyond the world.” The most “mystic” of all, according to this writer, comes in the second movement:


  
    There are flights toward that light as the movement progresses—flights of swift muted notes, like the beatings of thousands of invisible wings, coursing the misty upper airs in clouds of vibrant color and life. Incredibly we find that even this will-o’-the-wisp figure is remotely derived from the eternal question of the first movement—notwithstanding its soaring hopefulness. The meaning seems clear: out of eternal questioning, someday comes an answer; out of living, life.26

  


  


  So was a piece of textless,“abstract”symphonic music promoted as moral instruction, as initiation into the ineffable, as indoctrination in faith. That was indeed the point of absolute music, as the tradition defined itself post-Beethoven. It was superbly ironic that it reached its zenith in the work of a French composer, a representative of the culture against which absolute music had traditionally defined itself. But it was dismally ironic that so lofty an esthetic so easily lent itself to commercial packaging, which is what O’Connell’s book (primarily meant to sell records) amounted to.


  Advocacy of “good music” as Arnoldian “criticism of life,” and its promotion as an exercise in middle-class self-improvement, grew directly out of the ideology of the Société Nationale, and it is no coincidence that Matthew Arnold himself based his ideas about culture and society on the art and literature of chastened, post-1870 (“Third Republic”) France. But of course it reached its commercial zenith in America, where recording companies, concert organizations, and schools all cooperated in a minor industry called “music appreciation”: instruction in the passive consumption of “classical music” (with a nearly exclusive emphasis on the symphonic repertoire) as a part of liberal education.


  Although it was a twentiethcentury phenomenon, receiving its main commercial impetus in the mid-1920s when the market for phonograph recordings (thanks to hugely improved recording technology) expanded exponentially, music appreciation deserves mention here because it continued to reflect the values of the nineteenth-century symphony, and, as it were, to “freeze” the repertoire in its late-nineteenth-century tracks. It thus participated in the process of “reification”—turning artworks into things (most obviously in the case of physically tangible phonograph records) and treating the things thus created as marketable commodities.


  And that made music appreciation, in its propagation of a frozen and reified repertoire, one of the factors contributing to the disastrous twentiethcentury rift, within the literate or “art” tradition, between the interests of musical producers and those of consumers (a rift complicated, as we shall see, by the creation of two potentially competing or even antagonistic groups—composers on the one hand and manufacturers of records and sheet music on the other, each claiming the role of “producer”). Musical modernism, as we shall also see, threatened the equation of “serious” music with moral uplift; and so the marketing of classical music, which depended (or thought it depended) on that equation, turned all the more resolutely against the new. Only music that encouraged its listeners to identify themselves as a cultured (“Brahmin”) and spiritual (“Franckist”) elite was eligible for promotion under the banner of music appreciation.


  Eventually the operation backfired, with dire consequences for the popularity of the music it purveyed. Even in its heyday, music appreciation received warnings from its own practitioners. Deems Taylor (1885–1966), a composer who was hired in the late 1930s to give inspirational intermission lectures during broadcasts by the New York Philharmonic, cautioned that “many a potential music lover is frightened away by the solemnity of music’s devotees.”27 Association with self-defined elites put “good music” at risk, especially in America, of association with various kinds of social snobbery (and in the case of Mrs. H. H. A. Beach, we have seen that the concern was not unfounded).


  Finally, to cast our eye ahead for a moment, when after World War II the esthetics of modernism finally gained the upper hand in American institutions of higher education, music appreciation was altered to accord with a new ideology—not of uplift but of “formalism” (the study of structure rather than meaning), reflecting the interests of composers rather than marketers. The older version of music appreciation had represented the survival of the older notion of absolute music (music as ineffable expression) into the twentieth century. By midcentury that notion had been done in by its votaries and exploiters, and it now inspires more suspicion than sympathy.


  The grim history of the twentieth century—something Brahms or Franck could never have foreseen, to say nothing of Matthew Arnold or Charles O’Connell—played its part as well both in discrediting the idea of redemptive culture and in undermining the authority of its adherents. The literary critic George Steiner, one such adherent, after a lifetime devoted (in his words) to “the worship—the word is hardly exaggerated—of the classic,”28 and to the propagation of the faith, found himself baffled by the example of the culture-loving Germans of the mid-twentieth century, “who sang Schubert in the evening and tortured in the morning.” “I’m going to the end of my life,” he confessed unhappily, “haunted more and more by the question, ‘Why did the humanities not humanize?’ I don’t have an answer.” But that is because the question—being the product of Arnoldian art religion—turned out to be wrong. It is all too obvious by now that teaching people that their love of Schubert makes them better people teaches them little more than self-regard. There are better reasons to cherish art.


  SYMPHONIST AS VIRTUOSO


  One time-honored, far less sentimental way of cherishing art is as an exercise of ingenuity and artifice that aims not at self-improvement but at euphoria. The late-nineteenth-century French symphonic repertoire boasts a work of that kind, too. Besides the highminded symphonies of Franck and his pupils—they include Vincent d’Indy (1851–1931), who wrote five between 1870 and 1918, and the short-lived Ernest Chausson (1855–99), who completed one in 1890—there was also the flamboyantly virtuosic Third Symphony (1886) in C minor (but of course ending in a triumphant C major) by Camille Saint-Saëns, the original architect of the Société Nationale.


  Its Beethovenian key and tonal trajectory notwithstanding, the symphony was an homage to Liszt—indeed, a veritable portrait of the “New German” icon, which became a memorial when its dedicatee died at Bayreuth, during the Wagner Festival there, while the symphony awaited its premiere. Its form is wholly indebted to Liszt’s example: the main theme in each of its four movements, like the themes in a Liszt symphonic poem, is a different transformation of a single pitch sequence (Ex. 14–15). (Although obviously related to the Franckian “cyclic” idea, Saint-Saëns’s method did not involve any recyclings of actual themes between movements.)
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  FIG. 14–7 Camille Saint-Saëns.


  


  Another obvious Lisztianism, second nature to a composer who had already composed four symphonic poems, was the idea of consolidating the four movements into two by linking the ends of the first and third, by means of smooth transitions, into the beginnings of the second and fourth. Saint-Saëns claimed that the purpose of this dovetailing was to cut down on the need for recapitulations— “the interminable reprises and repetitions,” as he put it in a note in the score, “that are leading to the disappearance of instrumental music”—but in fact the first movement’s recapitulation is virtually complete. The transitions, like the thematic transformations (and the many third-related harmonic progressions and modulations), seem more a flourish of up-to-date composing technique than a formal innovation.


  That display of composerly virtuosity evoked a Lisztian resonance of another sort, and the symphony follows through by including in its very ample orchestration two keyboard instruments associated with Liszt at different stages of his life (and with Saint-Saëns as well). The scherzo/finale pair features a scintillating part for the piano (solo in the scherzo, four-hands in the finale), and the slow movement (the second part of the first pair) features a very churchy sounding organ (representative of Liszt’s last period, when he had taken minor clerical orders and had begun composing for the instrument).


  The organ returns in the last movement, coinciding with the transformation of the symphony’s theme into a hymn that alternates with elaborate cantus firmus textures and a full-blown fugue. This is a remarkable contrast with the Franck Symphony, which deployed only traditional symphonic (and, it could be argued, operatic) materials to produce an aura widely interpreted as profoundly, and sincerely, spiritual. Saint-Saëns deploys very concrete evocations of specific sacred genres and timbres to produce an aura of exhilarating virtuosity that no one seems ever to have taken seriously as religious expression. Nor has anyone ever been tempted, it seems, even to find a program in the work, despite the fact that it so conspicuously appropriated a constructive device (“thematic transformation”) that had originally been developed in the context, and for the exclusive purposes, of program music.


  In the heyday of music appreciation Saint-Saëns was given a rather indifferent reception. The Victor Book of the Symphony does not mention his Third Symphony at all (mainly, of course, because there was no Victor recording of it to sell—but that in itself is an eloquent comment in view of the symphony’s onetime currency, initially far greater than Franck’s). Its sophisticated play of genres and styles was ascribed to a fatal “eclecticism” by German writers who liked (and still like) to cite Saint-Saëns as evidence that despite everything the French were au fond (at bottom) irredeemable (or, as the familiar joke would have it, that deep down they were superficial).


  Two years after the “Organ Symphony’s” premiere, Emil Naumann wrote that “Saint-Saëns shows more intellectuality in his compositions than poetical inspiration, and more self-criticism in art-form than richness of invention.”29 Nearly a century later, Carl Dahlhaus was still mocking the “orchestral pomp that Saint-Saëns flaunts as a decorative façade,” but that cannot conceal “the failure to which any eclecticism is condemned that seeks to unite the decorative monumentality of grand opera with a classicistic formal design and a transformation technique abstracted from program music.”30


  EX. 14–15 Camille Saint-Saëns, Symphony no. 3, thematicresume
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  In place of moral uplift, ran the nationalistic nineteenth-century cliché thatmusic appreciation did its best to universalize in the twentieth, French music offered sensuous and intellectual gratification; in place of a redemptive scenario (German-surnamed Franck alone excepted), it offered a tempting menu. No wonder that for German artists and their disciples, “culinary”31 became the squelch of all squelches. It stood for mindless—or worse, soulless—sensual gratification, the reputed house specialty of the French, chefs to the world. In the twentieth century, especially after the French had their chance to avenge themselves on the Germans in battle, this ordering of priorities was for a while decisively reversed.


  THE EPIC STYLE


  Russian symphonies in the nineteenth century came under two brand names. One was provided by the conservatories, founded in the 1860s by Anton Rubinstein in St. Petersburg and his brother Nikolai in Moscow. The other was provided by the last generation of aristocratic autodidacts, gathered around Miliy Balakirev in St. Petersburg beginning in the 1850s. Best known today as the moguchaya kuchka, the “Mighty Little Heap” (a sobriquet bestowed on them in 1867 by Vladimir Stasov, their publicist, but then monopolized for a while by their enemies), the Balakirev Circle preferred to call itself the New Russian School as a way of declaring solidarity with Liszt and the New Germans, as against the “old Germans” who manned the conservatories.


  Each group produced one outstanding symphonist in the 1870s: from the Mighty Kuchka there was Alexander Borodin (1833–87), the remarkable chemist-composer whom we met in chapter 7 as an “orientalist;” and from the Conservatory side there was Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky (1840–93), an alumnus of the St. Petersburg institution’s first graduating class (1866), who did his basic training with Anton Rubinstein. The surprising thing is that of the two, it was Chaikovsky, the conservatory product, who provided the most pointed challenge anywhere in Europe to German symphonic hegemony.


  Because of their outsider, nonprofessional status, members of the Balakirev circle had no choice but to claim legitimacy on the strength of their ethnicity. They promoted a myth of Russian authenticity from which the conservatory was by definition excluded. The myth was exported to France by César Cui, a member of the circle who (like Schumann before him), wrote reams of press propaganda on behalf of the group, including a series of articles in French that appeared in 1878–79 in the Revue et gazette musicale, the leading Paris music magazine, and was published in book form a year later as La musique en Russie, the most influential tract of its kind ever to appear.


  On its fairytale of radical opposition between a heroic school of honest nationalists (the kuchka) fighting the good ethnic fight against an entrenched band of aristocratically supported foreigners (the conservatory), practically the whole subsequent historiography of Russian music in “the West” has been based. In the early twentieth century, Sergei Diaghilev, the great impresario, exploited the French taste for exoticism in promoting his organization, the Ballets Russes, as purveyors of the authentic Russian soul. Their programs, brimming with folklore and orientalia, solidified the notion in the West that the authenticity of Russian music depended on its Russianness, which in turn depended on a heavily “Asiatic” component. Ever since, “how Russian is it?” has been the main critical question asked of Russian music by Western audiences and critics. And it had to be answered plainly enough for non-Russian ears to hear. As a result, Russian composers, more than any other comparable group, have been confined to an exotic ghetto that bears little resemblance to the country they actually inhabited.
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  FIG. 14–8 Fyodor Vasilyev, Illumination of St. Petersburg at Night. The large dome in the background is that of St. Isaac’s Cathedral.


  


  Meanwhile, here is how the same César Cui described the early meetings of the Balakirev circle, in a memoir written not as foreign propaganda but for consumption at home:


  
    We formed a close-knit circle of young composers. And since there was nowhere to study (the conservatory didn’t exist) our self-education began. It consisted of playing through everything that had been written by all the greatest composers, and all works were subjected to criticism and analysis in all their technical and creative aspects. We were young and our judgments were harsh. We were very disrespectful in our attitude toward Mozart and Mendelssohn; to the latter we opposed Schumann, who was then ignored by everyone. We were very enthusiastic about Liszt and Berlioz. We worshiped Chopin and Glinka. We carried on heated debates (in the course of which we would down as many as four or five glasses of tea with jam), we discussed musical form, program music, vocal music, and especially operatic form.32

  


  


  All the same issues, in other words, as were then being debated in the rest of Europe. For this was no band of narrow nationalists. What Cui was describing was a “Davidsbund,” to borrow an appropriately Schumannesque word for it, a cabal of idealistic “progressives” opposing institutional authority on the one hand and “philistinism” on the other. Except for Glinka, all the objects of their veneration were located to the west of Russia—and how could it be otherwise? Glinka was at this point (the mid-to-late 1850s) the only Russian to venerate, precisely because he alone, among Russians, was then on a level with the Europeans. The autochthonous music of Russia, the tonal products of the soil and its peasant denizens, were not admired and not discussed.


  And that is because Russian musicians in the European literate fine-art tradition, however alienated by temperament or by force of circumstance from the “mainstream” of local fashion or success, however dependent for their promotion upon their exotic appeal, and however inferior or superior they have felt in consequence, have always measured themselves by the only terms available—that is, the terms of the tradition within which they have chosen to pursue their careers. They have always construed their identities in a larger European context and drawn their “sentiment of being”33 (to cite Rousseau’s romantic definition of authenticity) from that sense of relatedness to cultivated Europe, not peasant Russia.


  When Balakirev himself, the one Russian composer (as we learned in chapter 9) who might fit anyone’s narrowest definition of a “nationalist,” was introduced in 1901 to the English writer Rosa Newmarch, who would become the Mighty Kuchka’s most ardent propagandist in the West, he sat down at the piano to play her a kind of musical credo: Beethoven’s F-minor sonata (“Appassionata”), Chopin’s B-minor, and Schumann’s G-minor.34 Not a Russian note in the lot, but it characterizes Balakirev and his “kuchka” far better then their usual chauvinist label.


  It was within the incubator described verbally by Cui and at the keyboard by Balakirev that Borodin received his “symphonic education.” His First Symphony, laboriously composed over a five-year period (1862–67) with Balakirev at his elbow, was cast in the key of E-flat major. Knowing this, and knowing how Balakirev and his fellow-kuchkists worked, we would be far better advised to expect allusions or (perhaps unconscious) quotations from past symphonic masterpieces in the same key by Beethoven (no. 3, “Eroica”) and Schumann (no. 3, “The Rhenish”) than from Russian folk songs. There are also obvious references in the Symphony’s scherzo to a scherzo by Berlioz (“Queen Mab” from his Dramatic Symphony Romeo and Juliet) and in the finale to a finale by Glinka (from A Life for the Tsar), practically exhausting the list, in Cui’s description, of the “kuchka’s” admired models.


  Only in the slow movement, the last to be composed, did Borodin venture into terrain now identified as stylistically (because exotically) “Russian” (Ex. 14–16). Its highly embellished, repetitive lyricism, backed up by chromatically inflected harmony, may have evoked “Russia” to listeners in France and Germany, but to Russians it evoked “the East.” There was no real contradiction: the Western view of Russia, like the Russian view of the Caucasian and Central Asian nations their empire was in the process of conquering, was an “Orientalist” view, at once fascinated and condescending.


  EX. 14–16 Alexander Borodin, Symphony no. 1, III, cello theme
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  In Borodin’s Second Symphony (1869–76, revised 1878), the national colorings are far more pronounced, for which reason the symphony was an instant international hit. It arose in the euphoric wake of the First Symphony’s premiere, alongside the earliest sketches for Prince Igor, the orientalist opera supreme, sampled in chapter 7. When Borodin temporarily decided to abandon work on his operatic epic in the early 1870s, he transferred to the symphony music originally conceived to illustrate scenes of Russian heroic antiquity, on the one hand, and oriental voluptuousness on the other. Rather than segregate these images by movements, as the opera would have segregated them by scenes and acts, Borodin mixed them according to a traditional symphonic recipe, reserving the lionhearted warrior material for the assertive “first themes” in the outer movements and the main body of the Scherzo, and the yielding, serpentine, feminine tunes for the recessive “second themes” in the outer movements—and in the Scherzo, for a Trio section replete with belly-dancer’s percussion (the triangle standing in for her finger cymbals).


  This Scherzo—marked Prestissimo, in [image: image] time, with the whole notes racing at 108 to the minute—is a tour de force of orchestration, and (when well played) of orchestral virtuosity, in which the heavy brass, negotiating the tricky syncopations and the difficult staccatos, are made to move with all the speed and precision of the smaller, lessunwieldy instruments of the orchestra, just as the ancient Russian heroes or bogatïry, for all their legendary girth, performed their limber feats of derring-do (Ex. 14–17). Still, this was a symphony, and so the initial characterization of primeval Russian boldness and fortitude comes by way of Beethoven’s Fifth, whose unisons and fermatas had made an inescapable impression on all European composers, however Asiatic their immediate intent (Ex. 14–18).


  SYMPHONIES OF SUFFERING


  Despite his resolutely European orientation and his conservatory education, Chaikovsky was just as acutely aware as the “kuchkists” of the condescension with which Western Europeans regarded Russians, alien and “Asiatic” by virtue of their long-lasting “Mongolian captivity” (vassalhood to the descendents of Genghis Khan in medieval times), their geographical remoteness, their Eastern Orthodox religion, even their crazy alphabet. “You can read it in their eyes,” he complained to his patroness, Nadezhda von Meck,


  EX. 14–17 Alexander Borodin, Symphony no. 2, II (Scherzo), mm. 370–77
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  EX. 14–18 Alexander Borodin, Symphony no. 2, I, mm. 1–7
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    “You’re just a Russian, but I am so kind and indulgent that I favor you with my attention.” The hell with them! Last year [1876] I found myself against my will at Liszt’s. He was nauseatingly deferential, but a smile that never left his lips spoke the sentence I underlined above with perfect clarity. It goes without saying that by now I am less disposed than ever to go to these gentlemen on bended knee.35

  


  


  Chaikovsky wrote the letter while he was at work on his Fourth Symphony (secretly dedicated to Mme von Meck as “my best friend”), a work that seemed to break with the whole symphonic tradition as it was viewed in the nineteenth century. What it lacks almost completely is the highly atomized motivic texture that Brahms had educed out of Beethoven, or even the “thematic transformative” technique that “Lisztian” symphonists like Saint-Saëns or Borodin employed. Instead there was something approaching a suite of giant character pieces: a “symphonic waltz” for a first movement, explicitly marked in movimento di valse, “in waltz tempo”; an Andantino, marked in modo di canzone (“in the manner of a ballad”), with a very Italianate middle section, reminding us that the symphony was composed during a stay in Venice; an orchestrational tour de force of a scherzo, marked pizzicato ostinato, in which each orchestral choir has a distinctive theme, and then trades off fragments in breathtaking hockets; and a finale consisting of variations on a famous Russian folk song. The genres themselves, while somewhat unusual for a symphony, were not unprecedented. Although not explicitly marked as such, the first movement of Brahms’s Third Symphony could be fairly described as being in waltz time (albeit with lots of Schumannesque hemiolas), and plenty of orthodox German finales (including those to several of Brahms’s concertos) sported folklike themes. What did seem unprecedented was Chaikovsky’s use of expansive melodies in place of tight motivic designs, and the constant conspicuous reference to song and dance.
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  FIG. 14–9 Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, photographed in 1890.


  


  The first movement’s main waltz theme, for example, is twenty-five broad [image: image] measures in length, consisting of a regular eight-bar phrase to a dominant half-cadence, and an expertly extended answering phrase that leads back, seemingly against all symphonic precedent, to a full cadence on the tonic. Even afterward the theme continues, in expansive phrases, toward a climactic restatement in the tonic that reaches another full close before embarking on a modulatory transition that finally reveals the movement to be a symphonic binary or “sonata-form” movement after all—but only, it seems, in a very broad sense.


  As a result of these unusual or eccentric features, the German-dominated literatures of music history and music appreciation have tended to treat Chaikovsky’s symphonies as debased specimens, appealing (perhaps unhealthily) to audiences but nevertheless revealing some innate deficiency in the composer. One recent English biographer has even claimed that Chaikovsky was biologically doomed to failure as a symphonist since “his was a Russian mind forced to find its expression through techniques and forms that had been evolved by generations of alien Western creators.”36 The best that could be said of him from this essentialist viewpoint was that “a composer who could show so much resourcefulness in modifying sonata structure so as to make it more compatible with the type of music nature had decreed he would write was no helpless bungler”37 (italics added).


  But symphonic styles are not racial endowments, and it unsurprisingly turns out that Chaikovsky chose his methods quite deliberately, with full knowledge of what he was rejecting. What he was rejecting, in a word, was Brahms, whose music (as Chaikovsky put it to Mme von Meck) was “made up of little fragments of something or other, artfully glued together,”38 with the result that he “never expresses anything, or if he does, he fails to do it fully.” Chaikovsky was painfully aware of a deficiency (as he saw it) in Brahms, one that came about in direct consequence of what is now generally considered his most valuable contribution.


  For the Russian composer, the German’s virtuosity in constructing large musical entities out of atomic particles represented no dialectical triumph but merely an unresolved, and therefore fatal, contradiction. “Aren’t his pretensions to profundity, strength and power detestable,”39 Chaikovsky wrote of Brahms to another correspondent, “when the content he pours into those Beethovenian forms of his is so pitiful and insignificant?” These comments strongly suggest that Chaikovsky’s deviations from the Beethovenian, or at least the Brahmsian, straight-and-narrow were conditioned less by a lack of symphonic aptitude than by the wish to “express something fully.”


  But what? And how? The first movement of the Fourth Symphony contains two impressive clues. The first is its sheer stridency and violence, quite belying (or, at the very least, investing with heavy irony) the implications of its “waltz tempo.” The stridency is proclaimed before the waltz even makes an appearance, in the earsplitting brass fanfares with which the symphony begins, and out of which the whole slow introduction is fashioned. The violence intrudes almost as early, in the peremptory diminished seventh chord that cuts the fanfares off—virtually decapitates them—in unlucky m. 13 (Ex. 14–19).


  EX. 14–19 Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Symphony no. 4, I, beginning
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  That is operatic behavior; and the operatic impression is confirmed when the fanfares begin acting like a Berliozian idée fixe. The peak of violence, a real catastrophe, occurs in the development section, when the fanfares suddenly return and make three collisions with the waltz theme (Ex. 14–20), each more terrible than the last. (They also return in the fourth movement to disrupt the folksy festivities.) This is not merely “structure”: this is dramaturgy. It bespeaks an encoding of events, a narrative—in short, a program. So, at any rate, Mme von Meck assumed, and wrote to Chaikovsky to inquire about it.


  His answering letter has become a famous document. It is now often taken as the symphony’s actual, explicit, or “official” program by those who have forgotten that Chaikovsky never published it or publicly alluded to it during his lifetime; who have not noticed (or have chosen to ignore) its obvious (convenient?) borrowings from the famous programs of Beethoven’s Fifth and the Symphonie fantastique; and who havenot weighed into the balance the fact that the composer furnished the symphony with its program at the specific request of the woman who paid his bills.


  EX. 14–20 Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Symphony no. 4, I, the three collisions
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  But even if we regard the “program” as a hasty verbal paraphrase of ideas best wordlessly expressed in “absolute” music, its congruence with the shape of the musical argument (at least of the first movement) is obvious, and makes its possible relevance to the movement’s conception worth considering. The entire document is given in Weiss and Taruskin, Music in the Western World, 2nd ed., no. 118; what follows is, as Chaikovsky put it, “roughly the program of the first movement”:40


  
    The Introduction is the kernel of the whole symphony, without question its main idea: [here the fanfares are quoted]. This is Fate, the force of destiny, which ever prevents our pursuit of happiness from reaching its goal, which jealously stands watch lest our peace and well-being be full and cloudless, which hangs like the sword of Damocles over our heads and constantly, ceaselessly poisons our souls. It is invincible, inescapable. One can only resign oneself and lament fruitlessly: [Here the waltz theme is quoted].

  


  
    This disconsolate and despairing feeling grows ever stronger and more intense. Would it not be better to turn away from reality and immerse oneself in dreams? [Here the second theme is quoted.] O joy! A sweet tender dream has appeared. A bright, beneficent human form flits by and beckons us on: [Here the end of the exposition passage is quoted]. How wonderful! How distant now is the sound of the implacable introductory theme! Dreams little by little have taken over the soul. All that is dark and bleak is forgotten. There it is, there it is—happiness!

  


  
    But no! These are only dreams, and Fate awakens us from them: [Here the fanfares are quoted again as they appear at the beginning of the development section]. And thus, all life is the ceaseless alternation of bitter reality with evanescent visions and dreams of happiness. There is no refuge. We are buffeted about by this sea until it seizes us and pulls us down to the bottom.

  


  Is it fair or relevant to our experience of the music to note that this deeply pessimistic document, and the symphony it describes, were written at what was arguably the low point of Chaikovsky’s personal life, and in the aftermath of what was surely the most dramatic single episode in his biography? Despite the fact that he was homosexual (or rather, because of that fact, and his fear of exposure), Chaikovsky had impulsively accepted a proposal of marriage from Antonina Milyukova, a former pupil of his at the Moscow conservatory, who had developed a schoolgirl crush on her harmony professor.


  What followed was a great fiasco of anguish, revulsion, flight, histrionic attempted suicide, legal separation, and moral convalescence abroad (which is how Chaikovsky happened to be writing the Fourth Symphony in Venice). Was the symphony, as Chaikovsky described his music in general to Mme von Meck, a “cleansing of the soul, which boils over with an accumulation that naturally seeks its outlet in tones, just as a lyric poet will express himself in verse”?41 Should that matter to us? Does regarding the music as confessional enhance understanding of it? Must we know an artist’s biography in order fully to appreciate the artist’s output? Or is the meaning of the symphony sufficiently conveyed by the wordless sounds alone?


  The alternatives suggested by these questions are neither exhaustive nor necessarily incompatible, but the existence of the letter to Mme von Meck has led to the reading of not just the Fourth Symphony but a great deal of Chaikovsky’s music as autobiography—and reading it, inevitably, in light of that one great biographical event and the conditions that precipitated it. But what if we did not know that letter? What if all we had was the wordless sounds? What do (or can) they intrinsically express?


  As soon as we are dealing with expression in any artistic medium, we are necessarily dealing with conventions of representation. Representation necessarily relies on similarities and associations. Where other arts can make reference directly to nature, music must work through mediating codes. We already know that one of the codes on which Chaikovsky relied in the Fourth Symphony was that of dance genres, since he expressly labeled one of his themes as a waltz. Recalling that a great deal of eighteenth-century music, particularly Mozart’s, also relied on dance genres and their associations as mediators of musical representation, and knowing that of all composers Chaikovsky loved Mozart best (and expressly ranked him higher than Beethoven), we are equipped with some clues to interpret Chaikovsky’s expressive strategies, and in the process to understand better his deliberate deviation from the structural principles that otherwise reigned in the world of the late-nineteenth-century symphony.


  Although not explicitly marked, the fanfares that Chaikovsky interpreted as the Fate theme in his letter to Mme von Meck are cast just as recognizably in a dance meter as the expressly designated waltz theme. They are in the meter of a polonaise, a dance that had its origin in Polish court processionals, and that remained the most socially elevated of all the ballroom dances of the nineteenth century. By extension, the polonaise was often associated with military parades, that is with martial rhythms and brass bands, as a snatch from Chopin’s “Military” Polonaise, op. 40, no. 1 (1838) will remind us (Ex. 14–21a). The stylistic giveaway is the triplet on the second half of the second beat, also found at the beginning of the Polonaise that opens the third act of Chaikovsky’s opera Eugene Onegin—composed, as it happens, concurrently with the Fourth Symphony (Ex. 14–21b).


  Just as in the Fourth Symphony, the Polonaise in Eugene Onegin is paired conceptually with a waltz that occupies the analogous position at the beginning of act 2. Between the two of them they define a social trajectory. The waltz is played at a name-day party for Tatyana, the country girl who (as recounted in chapter 12) has rashly declared her love for the title character, and to whom he feels disdainfully superior. The polonaise is played at a high society ball in St. Petersburg, where Onegin reencounters Tatyana six years later, and is smitten in his turn; she, however, now socially outranks him and turns him down. The moral: a polonaise will always trump awaltz!


  EX. 14–21A Frédéric Chopin, beginning of Polonaise, Op. 40, no. 1
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  EX. 14–21B Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Eugene Onegin, Act III, scene 1, Polonaise
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  And so it is in the Fourth Symphony. It is easy to see how the attributes of a polonaise could have attached themselves metonymically to Chaikovsky’s Fate theme: first of all, the military associations, connoting bellicosity, hostility, implacability. Then, too, the idea of grandiosity and invincible power, derived from political or social awe. And finally, perhaps, the idea of impersonality, dwarfing individual concerns, as the unwritten laws of society frustrated Onegin’s amorous designs, or as the idea of Fate frustrates the subject-persona of the Fourth Symphony (symbolized by the waltz theme) in pursuit of happiness. The submission of waltz to polonaise—of subject to fate—is palpably denoted in the coda (Ex. 14–22), when the waltz is reprised for the last time in triple augmentation: that is, at the speed of the polonaise, each beat of the waltz theme now stretched out to the length of one full measure, and therefore no longer a waltz at all. A moment like this expresses— fully expresses—a sublime “operatic” terror that was altogether outside Brahms’s purposes to express, although Berlioz would surely have sympathized.


  And so might Mozart, who, to an extent only recently revealed by the work Wye J. Allanbrook,42 used dance meters and “characters” as mediators of human representation in his instrumental music as well as his operas; and whose symphonies exhibit a sheer tunefulness akin to Chaikovsky’s and alien to the later motivic preoccupations of Beethoven and his many nineteenth-century heirs, from Wagner to Brahms (both of whom, antipodes though they appeared to many, repelled Chaikovsky equally).


  EX. 14–22 Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Symphony no. 4, I, m. 404
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  The main theme of the pathos-filled first movement in Mozart’s G-minor Symphony (no. 40), for example, is a fully expressed melody of a kind not reencountered in symphonic works (at least not in first themes) until now. One begins to suspect the existence of a parallel tradition of the symphony that passed from Mozart to Chaikovsky without passing through Beethoven. Or perhaps it would be fairer to say that Chaikovsky was the recipient of, and participant in, a tradition that goes back to or passes through Mozart in a way that the nineteenth-century Germanic tradition, however reverently its aggressive claim of descent from the “classical masters” has been ratified in conventional historiography, does not.


  It is the Franco-Italianate line, which passed from Mozart to Rossini, thence to Auber, Gounod, and Bizet. These were the composers whom Chaikovsky admired, particularly his French contemporaries, and especially the opera and ballet composer Léo Delibes (1836–91), who is no longer thought of as an important figure, but whom Chaikovsky venerated as the Mozart of his day. Today it is Chaikovsky himself, with Verdi, who seems the preeminent late-nineteenth-century representative of this tradition, especially since (like Mozart) he was equally drawn to the operatic and symphonic domains and made equally significant contributions to both. But his Mozartean symphonic style had become so alien to the accepted practices of the late-nineteenth-century symphony that even one of his own former pupils, the composer Sergey Ivanovich Taneyev (1856–1915), reproached Chaikovsky in a famous letter for allowing his symphony occasionally to descend to the level of “ballet music.”43


  Not that Chaikovsky was unaware of the New Germans, or that he shut himself off from acquiring their most novel techniques. The first movement of the Fourth Symphony follows a thoroughgoingly Lisztian tonal plan, governed (like the one in César Franck’s Symphony) by a full circle of minor thirds: introduction and first theme in F minor (0); second theme in [image: image] minor (3); close of exposition in B major (6); reprise of both main themes (beginning at m. 283) in D minor (9); coda in F minor (0 regained). (And now we know why the “recapitulation” does not begin in the tonic.) Nevertheless, Chaikovsky belonged to the line whose prime “theater of operation” remained literally the theater, and which therefore drew its musical imagery not from visions of transcendence but from the stock of daily life, human emotion and its vicissitudes.


  But we are still left with our question: were the emotions Chaikovsky portrayed his own, and should that matter to us? In the case of the Fourth Symphony, his biography tends to confirm the idea. But beware: once the idea is accepted as a general rule, biographical fallacies are bound to follow. Consider the case of Chaikovsky’s last symphony, the Sixth in B minor, op. 74, subtitled Pathétique (“A symphony of suffering”). The subtitle and its implications are mainly due to the last movement, which (like the last movement of Brahms’s last symphony) is extremely unusual, perhaps unique, in form and character.


  Chaikovsky’s Pathétique was (apart from a few then-unknown early eccentricities by Haydn) the first complete four-movement symphony ever to put the slow movement last. Not only that, but the movement, suggestively marked “Adagio lamentoso,” ends with a long, drawn-out decrescendo, unmistakably figuring “the dying of the light.” The symphony ends, in other words, as if in polemical defiance of the Beethovenian prescription that symphonies enact and perpetually reenact narratives of triumph and transcendence. What to make of it? For the audience who heard Chaikovsky conduct it at its St. Petersburg premiere in October 1893, it was indeed a puzzle. The symphony was “not disliked,”44 Chaikovsky wrote to his publisher in some bemusement, “but it has caused some bewilderment.” The idea of adding the subtitle, to give the audience a clue to interpreting the piece, came from the composer’s younger brother Modest, a playwright (later his elder brother’s biographer). It was added the morning after the premiere.


  Eight days later, Chaikovsky died suddenly, and most unexpectedly, of cholera, a disease that (because it was transmitted chiefly where sanitation was inadequate) mostly attacked the poor. The symphony was played again, in memoriam, subtitle in place. This time the audience was an audience of mourners, listening hard for portents. And that is how the symphony became a suicide note. Depression was the first diagnosis. “Homosexual tragedy” came later, in the aftermath of the trial of Oscar Wilde, the Irish writer and celebrated “aesthete,” who in 1895 was convicted of “committing acts of gross indecency with other male persons” and sentenced to two years at hard labor.


  Rumors about Chaikovsky’s death that had been flying ever since it happened now coalesced on a story patently modeled on the Wilde affair. According to this account, which is still affirmed by many (even by some gullible scholars) although no evidence supports it, Chaikovsky had been discovered in a pederastic liaison with the scion of a noble family, had been denounced to the tsar (Alexander III, his personal friend), and had been sentenced by an honor court of fellow alumni from the Imperial School of Jurisprudence to commit suicide by drinking a poison (never identified) that would simulate the symptoms of cholera.


  The story appeals chiefly to two constituencies: to homophobes, who like stories in which gay men meet bad ends in consequence of their vice; and to gay activists, who are glad to have a martyr to display. The lack of evidence is compensated by what is taken to be the transparent testimony of the “Pathetic Symphony’s” finale. Even those who realize that the work was composed too early to have been the direct expression of Chaikovsky’s “final tragedy” cite it as evidence of his generally miserable state of mind, which, they conclude, made him vulnerable to the honor court’s decree. “I find it very difficult to believe that a man who produced something like the Sixth Symphony was totally at ease,”45 one scholarly defender of the suicide rumor has written. “You have only to listen to the Sixth Symphony to hear a man in torment,” writes another. “The finality of the testament of the Sixth Symphony almost makes it superfluous to indulge in any sort of speculation,” writes a third.


  Meanwhile, what documentary evidence there is as to Chaikovsky’s state of mind near the end of his life flatly contradicts the “evidence” of the music. By the time in question, Chaikovsky had made a successful adjustment to his condition; with the help of loving family and friends, he had come to terms with his sexuality, found an acceptable modus vivendi within the moral constraints of the society in which he lived, and seems to have been a reasonably happy man. Indeed, the act of producing the Sixth Symphony filled his last summer with bliss. “I have never felt such self-satisfaction, such pride, such happiness,” he wrote to his publisher, “as in the consciousness that I am really the creator of this beautiful work.”46


  After the first performance, he spent a cheerful week, his last, in St. Petersburg with Modest. During intermission at the theater one evening he went backstage to greet one of the leading actors, a friend of his brother’s. Conversation turned to spiritualism, thence to death itself. The composer of the “Pathetic Symphony” waved the subject aside. “There is plenty of time before we need reckon with this horror; it will not come to snatch us off just yet!” he remarked to Modest, who entered it in his diary that very evening. Then he added, “I feel I shall live a long time.”47 In other words, the finale of Chaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony, like the finale of Beethoven’s Second, should stand as a warning, rather than an encouragement, to those who under the influence of “pop romanticism” would assume that art is by nature autobiographical. The cases are complementary: Beethoven’s Second, one of his most cheerful (and in the finale, downright hilarious) works, was composed concurrently with the composer’s despairing realization, attended by thoughts of suicide and expressed in his heartrending “Heiligenstadt Testament”, that his deafness was irrevocable. The agonizing, heartrending finale of Chaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony, by contrast, was composed during as happy a period as the composer ever knew.


  What does all of this prove? Only that art is … well, artful. And of no art is that truer than the romantic art of confession, of which Chaikovsky’s “Pathétique” is an outstanding example. “Always be sincere,” the comedy team of Flanders and Swann used to say, “whether you mean it or not.” That might have been Chaikovsky’s motto. His matchless ability to live up to it, to “do” sincerity with utter conviction, brought the romantic tradition in music—a thing of artifice, illusion, and manipulated codes—to its very climax.


  NATIONAL MONUMENTS


  In 1866 Carl Engel (1818–82), a German organist and music scholar who had been living in England since 1844, published a monograph called An Introduction to the Study of National Music. It consisted mainly of a comprehensive, if loosely organized, survey of folk songs from around the world, accompanied by obiter dicta culled from such scholarly literature as then existed on the subject. The author’s own contribution was the comparative framework and the myriad observations he allowed himself to draw from it. “Although no people has been found without music of its own,” he announced on the first page, “the degree of susceptibility and fondness for music, as well as the form and spirit of popular musical compositions, vary greatly in different nations.”


  The nadir of susceptibility, it turns out, had been reached by the author’s host country, England, whose music, he lost no opportunity in reminding the reader, was faceless, and whose inhabitants were peerlessly unmusical. The English, he asserted, had borrowed their most characteristic folk songs from the lore of other countries, and with good reason: “Such adoptions … occur oftenest in a nation whose music has a less marked national character;… thus, the English will more easily adopt a foreign tune than the Germans.” The English countryside, Herr Engel assured his readers, was mute, for “the rural population of England appear to sing less than those of most other European countries.” Even the English ethnological literature failed to meet the author’s needs, for “travellers (especially the English) are seldom experienced musicians.” Perhaps the most delectable sally came in a discussion of the almost universal spontaneous musical expression of religious feeling. “Eecclesiastics,” the author notes, have “always and almost everywhere been adepts in the art of music. Instances where this is not the case—as, for example, with the clergy of the Church of England at the present day—are exceptional.”48


  By the time of Engel’s writing, the unmusicality of the English was already a cultural cliché, especially among the Germans. Heinrich Heine (1797–1856), who visited England in 1827, recalled what he heard there in a report from Paris to a German newspaper in 1840: “These people have no ear, neither for the beat nor indeed for music in any form, and their unnatural passion for piano-playing and singing is all the more disgusting. There is verily nothing on earth so terrible as English musical composition, except English painting.” Another German traveler, the poet Georg Weerth (1822–1856), took great pleasure in mocking “the immense efforts the Englishman will make only to appear just a tiny bit musical” and “how the English, incapable of singing as they are, always maintain in the most ridiculous way that they lead all other nations in this as in other things.” Their proof? “Carl Maria von Weber is buried there.”49


  This view of the English found its ultimate expression in a treatise published in 1904 by the German philosopher Oscar Adolf Hermann Schmitz (1873–1931). Its title, Das Land ohne Musik (The Land without Music), became—or, more likely, already was—a catchphrase. Although the subtitle immediately established englische Gesellschaftsprobleme (English social problems) as the actual subject of his book, the alleged unmusicality of the English had become for Schmitz a useful metaphor for more basic deficiencies—their prosaic, unimaginative character; their selfishness (a word Schmitz retained in the original); their lack of empathy (which made them such successful imperialists). Schmitz’s critique of the English character was a variation on Napoleon’s old cackle about the “nation of shopkeepers.” One might have expected a scholarly author to seek explanations on economic or political terrain, but the time of writing favored essentialist explanations. Engel, whose book Schmitz listed as a source, had immediately assured his readers on page 1 that the musical characteristics he would identify as national “are innate, and, so to say, of indigenous growth” and therefore required no further explanation. So it was enough for Schmitz, as an explanation for England’s social problems, to cite, as “something that distinguishes the English from all other cultures to an absolutely astounding degree,” this “lack, which everybody acknowledges, and is therefore no new discovery, but whose import has not been sufficiently emphasized: The English are the only cultured people without their own music (street songs excepted).”50


  How did the English acquire this dismal reputation? For that, there are convincing historical explanations, and Weerth had actually alluded to them. Its highly developed commercial resources and freedom of enterprise made England—just London, really—the greatest magnet in Europe for the international freelance trade. The city became the preferred residence or touring venue for international stars of the highest standing, and that imported prestige had a crushing impact on domestic talent. The star system, which in the first place meant great performers such as castrati and instrumental virtuosi, eventually encompassed composers as well: a stellar succession of continental masters who provided—or saddled—native talents with inescapable models. In the early eighteenth century there were Handel and the violinist-composer Francesco Geminiani. In the later eighteenth century there were “John” Christian Bach and Carl Friedrich Abel (1723–1727), who not only composed the music of highest British prestige but also purveyed it at their own elite concert series, becoming British musical shopkeepers extraordinaire—only to be eclipsed as businessmen by Muzio Clementi (1752–1832), an Italian composer (and Mozart’s only rival as a keyboard virtuoso) who set up an internationally dominant music publishing and piano manufacturing firm in London in 1785. And then there was the grand pléiade of visitors—Haydn, Weber, Mendelssohn—who appeared before the British public, treating them to a series of brilliant premieres, from Haydn’s “London” symphonies to Weber’s Oberon to Mendelssohn’s Elijah. No other country could equal Britain as an international showcase for the best in musical production of all kinds.


  Small wonder then that the local talent found themselves fairly dwarfed by the magnitude of such goings-on. Britain never lacked for native talent, but the locals worked in genres dominated by the visitors, and—with the fairly marginal and insular exception of music for the Anglican liturgy, doomed by definition never to be exported—they had little opportunity to emerge as anything other than “epigones,” lesser imitators. There was Charles Avison (1709–1770), a pupil of Geminiani and an expert imitator of Handel’s imitations of Corelli. There were Thomas Arne (1710–1778) and William Boyce (1711–1779), whose careers encompassed the end of Handel’s reign and the coming of J. C. Bach and who expertly emulated both. (Arne has won a meed of immortality for his settings of Shakespeare’s songs and for the final chorus— “Rule, Britannia!”—from a masque, or historical pageant, called Alfred, first performed in 1740.) There was the Irish-born John Field(1782–1837), a pupil of Clementi, admired (as we have seen) by Liszt and a pianist of international distinction as well as an original composer (the nocturne being his invention), but who spent his mature years in Russia, then even more on the European periphery than insular Britain. In the wake of Haydn there were John Marsh (1752–1828), a composer of more than forty symphonies; William Crotch (1775–1847); and Cipriani Potter (1792–1871), who studied with Thomas Attwood, a pupil of Mozart (and also, briefly, with Beethoven in Vienna). And in the early Victorian era there was Sir William Sterndale Bennett (1816–1875), a pupil of Crotch and Potter and a protégé of Mendelssohn, hailed by Schumann as a major talent. The most eminent Victorian, Sullivan, was (as we have seen) compromised in the eyes of “serious” musicians by his association with operetta.


  By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the chief influences on British composers were Brahms and, even more directly, Dvo[image: image]ák. Wagner and Liszt, though as popular with audiences in Britain as anywhere else, were less approved as compositional models because the composing profession had become thoroughly academicized over the century’s course. Crotch, Potter, and Bennett had all been principals of the Royal Academy of Music, the main British conservatory (chartered in 1830), and the leading “serious” composers of the 1880s and 1890s, Sir Hubert Parry (1848–1918) and Sir Charles Villiers Stanford (1852–1924), were both professors at the newer rival institution, the Royal College of Music (with Parry serving from 1895 as director). Their educational responsibilities and their class status as “gentlemen” seem to have curbed their originality, or at least their adventurousness, as is especially apparent in the case of Parry, who as a young composer was an ardent Wagnerian but who as a teacher preached the gospel of Brahms. Meanwhile, Dvo[image: image]ák (already identified in this book as the most generically versatile of all contemporary European composers) had shown himself to be exceptionally well positioned to earn a following in Britain, where the oratorio tradition had persisted unbroken since Handel’s time and where choral composition rivaled symphonic in prestige.


  Dvo[image: image]ák’s first big success in Britain was his Stabat Mater, a setting of the latterday Gregorian sequence composed in 1876–1877 and first performed in Prague in 1880. Its London première in 1883 led to an invitation to the composer from the London Philharmonic Society to appear in person and conduct his works the next season and from the publishing firm of Novello to compose an oratorio for the Birmingham Festival, one of the many summer choral conclaves that particularly distinguished English musical life. The tour was the first of nine, and the commission was the first of five. Dvo[image: image]ák’s British premieres, in London and at the Birmingham and Leeds festivals, included a requiem, two oratorios (The Spectre’s Bride and Saint Ludmilla), his Seventh Symphony, and his Cello Concerto. The last two are among his most important works, but the first three were responsible for his particular relevance to the British scene, in which he assumed the mantle of mentor formerly worn by Handel and Mendelssohn—and this at a time when his Slavic ethnicity was still an impediment to his acceptance at home in Austria-Hungary. The honor given him in Britain did much to enhance his image at home, but it only reinforced the impression on the continent that the British, like the Bohemians, were musical provincials.


  And that is how the rumor took root that the British—unlike the Bohemians!—were “unmusical.” The British, so the assumption went, not only did not produce a native musical genius but also could not. Their unmusicality, as Carl Engel would say, was “innate” and “of indigenous growth.” What contemporary musicians (eventually including the British themselves) saw fit to register as a fact was not that Britain had been, since the advent of Handel, the most glittering of all international musical showcases and the place where the musical profession was on the firmest economic footing, but rather that, since the death of Purcell in 1695, the English had been without a native-born composer of wide international repute. That widely-accepted “fact” was in fact a nonfact. Purcell, too, had been a composer of insular reputation in his day, as had William Byrd before him. The international concert scene had, in fact, only existed since the time of apparent British decline. The changing structure of musical life, not the “nature” of British musical talent, had produced the impression of musical decline.


  Yet all it ever takes to defeat an essentialist argument is a counterexample, and that counterexample appeared in 1899 in the person of Edward Elgar (1857–1934). The breakthrough composition was his Variations on an Original Theme, op. 36, for orchestra (popularly known, with the composer’s approval, as the Enigma Variations). The idea for it very likely came from Dvo[image: image]ák, whose Symphonic Variations, op. 78 (1877), had been a popular concert item in England since its London premiere (under the German conductor Hans Richter) in 1887; and even more immediately, perhaps, from Chaikovsky, whose Third Suite for Orchestra, op. 55 (1884), ends with a big set of character variations that culminate in a brilliant and extended polonaise. Chaikovsky’s variations were often programmed as an independent entity, and Elgar heard them that way at a concert that included his own cantata, Caractacus, in October 1898, just a few weeks before he began work on the Enigma set.51 Except for Brahms’s Haydn Variations (see Ex. 13–10) there were virtually no other precedents for such a composition as Elgar’s, save sets by Parry (1897) and Stanford (1898) that were probably also responses to Dvo[image: image]ák and Brahms. Elgar’s theme (Ex. 14–23a), though often compared with the opening theme in Brahms’s Fourth Symphony (1885), with its short phrases separated by rests and its conspicuous falling thirds, actually resembles Dvo[image: image]ák’s variation theme—not an original tune, but a Czech folk song called “I’m a Fiddler”—at the more basic level of ternary design (Ex. 14–23b). Elgar’s colorful and varied orchestration owed a confessed debt to Dvo[image: image]ák as well.


  EX. 14–23A Elgar, Enigma Variations, theme
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  EX. 14–23B Dvo[image: image]ák, Symphonic Variations, op. 78, theme
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  Indeed, Elgar’s affinity for his older Czech counterpart ran very deep, nurtured both by similar upbringings and by personal contact. Like Dvo[image: image]ák, Elgar was a provincial violinist and church organist who had to overcome considerable obstacles to win recognition even in the national centers, to say nothing of the wider world. He was the son of a Worcester music-shopkeeper and piano tuner who had converted to Roman Catholicism. (Dvo[image: image]ák’s father had had been a small-town butcher.) The younger Elgar earned his living during the earlier part of his career doing musical odd jobs: giving violin lessons, playing in ad hoc orchestras and other ensembles, accompanying Sunday Masses at St. George’s Catholic Church, conducting bands (one at a local insane asylum). One of his more memorable orchestra “gigs” had been at the Worcester choral festival in 1884, at which Dvo[image: image]ák, on his first British tour, conducted his Stabat Mater. Elgar’s early composing ambitions, in common with many provincial British worthies, were bound up with that peculiarly British choir-festival tradition, in which Dvo[image: image]ák’s impact was especially keen. The early phases of Elgar’s serious composing career were centered around that same local “Three Choirs” festival, for which he produced his first three choral-orchestral compositions. These, and especially the next one (Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf, 1896), are full of resonances from Dvo[image: image]ák’s oratorios, especially The Specter’s Bride (1885), the first British commission.


  But Elgar, unlike the many worthies from whose ranks he emerged, was not content to imitate. His Enigma Variations was an ambitious emulation, an attempt to surpass his models. The work ends with a long and eminently “symphonic” (i.e., climactic and developing) finale—revised and further elaborated after the first performance—that transcends the genre of variation and also surpasses in amplitude and complexity the corresponding concluding sections of Dvo[image: image]ák’s, and even Chaikovsky’s, variations sets. Elgar’s variations are both virtuosically orchestrated and vividly contrasted, covering an exceptionally, even ostentatiously, diverse range of moods. This range is justified by a sort of secret program, whereby the variations represent various “friends pictured within,” identified in the score by initials or pseudonyms. (The big finale, according to this scheme, is a self-portrait.) That is one of the “enigmas” responsible for the composition’s nickname—the “easy” one, long since solved with the composer’s blessing. The other enigma, impossible of solution, was set forth by the composer in a program note at the first performance, in the form of a gratuitous refusal to divulge it:


  
    Its “dark saying” must be left unguessed, and I warn you that the connexion between the Variations and the Theme is often of the slightest texture; further, through and over the whole set another and larger theme “goes,” but is not played … So the principal Theme never appears, even as in some late dramas—e. g. Maeterlinck’s L’Intruse and Les sept Princesses—the chief character is never on the stage.52

  


  


  The assumption has always been—though without any direct evidence—that the “Theme” to which the composer thus darkly alludes must be a counterpoint to the actual played theme, as given in Ex. 14–23a. (In fact, nothing in Elgar’s note requires the “Theme” even to be a musical theme.) Countless candidates have been advanced, from “Rule Britannia” and “Auld Lang Syne” to themes from Bach’s organ music to the standard symphonic repertoire. The game continues: in 1991 the British pianist Joseph Cooper proposed the theme of the slow movement in Mozart’s Prague Symphony (yet another link to Dvo[image: image]ák?), and in 2007 Clive McClelland, a musicologist at the University of Leeds, added the Anglican hymn “Now the Day Is Over” to the pile of potential solutions.53


  With all these layers of meaning and potential meaning overlaying the impressive music, Elgar’s Enigma Variations attracted great attention when it was played for the first time, shortly after the composer’s forty-second birthday. But the decisive factor allowing the composer from Worcester to burst into fame and explode the myth of Das Land ohne Musik was the prestige of the occasion, lent not by the composer’s reputation, but by that of the conductor. He was Hans Richter (1843–1916), one of Wagner’s foremost disciples. Richter had conducted the premier Ring cycle at Bayreuth in 1876, but he also gave the first performances of Brahms’s Second and Third symphonies (and the Tragic Overture), Bruckner’s Eighth (and biggest) Symphony, and Chaikovsky’s Violin Concerto. He was, in short, the great conductor of the day.


  Since 1879 Richter had been conducting an annual concert series in London (the “Richter concerts”) that was the supreme attraction of the London concert season. He performed other English composers—mainly Parry and Stanford—besides Elgar, yet the others were already lions of the London establishment when Richter played their works, whereas Elgar was plucked from relative obscurity. Richter became Elgar’s champion, giving many subsequent premieres, including that of The Dream of Gerontius (1900), Elgar’s most famous oratorio, which secured his position at the very forefront of the English musical world. In 1904 Richter elevated Elgar’s reputation further still, by conducting a festival of his music in London (“an unprecedented tribute to a living composer,” according to the New Grove Dictionary). Most important, Richter propagated Elgar’s music in the main European centers, giving him an international profile out of all proportion with those of his fellow countrymen. Without in any way detracting from the inherent qualities of Elgar’s music, it is fair to say that Richter’s enthusiastic espousal made the crucial difference, allowing not only Europeans but also English listeners to believe that “here was music the like of which had not appeared in this country since Purcell’s death.”54 Exactly as in the case of Glinka sixty years before, and Dvo[image: image]ák himself a quarter of a century before, recognition abroad— “mainstream” recognition, according to prevailing current opinion—sanctioned preeminence at home. But Elgar’s emergence into the mainstream and the resultant rise in his status, as a viable British musical representative to the world, were necessary preconditions for his country’s emergence (or reemergence) as a significant producer, not just the paramount consumer, of concert music. Greatness, in short, was still Germany’s to bestow.


  So important were Elgar’s achievement and reputation to his country’s musical self-esteem that he instantly became a national institution, accompanied—perhaps awkwardly, because he was by no means a typical Englishman, being Roman Catholic, not a member of the Church of England—by new essentialist myths. His music was alleged to embody the national character, which was found to inhabit its sound and structure at every level. In particular, the Enigma theme (i.e., the “heard melody” in Ex. 14–23a) was alleged to mimic, in its falling sevenths, the cadence of English speech; and the first four notes—this was advanced in earnest!—were heard to speak the composer’s name (“Ed-ward El-gar”), as if mystically tying the composer’s person to the national collectivity.55 Such an investment inevitably begets anxiety, and Elgar has been ever since equally a touchstone of British pride and British shame. The shame came out as recently as 2008, when an English composer could still write of Elgar that “he rules as a monarch over our national inferiority complex, the not quite hidden belief that nobody English could be quite that good a musician, not compared with abroad.”56


  The pride can be viewed at its least troubled height in the third edition of Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, first printed in 1927, when Elgar was still alive. The lengthy, unsigned entry on the composer was the work of the dictionary’s editor, Henry Cope Colles (1879–1943), a professor of music history at the Royal College of Music and the chairman of the School of English Church Music. The article identifies Elgar, simply and (within the dictionary) singularly, as “a great composer,” and, after a detailed and by no means entirely uncritical survey of his output, reaches an eloquent peroration:


  
    Elgar’s works hold the attention of his countrymen more decisively than do those of any other native composer. No English festival is complete without him; every choral society and orchestra, from the smallest to the greatest, gives his music a large place in its repertory; and it will be no surprise if further works should come from his pen bearing the stamp of that personality which is so recognizable that from his name the adjective “Elgarian” has been coined, yet so elusive that the adjective has been necessary in default of any adequate description.57

  


  


  The “Elgarian” tone, by now familiar, is no longer so elusive. It is well known to all who have (perhaps unwittingly) marched at graduation time to the trio section from Elgar’s first Pomp and Circumstance march (op. 39, no. 1; 1901), composed two years after the Enigma Variations. (The title alludes to Shakespeare’s Othello: “The royal banner, and all quality,/Pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war!” [Act III, scene 3, ll. 353–354].) It is a tone that is itself frequently described as eloquent, implying public oratory. Although composed as an instrumental melody, the march tune so obviously had the character of a hymn that it was quickly outfitted, by the poet A. C. Benson (1862–1925), with a patriotic text beginning “Land of Hope and Glory,” in which form it became, in 1902, the finale to Elgar’s Coronation Ode, written for a gala performance at the Royal Opera, Covent Garden, in honor of the investiture of King Edward VII—a commission, that, in the words of Colles, “was tantamount to the acknowledgement of Elgar as the musical laureate of the Edwardian era.” (In 1924 Elgar was the inevitable choice to succeed the long-serving Sir Walter Parratt as the actual musical laureate of the United Kingdom, occupying an honorific post known as Master of the King’s Music.) That hymnic manner, compounded of exaltation and serenity, was indeed characteristic and individual, Elgarian and Edwardian in equal measure. It is already intimated in the ninth of the Enigma Variations (Ex. 14–24), titled “Nimrod” after the Bible’s mighty hunter and designating one of Elgar’s closest musical confidants, his editor August Jaeger (”hunter” in German) at Novello, the main British publisher of choral festival fare.


  EX. 14–24 Elgar, Enigma Variations, no. 9 (“Nimrod”)


  


  [image: image]


  


  The same hymnic tone is struck at the beginning of Elgar’s First Symphony (op. 55; 1908), which opens with an andante melody (Ex. 14–25a) that precedes the allegro movement, like a standard symphonic introduction. But by the turn of the century it was more or less a foregone conclusion that a big symphony would have a motto theme, and so this melody is quoted in the scherzo, the main theme of the adagio is a variation on it, and the entire finale builds to its blazing recapitulation at a pitch of ecstasy far removed from—and yet, as demonstrated, implicit within—the opening mood of expressly indicated “noble simplicity” and confident reserve (Ex. 14–25b). It is not hard to see how a nation that valued the “stiff upper lip” would find in this composer a spokesman. Elgar actively cultivated that mood. The marking “nobilmente,” a great rarity in the music of other composers (unless, like Ralph Vaughan Williams, in one famous instance, they were deliberately, and possibly ironically, striking an “Elgarian” attitude), recurs with great regularity in his work. (Its first appearance, as a matter of fact, was in the composer’s piano reduction of “Nimrod.”) Elgar dedicated the First Symphony in gratitude to Hans Richter, “true artist and true friend.” Richter reciprocated not only by giving the first performance but also by pronouncing it “the greatest symphony of modern times, written by the greatest modern composer—and not only in this country.”58


  EX. 14–25A Elgar, Symphony no. 1, op. 55, beginning
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  EX. 14–25B Elgar, Symphony no. 1, op. 55, end
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  Elgar’s Second Symphony (op. 63; 1911) was, according to its title page, “Dedicated to the Memory of His Late Majesty King Edward VII,” and, a footnote adds, “This Symphony, designed early in 1910 to be a loyal tribute, bears its present dedication with the gracious approval of His Majesty the King,” meaning George V, Edward’s son and successor. The second movement (larghetto) is a funeral march, the king’s death having taken place while Elgar was at work on the opening movement. The influence of the sad occasion may perhaps be felt in the ending of the symphony as well, which replays but inverts the First Symphony’s trajectory, in which a motto theme of noble simplicity is recapitulated in jubilation. In the Second Symphony the opening theme is exuberant, in unambiguous response to the epigraph from Shelley’s “Invocation” that sits atop the score: “Rarely, rarely comest thou,/Spirit of Delight!” The theme’s hushed and spacious recapitulation at the symphony’s end, in counterpoint against receding reverberations of the antic finale, is persuasive testimony to the composer’s rare combination of conventionality and originality, his ability to ring unexpected and telling changes on accepted practice or (in less complimentary terms) to invest time-honored sentiments with apparent freshness and eloquence.


  Elgar’s ability to move with apparent freedom and inventiveness within an orthodox or even conformist posture; his sincere and devoted professions of loyalty to his country’s values and institutions, beginning with that of monarchy, at a time when Britain was at—or, perhaps more accurately, just past—the height of imperial potency (memorialized by, among other things, Elgar’s music to accompany a 1911 masque called The Crown of India); and even the sheer opulence of his scores, redolent of prosperity and optimism, have made Elgar’s reputation a bellwether of changing social and political attitudes. His country’s plummeting fortunes after World War I, and even more the loss of its empire after World War II, caused the corpulent, walrus-mustachioed composer’s output to sound embarrassingly “blimpish”—pompously self-satisfied or reactionary—to many and brought about a trough in his reputation from which a full comeback was possible, it seemed, only in the 1980s, coinciding with a resurgence of British nationalism associated with Margaret Thatcher’s tenure as prime minister. Even at the zenith of Elgar’s prestige, Colles saw fit to twit the composer just a little for the excessively snug, square-cut construction of his larger scores— “a tendency,” he called it, “to write long movements in multiples of two-bar phrases.” By 1954, when Colles’s article, now signed, was revised by another editor for (posthumous) republication in the fifth edition of Grove’s, with the “great” now deleted from Elgar’s identification as a composer, it had to end on a defensive note. “It is by the direct and constant appeal of Elgar’s music to his own countrymen that the English character of his art is abundantly proved,” the author now felt it necessary to insist. “He was never much impressed by the doctrine that national music can be synthetically developed from national sources of folksong and other traditions of the past.” The point is immediately reiterated at a higher temperature: “He knew no nationalistic inhibitions,” and “he believed it was the composer’s business to invent tunes, not to quote them, and to make history rather than to study it.”59


  If it was now required to assert these negative facts, it was obviously because a later generation of British musicians and audiences had in the meantime decided that a national music could and perhaps ought to be developed from national sources of folksong and other traditions of the past.


  The main creative representative of this generation was Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958), who followed a trail blazed by Cecil Sharp (1859–1924), the leader of the folklore revival in England, and such scholarly figures as Rev. Edmund Horace Fellowes (1870–1951), an Anglican clergyman who pioneered the revival of “Tudor” church music (i.e., the sacred polyphony of the “long sixteenth century,” named after the English dynasty that reigned from 1485 to 1603). Vaughan Williams’s scholarly bent was nurtured by a distinguished intellectual lineage. The son of a vicar, he was the grandnephew of Charles Darwin and the great-great-grandson of the illustrious potter Josiah Wedgwood (1730–1795).


  Vaughan Williams had a traditional and cosmopolitan musical education, unusual only in its slow progress. He studied with Stanford and Parry at home; more briefly (1897) in Berlin with Max Bruch(1838–1920), a member of Brahms’s generation, best remembered for a violin concerto and other concerted works, including a Scottish Fantasy for violin and orchestra; and finally even more briefly (1907–8) in Paris with Maurice Ravel, Vaughan Williams’s junior by three years, mostly for orchestration. From 1903 Vaughan Williams made folksong collecting expeditions to the English and Welsh countryside, and beginning in 1905 he conducted choral music at a festival (Leith Hill) founded by his sister.


  Almost none of the music Vaughan Williams composed before the turn of century is published, and what little has been appeared only posthumously, as a matter of historical interest. His two early masterpieces, the Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis for double string orchestra and solo string quartet (1910) and A London Symphony (1913, rev. 1918), exemplify the two sides of the nativist tendency he embodied: belatedly embodied, it is fair to say, for it meant the arrival in Britain of a current that had spread on the continent—in Russia, the Czech lands, Hungary, Iberia, Scandinavia, and so on—considerably earlier. The Tallis Fantasia is based on a psalm-tune harmonization that Thomas Tallis (ca. 1505–85), one of the great Tudor musicians, had furnished for The Whole Psalter Translated into English Metre, edited by Matthew Parker, the first Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury, around 1567 (Ex. 14–26 shows Vaughan Williams’s version). The antiphonal deployment of the two groups of strings and their responsorial interplay with the soloists evoke a sort of mythical wordless liturgy, and the magnificently rich textures that Vaughan Williams, trained as a violinist, was able to elicit from the chosen medium evokes another set of cultural memories—the abounding repertoire of fantasias for “chests” of viols that date mainly from the Jacobean period, the era of the early Stuart kings that followed the Tudors.


  EX. 14–26 Vaughan Williams, Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis, theme
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  The London Symphony is a response to the other revival, that of traditional, orally transmitted lore. The published score carries as an epigraph a passage from an article Vaughan Williams had contributed in 1912 to the R. C. M. Magazine, the official organ of the Royal College of Music, titled “Who Wants the British Composer?” This text almost exactly paraphrases the prescription Dvo[image: image]ák had made to his American readers a generation earlier:


  
    Is it not possible that the English composer has something to say to his own countrymen that no one of any other age and any other country can say? Have we not all about us forms of musical expression which we can purify and raise to the level of great art?

  


  


  Vaughan Williams’s process of elevation and “purification” led him, altogether unlike Dvo[image: image]ák, to adopt a manner of writing that could only strike many academic musicians at the time as uncouth. Among other things, long passages of parallel triads abound, their fifths and octaves uncorrected (Ex. 14–27a). Contrary to Colles’s insinuation in defense of Elgar in the fifth edition of Grove’s Dictionary (quoted above), and with only a couple of exceptions—one of them the famous chimes of Big Ben, the Westminster clock tower atop the houses of Parliament, sounding through the mists at the beginning of the first movement and the end of the fourth, in very Ravellian harp harmonics—the symphony’s thematic material consisted of invented rather than quoted tunes. But it also made intermittent references to transcribed street cries (“Sweet Lavender!”) and the jingles that announced the approach of a London hansom cab (duly listed among the percussion instruments), and it imitated the sounds of mouth organs and concertinas. (Much later, Vaughan Williams, commissioned by the virtuoso Larry Adler, would compose one of the very few twentiethcentury concerted works for mouth organ, or “harmonica,” Romance in D-flat, actually a two-movement concerto with string orchestra.)


  EX. 14–27A Vaughan Williams, A London Symphony, II, mm. 1–8
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  The symphony’s melodic and harmonic idiom is modeled throughout on the somewhat archaic “modal” and pentatonic dialect of the folk songs Vaughan Williams and other collectors had been culling from rural and workingclass informants. From one end of the symphony to the other, leading tones are as rare as hen’s teeth. Sometimes, as in the case of the theme that closes the first movement’s exposition (Ex. 4–27b), the tonality is straightforwardly—indeed, in a post-Wagnerian age, crudely—diatonic. At others, especially in the third movement, a ghostly “Scherzo (Nocturne)” based on Cockney jig rhythms, the tonality is quite elusive (Ex. 14–27c), pointing toward the “neonationalist” alliance of folklorism and modernism that would attract many twentiethcentury composers. The practically ubiquitous harp is another deliberately applied element of archaic local color, England and particularly Wales having been recognized since the Middle Ages as a nation of harpers. (Exx. 14–27b and c extract from the full score the main melodic part and the harp part, which condenses all the accompanying lines in the manner of a basso continuo.)


  EX. 14–27B Vaughan Williams, A London Symphony, I, letterM
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  EX. 14–27C Vaughan Williams, A London Symphony, III, mm. 5–12
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  The London Symphony was Vaughan Williams’s second symphony. (The first, A Sea Symphony, was actually a cantata for soloists, chorus and orchestra on poems by Walt Whitman.) After the war he resumed his symphonic activity with A Pastoral Symphony, whose title was taken as emblematic of the whole British “pastoral” school, the tendency his music was seen as exemplifying. This was not entirely accurate or fair. Vaughan Williams possessed a considerable expressive range and continued to write prolifically to the end of his long life, eventually logging, despite his late start as a symphonist, a full Beethovenian nine (bearing traditional numbers beginning with the Fourth). His example stimulated several other members of his generation to write whole series of numbered symphonies: Arnold Bax (1883–1953), among Elgar’s successors as Master of the King’s (and, at the end, the Queen’s) Music, also wrote nine (although only seven were performed and published); Edmund Rubbra (1901–1986) composed and published eleven; Havergal Brian (1876–1972), even longer-lived than Vaughan Williams or Rubbra, produced no fewer than thirty-two symphonies, of which nineteen were composed past the age of eighty.


  The belatedness of this output—it was one of the longest-reverberating echoes of the late nineteenth century—made it fairly easy to write off as anachronistic by adherents of the neo-Hegelian historiography familiar to readers of this book since chapter 8. That view continued to gain strength in the early twentieth century. Not all English composers of Vaughan Williams’s generation shared his preference for “classical” forms. Gustav Holst (1874–1934), second only to Vaughan Williams in reputation, and a close personal friend, never composed a traditional symphony, and his interest in folk song found its chief expression in songs and choral settings. Holst’s most famous composition—by orders of magnitude—is a seven-movement orchestral suite called The Planets (op. 32; 1914–1916), each movement of which depicts one of the bodies that orbit the sun (excepting Earth, and sans the as yet undiscovered and now demoted Pluto) in terms of the mythological or astrological associations of its name. Two movements have won independent fame: “Mars, the Bringer of War,” which begins the suite, is a bravura display of bellicosity, with snarling tritones in the brass and a pounding five-beat rhythmic ostinato. “Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity” is the most English-sounding movement (the composer evidently equating “Jovian” with Old King Cole); its melodies are constructed on gapped diatonic scales that lend the music an ersatz folk modality. The cantabile middle section has had a fate similar to that of Elgar’s first Pomp and Circumstance march. Adapted by Holst to fit “I Vow to Thee, My Country,” a poem composed by Cecil Spring-Rice, the British ambassador to the United States, in the early days of American intervention into World War I, it became the number one rival to “Land of Hope and Glory” as a British patriotic hymn. At first used mostly as a memorial to fallen soldiers, it surged in popularity after it was sung in 1981 at the wedding of Prince Charles and Princess Diana and, sixteen years later, at Diana’s funeral.


  But of course such appropriations offered little comfort to British musicians anxious as ever about the old charge of parochialism. The pastoral school always had vociferous opponents. Philip Heseltine (1894–1930), a composer-critic who signed his musical works with the pseudonym “Peter Warlock,” greeted Vaughan Williams’s Pastoral Symphony by comparing it to “a cow looking over a gate,”60 and bovine imagery was thenceforth the weapon of choice for cosmopolitan skeptics. Elisabeth Lutyens (1906–1983), one of the most committed British cosmopolitans of a younger generation, dealt the composers of Vaughan Williams’s generation a temporarily decisive coup de massue by lumping them all together, in a widely reported lecture delivered in the early 1950s, as “the cow-pat school,” with their “folky-wolky modal melodies on the cor anglais [English horn].”61 Vaughan Williams himself fought back by casting aspersions on those who “thought that their own country was not good enough for them and went off in the early stages to become little Germans or little Frenchmen,” apparently forgetting his own studies with Bruch and Ravel.62


  A note of class resentment is detectable here, and it was reciprocated with aristocratic derision that could still find expression in official patronage. The first director-general of the British Broadcasting Corporation was John Reith, a. k. a. Lord Reith of Stonehaven (1889–1971), a Scottish peer who was loyal to the cosmopolitan attitudes of his class with regard to culture consumption—the old “Handel” model—and hired a music staff committed to the promotion of high-prestige continental repertoire, often in the teeth of public rejection. (Reith’s most famous utterance: “We know precisely what the public wants, and by Heaven they’re not going to get it!”) A later BBC executive, Sir William Glock (1908–2000), controller of music from 1959 to 1973, installed the French composer and conductor Pierre Boulez—exactly comparable, as a charismatic continental figure of high international prestige, to Handel, Haydn, or Mendelssohn—at the helm of the BBC Symphony Orchestra. During his three years’ tenure (1971–1974), Boulez never programmed a single British composition.


  This controversy, too, was a belated (anachronistic?) replay of battles already waged in nineteenth-century Europe, most conspicuously in Russia (see chapter 9), between cosmopolitan aristocrats and nationalistic insurgents, each side arguing that its was the truly patriotic position, in that it did the most to advance the nation’s standing in the world. Therefore, Vaughan Williams’s attempt to shift the terms of the debate onto more overtly political terrain could be seen, in the context of the 1930s, as ominous. The cultivation of a national style, he argued, was a matter of “musical citizenship,” and he urged further that the musician should “be the servant of the state and build national monuments like the painter, the writer or the architect.”63 This was a prescription many of the foremost nationalist musicians of the nineteenth century could never have fulfilled, for it implied an equation of nation and state that only certain countries exemplified (Vaughan Williams’s Britain, of course, among them). Neither Chopin nor Dvo[image: image]ák had a state to serve during his lifetime; their later adoption as official “founders” of Polish and Czechoslovak music, respectively, could be seen in retrospect equally as a triumph or a cooption. Moreover, the implied obligation imposed by Vaughan Williams’s call to action had been made an explicit demand by the time he asserted it, in now infamous twentiethcentury totalitarian states: Soviet Russia and Fascist Italy, with Nazi Germany about to join them. The building of national monuments has remained a controversial goal for artists, and no less contentious has been the project of turning artists themselves into national monuments.


  The latter project, which again has Russia to thank for its earliest nineteenth-century precedent (Glinka; see chapters 4 and 9), but which applies as well to the way Handel was treated by the British,64 may be most conveniently observed in its latterday phases in Scandinavia, where there were fewer traditions of high-prestige public consumption of “world” talent to uphold and a later-developing “mass” public to demand a reflection of its identity in music. Just as in the case of Glinka, it was always the national composer who first broke through to high international recognition who was likeliest to be touted as the most essentially and autochthonously national. But whereas Glinka made his primary mark as a composer of opera, the Scandinavians, in keeping with the establishment of the international “classical” canon, won respect chiefly for their instrumental works.


  The now best remembered Scandinavian musicians of the mid-nineteenth century, country by country, were the Swedish composer Franz Berwald (1796–1868), the Norwegian violinist Ole Bull (1810–1880), and the Danish composer Niels Gade (1817–1890). None was by any stretch a musical nationalist, although Bull at least was a committed patriot. He was also by far the most famous of the three, keeping up a brilliant international concert career for more than three decades as a second Paganini, renowned as much for his spectacular showmanship as for his musicianly attainments. Some of the stunts attributed in popular legend to Paganini were actually Bull’s, like deliberately nicking the Estring so that it would break during the performance and the violinist could nonchalantly continue despite the “mishap,” compensating by shifting to higher positions on lower strings. Whereas Paganini was famous for his one-man “duet” playing, accompanying a cantabile melody in thirds and sixths or with drones and left-hand pizzicatos on adjacent strings, Bull rigged up a violin with a low, flat bridge and a hacksaw-shaped bow and wowed audiences with a “Quartet” for solo violin. He spent three decades on the road, actually settling for a while during the 1850s and’60s in the United States, where he married the daughter of a Wisconsin senator. He billed himself as an “artiste norvégien,” identifying with a nationality of which many members of his public had never heard, since Norway, during Bull’s active career, was politically part of Sweden (as it had formerly been part of Denmark). The exotic persona was part of the act, as was the use, for encores and improvisations, of a Norwegian peasant “Hardanger” fiddle (perhaps the source of Bull’s flat-bridge technique), which featured scordatura, or unusual tunings, and had sympathetic strings. Later in life he endowed a collection of Scandinavian literature at the University of Wisconsin.


  If Bull was the Scandinavian Paganini, Gade was the Scandinavian Mendelssohn. A close friend and associate, Gade deputized for Mendelssohn as conductor of the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra and taught at Mendelssohn’s Leipzig Conservatory. Once back in Copenhagen (as a result of the political disturbances of 1848, which included military hostilities between Prussia and Denmark), he even emulated Mendelssohn’s revival of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion. Gade’s main achievement as a composer was his series of eight symphonies, composed between 1842 and 1871, most of which were first performed, and all published, in Leipzig. Gade, along with fellow conservatory professor Anton Rubinstein, in Russia, was among the most faithful and prolific composers of symphonies during the fallow period between the death of Schumann and the premiere of Brahms’s First, when the classical symphony was widely regarded as a moribund and academic genre. Gade’s reputation, therefore, was as the very antithesis of an insurgent or a nationalist. He wrote his share of folkish Hausmusik, especially for piano duet (e. g., Nordiske Tonebilleder [Nordic Tone-Pictures] for piano four-hands), but his primary mission in life, by his own avowal, was that of upholding the most conservative, “classical” strain of German music at a time when it was under siege by the New German School. That his music and even his name are now largely forgotten is testimony to the New Germans’ pre-Brahmsian triumph.


  As for Berwald, he was the epitome of personal idiosyncrasy and paid for his stylistic extravagances with a stunted career. His historical significance is almost entirely posthumous. Not counting a now lost youthful essay, he wrote four rather remarkable symphonies, each with a characteristic title— Sérieuse (1842), Capricieuse (1842), Singulière (1845), and Naíve (1845)—within a period of three years, when he was in his late forties. Full of formal, harmonic, and orchestrational oddities, these works are often compared with those of Berlioz, but no one knew them at the time. Only the Sinfonie sérieuse was performed during the composer’s lifetime, to merciless reviews. Of the others, the Sinfonie naíve was presented ten years after the composer’s death, and the rest had to await discovery in the early twentieth century, by which time the composer’s unusual style looked “prophetic” and he could be hailed in characteristic romantic fashion as a composer ahead of his time. Berwald had a period of vogue during the 1960s and’70s, thanks to the dissemination of his works on stereophonic long-playing records. Now, he is routinely described as (to quote the New Grove Dictionary) “the leading Scandinavian composer of the early 19th century,” but if so, he was a leader wholly without followers. At various times during his life he was forced to give up music altogether and seek his living as, among other things, a factory manager and an orthopedic surgeon. Indeed, like Borodin, Berwald was far better known for his medical accomplishments than for his musical ones. Likewise, the obvious biographical parallels linking Berwald with Charles Ives (1874–1954), the American insurance executive and Sunday composer with an eccentric (and similarly “prophetic”) style whose reputation also boomed in the heyday of classical recording, no doubt contributed to the flurry of interest. But neither Berwald nor Bull nor Gade could serve as a musical embodiment of his nation in the eyes of the world.


  The first to play this role was Edvard Grieg (1843–1907), a Norwegian composer who, like Chopin and Dvo[image: image]ák before him, represented, until two years before his death, a nation that was not a state. That made him a heroic nationalist in European eyes, to recall Schumann’s remark (quoted in chapter 7) that Chopin’s nationalism, being a nationalism “in deep mourning, … attracts us all the more firmly.” Grieg’s paternal lineage was actually Scottish (his father being the British consul at Bergen, Norway, the composer’s birthplace; the original form of the name was Greig), and his mother was a well-known local concert pianist who had studied at the Hamburg Conservatory. A piano prodigy himself, Grieg was shipped off to the Leipzig Conservatory in 1858, when he was fifteen years old. One of his teachers there, Ernst Ferdinand Wenzel (1808–1880), had been a close friend of Schumann’s, and ever after, according to Grieg’s own much later avowal, he “remained in style and form a German romanticist of the Schumann school,” all the more fervently after hearing Clara Schumann perform her husband’s Piano Concerto in A Minor at a Leipzig Gewandhaus concert.65


  Grieg’s breakthrough composition was his own Piano Concerto in A Minor (1868), which announces its fealty to Schumann’s not only in the choice of key but in the opening gesture as well, a descending flourish on the keyboard that leads to a first theme, in which the orchestra and soloist interact similarly. However indebted the rhetoric to Schumann, the Concerto’s thematic material is inflected, conspicuously enough for international audiences to discern them, by turns of phrase appropriated from folklore. (See Ex. 14–28, in which a couple of passages from the Concerto, including the opening flourish, are juxtaposed with “Solvejg’s Song” from Grieg’s incidental music to Henrik Ibsen’s famous play Peer Gynt, composed several years later and nearly as popular as the Concerto as a concert staple.) That combination, of familiar “style and form” and exotic color, was a winner for Grieg, and his concerto has been a mainstay of the virtuoso repertoire since the early 1870s, when it was performed in Germany and England and published by the Leipzig house of Peters. Henceforth, Grieg was the Norwegian composer in the eyes of Europe and America; and, as always, it was reception, not immanent content or character—consumption, not production—that proved decisive in making him so. He was not the only Leipzig-trained Norwegian composer of his generation: there was also Johan Svendsen (1840–1911), a composer of reputable symphonies and concertos. Nor was he the composer of his generation most profoundly steeped in Norwegian lore: that would be the unfortunately short-lived, Berlin-trained Rikard Nordraak (1842–1866), who served as an early mentor to Grieg. But Grieg was the one who got to break through.


  EX. 14–28A Grieg, Piano Concerto in A Minor, op. 16, I (Allegro molto moderato), mm. 2–4 (piano only)
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  EX. 14–28B Grieg, Piano Concerto in A Minor, I, mm. 37–38 (piano only)
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  EX. 14–28C Grieg, “Solvejg’s Song” (incidental music to Peer Gynt, op. 23, no. 19)
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  Except for a set of three Symphonic Dances (1898), the concerto is Grieg’s only multimovement work for orchestra. (Virtually all his other orchestral music is adapted from theatrical scores or arranged from piano pieces.) He was by preference a miniaturist, most prolific as a composer of songs (often written for his wife, Nina, a concert soprano) and Characterstücke for piano (he called them Lyriske stykker [Lyric Pieces]), of which he published ten books, comprising sixty-six individual items, between 1867 and 1901. These pieces, as well as the more or less obligatory Norwegian Dances for piano duet (following the ineluctable examples of Brahms and Dvo[image: image]ák), made Grieg very much a household composer—an artist, as he put it of himself, who wanted “to build dwellings for men in which they might feel happy and at home” rather than Beethovenian “temples and cathedrals.”66 Though modest, Grieg’s Lyric Pieces attracted wide international attention by virtue of their originality. What foreign musicians found most interesting in them was less their folkloristic content than their piquant and ingenious harmonizations— “my dream world,” as Grieg once put it, only indirectly related, if at all, to the external reality of national style. One especially apt example, because it conjures up an actual domestic scene, is “Bryllupsdag på Troldhaugen” (Wedding Day at Troldhaugen), the concluding item in the sixth book of Lyric Pieces, op. 65 (1896). A jaunty march with a wistful midsection, it is a souvenir of the composer’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary celebration, held at his home, Troldhaugen (Troll Hill), in Bergen, Norway, the town where he was born. Now the burial site of Edvard and Nina Grieg, it is maintained by the Norwegian government as a museum (Ex. 14–29).


  EX. 14–29 Grieg, “Wedding Day at Troldhaugen,” op. 65, no. 6, mm. 1–8
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  Grieg’s harmonic explorations set provocative examples—contradictory examples, perhaps—to younger British and French composers. To Percy Grainger (1882–1961), an English pianist and composer of Australian birth and eventual American citizenship, they presented the possibility of a pure Nordic idiom, untainted by Romance influences. Grainger, who made pilgrimages to Grieg and went on walking tours with him, and who championed Grieg’s concerto, was so fanatical about this anti-Latinate project that he excluded from his own scores not only the traditional Italian musical vocabulary but any English word of Latinate etymology as well. For him, molto crescendo had to be “louden lots,” a movement of a symphony or a sonata was an “art-sunderment,” and an orchestra was a “big-blent-band.” The epitome of this crackpot “Blue-Eyed English” (Grainger’s own regrettable term for it) came in a sketch for a composition to be known as Random Round, a “join-in-when-you-like Round for a few voices & tone-tools [instruments] tone-backgrounded [accompanied] by a gut-strung guitar … tone-wrought around 1912–1914.” In a footnote, Grainger stipulated that “if many part-take in the Round it may be well to tame-lightning-ly sound-boost the gut-strung guitar.” He meant it could be electrically amplified.67


  By contrast, Frederick Delius (1862–1934), another British composer, who met and was befriended by Grieg in 1888 but who by 1897 was living permanently in France, teased Ravel, Vaughan Williams’s eventual mentor, by insisting that modern French music descended not from Rameau, Couperin, and Lully, the masters of the grand siècle (as Ravel had been conventionally claiming), but was “simply Grieg, plus the third act of Tristan.”68 Ravel assented (“Yes, we are always unjust to Grieg”) and added on his own that the String Quartet in G Minor (1894) by Claude Debussy, the most highly touted French composer of his generation, was as heavily influenced by Grieg’s quartet in the same key (1878) as Grieg’s Piano Concerto had been by Schumann’s.


  Whether Grieg’s true significance as a musician is fairly or fully accounted for by characterizing him as a nationalist depends, as always, on the vantage point from which the characterization is made. For Norwegians there has never been a question. In 1874 the local government awarded Grieg a life annuity to guarantee his freedom to compose and thus enhance his nation’s musical standing, and ever since he has been as crucial to his country’s musical self-esteem as Elgar once was for the English (minus the contention that has always swirled at home around Elgar and his rivals). There have been occasional challenges to Grieg’s status within Norway—for example, from Harald Saeverud (1897–1992), who composed his own incidental music to Peer Gynt as a “correction” to Grieg’s. But no other Norwegian composer has ever made an international reputation to rival his or been nearly as influential on composers outside Norway. Those two factors are of course mutually implicated; they are what make a composer not only national but also exemplary. The final say as to which composer is the greatest nationalist, as we have had ample opportunity to observe, rests as much with audiences abroad and their critical spokespersons as it does with the composer’s compatriots. And to compound the irony, such a reputation, once achieved, will likely stand as a barrier to the composer’s compatriots for reasons having to do with what is often designated in American politics as “tokenism.” Once a minority has gained representation in the “mainstream” (or, in music, the “canon”) by virtue of a single, exceptionally successful member, its continued marginalization is considered redeemed and justified. Grieg’s status as the Norwegian composer has not been without invidious consequences.


  Even more has this been true of Jean (né Johan) Sibelius (1865–1957), the Finnish composer, who made a far more copious contribution than Grieg to the standard performing repertoire, at least in certain countries. His ten symphonic poems, composed between 1892 (En Saga)and 1926 (Tapiola), and, even more decisively, his seven symphonies, composed between 1899 and 1924, gained him widespread recognition at home, in the rest of Scandinavia, and in the English-speaking countries (though significantly less so in Germany and hardly at all in the Romance-speaking world) as the greatest symphonist after Brahms. His reputation has endured vicissitudes and challenges (especially since the 1960s, when Gustav Mahler began to emerge as a repertory composer), and Sibelius has never been without contentious detractors, but the long controversy is in itself testimony to Sibelius’s potency.


  His early fame was most conventionally that of a nationalist. Until 1917, Finland was a grand duchy within the Russian empire, and the early tone poems—especially the cycle Four Legends from the Kalevala (op. 22; 1893–1895), on subjects drawn from the Finnish national epic, and Finlandia (originally Finland Awakes, op. 26; 1899, rev.1900), a noisy festivity culminating in a cantabile hymn that, like Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance and Holst’s “Jupiter,” has been given words and joined the oral tradition—could be variously read as celebratory or seditious. The Russian authorities cooperated in canonizing Finlandia by banning it. Before 1917 it was usually performed in Finland and Russia under the neutral title Impromptu, but the evidently intentional similarity between Sibelius’s anthem tune and an existing patriotic song by a local composer named Emil Genetz, bearing the title Herää, Suomi! (Finland, Awake!), made the political message plain enough to Finnish ears.


  Sibelius’s first two symphonies (1899, 1902) were large, impressive compositions in the tradition of Chaikovsky. The kinship with the Russian composer is particularly apparent in the flamboyant polonaise finale of the Second; Sibelius’s Violin Concerto, composed in 1903–1904, also sports a polonaise finale. Over the next few years, however, Sibelius’s music took an unexpectedly ascetic turn. The symphonies beginning with the Third (1907) became increasingly tight-lipped and compressed—shorter, highly concentrated, motivically saturated, and antirhetorical. Although he was still capable of grand statements (like the finale of the Fifth Symphony), Sibelius’s preferred manner was at times downright anticlimactic (the end of the Fourth). His new works were often accompanied by polemical statements of disaffection from the modern musical world and its distractions. To Mahler’s enthusiastic claim that a symphony must be an all-embracing statement (“Like the world!”), Sibelius countered in 1907 (shortly after completing the Third) that, on the contrary, what counted most in a symphony was “severity and style and the profound logic that created an inner connection between all the motifs.”69 Four years later, on completing the Fourth, he wrote to Rosa Newmarch, an English admirer, that it “stands as a protest against present-day music, having nothing, absolutely nothing of the circus about it.”70 Indeed, it was a cryptic, even gnomic utterance, seething with stark tritones, augmented seconds, and diminished fourths from start to finish (Ex. 14–30). The Sixth Symphony (1923) was, he said, “pure spring water” in contrast to the “cocktails of various hues” served up by younger composers.71 Finally, in the Seventh Symphony, Sibelius reached what was for him the limit of compression—a twenty-minute single movement of highly complex but tautly unified content whose actual form has been for generations of analysts and commentators an enduring riddle.


  Sibelius lived another thirty-three years after completing the Seventh—to the age of ninety-one, an amazing span considering his lifelong abuse of alcohol and tobacco. But there were no more symphonies, and, after the last symphonic poem in 1926, no more major works at all. (After his death his widow revealed that he had burned the nearly completed, eagerly anticipated Eighth Symphony in a slough of despondency around 1943.) The sphinxlike silence seemed like the outcome of an inexorable trajectory. Sibelius now loomed not merely as a Finnish national monument but as the very embodiment of the North—harsh, frosty, inscrutable, chastening. His authority, especially in the 1920s and ’30s, was enormous. His birthday was a national holiday. On the occasion of his seventieth, in 1935 (several years after he had fallen silent as a composer), he was feted at a banquet to which all the past presidents of Finland were invited, along with the prime ministers of Norway, Denmark, and Sweden. There was hardly a composer of symphonies during this time, especially in Britain and America, who was not profoundly—and often openly, even reverently—beholden to his example. The First Symphony (1931–1935) by the English composer William Walton (1902–1983), could easily have passed for Sibelius’s Eighth.


  EX. 14–30 Sibelius, Symphony no. 4, op. 39: I, beginning and end; II, mm. 29–34, 263–67; III, end; IV, 22 mm. after letter I
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  Having been touted by the Nazis during World War II as a result of his country’s alliance with Germany (motivated by a well-grounded fear of Soviet Russia, which had waged a war of aggression against Finland from 1939 to 1940), Sibelius fell into a trough of disdain for a couple of decades, written off as a reactionary during a time of avantgarde ascendency, and only regained full respectability in the 1970s. It took that temporary eclipse in Sibelius’s fortunes to allow the work of other Scandinavian symphonists—particularly the Dane Carl Nielsen (1865–1931), who wrote six remarkable symphonies between 1891 and 1925, to emerge from out of his shadow, into the international performing repertory. And after Nielsen’s output had been assimilated, the work of two younger Scandinavians—the Swede Alan Petterson (1911–1980), who produced seventeen symphonies between 1950 and 1980, and another Dane, Vagn Holmboe (1909–1996), who logged thirteen between 1935 and 1994, attracted wider attention, again largely through the medium of recordings. With the death of Holmboe, and, the next year, that of Robert Simpson (1921–1997), a Briton who had composed eleven symphonies, the traditional numbered symphony seems to have become a thing of the past—along, perhaps with the notion of national, or regional, schools.


  These vagaries of reception prompted Aaron Copland (1900–1990), an American composer who was also very much a “nationalist” by reputation, to observe ruefully, if condescendingly, in a book first published in 1960,


  
    It takes a long time for a small country to get over a great man—witness Finland and Sibelius. Norway has taken fifty years to get over Grieg, and it looks as if Denmark would need as long a time to get beyond Carl Nielsen. If I were any of these men, it would not make me happy to know that my own work engendered sterility in my progeny.72

  


  


  But Copland seems to have grasped the wrong end of the stick. The sterility he deplored seems rather to have been an illusion created by distance from the scene. There was never a dearth of talent or creative energy in the countries to which he refers. (Names? Halfdan Kjerulf, Johan Peter Selmer, Agathe Grøndahl, Christian Sinding in Norway; Oskar Merikanto, Armas Järnefelt, Selim Palmgren, Leevi Madetoja, Yrjö Kilpinen in Finland; Victor Bendix, Peter Erasmus Lange-Müller, Peter Heise, Johan Peter Hartmann in Denmark; plus, in Sweden, Bernhard Henrik Crusell, Adolf Fredrik Lindblad, Wilhelm Peterson-Berger, Hugo Alfvén, and Wilhelm Stenhammar among others, in addition to those already mentioned.) It was the wider world, Copland’s world and ours, that found it hard, owing to the historiographical assumptions of mainstream versus periphery and the persistence of tokenism, to let go of the great men.
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  Introduction:

  The History of What?


  
    The argument is no other than to inquire and collect out of the records of all time what particular kinds of learning and arts have flourished in what ages and regions of the world, their antiquities, their progresses, their migrations (for sciences migrate like nations) over the different parts of the globe; and again their decays, disappearances, and revivals; [and also] an account of the principal authors, books, schools, successions, academies, societies, colleges, orders—in a word, everything which relates to the state of learning. Above all things, I wish events to be coupled with their causes. All this I would have handled in a historical way, not wasting time, after the manner of critics, in praise and blame, but simply narrating the fact historically, with but slight intermixture of private judgment. For the manner of compiling such a history I particularly advise that the matter and provision of it be not drawn from histories and commentaries alone; but that the principal books written in each century, or perhaps in shorter periods, proceeding in regular order from the earliest ages, be themselves taken into consultation; that so (I do not say by a complete perusal, for that would be an endless labour, but) by tasting them here and there, and observing their argument, style, and method, the Literary Spirit of each age may be charmed as it were from the dead.

  


  


  
    —FRANCIS BACON, DE DIGNITATE ET AUGMENTIS SCIENTIARUM LIBRIIX (1623)1

  


  


  
    Mutatis mutandis, Bacon’s task was mine. He never lived to complete it; I have—but only by dint of a drastic narrowing of scope. My mutanda are stated in my title (one not chosen but granted; and for that honor I extend my thanks to the Delegates of the Oxford University Press). For “learning and the arts” substitute music. For “the different parts of the globe” substitute Europe, joined in Volume 3 by America. (That is what we still casually mean by “the West,” although the concept is undergoing sometimes curious change: a Soviet music magazine I once subscribed to gave news of the pianist Yevgeny Kissin’s “Western debut”—in Tokyo.) And as for antiquities, they hardly exist for music. (Jacques Chailley’s magnificently titled conspectus, 40,000 ans de musique, got through the first 39,000 years—I exaggerate only slightly—on its first page.2)

  


  
    Still, as the sheer bulk of this offering attests, a lot was left, because I took seriously Bacon’s stipulations that causes be investigated, that original documents be not only cited but analyzed (for their “argument, style, and method”) and that the approach should be catholic and as near exhaustive as possible, based not on my preferences but on my estimation of what needed to be included in order to satisfy the dual requirement of causal explanation and technical explication. Most books that call themselves histories of Western music, or of any of its traditional “style periods,” are in fact surveys, which cover—and celebrate—the relevant repertoire, but make little effort truly to explain why and how things happened as they did. This set of books is an attempt at a true history.

  


  
    Paradoxically, that means it does not take “coverage” as its primary task. A lot of famous music goes unmentioned in these pages, and even some famous composers. Inclusion and omission imply no judgment of value here. I never asked myself whether this or that composition or musician was “worth mentioning,” and I hope readers will agree that I have sought neither to advocate nor to denigrate what I did include.

  


  
    But there is something more fundamental yet to explain, given my claim of catholicity. Coverage of all the musics that have been made in Europe and America is obviously neither the aim of this book nor its achievement. A glance at the table of contents will instantly confirm, to the inevitable disappointment and perhaps consternation of some, that “Western music” here means what it has always meant in general academic histories: it means what is usually called “art music” or “classical music,” and looks suspiciously like the traditional canon that has come under so much justified fire for its long-unquestioned dominance of the academic curriculum (a dominance that is now in irreversible process of decline). A very challenging example of that fire is a fusillade by Robert Walser, a scholar of popular music, who characterizes the repertoire treated here in terms borrowed from the writings of the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm. “Classical music,” writes Walser,

  


  
    is the sort of thing Eric Hobsbawm calls an “invented tradition,” whereby present interests construct a cohesive past to establish or legitimize present-day institutions or social relations. The hodgepodge of the classical canon—aristocratic and bourgeois music; academic, sacred and secular; music for public concerts, private soirées and dancing—achieves its coherence through its function as the most prestigious musical culture of the twentieth century.3

  


  


  
    Why in the world would one want to continue propagating such a hodgepodge in the twenty-first century?

  


  
    The heterogeneity of the classical canon is undeniable. Indeed, that is one of its main attractions. And while I reject Walser’s conspiracy-theorizing, I definitely sympathize with the social and political implications of his argument, as will be evident (for some—a different some—all too evident) in the many pages that follow. But that very sympathy is what impelled me to subject that impossibly heterogeneous body of music to one more (perhaps the last) comprehensive examination—under a revised definition that supplies the coherence that Walser impugns. All of the genres he mentions, and all of the genres that are treated in this book, are literate genres. That is, they are genres that have been disseminated primarily through the medium of writing. The sheer abundance and the generic heterogeneity of the music so disseminated in “the West” is a truly distinguishing feature—perhaps the West’s signal musical distinction. It is deserving of critical study.

  


  
    By critical study I mean a study that does not take literacy for granted, or simply tout it as a unique Western achievement, but rather “interrogates” it (as our hermeneutics of suspicion now demands) for its consequences. The first chapter of this book makes a fairly detailed attempt to assess the specific consequences for music of a literate culture, and that theme remains a constant factor—always implicit, often explicit—in every chapter that follows, right up to (and especially) the concluding ones. For it is the basic claim of this multivolumed narrative—its number-one postulate—that the literate tradition of Western music is coherent at least insofar as it has a completed shape. Its beginnings are known and explicable, and its end is now foreseeable (and also explicable). And just as the early chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and preliterate modes of thinking and transmission (and the middle chapters try to cite enough examples to keep the interplay of literate and nonliterate alive in the reader’s consciousness), so the concluding chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and postliterate modes, which have been discernable at least since the middle of the twentieth century, and which sent the literate tradition (in the form of a backlash) into its culminating phase.

  


  
    This is by no means to imply that everything within the covers of these volumes constitutes a single story. I am as suspicious as the next scholar of what we now call metanarratives (or worse, “master narratives”). Indeed, one of the main tasks of this telling will be to account for the rise of our reigning narratives, and show that they too have histories with beginnings and (implicitly) with ends. The main ones, for music, have been, first, an esthetic narrative—recounting the achievement of “art for art’s sake,” or (in the present instance) of “absolute music”—that asserts the autonomy of artworks (often tautologically insulated by adding “insofar as they are artworks”) as an indispensable and retroactive criterion of value and, second, a historical narrative—call it “neo-Hegelian”—that celebrates progressive (or “revolutionary”) emancipation and values artworks according to their contribution to that project. Both are shopworn heirlooms of German romanticism. These romantic tales are “historicized” in volume III, the key volume of the set, for it furnishes our intellectual present with a past. This is done in the fervent belief that no claim of universality can survive situation in intellectual history. Each of the genres that Walser names has its own history, moreover, as do the many that he does not name, and it will be evident to all readers that this narrative devotes as much attention to a congeries of “petits récits”—individual accounts of this and that—as it does to the epic sketched in the foregoing paragraphs. But the overarching trajectory of musical literacy is nevertheless a part of all the stories, and a particularly revealing one.

  


  *****


  
    The first thing that it reveals is that the history narrated within these covers is the history of elite genres. For until very recent times, and in some ways even up to the present, literacy and its fruits have been the possession—the closely guarded and privileging (even life-saving) possession—of social elites: ecclesiastical, political, military, hereditary, meritocratic, professional, economic, educational, academic, fashionable, even criminal. What else, after all, makes high art high? The casting of the story as the story of the literate culture of music turns it willy-nilly into a social history—a contradictory social history in which progressive broadening of access to literacy and its attendant cultural perquisites (the history, as it has sometimes been called, of the democratization of taste), is accompanied at every turn by a counterthrust that seeks to redefine elite status (and its attendant genres) ever upward. As most comprehensively documented by Pierre Bourdieu, consumption of cultural goods (and music, on Bourdieu’s showing, above all) is one of the primary means of social classification (including self-classification)—hence, social division—and (familiar proverbs notwithstanding) one of the liveliest sites of dispute in Western culture.4Most broadly, contestations of taste occur across lines of class division, and are easiest to discern between proponents of literate genres and nonliterate ones; but within and among elites they are no less potent, no less heated, and no less decisively influential on the course of events. Taste is one of the sites of contention to which this book gives extensive, and, I would claim, unprecedented coverage, beginning with chapter 4 and lasting to the bitter end.

  


  
    Indeed, if one had to be nominated, I would single out social contention as embodied in words and deeds—what cultural theorists call “discourse” (and others call “buzz” or “spin”)—as the paramount force driving this narrative. It has many arenas. Perhaps the most conspicuous is that of meaning, an area that was for a long time considered virtually off limits to professional scholarly investigation, since it was naively assumed to be a nonfactual domain inasmuch as music lacks the semantic (or “propositional”) specificity of literature or even painting. But musical meaning is no more confinable to matters of simple semantic paraphrase than any other sort of meaning. Utterances are deemed meaningful (or not) insofar as they trigger associations, and in the absence of association no utterance is intelligible. Meaning in this book is taken to represent the full range of associations encompassed by locutions such as “If that is true, it means that …,” or “that’s what M-O-T-H-E-R means to me,” or, simply, “know what I mean?” It covers implications, consequences, metaphors, emotional attachments, social attitudes, proprietary interests, suggested possibilities, motives, significance (as distinguished from signification)… and simple semantic paraphrase, too, when that is relevant.

  


  
    And while it is perfectly true that semantic paraphrases of music are never “factual,” their assertion is indeed a social fact—one that belongs to a category of historical fact of the most vital importance, since such facts are among the clearest connectors of musical history to the history of everything else. Take for example the current impassioned debate over the meaning of Dmitry Shostakovich’s music, with all of its insistent claims and counterclaims. The assertion that Shostakovich’s music reveals him to be a political dissident is only an opinion, as is the opposite claim, that his music shows him to have been a “loyal musical son of the Soviet Union”—as, for that matter, is the alternative claim that his music has no light to shed on the question of his personal political allegiances. And yet the fact that such assertions are advanced with passion is a powerful testimony to the social and political role Shostakovich’s music has played in the world, both during his lifetime and (especially) after his death, when the Cold War was playing itself out. Espousing a particular position in the debate is no business of the historian. (Some readers may know that I have espoused one as a critic; I would like to think that readers who do not know my position will not discover it here.) But to report the debate in its full range, and draw relevant implications from it, is the historian’s ineluctable duty. That report includes the designation of what elements within the sounding composition have triggered the associations—a properly historical sort of analysis that is particularly abundant in the present narrative. Call it semiotics if you will.

  


  
    But of course semiotics has been much abused. It is an old vice of criticism, and lately of scholarship, to assume that the meaning of artworks is fully vested in them by their creators, and is simply “there” to be decoded by a specially gifted interpreter. That assumption can lead to gross errors. It is what vitiated the preposterously overrated work of Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, and what has caused the work of the “new musicologists” of the 1980s and 1990s—Adornians to a man and woman—to age with such stunning rapidity. It is, all pretenses aside, still an authoritarian discourse and an asocial one. It still grants oracular privilege to the creative genius and his prophets, the gifted interpreters. It is altogether unacceptable as a historical method, although it is part of history and, like everything else, deserving of report. The historian’s trick is to shift the question from “What does it mean?” to “What has it meant?” That move is what transforms futile speculation and dogmatic polemic into historical illumination. What it illuminates, in a word, are the stakes, both “theirs” and “ours.”

  


  
    Not that all meaningful discourse about music is semiotic. Much of it is evaluative. And value judgments, too, have a place of honor in historical narratives, so long as they are not merely the historian’s judgment (as Francis Bacon was already presciently aware). Beethoven’s greatness is an excellent case in point because it will come in for so much discussion in the later volumes of this book. As such, the notion of Beethoven’s greatness is “only” an opinion. To assert it as a fact would be the sort of historians’ transgression on which master narratives are built. (And because historians’ transgressions so often make history, they will be given a lot of attention in the pages that follow.) But to say this much is already to observe that such assertions, precisely insofar as they are not factual, often have enormous performative import. Statements and actions predicated on Beethoven’s perceived greatness are what constitute Beethoven’s authority, which certainly is a historical fact—one that practically determined the course of late-nineteenth-century music history. Without taking it into account one can explain little of what went on in the world of literate musicmaking during that time—and even up to the present. Whether the historian agrees with the perception on which Beethoven’s authority has been based is of no consequence to the tale, and has no bearing on the historian’s obligation to report it. That report constitutes “reception history”—a relatively new thing in musicology, but (many scholars now agree) of equal importance to the production history that used to count as the whole story. I have made a great effort to give the two equal time, since both are necessary ingredients of any account that claims fairly to represent history.

  


  ****


  
    Statements and actions in response to real or perceived conditions: these are the essential facts of human history. The discourse, so often slighted in the past, is in fact the story. It creates new social and intellectual conditions to which more statements and actions will respond, in an endless chain of agency. The historian needs to be on guard against the tendency, or the temptation, to simplify the story by neglecting this most basic fact of all. No historical event or change can be meaningfully asserted unless its agents can be specified; and agents can only be people. Attributions of agency unmediated by human action are, in effect, lies—or at the very least, evasions. They occur inadvertently in careless historiography (or historiography that has submitted unawares to a master narrative), and are invoked deliberately in propaganda (i.e., historiography that consciously colludes with a master narrative). I adduce what I consider to be an example of each (and leave it to the reader to decide which, if any, is the honorable blunder and which the propaganda). The first comes from Pieter C. Van den Toorn’s Music, Politics, and the Academy, a rebuttal of the so-called New Musicology of the 1980s.

  


  
    The question of an engaging context is an aesthetic as well as an historical and analytic-theoretical one. And once individual works begin to prevail for what they are in and of themselves and not for what they represent, then context itself, as a reflection of this transcendence, becomes less dependent on matters of historical placement. A great variety of contexts can suggest themselves as attention is focused on the works, on the nature of both their immediacy and the relationship that is struck with the contemporary listener.5

  


  


  
    The second is from the most recent narrative history of music published in America as of this writing, Mark Evan Bonds’s A History of Music in Western Culture.

  


  
    By the early 16th century, the rondeau, the last of the surviving formes fixes from the medieval era, had largely disappeared, replaced by more freely structured chansons based on the principle of pervading imitation. What emerged during the 1520s and 1530s were new approaches to setting vernacular texts: the Parisian chanson in France and the madrigal in Italy.

  


  
    During the 1520s, a new genre of song, now known as the Parisian chanson emerged in the French capital. Among its most notable composers were Claudin de Sermisy (ca. 1490–1562) and Clément Jannequin (ca. 1485-ca. 1560), whose works were widely disseminated by the Parisian music publisher Pierre Attaingnant. Reflecting the influence of the Italian frottola, the Parisian chanson is lighter and more chordally oriented than earlier chansons.6

  


  
    This sort of writing gives everybody an alibi. All the active verbs have ideas or inanimate objects as subjects, and all human acts are described in the passive voice. Nobody is seen as doing (or deciding) anything. Even the composers in the second extract are not described in the act, but only as an impersonal medium or passive vehicle of “emergence.” Because nobody is doing anything, the authors never have to deal with motives or values, with choices or responsibilities, and that is their alibi. The second extract is a kind of shorthand historiography that inevitably devolves into inert survey, since it does nothing more than describe objects, thinking, perhaps, that is how one safeguards “objectivity.” The first extract commits a far more serious transgression, for it is ideologically committed to its impersonality. Its elimination of human agency is calculated to protect the autonomy of the work-object and actually prevent historical thinking, which the author evidently regards as a threat to the universality (in his thinking, the validity) of the values he upholds. It is an attempt, caught as it were in the act, to enforce what I call the Great Either/Or, the great bane of contemporary musicology.

  


  
    The Great Either/Or is the seemingly inescapable debate, familiar to all academically trained musicologists (who have had to endure it in their fledgling proseminars), epitomized in the question made famous by Carl Dahlhaus (1928–89), the most prestigious German music scholar of his generation: Is art history the history of art, or is it the history of art? What a senseless distinction! What seemed to make it necessary was the pseudo-dialectical “method” that cast all thought in rigidly—and artificially—binarized terms: “Does music mirror the reality surrounding a composer, OR does it propose an alternative reality? Does it have common roots with political events and philosophical ideas; OR is music written simply because music has always been written and not, or only incidentally, because a composer is seeking to respond with music to the world he lives in?” These questions all come from the second chapter of Dahlhaus’s Foundations of Music History, the title of which—“The significance of art: historical or aesthetic?”—is yet another forced dichotomy. The whole chapter, which has achieved in its way the status of a classic, consists, throughout, of a veritable salad of empty binarisms.7

  


  
    This sort of thinking has long been seen through—except, it seems, by musicologists. A scurrilous little tract—David Hackett Fischer’s Historians’ Fallacies—that graduate students of my generation liked to read (often aloud, to one another) behind our professors’ backs includes it under the rubric “Fallacies of Question-Framing,” and gives an unforgettable example: “Basil of Byzantium: Rat or Fink?” (“Maybe,” the author comments, “Basil was the very model of a modern ratfink.”8) There is nothing a priori to rule out both/and rather than either/or. Indeed, if it is true that production and reception history are of equal and interdependent importance to an understanding of cultural products, then it must follow that types of analysis usually conceived in mutually exclusive “internal” and “external” categories can and must function symbiotically. That is the assumption on which this book has been written, reflecting its author’s refusal to choose between this and that, but rather to embrace this, that, and the other.

  


  
    Reasons for the long if lately embattled dominance of internalist models for music history in the West (a dominance that in large part accounts for Dahlhaus’s otherwise inexplicable prestige) have more than two centuries of intellectual history behind them, and I shall try to illuminate them at appropriate points. But a comment is required up front about the special reasons for their dominance in the recent history of the discipline—reasons having to do with the Cold War, when the general intellectual atmosphere was excessively polarized (hence binarized) around a pair of seemingly exhaustive and totalized alternatives. The only alternative to strict internalist thinking, it then seemed, was a discourse that was utterly corrupted by totalitarian cooption. Admit a social purview, it then seemed, and you were part of the Communist threat to the integrity (and the freedom) of the creative individual. In Germany, Dahlhaus was cast as the dialectical antithesis to Georg Knepler, his equally magisterial East German counterpart.9 Within his own geographical and political milieu, then, his ideological commitments were acknowledged.10 In the English-speaking countries, where Knepler was practically unknown, Dahlhaus’s influence was more pernicious because he was assimilated, quite erroneously, to an indigenous scholarly pragmatism that thought itself ideologically uncommitted, free of theoretical preconceptions, and therefore capable of seeing things as they actually are. That, too, was of course a fallacy (Fischer calls it, perhaps unfairly, the “Baconian fallacy”). We all acknowledge now that our methods are grounded in and guided by theory, even if our theories are not consciously preformulated or explicitly enunciated.

  


  
    And so this narrative has been guided. Its theoretical assumptions and consequent methodology—the cards I am in process of laying on the table—were, as it happens, not preformulated; but that did not make them any less real, or lessen their potency as enablers and constraints. By the end of writing I was sufficiently self-aware to recognize the kinship between the methods I had arrived at and those advocated in Art Worlds, a methodological conspectus by Howard Becker, a sociologist of art. Celebrated among sociologists, the book has not been widely read by musicologists, and I discovered it after my own work was finished in first draft.11 But a short description of its tenets will round out the picture I am attempting to draw of the premises on which this book rests, and a reading of Becker’s book will, I think, be of conceptual benefit not only to the readers of this book, but also to the writers of others.

  


  
    An “art world,” as Becker conceives it, is the ensemble of agents and social relations that it takes to produce works of art (or maintain artistic activity) in various media. To study art worlds is to study processes of collective action and mediation, the very things that are most often missing in conventional musical historiography. Such a study tries to answer in all their complexity questions like “What did it take to produce Beethoven’s Fifth?” Anyone who thinks that the answer to that question can be given in one word—“Beethoven”—needs to read Becker (or, if one has the time, this book). But of course no one who has reflected on the matter at all would give the one-word answer. Bartók gave a valuable clue to the kind of account that truly explains when he commented dryly that Kodály’s Psalmus Hungaricus “could not have been written without Hungarian peasant music. (Neither, of course, could it have been written without Kodály.)”12 An explanatory account describes the dynamic (and, in the true sense, dialectical) relationship that obtains between powerful agents and mediating factors: institutions and their gatekeepers, ideologies, patterns of consumption and dissemination involving patrons, audiences, publishers and publicists, critics, chroniclers, commentators, and so on practically indefinitely until one chooses to draw the line.

  


  
    Where shall it be drawn? Becker begins his book with a piquant epigraph that engages the question head-on, leading him directly to his first, most crucial theoretical point: namely, that “all artistic work, like all human activity, involves the joint activity of a number, often a large number, of people, through whose cooperation the art work we eventually see or hear comes to be and continues to be.” The epigraph comes from the autobiography of Anthony Trollope:

  


  
    It was my practice to be at my table every morning at 5:30 A.M.; and it was also my practice to allow myself no mercy. An old groom, whose business it was to call me, and to whom I paid £5 a year extra for the duty, allowed himself no mercy. During all those years at Waltham Cross he was never once late with the coffee which it was his duty to bring me. I do not know that I ought not to feel that I owe more to him than to any one else for the success I have had. By beginning at that hour I could complete my literary work before I dressed for breakfast.13

  


  


  
    Quite a few coffee porters, so to speak, will figure in the pages that follow, as will agents who enforce conventions (and, occasionally, the law), mobilize resources, disseminate products (often altering them in the process), and create reputations. All of them are at once potential enablers and potential constrainers, and create the conditions within which creative agents act. Composers will inevitably loom largest in the discussion despite all caveats, because theirs are the names on the artifacts that will be most closely analyzed. But the act of naming is itself an instrument of power, and a propagator of master narratives (now in a second, more literal, meaning), and it too must receive its meed of interrogation. The very first chapter in Volume I can stand as a model, in a sense, for the more realistic assessment of the place composers and compositions occupy in the general historical scheme: first, because it names no composers at all; and second, because before any musical artifacts are discussed, the story of their enabling is told at considerable length—a story whose cast of characters includes kings, popes, teachers, painters, scribes and chroniclers, the latter furnishing a Rashomon choir of contradiction, disagreement and contention.

  


  
    Another advantage of focusing on discourse and contention is that such a view prevents the lazy depiction of monoliths. The familiar “Frankfurt School” paradigm that casts the history of twentiethcentury music as a simple two-sided battle between an avantgarde of heroic resisters and the homogenizing commercial juggernaut known as the Culture Industry is one of the most conspicuous and deserving victims of the kind of close observation encouraged here of the actual statements and actions of human agents (“real people”). Historians of popular music have shown over and over again that the Culture Industry has never been a monolith, and all it takes is the reading of a couple of memoirs—as witnesses, never as oracles—to make it obvious that neither was the avantgarde. Both imagined entities were in themselves sites of sometimes furious social contention, their discord breeding diversity; and paying due attention to their intramural dissensions will vastly complicate the depiction of their mutual relations.

  


  
    If nothing else, this brief account of premises and methods, with its insistence on an eclectic multiplicity of approaches to observed phenomena and on greatly expanding the purview of what is observed, should help account for the extravagant length of this submission. As justification, I can offer only my conviction that the same factors that have increased its length have also, and in equal measure, increased its interest and its usefulness.

  


  
    R. T.

    El Cerrito, California

    16 July 2008

  


  


  


  Preface


  
    Of all the volumes in this series, this one, covering the first half of the twentieth century, surely differs the most radically from previous accounts. The reason goes beyond matters of selection and emphasis. The traditional narrative of twentiethcentury music history is heavily—though often unwittingly—conditioned by a philosophy of history, conventionally identified as Hegelian, that arose in the nineteenth century in the aftermath of the French Revolution and that was first attached to the history of the arts, and to music in particular, in the 1850s. Unashamedly teleological, this historiographical bias was first enunciated in support of what was known at the time as the New German school, the faction figureheaded by Franz Liszt and Richard Wagner and chiefly promulgated by the music historian Franz Brendel. It is laid out in detail and critiqued in the eighth chapter of the previous volume in this series (Music in the Nineteenth Century), to which the reader is referred for a fuller understanding of the many references in the present volume to the philosophy of the New German school and its transformation in the twentieth century into the discourse of modernism.

  


  
    In brief, the recognition of the continuity between the discourses of romanticism and modernism leads to a novel and (the present author is firmly convinced) truer representation of the evolutionary course of twentiethcentury music in the literate (or “art”) tradition. This new interpretation is most decisively reflected in a revised subperiodization whereby the early decades of the century, usually represented as marking a violent break with the technical and expressive traditions of the nineteenth century, are cast instead as an intensification—or maximalization, to use the word introduced within—of those very traditions. The true break with tradition came in the 1920s with the movement, often identified as “neoclassicism,” which the conventional narrative represents as a return, or regression, to traditional ways.

  


  
    In common with its companions in this series, this volume resolutely rejects the romantic viewpoint that asserts a fundamental divide between art history and world history. In particular, the fundamental tenet of neo-Hegelian art history—that the arts steadily progress toward a state of ever more perfect autonomy—is discarded as impeding by design the investigation of the actual causes of esthetic and stylistic evolution, which are to be sought within rather than outside the histories of social and political affairs. The narrative thus offers an uncompromising challenge to the viewpoint adhered to by a majority of practicing musicians and composers, even down to the present. It is admittedly and deliberately provocative, and proponents of the conventional narrative have often received it with hostility, but it is not offered in a hostile spirit. Rather, it is offered as a benevolent corrective that, by promoting understanding, can only foster enhanced appreciation of the artistic phenomena it describes.

  


  
    R. T.

    November 2008

  


  


  


  CHAPTER 1

  Reaching (for) Limits


  MODERNISM: MAHLER, STRAUSS, SCHOENBERG


  


  
    This is the whole flaw of “emotional” music. It is like a drug: you must have more drug, and more noise each time, or this effect, this impression which works from the outside, in from the nerves and sensorium upon the self—is no use, its effect is constantly weaker and weaker.1

  


  


  
    —EZRA POUND

  


  MODERNISM


  
    Ezra Pound, an American poet living in London, wrote these weary words in 1914. By then he had lots of evidence with which to back his pronouncement up, evidence that we will be tracing in this and the following chapters. The period we will be investigating, from the last decade of the nineteenth century to the year in which Pound made his disillusioned diagnosis of its effects, is sometimes called the early modernist period. It was a time of enormously accelerated stylistic innovation, accompanied by an enormous expansion of technical resources. The two accelerations were symbiotic: neither can be called the effective cause of the other, but each fed the other since both fed off the same underlying drives, drives at which Pound was rather darkly hinting.

  


  


  
    Before investigating those drives and their artistic consequences, a word is in order about the term “modernism” and the concepts it embodies. To make an ism out of being modern is on the face of it paradoxical, since if modern simply means “of or pertaining to present and recent time”2 (as one dictionary defines it), then everyone is modern by default, and always has been, since we cannot live at any other time than the present. To be modernist, then, is more than to be modern. Modernism is not just a condition but a commitment.

  


  
    It asserts the superiority of the present over the past (and, by implication, of the future over the present), with all that that implies in terms of optimism and faith in progress. It was an optimism that many had begun, under the stress of industrialization and its social discontents, to lose toward the century’s end, leading to the malaise that the term fin de siècle (end of the century) was coined to evoke. The generation gap that began to widen between disillusioned romantics and young moderns is illustrated by a possibly apocryphal anecdote that, owing to its very aptness, became a veritable legend. Gustav Mahler (1860–1911), one of this chapter’s protagonists, was supposedly taking a walk with Johannes Brahms at Bad Ischl, an Austrian spa where Brahms habitually vacationed, in the summer of 1896 (Brahms’s last).

  


  
    In the version of Richard Specht, one of Brahms’s biographers,

  


  
    Brahms began discoursing, as usual, on the decline and fall of music, but Mahler suddenly took his arm and, pointing down to the river they were passing with his other hand, exclaimed, “Just look, doctor, just look!” “What is it?” Brahms asked. “Don’t you see, there goes the last wave!” It was a good symbol for the eternal movement in life and in art, which knows of no cessation. But I seem to remember that it was Brahms who had the last word, thus: “That is all very fine, but perhaps what matters most is whether the wave goes out to sea or into a swamp.”3

  


  


  
    This tension between generations stimulated the modernist penchant to celebrate innovation as a mark of vitality. It further implies exclusivity: all are modern, few are modernist. Some live in the present with resignation; others with indifference; still others in a state of resistance to it. Modernists live in the present with enthusiasm, an enthusiasm requiring audacity, high self-regard and selfconsciousness (along with its complement, heightened alertness to the surrounding world), and, above all, urbanity in every meaning of the word from “citified” to “sophisticated” to “artificial” to “mannered.” All of this sounds like the very opposite of romanticism as originally defined—in terms, that is, of spirituality, sincerity, naturalness, spontaneity, naïveté, authenticity, pastoralism, and transcendence of the worldly, all being aspects or echoes of the original romantic revolt against the militant optimism of Enlightenment. Modernism celebrates every quality that Jean-Jacques Rousseau or Johann Gottfried von Herder reviled—and does it, moreover, with irony (as anything so self-aware must do), so that any attempt to reduce modernism to a set of core beliefs or practices quickly turns into an exercise in chasing one’s tail.

  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    FIG. 1-1 Gustav Mahler, bust by Auguste Rodin (1840–1917) at Vienna State Opera.

  


  


  
    But of course we have been observing a symbiotic process of highly selfconscious technical innovation and expanded technical resources over the whole course of the nineteenth century; one carried out, moreover, in the very name of romanticism. The romantic century, after all, was also the great age of industrialization and urbanization. We have already witnessed immense changes in artistic aims and means brought about as byproducts of underlying changes in demography, as the populations of Europe and America were increasingly concentrated in cities. Nor are we strangers by now to irony. We know how calculated the impression of romantic spontaneity can be. We know how detached an artist has to be in order to create a complicated artwork, even one that broadcasts immediacy. Indeed, we will find that one of modernism’s great ploys is to hide itself behind a mask of pastoral innocence. It is a long time since anyone has dared take anything at face value.

  


  
    And we may also be wondering what the difference could possibly be between modernism and the “Zukunftism” (future-ism) of the New German School, epitomized in Wagner, which was also predicated on optimism and faith in progress. Haven’t we seen it all before? Was there ever a more sophisticated composer than the one who wrote Tristan und Isolde? Was there ever a more artificial or mannered technical innovation than the Tristan-chord, however elemental and seemingly natural its representational power? Isn’t the difference between what we’ve already seen and anything we’re likely to see now just a difference in degree?

  


  
    Of course it is—with one possible reservation. Consider the implicit paradox that has always attended Wagner and his “future-istic” methods. The most radically innovative composer of the nineteenth century—or at least the man so reputed, however equivocally—was in fact no friend of modernity. On the contrary, the social vision that motivated Wagner’s artistic reforms was one of restored premodern harmony. At least by the time he finished composing The Ring of the Nibelung, his gargantuan mythological tetralogy, Wagner was not a futuristic utopian but the very opposite, a nostalgic (which is to say, a reactionary) one. The nostalgic vision, widely shared in the nineteenth century in direct reaction to the social discombobulations caused by modernization, informed not only Wagner’s spectacular artistry but also his horrid politics. For the very incarnation of modernity in its every threatening aspect was, for Wagner and for every other nostalgic nationalist, the figure of the emancipated, assimilated, urbanized Jew.

  


  
    And so, inevitably as it might seem, two of the paradigmatic early modernists within the German sphere—two of the leaders in the radical acceleration of stylistic innovation and technological advance that we will now be tracing—are Mahler, whom we have already met, and Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951), both of them emancipated, urbanized, and assimilated (indeed, converted) Austrian Jews. Their modernism was widely taken—not only by their enemies, but also by their supporters and even by themselves—as the expression of that social emancipation and racial assimilation. Modernism, for them, was a source of optimism in the face of romanticist gloom. As always, what threatened some promised deliverance to others.

  


  
    But it also expressed withal (and inevitably) their ineradicable sense of outsiderhood and, eventually—for Schoenberg, especially—of social alienation. And so modernism—like the romanticism it in some ways continued, in others supplanted—has always been an ambiguous and ambivalently regarded phenomenon. There is radicalism of ends and radicalism of means; and as Wagner’s case already makes clear, the two do not necessarily coincide. Not all radicalism should be regarded as modernism. And not all modernism requires radical means of expression.

  


  
    But of course the easy association of modernism with Jewry, whether maintained by friend or foe, was illusory. Jews had no lock on modernism. Just as deserving of the name among German composers, at least for a while, was Richard Strauss (1864–1949), who although a gentile was equally at the forefront of stylistic innovation and technological expansion during the rough period 1890–1914. Nor did assimilated Jews necessarily identify themselves consciously as modernists. Some were ardent defenders of tradition, seeing any attempt to upset the social or artistic apple cart as a threat to their precarious status. Even Mahler and Schoenberg showed signs of ambivalence about their modernism. They identified strongly with the distinguished tradition of German music in all its aspects, the Wagnerian one emphatically included. They saw themselves as its heirs and rightful continuers.

  


  
    To maintain such a divided consciousness meant detaching musical tradition from social and ethnic tradition, and regarding it exclusively as a matter of style and technique. That was the most controversial move of all, and (being the one with which Wagner would have most vehemently disagreed) the most exclusively modernist one. So successful has the modernist viewpoint been in the twentieth century, though, that even Wagner has been assimilated to it. It is the only way in which Jews can love and follow him. And since emancipated Jews have not only been among the strongest creative talents in the twentieth century, but among the most influential historians as well, that is the way Wagner has figured in modernist musical history—worshipped as a stylistic innovator and technical expander, forgotten (or repressed) as a political and social thinker.

  


  
    The modernist narrative, even though it is at bottom an instrument of social change, has always insisted on representing art as divorced from the social world, subject only to internally motivated stylistic change. In music history that view was most powerfully promulgated by Guido Adler (1855–1941), another emancipated Austrian Jew (a pupil of Bruckner and in his youth an ardent Wagnerian), who succeeded Hanslick as professor of music history at the University of Vienna. In 1885 Adler published a paper entitled Umfang, Methode und Ziel der Musikwissenschaft (“Scope, methods, and aim of musicology”), the influence of which can hardly be overestimated.

  


  
    As the zeal with which its centennial was observed in 1985 made clear, this short article managed to chart the course of the newly recognized academic discipline of musicology for a hundred years, limiting its scope to the study of music in the literate Western tradition as an autonomous discourse (as opposed to “primitive music,” which could be studied as a social phenomenon); limiting its methods to those of “style criticism” or stylistic classification; and limiting its aim to that of narrating and justifying the progress of the art toward the autonomous, socially divorced status that warranted the establishment of an independent academic discipline for studying it.4 The circularity of the project was as momentous as it was paradoxical.

  


  
    The viewpoint of this book, meanwhile, even though it accepts Adler’s definition of the territory it will cover, nevertheless implicitly opposes that divorce, canonized though it has been within the discipline of musicology. Its coverage of modernism will go perforce against the grain, just as (and just because) the advent of modernism made insistence on the divorce explicit. Things will have to be represented here, on occasion, in ways that contradict both the traditional viewpoint of music history and the formulated declarations and explanations of the historical actors. The relationship of the early modernists to tradition will be the first case in point. Though they tried to present it as an unproblematic matter of inheritance, it was a deeply conflicted and contentious relationship. The conflicts, and the tensions to which they gave rise, were themselves among the engines driving the accelerated pace of change.

  


  MAXIMALISM


  
    Within the period 1890–1914, and especially in the German-speaking lands, modernism chiefly manifested itself in the manner to which Pound drew attention in the passage that heads this chapter as an epigraph: as a radical intensification of means toward accepted or traditional ends (or at least toward ends that could be so described). That is why modernism of this early vintage is perhaps best characterized as maximalism. The cultural phase we are about to embark upon was called the fin de siècle not only because it happened to coincide with the end of a century, but also because it reflected apocalyptic presentiments—superstitious premonitions of ultimate revelation and possible catastrophe—such as attend any great calendrical divide. The acceleration of stylistic innovation, so marked as to seem not just a matter of degree but one of actual kind, requiring a new “periodization,” looks now, from the vantage point of the next fin de siècle, to have been perhaps more a matter of inflated rhetoric than of having new things to say.

  


  


  
    What were the traditional ends given radically intensified or maximalized expression? Pound has already mentioned emotional expression, one of the prerequisites of romantic art. Another, from the very beginning of romanticism, was a sense of religious awe in the presence of the sublime. A third, sometimes an ally of the other two but potentially a subversive diversion (hence the most essentially “modernist”) was sensuality.

  


  
    What were the intensified means? One involved the two dimensions in which musical works exist, the temporal and the sonorous, both of them already maximalized to a degree by Wagner. Turning musical works into awe-inspiring mountains—by extending their length, amplifying their volume, and complicating their texture—became an obsession. Another way of amplifying the sense of musical space, as Wagner had also demonstrated, was to increase the range and maneuverability of “tonal navigation,” that is, the range of key relationships. Yet another area in which Wagner had set a benchmark to be emulated and, if possible, exceeded, was the sheer level of tolerable (or at least tolerated) dissonance, and even more important, the postponement of its resolution. The former maximized the representation of emotional tension, the latter maximized the listener’s participation in it.

  


  
    The “Brahms line” could also be maximized. Here the benchmark could be described as “motivic saturation”—the loading of the texture with significant motifs to be kaleidoscopically recombined. By thus maximizing its “introversive reference”—the profusion and density of significant internal relationships—the musical texture was made ever more pregnant with potential meaning. That meaning could be harvested either in the domain of transcendence (in which nothing was specified, the imagination left free to organize the received impressions according to its own subjective criteria of relevance) or in the domain of “extroversive reference,” where motifs are invested (as in the case of leitmotives) with paraphrasable connotations.

  


  
    At its peak, the maximalizing tendency in fin-de-siècle or early modernist music gave rise to a body of works to which the German music historian Rudolf Stephan gave the name Weltanschauungsmusik5—roughly, “music expressive of a world outlook,” or even “philosophy-music.” Such works, always of hugely ambitious dimensions, attempted, through all the devices broached in the foregoing paragraphs, to deal with and resolve the metaphysical issues—questions that cannot be answered on the sole basis of sensory experience or rational thought—that had preoccupied philosophers (especially German philosophers) throughout the nineteenth century. The belief that music, in its word-transcending expressivity, was the only medium through which eschatological matters—matters of “ultimate reality”—could be adequately contemplated impelled the early modernists on their quest for new horizons.

  


  MAHLER: MAXIMALIZING THE SYMPHONY


  
    The quintessential representative of Weltanschauungsmusik and the man whose work most justifies the coining of the term was the composer who professed as his aim the writing of a symphony “so great that the whole world is actually reflected therein—so that one is, so to speak, only an instrument upon which the universe plays.”6 The author of these words was Gustav Mahler, whose ten finished symphonies (the next-to-last disguised as an orchestral song cycle called Das Lied von der Erde, “The Song of the Earth”, composed between 1908 and 1909), plus a fragmentary eleventh called the Tenth, left unfinished at his death in 1911, brought the line of Austro-German symphonic composition to a climax—and conclusion. After Mahler, as we shall see, there has been no German-speaking symphonist of comparable prominence; the important twentiethcentury “schools” of symphony writers have been Scandinavian, Russian, and Anglo-American.

  


  


  
    Mahler’s career was one of the great success stories of music history. He was born in a small town in what is now the Czech Republic, into the large family of a Jewish distiller and tavern keeper: of his thirteen siblings only six survived into maturity, leaving him the eldest. He first showed talent as a pianist, gave a public recital at the age of ten, and (having landed a sponsor) was sent to the Vienna Conservatory, where he was drawn toward theory and composition and, finally, conducting. At the age of seventeen (having been one of the few to sit out the first performance to its end) he was given the task of preparing the piano-duet reduction of Bruckner’s Third Symphony for publication. He also audited a few of Bruckner’s lectures at the University of Vienna, but was careful to insist that he was never a pupil of Bruckner’s in composition.

  


  
    Mahler did not begin to make a reputation as a composer until he was already a famous conductor, especially of opera. To scan a resumé of his conducting posts is to witness an astounding, truly meteoric rise to the pinnacle of his profession. It began with an appointment, in the summer of 1880, to direct operettas at a vacation resort. The next summer he was employed at the provincial opera house in Laibach (now Ljubljana in Slovenia) where he conducted his first opera (Verdi’s Il trovatore). In 1883 he was appointed a staff conductor in another provincial city, Olmütz (now Olomouc in the Czech district of Moravia). From there he went to the central German town of Kassel, a provincial capital, where he served until 1885.

  


  
    From now on it would be only big cities and major posts: Prague (the German theater, 1885–86); Leipzig (1886–88), where he conducted Wagner’s Ring for the first time; the Royal Opera at Budapest (1888–91), where he conducted a Don Giovanni that aroused the admiration and support of Brahms; the Municipal Theater of Hamburg (1891–97), where he conducted Chaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin in its non-Russian debut, much to the composer’s delight, and from where he began to tour internationally, first in England, later in Russia.

  


  
    Finally, in 1897, aged thirty-six, Mahler was offered the plum of plums: the directorship of the Vienna court opera, the empire’s top musical organization. To take this job he had to accept pro forma baptism in the Catholic faith, but it nevertheless seems extraordinary that a Jew, however emancipated and assimilated, could have been thought as indispensable to the glory of Austrian musicmaking as Mahler’s talent and drive had made him in the eyes of the Viennese arts establishment. (It was not in fact quite as extraordinary as it might seem: the highest aristocratic circles, secure in their supremacy, are relatively tolerant as a rule; Mahler, who certainly knew that he was in for it, was dependably subjected to anti-Semitic attacks in the bourgeois press, the domain of the upwardly mobile—see Fig. 1–2 where, as a “hypermodern conductor,” he is caricatured as a “typical” wildly gesticulating Jew.)

  


  
    Mahler held this post for a decade, leaving it only for an even more prestigious joint appointment at the helm of both of New York’s leading musical institutions, the Metropolitan Opera and the New York Philharmonic orchestra. The record he compiled in Vienna made Mahler, by common consent, the world’s greatest conductor. It was a record of authoritarian intransigence and perfectionism, in which heavy demands were made not only on singers but on audiences as well (the new kapellmeister zealously reinstating all the customary cuts in Wagner, for example). Identifying as a composer with composers rather than as a performer with performers, Mahler made a fetish of textual fidelity at the expense of singerly display. Yet at the same time he allowed himself the creative liberty to improve Schumann’s orchestration and modernize Beethoven’s. To adopt a Wagnerian analogy, he made sure that the relationship between the author of the score and the effectuators of the performance paralleled that of the gods and the Nibelungs. Since he himself, the composer-conductor (and yet a Jewish outsider in the eyes of many), claimed godlike power within his interpretive domain, Mahler was widely regarded as a sort of Alberich, the upstart world-destroyer of the Ring.

  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    FIG. 1-2 “A hypermodern conductor,” caricature by Hans Schliessmann in Fliegende Blätter, March 1901. The caption, “Kapellmeister [Conductor] Kappelmann conducts his Symphonie diabolica,” makes unmistakable reference to Mahler’s Jewishness.

  


  


  
    Yet his authoritarian purism set an example, however controversial in his own day, that became the norm in twentiethcentury performance practice, and as such another benchmark of modernism. Also prescient was the literalism with which Mahler construed the idea of textual fidelity. He found abhorrent the idea of unwritten performance conventions, such as appoggiaturas in Mozart (something Mozart never dreamed of dispensing with), and tried to stamp them out. His battle cry against performers who insisted on maintaining such conventions in the name of tradition—“Tradition ist Schlamperei!” (Tradition is just sloppiness!)—has become a watchword among conductors in the twentieth century, who in the name of an imagined “historical authenticity” have actually produced a style of performing that is radically new in its amnesiac divorce from historical precedent.

  


  
    Despite his lifelong association with the opera house, Mahler never wrote an opera. His one attempt, Rübezahl, was begun in 1879 and abandoned in 1883. Five years later he undertook to complete Weber’s last opera, Die drei Pintos—a task Meyerbeer had previously undertaken but failed to complete, and which Mahler, then working in Leipzig, accepted as a love-offering to the wife of Weber’s grandson, with whom he was having an affair. That is the extent of Mahler’s creative contribution to the musical genre in which he excelled recreatively.

  


  
    His domain was and—as he claimed—had to be the symphony: the maximalized, philosophical symphony of early modernism. In a letter to Max Marschalk, a friend and colleague, Mahler declared that “we are now standing—I am sure of it—at the great crossroads that will soon separate forever the two diverging paths of symphonic and dramatic music,” and, he added, like any truly contemporary musician, he was casting his lot on the symphonic side.7 These statements are often viewed as paradoxical. As we shall see, no composer ever appropriated so many dramatic and otherwise vocally or textually oriented means toward symphonic ends. But Mahler himself acknowledged this apparent contradiction in the letter’s very next sentence. “Wagner,” he admitted, “appropriated the means of expression of symphonic music, just as now in his turn the symphonist will be justified in helping himself to the new possibilities of expression opened to music by Wagner’s efforts and in using them for his own means.” And yet he went right on insisting on the categorical generic divide.

  


  
    The insurmountable difference between the genres, for Mahler or any other practitioner of Weltanschauungsmusik, was that one could not truly express a weltanschauung—a world outlook, or as Mahler would say, a world reflection—through anything so limited as a narrative plot or a dramatic scenario, no matter how metaphorical. One needed the unlimited interpretive space that “absolute music” provided. Then one could load the symphony with as much introversive and extroversive sign-language as one wished, confident that its application would be infinitely extensible, bound only by the listener’s powers of imagination.

  


  IS THERE OR ISN’T THERE? (NOT EVEN THE COMPOSER KNOWS FOR SURE)


  
    Perhaps the best possible illustration of these points, and the most vivid model of symphonic maximalism, would be Mahler’s Symphony no. 2 in C minor, the actual subject of the letter from which the foregoing quotes were extracted. Composed over a six-year period beginning in 1888, the symphony received its first complete performance under the composer’s baton at Berlin in December 1895. On that occasion it bore the subtitle “Auferstehung” (“Resurrection”) after the text of its choral finale. Even during Mahler’s lifetime the subtitle came and went, betraying an ambivalence that also peeps between the lines of the letter.

  


  


  
    Sometimes Mahler acknowledged a programmatic component in the symphony, sometimes he denied it. Sometimes he admitted that he needed some verbal (or “poetic”) hook on which to hang the music of a large-scale composition; at other times he claimed that his first two symphonies together recounted the story of his own (inner) life; at still other times he maintained that whatever programmatic content he might agree to describe would be only a sop to the duller members of the audience. “When my style still seems strange and new,” he wrote to Marschalk, “the listener should get some road-maps and milestones on the journey—or rather, a map of the stars, that he may comprehend the night sky with its glowing worlds.”8

  


  
    What is known for certain is that the programmatic content of the symphony’s first movement underwent a metamorphosis. That in itself was nothing new: a well-known precedent was Miliy Balakirev’s Overture 1000 Years, which started out simply as the “Second Overture on the Themes of Russian Folk Songs” and ended up as a symphonic poem entitled Russia. With Mahler the dynamic went the other way, from more to less detailed, reflecting his eventual commitment to “absolute music,” full of intense but undefined (which is to say undelimited) expression.

  


  
    Under a stimulus chiefly provided by Franz Liszt, the genres of symphony and symphonic poem had begun to converge toward the end of the nineteenth century, so it will not overly surprise us to learn that the symphony’s first movement was initially conceived as a symphonic poem and existed in that form for several years before acquiring its companion movements. (Even more tellingly, what we know as Mahler’s First Symphony was given its first performance in 1889 as a “Symphonic poem in five movements” called Titan after a novel by the German Romantic author Jean Paul.) The American musicologist Stephen Hefling has established that the Second Symphony’s first movement, called Todtenfeier (“Funeral Rite”) in its symphonic-poem guise, originally followed a scenario adapted from Dziady (“Forefathers’ eve”), a narrative ballad by the Polish national poet Adam Mickiewicz.9 One of Mahler’s friends had made a German translation of the poem, in which the hero’s name happens to be Gustav, and published it under the very title that Mahler would adopt for his symphonic poem.

  


  
    The fourth part of Dziady, the “Gustav poem,” is a tale of doomed love and suicide, culminating in the hero’s funeral and his soul’s subsequent hovering in limbo until his beloved joins him in death. Mahler was attracted to this poem, Hefling suggests, because of the way it paralleled the miserable end of his recent affair with Marion von Weber, for whose sake he had completed Die drei Pintos. Hefling has given his hypothesis impressive support by closely reading the music in terms of the poem. But no contemporary listener had that chance. By the time of the first performance the Mickiewicz program had been suppressed—or rather, sublimated—and replaced by another that consisted mainly of questions of an “ultimate” or eschatological character, designed to put the listener in an appropriately “philosophical” frame of mind and stimulate an appropriately lofty response to the symphony’s “absolute” content—an endeavor more worthy, in its demands, of what Mahler deemed a truly contemporary art.

  


  
    As Mahler put it, somewhat mendaciously, in his letter to Marschalk, “In conceiving the work I was never concerned with the detailed description of an event, but to the highest degree with that of a feeling.”10 The “never” was clearly an exaggeration, but the aim was clear: to transcend what Mahler elsewhere described as “that insipid, erroneous way of composing, which is to choose for oneself a limited, narrowly circumscribed incident, and to follow it programmatically step by step.”11

  


  
    Here instead is the version of the program that Mahler actually wrote out for publication as a program note at the premiere:

  


  
    We stand by the coffin of a well-loved person. His life, struggles, passions and aspirations once more, for the last time, pass before our mind’s eye.—And now in this moment of gravity and of emotion which convulses our deepest being, when we lay aside like a covering everything that from day to day perplexes us and drags us down, our heart is gripped by a dreadfully serious voice which always passes us by in the deafening bustle of daily life: What now? What is this life—and this death? Do we have an existence beyond it? Is all this only a confused dream, or do life and this death have a meaning?—And we must answer this question if we are to live on.12

  


  


  
    In the end he decided against printing even this much; but that did not prevent him from confiding an even more abstract but at the same time even more urgent version of the program to Marschalk in the famous letter:

  


  
    I have named the first movement “Funeral Rite” (Todtenfeier), and, if you are curious, it is the hero of my D major Symphony [that is, the “Titan” of the First] that I am burying here and whose life I am gathering up in a clear mirror, from a higher vantage point. At the same time it is the great question: Why have you lived? Why have you suffered? Is all this merely a great, horrible jest?—We must resolve these questions somehow or other, if we are to go on living—indeed, even if we are only to go on dying! Once this call has resounded in anyone’s life, he must give an answer; and that answer I give in the last movement.13

  


  


  
    And now to the music. In terms of sheer dimensions, its maximalism requires little comment. At more than twenty minutes’ length the Todtenfeier was by itself longer than most eighteenth-century symphonies, and was outstripped only by the monumental Adagio from Bruckner’s Eighth Symphony. (Mahler redressed this shortfall in his next symphony, the Third, in which both the first movement and the last exceed a half hour’s duration.) In terms of sonority, a listing of the symphony’s roster—not all of it used in the first movement—can speak for itself, for this was the largest orchestra ever specifically demanded by any composer to date:

  


  
    4 flutes, alternating on 4 piccolos

  


  
    4 oboes, two alternating on English horns

  


  
    3 clarinets, one alternating on bass clarinet

  


  
    2 E[image: Image] clarinets, one alternating on B[image: Image] clarinet, both to be doubled in fortissimos

  


  
    3 bassoons

  


  
    contrabassoon

  


  
    10 horns (four for use offstage)

  


  
    8–10 trumpets (4–6 for use offstage)

  


  
    4 trombones

  


  
    contrabass tuba

  


  
    Percussion (requiring seven players):

  


  
    7 timpani, 6 (3 players) onstage, one offstage

  


  
    2 pairs of cymbals, one offstage

  


  
    2 triangles, one offstage

  


  
    snare drum (more than one if possible)

  


  
    glockenspiel

  


  
    3 tubular bells

  


  
    2 bass drums (one offstage, played with a wooden stick)

  


  
    2 tam-tams (gongs), high and low

  


  
    2 harps, several players per part if possible

  


  
    Organ

  


  
    Largest possible contingent of all strings

  


  
    At the first performance the instrumentalists numbered 120, which means that there were between sixty and seventy string players. In addition to this, the last two movements require the participation of two solo singers (soprano and alto) and a large mixed choir. Even before the voices are heard, the symphony had made a decidedly operatic, or at least theatrical impression by virtue of the offstage brass band, previously employed outside of the opera house only by Berlioz and Verdi in their highly theatricalized Requiem Masses. But of course Mahler’s symphony was also a requiem of sorts, or at least (as the organ proclaims) a quasi-sacred work, even without taking note of the religiose texts that will be sung in the two last movements in “answer,” as Mahler implied, to the questions propounded in the first.

  


  
    Another sort of maximalism was expressed through the medium of intertextual reference. Like any composer conscious of his late appearance in a canonical succession—or, to put it another way, like every composer of symphonies since Brahms—Mahler was not only enormously conscious of his heritage and the obligations it imposed, but was also aware of the opportunities it afforded him to “signify.” By making deliberate references to the works of his great predecessors (but always regarding them as forerunners to be vied with and if possible surpassed), Mahler was able to communicate wordlessly a good deal of the programmatic content that he declined to paraphrase verbally for fear of the limitations such paraphrase imposed on the audience’s subjective response.

  


  
    EX. 1-1 Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 2, I, first page of the score

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The opening page of the score (Ex. 1-1) makes pointed “poetic” reference to no fewer than three Beethoven symphonies—the three that were by tradition the most heavily fraught with meaning. Even before a note is played, of course, reference will have been made to Beethoven’s Ninth: the poetic texts in the program and the physical presence of the singers on stage telegraph Mahler’s determination to revive the infiltration of oratorio into symphony that Wagner had blessed and Brahms had subsequently anathematized. But the opening string tremolo, disclosing neither tempo nor key, was an equally pointed reference to the famously nebulous beginning of Beethoven’s Last.

  


  
    At the same time the brusque unison motifs given out by the cellos and basses, and the fermata that separates the second of them from what follows, could not help but evoke the peremptory opening of Beethoven’s Fifth; and of course so did the key of C minor, throughout the nineteenth century the most “meaningful” (and obliging) of keys. One of the things the key of C minor obliges is a breakthrough to the major in the finale. But anyone responding to the march tempo and the amplifying direction, Mit durchaus ernstem und feierlichem Ausdruck (“With grave and solemn expression throughout”), would have been reminded of the Marcia funebre in Beethoven’s Third Symphony, the Eroica—an association that all by itself connotes two of the main components of Mahler’s unstated program involving the funeral of a hero. The Eroica association contradicts the one to the Fifth insofar as it places the key of C minor in relation not to its parallel but its relative major. And sure enough, Mahler’s symphony will end as triumphantly as did Beethoven’s Third, Fifth, and Ninth, but in the “Eroica” key of E[image: Image] major.

  


  
    In Beethoven’s day such a key relationship could be expressed only in the middle of a work, not between the two ends. By Mahler’s day—thanks in part to his own previous work, notably the song cycle Lieder eines fahrenden Gesellen (“Songs of a wayfarer”) in which the wayfarer’s wandering is symbolized by a “progressive tonality” in which every song ends in a key other than the one in which it began—a tonal metamorphosis or modulation over the full course of a work was no longer necessarily regarded as a contradiction of “organic” form. And so Mahler’s symphony both proclaims its loyalty to Beethovenian precedent and announces an advance over it: a perfect testament to the optimistic modernist view of tradition as perpetually self-renewing and inexhaustible.

  


  
    Nor is the Beethovenian tradition the only one to which Mahler proclaimed allegiance. By the time of his writing, there was another heroic funeral march in C minor to emulate: the one Wagner wrote for Siegfried in Götterdämmerung. As we shall see, Mahler paid it as conspicuous a tribute as he could possibly have done, for this was another reference that elucidated (and enhanced) his own secret program. As traditions continue, the store of available subtext accumulates; as potential reference proliferates, actual reference is “maximized.”

  


  
    But of course the most potent area for maximalism was the actual sound surface—the melodic, harmonic, and tonal events that constitute the “purely musical” content of the score. It was not only the most potent area but, as Pound pointed out, also the most necessary; for if Mahler hoped to equal the impact that his great predecessors had achieved in their time, he would actually have to surpass both its intensity and its sublimity. That is, the sounds themselves would have to outstrip their predecessors in pungency, and they would have to duplicate the fascinated bafflement that Beethoven and Wagner had produced in their audiences—and all of this would have to be achieved, moreover, in a manner that could be directly related to the achievements of old, so that it would look like a valid continuation, worthy of inclusion in the “permanent collection.” A tall order, this, amounting to a dilemma.

  


  HIGH TENSION COMPOSING


  
    The best place to look to observe Mahler’s response to it is the moment that traditionally carried the highest charge in a symphonic first movement: the “retransition” to the recapitulation, where sufficient “dominant tension” had to be generated to motivate a “double return” commensurate in strength to the length and range of the preceding development. Beethoven had already solved this problem in maximalistic fashion in the first movement of the Eroica, with the “premature” horn entry with the opening theme in the tonic against an unbearably prolonged dominant pedal in the violins. Mahler’s retransition, which begins five bars before 20 with the arrival of the dominant pedal in the bass, builds on Beethoven’s precedent, drawing as well on a related precedent in the Ninth.

  


  


  
    Ex. 1–2 shows the spot in question as Mahler sketched it in an early draft for the Todtenfeier, amounting to a harmonic reduction. The G tremolo in the bass should be understood as continuing as a pedal up to (but not including) the last measure shown. From the beginning Mahler strives for maximum dissonance against the pedal—a semitone in the first measure, a major second in the second measure, a tritone in the fourth. Beginning at m. 6, harmonies that are normally mutually exclusive (that is, normally sounded in succession) are mixed over the dominant pedal, just as they had been ninety years earlier in the Eroica. The first mixture pits what looks like a tonic triad against a diminished seventh spelled with F[image: Image] as the root, the two chords having two notes in common. It gives way in m. 7 to an even more dissonant combination, consisting of the same tonic triad over a diminished seventh built on B natural, the leading tone, the two chords having no notes in common. They produce, instead, a seven-note cluster.

  


  
    Connoisseurs of musical horror will recognize this cluster as the very chord Beethoven had used in the finale of the Ninth for the intensified repetition of the Schreckensfanfaren, the “horror fanfares” (as Wagner called them) that precede the Ode to Joy and set it in relief. Over the course of the intervening seventy years, this harmony had been regarded as a onetime curiosity to be explained only in terms of its immediate expressive context. Not until Mahler’s time did anyone see it as a benchmark to be exceeded; that is evidence both of Mahler’s consciousness of continuity with tradition, and of the difference between his early modernist attitude and those of Beethoven’s earlier progeny.

  


  
    But whereas Beethoven’s Schreckensfanfaren functioned more as a peremptory noise than as a harmony (even if, by moving to the dominant, it acquires a harmonic function retrospectively), Mahler’s equally dissonant chord is set in a progression that assigns it an unbearably tense dominant function. Remembering that the bass G continues to sound throughout Ex. 1–2, we may construe the two harmonies in m. 6 as, on the one hand, a tonic [image: Image], and, on the other, a diminished seventh built on the leading tone to G, hence functioning as a “V of V.” In other words, we have a mixture of two chords that in the present context can be assigned the same function—namely, that of “predominant,” or dominant preparation. The dissonance produced by the mixture of two chords of similar function intensifies or maximizes the function, lending it an ever greater need for resolution.

  


  
    The next move is to hold the tonic [image: Image] as a pedal and replace the first diminished seventh chord with another that, because it is built on the leading tone of the tonic scale, now reinforces the function of the dominant pedal, producing a “dominant ninth.” In Mahler’s version of the Schreckensfanfare chord, then, the C and the E[image: Image], while nominally part of the tonic chord, are actually functioning as a dissonant suspension over a dominant ninth. Since they can be represented in notation as an additional pair of thirds (an “eleventh” and a “thirteenth”) stacked atop the dominant-ninth chord, and since such chords (following Mahler’s precedent and faithfully continuing the tradition in which he participated) became increasingly common during the early modernist period, many musicians trained during or after that period would call the harmony in m. 7 a “dominant-thirteenth” chord, here making what amounts to its symphonic debut.

  


  
    EX. 1-2 Gustav Mahler, sketch for Todtenfeier

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    But unless we remember that two of its members are functional suspensions, we will not appreciate the effect of the harmony in m. 8 of Ex. 1-2, in which the C is palpably resolved to B natural, a chord tone, leaving only the E[image: Image] suspended, hence putting additional pressure on it to resolve and upping the level of “dominant tension” beyond anything previously experienced by the audience who heard the symphony at its premiere. The tonic to which this amplified dominant is cataclysmically resolved—via a bass descent through a full chromatic scale and then some!—in the movement’s most “maximal” single gesture is expressed as a pair of eighths: a Wagnerian double drumbeat that makes absolutely explicit the already implicit reference to Siegfried’s heroic C-minor funeral music.

  


  
    And yet for all the familiar resonances and the absolute clarity of the cadential function these maximalized harmonies perform, their novelty was widely perceived not merely as a difference in degree of intensity, but as an absolute difference in stylistic kind. This we may learn from the testimony of a highly qualified witness, none other than Guido Adler, who wrote that in the Second Symphony,

  


  
    the bold power of combination builds up to harmonies previously not to be found in the literature. In this respect [Mahler] oversteps the boundary previously accepted in our time for the purely beautiful. It is not impossible, and not improbable—indeed surmise based on the experience of history suggests—that the progressive artist leads his own age and especially posterity to another way of viewing and understanding sounds. Whether an enduring advance results, only the future can decide.14

  


  


  
    One may suspect that Adler’s question was somewhat disingenuous. His critique was so solidly informed by the old “New German” insistence on “progressive” art as to remove any doubt that, for Adler (as for any early modernist), Mahler’s “unprecedented cacophonies” were in large part responsible for his value as an artist. Nor would anyone but a “philistine” have insisted by the 1890s that the domain of art was limited to the “purely beautiful.” The whole history of nineteenth-century music was a history of the creeping encroachment of the “great” (or the sublime) upon the traditional domain of the beautiful. To put it another way, composers of “great” music, beginning with Beethoven, had long been sacrificing ingratiating pleasure on the altar of edifying pain. This process, too, was undergoing a maximalizing acceleration as late romanticism shaded into early modernism, and here, too, Mahler was in the vanguard.

  


  HALF-STEPS OVER FIFTHS


  
    But moments of dramatic horror must be kept rare so as to retain their potency, and also so that they may lend focus and compelling shape to what otherwise might merely be a sprawling temporal span. Unprecedented buildups of harmonic tension toward cataclysmic, cacophonous resolution can only occur once or twice per piece. Elsewhere, what made Mahler’s harmonic idiom seem new and disorienting was precisely his avoidance of powerful root motions by fifth. Such motions, formerly “tonality’s” bread and butter, were now special effects. For purposes of ordinary harmonic navigation, half steps continued their progress toward domination—a progress that can be traced back to Schubert, and that had reached a previous peak in Wagner and Bruckner, Mahler’s most immediate mentors.

  


  


  
    We can view this process with telling clarity by tracing the modulatory path within the Todtenfeier’s exposition section. The movement begins, harmonically speaking, in a state of near-immobility. The combination of the dominant pedal, held tremolando for nineteen measures (and maintained thereafter, with only momentary interruptions, for another sixteen) and the stark unison writing that only yields to an almost equally stark two-part counterpart after twelve bars, prevent any but the most primitive sense of tonal orientation to emerge. The first complete tonic triad is not sounded until the downbeat of m. 28. (Until then, the predominating “linear” texture had permitted some pretty excruciating part-writing dissonances to occur, like the parallel seconds on the last beat of m. 23.) Not until m. 41 is a tonic triad preceded by a fully expressed dominant, and when it finally happens, its rarity is underscored by a great climactic explosion of brass and percussion.

  


  
    So far we have been witnessing a maximalization of an effect first encountered in the Eroica (although it had had some precedents in Beethoven even by then): the “achievement,” through effort and stress, of the first tonic cadence—an effect that in itself enacts or symbolizes a kind of ethically fraught, heroic deed. Once Mahler has achieved the tonic, however, he quits it with equally maximalized dispatch: in a span of eight bars he manages to traverse a virtual light-year of tonal space, to the key of E major, the domain of the “second theme.” And in another fifteen bars he has reached the exposition’s closing tonality, an equally unexpected, tonally distant E[image: Image] minor.

  


  
    This passage of harmonic sleight of hand is reduced and summarized in Ex. 1-3. It is all done with half steps. First the tonic C-minor triad is expanded, in the third bar after fig. 2, by half steps in contrary motion: its fifth ascends to A[image: Image] and its root descends to C[image: Image] while the third, held constant, acts as an anchor. The A[image: Image] minor [image: Image] chord thus achieved is inflected two bars later, at 3, by another half-step motion whereby the E[image: Image] in the middle voice (reconceptualized as D[image: Image]) resolves as a leading tone to the new tonic, E. It is almost as if Mahler had set himself a kind of musical chess problem: white to get from C minor to E major in two moves.

  


  
    EX. 1-3 Gustav Mahler, Todtenfeier, modulatory progression to secondary theme area

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    Of course the tonic triad of E major has been expressed so far only in the [image: Image] position, which (being a cadential preparation) is more a promise of the new key than a fulfillment. The dominant (B major, preceded by its dominant) arrives in confirmation after eight more bars, and is tantalizingly surrounded with chromatic neighbors before sinking back to B[image: Image] while its companion notes, respelled as E[image: Image] and G[image: Image], join it in a new cadential [image: Image] that promises final resolution not to E but to E[image: Image]. We have been through a passage that could not have been more definitely in E major, yet one in which the tonic had failed to appear even once in stable, cadentially supported form.

  


  
    Mahler has one more half-step inflection up his sleeve. The G[image: Image] of the E[image: Image]-minor triad, shorn of its companion notes, is peremptorily altered to G natural to prepare a modified repetition of the exposition at fig. 4. As soon as the cellos and basses break in with their explosive recall of the first theme, the G tremolo is retrospectively reconfigured as the fifth of C minor rather than the third of E[image: Image]; but for a moment Mahler had allowed a direct inflection of a minor triad to its parallel major. And in so doing he set up one of the symphony’s most important leitmotifs—one that will resonate in his oeuvre far beyond this symphony, in fact.

  


  
    The primitive inflection of minor to major or vice versa functions in Mahler as an elemental barometer of moods. The resolute upward inflection of G[image: Image] to G at the exposition repeat is mournfully mirrored at the analogous point at the exposition’s close (eleven after fig. 6) by the downward inflection of B natural, the dominant’s leading tone, to B[image: Image] (Ex. 1-4a). Even more pointed is the repetition of the mournful mirror in the recapitulation (seventeen after 23), where G[image: Image] is inflected downward to the same G that had been produced the first time around by an upward inflection (Ex. 1-4b).

  


  
    The reversal of direction links the motif with a much older symbolic use of the semitone—the ancient Seufzer or “sigh-figure” first described at the beginning of the seventeenth century by Joachim Burmeister, a theorist of musical rhetoric, who had deduced it from the music of Lassus. (Also compare the sigh-figure that takes place within the tonic triad seven measures before the movement’s end, precipitating the Todtenfeier’s last shudder.) The sigh-figures before fig. 6 and after fig. 23 serve to trigger the closing sections of the exposition and recapitulation respectively, in which another age-old half-step device, the basso ostinato reiterating a chromaticized descending fourth or passus duriusculus (a staple of the earliest operas), is conjured up to perform its appointed task as an emblem of lament. Needless to say, Mahler’s immediate model was no seventeenth-century Venetian like Monteverdi or Cavalli, but rather the exactly analogous spot—the first-movement coda—in Beethoven’s Ninth. And another simultaneous reverberation of ancient and recent pasts occurs in the midst of the development section (e.g., eight before fig. 17), when the Dies Irae, evoking not only primeval funerary rites but also the fantastical dream visions of Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique (1830), rears up in the horns, marked sehr bestimmt (very distinct).

  


  
    EX. 1-4A Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 2, I, mm. 107–108

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 1-4B Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 2, I, mm. 381–386

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    Digging up the most ancient of traditional expressive devices—here, affect-laden semitones and ritual cantus firmus tunes—and displaying them alongside the most modern variations of those same devices was another sort of maximalism, here recalling a maneuver associated with such works as Brahms’s Haydn Variations, in which near and remote ancestors are “timelessly” associated and equated. Brahms dug back to the late seventeenth century for his remotest forebears; Mahler digs almost a century further back and juxtaposes his ancient trophies with even more up-to-the-minute modern equivalents. His “tradition” dwarfs Brahms’s at both ends.

  


  LYRISCHES INTERMEZZO


  
    There remains one more aspect of maximalism to describe, and that is the colossally underscored contrast in mood, tempo, key, and orchestration that sets the Todtenfeier’s E-major “second theme” off from the first. (The use of scare quotes around “second theme” here signals that the theme so designated is not by any means literally the second melody to be heard, but rather the melody that expresses or embodies the movement’s main secondary tonality.) This was a characteristic of late-nineteenth-century symphonic writing that Mahler seems deliberately to have enhanced so as to magnify the impression of a world-encompassing reach, or a reach into the inner world, where Weltanschauungs originate.

  


  


  
    The history of the nineteenth-century symphony, or at least of one of its major strains, might well be told in terms of the progressive growth of the second theme to the point of virtual elephantiasis, such as now we find in Mahler. Beginning in Haydn as just a little touch-down on the dominant (for which purpose a repetition of the first theme might do just as well, as in Haydn’s “London” Symphony, no. 104), the second theme had grown from the time of Schubert to that of Bruckner into a virtual “lyrisches Intermezzo,” to put it in poetic terms borrowed from the title of a famous book of poems by Heine: a “lyrical interlude” signaling a retreat into a Schubertian “music trance,” a state of subjective reverie in which the quality of time is radically transformed from one of purposeful progress to one of virtual suspension. Rhythm becomes less pulsatile, tempo is usually decreased. But even when the tempo is not explicitly relaxed, recourse to long-sustained notes, legato phrasing, and dilatory harmonic rhythm produce a subjective or psychological relaxation all the same.

  


  
    Even Mozart’s symphonies exhibit this lyrical tendency in distinction to Haydn’s; even at the end of the eighteenth century the symphony could be seen as branching off into two strains that contrasted ever more radically over the course of the nineteenth. The previous lyrical benchmark had been set by Chaikovsky, in the first movement of his Sixth Symphony, the “Pathétique,” already widely performed by the time Mahler’s Second was first heard, and hence received by audiences as a precedent for it, even though Mahler’s first movement was composed earlier. Chaikovsky’s second theme—an expansive Andante displacing a nervous Allegro non troppo—takes the form of a fully selfsufficient, potentially detachable composition in its own right, preceded and followed by silence, with its own internal structure (involving subsections and subthemes) and its own fully articulated conclusion, completely dwarfing the rest of the exposition.

  


  
    Mahler’s second theme goes Chaikovsky’s one better in that, while it is less fully developed in its initial expository statement, it continues to haunt the movement, lending the form a layer of strophic balladry (shades, after all, of Mickiewicz?) that crosscuts and complicates its linearly progressing “sonata form.” Mahler, sketching, called the theme the Gesang—“the song” or “the singing”—as if to emphasize its Chaikovskian quality of lyrical intrusion. Its first (E major) appearance is cut off, as we have seen, after a mere fifteen bars. It unexpectedly reappears, having been cut out of the exposition repeat, at fig. 7, a sort of no-man’s-land between exposition and development, in the key of C major (foreshadowing Elysium, as someone thinking of Beethoven’s Ninth might guess), and lasting twice as long. Unlike most “second themes,” it intrudes “dialectically” upon the development section at fig. 13, with a tempo marking (etwas drängend, “somewhat hurried”) that contradicts its earlier character of respite and therefore seems all the more oppressively to signal anxiety.

  


  
    The final appearance of the Gesang, ten bars after 22, restores its original character and key, and adds a few plagal cadences reminiscent of the final “redemptive” pages of Wagner’s Götterdämmerung. But the major-minor inflection in Ex. 1-4b, encompassing two voices in imitation (G[image: Image] to G in the horn, E to E[image: Image] in the first violin), dispels all promise of redemption, and the movement ends in a bellow of despair.

  


  
    What now follows is the most “maximal” moment of all: a command from the composer, “Here there must be a pause of at least five minutes’ duration.” Requiring of the audience that they sit still and contemplate what they have heard for five minutes is explicitly to require that they behave as they would in church. The Todtenfeier has stopped being a representation of a solemn rite and has actually become such a rite. Never had the sacralization of art—another process that can be traced over the course of the whole preceding century—been so graphically asserted and enforced.

  


  
    While in terms of the sheer emphasis accorded it, Mahler’s second theme is comparable to Chaikovsky’s, its mood is quite different. Rather than passionately expressive it is vividly pastoral, even bucolic in quality, owing to the use of such additional stock illustrative “figures” as pedal tones (evocative of drones, hence of bagpipes) and “horn fifths” (evocative of rustic or primitive “natural brass”). In later symphonies like the Sixth (1904) and the Seventh (1905), Mahler reinforced the pastoral imagery of his “second themes” by actually including “cowbells” (Heerdenglocken), the bells placed since ancient times around the necks of cattle to prevent straying from the herd, among the percussion instruments in the orchestra.

  


  
    This obsession with the pastoral and the primitive—and the association of such images with fleeting interludes of lyrical contemplation—is a common feature of early modernist art. It betokens the wistful irony of the thoroughly modern, thoroughly urban spirit, conscious of its separation from the “natural” world and alienated by that consciousness from its own stressful environment. This nostalgic obsession ran like a thread through Mahler’s work over the course of his whole career—alas, a somewhat stunted career, since Mahler was very much the victim of its stresses, succumbing to heart disease shortly before his fifty-first birthday.

  


  FOLKLORE FOR CITY FOLK


  
    Another manifestation of that perennial obsession was Mahler’s infatuation with Des Knaben Wunderhorn (“The youth’s magic horn”), an anthology of German folk lyrics edited by two early romantic poets—Achim von Arnim (1781–1831) and his brother-in-law Clemens Brentano (1778–1842)—and published in three installments between 1805 and 1808. Between 1887 and 1901 Mahler set some two dozen Wunderhorn texts to music, some with full orchestral accompaniments, and even more tellingly, incorporated some of the same songs, and some newly composed ones, into the symphonies composed during the same period, namely the Second, Third, and Fourth.

  


  


  
    It is sometimes wondered why no composer before Mahler took a comparable interest in the often exquisite poems in Des Knaben Wunderhorn, given that Volkstümlichkeit (folksiness), with its implied wisdom of innocence, was from the beginning such an important value for the German romantics. There are a few pre-Mahler settings of Wunderhorn poems—by Carl Maria von Weber, Carl Loewe, Felix Mendelssohn, Robert Schumann, and Brahms among others—but Mahler practically specialized in them. To ask the question another way, why did so many composers of lieder, beginning with Franz Schubert or even his “Berlin School” predecessors, so avidly set Goethe’s or Herder’s artistic imitations of folk balladry and lyricism to music, but not “the real thing”? The answer seems to be that only the heightened sense of distance from the land and from its denizens brought on by the advent of modernism created the demand for an “authenticity” that only the folk original could supply; only modernity’s quickened sense of loss (of innocence, of goodness, of well-being and peace) demanded the undiluted restorative powers of actual, rather than artistically adapted, folklore. That demand, sometimes called neoprimitivism, was another aspect of modernity that maximalized the romantic heritage.

  


  
    Mahler’s Second Symphony makes two references to the Wunderhorn collection. The third movement, the first of Mahler’s famously grotesque scherzos, while an instrumental movement, is based throughout on the song Des Antonius von Padua Fischpredigt (“St. Anthony of Padua’s sermon to the fishes”), composed in 1893—or rather, on the song’s madcap accompaniment (with only scattered references to the sung tune). And between the scherzo and the grandiose choral finale, Mahler interpolated in its entirety an orchestral song from the Wunderhorn set entitled Urlicht (“Primordial light”), a setting for alto solo that expresses a child’s faith in salvation—the first of the promised “answers” to the oppressively urgent philosophical questions propounded by the Todtenfeier.

  


  
    To anticipate a remark made by Claude Debussy, a French contemporary of Mahler’s whom we will meet in the next chapter, about a work by Igor Stravinsky, a Russian neoprimitivist of the next generation, Mahler’s Urlicht is “primitive music with all modern conveniences.”15 The harmony and orchestration that clothe its studied melodic simplicity are of an extreme sophistication, as are the subtly calculated metrical dislocations that lend an air of “spontaneity” to the performance. A piece like this one communicates a deeply ironic double message, proclaiming at once the urgent need for a return to simple values and the utter impossibility, at this late date, of ever achieving simplicity. The theatrical reconstruction of paradise lost contradicts the faith in progress that had led musical style to such a level of technical complexity. The naive sentiments wishfully manifested in the choice of text are contradicted by the shameless selfconsciousness manifested by the choice. Nostalgia is perhaps the most modern and complicated—or in one word, the most modernist—of all emotions.

  


  
    The symphony’s finale is an all-stops-out attempt to surpass the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth in every dimension: in length, in sonorous magnitude, and especially in philosophical depth. After a wild orchestral fantasy standing in lieu of Beethoven’s Schreckensfanfare, a solo trombone sings a recitative (Ex. 1-5a), like the cellos and basses in the Ninth, that will later be repeated by a singer, with a text. It begins, fittingly enough, with a pair of bare Seufzern or sigh-figures.

  


  
    After the chorus sings the geistliche Lied or sacred hymn—Aufersteh’n, “Resurrection”—by the religious poet Friedrich Klopstock (1724–1803), from which the symphony draws its occasional subtitle, the alto soloist returns to re-sing the trombone’s recitative to words of Mahler’s own (Ex. 1–5b), which begin with an exhortation: “O glaube, mein Herz, o glaube!” (Believe it, my heart, believe it!). The admonition to believe puts Mahler’s own verses at a great distance from Beethoven or Klopstock, to say nothing of the anonymous poets in Des Knaben Wunderhorn, who needed no such instruction.

  


  
    EX. 1-5A Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 2, V, trombone solo at fig. 21
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    EX. 1-5B Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 2, V, alto solo at fig. 39
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    But then they had never been faced with a set of questions like those propounded by the Todtenfeier. By the age of early modernism, mankind’s lot was doubt. The symphony’s apocalyptic conclusion, in which Mahler’s verses pass in a steady crescendo from the alto to the soprano, thence to the chorus, and finally to a colossal orchestral tutti augmented by the organ, can be experienced either as an ecstatic renewal of faith in spite of everything or as a desperate effort to drown out doubt. But there can be no innocence. Nothing—least of all style or rhetoric—will ever again be taken for granted. Tradition is aging. It will not age gracefully. Rather, it will become preoccupied with what the great early-modernist novelist Marcel Proust (1871–1922), in the all-encompassing title of a long series of novels, called “la recherche du temps perdu.” Literally the phrase means “the quest for lost time.” What it really amounts to is the doomed attempt to reexperience youth. As well as any single phrase could hope to do, it encapsulates the whole history of music in the twentieth century.

  


  WHAT THEN?


  
    The ultimate failure of maximalism as a means of renewal, however great or valuable its products, was implicit in its very premises. Eventually limits are discovered. The maximalist boundary for symphonies (according to the authority in such matters, the Guinness Book of World Records) was set by the English composer Havergal Brian (1876–1972). His Symphony no. 2 (later renumbered as no. 1), the “Gothic,” completed in 1927, lasts somewhere over 100 minutes and requires 55 brass instruments in four antiphonal bands; 31 woodwinds; six kettle-drummers playing 22 drums; additional percussion including wind machine, thunder machine, and rattling chains; four vocal soloists; four large mixed choruses; a children’s chorus; and an organ. The last movement is an oratorio in itself—a complete setting of the Te Deum, the Christian hymn of victory. It was not performed until 1961, when the composer was eighty-five, and has had only two performances since then, which already suggests one of the pitfalls of maximalism.

  


  


  
    Mahler himself exceeded his Second Symphony in length only once, in the Third, which requires a boys’ choir (the very symbol of “lost time”!) on top of everything else and lasts more than ninety minutes (the first movement alone clocking over three-quarters of an hour). His Eighth Symphony (1906), known as the “Symphony of a Thousand,” was the biggest in terms of performing medium. An oratorio in all but name, scored for a full complement of vocal soloists, plus chorus and orchestra, it contains no purely instrumental music at all. Rather, its two movements consist respectively of a setting of the medieval Latin hymn Veni, creator spiritus and a setting of the mystical closing pages of the second part of Goethe’s Faust. But even before composing it, Mahler had called off the maximalist quest, at least in terms of dimensions. His Fourth Symphony, lasting about fifty minutes and requiring only a soprano soloist in addition to the orchestra, was by Mahlerian standards a miniature. Except for the Eighth, it was also his last numbered symphony to employ voices.

  


  
    There were, however, many ways of being maximalist, and some of them could not be so easily called off. Maximalism of emotional intensity, the aspect that exercised Pound, continued to preoccupy Mahler to the end. Consider the Tenth Symphony in F[image: Image] major, his last. It was left unfinished at his death, with only the first movement, a lengthy Adagio, fully scored. Often interpreted, owing in part to its pervadingly homophonic texture (and to some marginalia discovered by its posthumous editors), as a love song to the composer’s wife, the movement alternates between dulcet and agonized extremes—as did the marriage, apparently: as much a part of the Mahler legend as his walk with Brahms was a later walk he took in Amsterdam with Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, in which his marital problems were the main topic of conversation.

  


  
    The most turbulent interlude is one near the end, in A[image: Image] minor. In itself the key is not as outlandish as it may seem: it is just the ordinary supertonic of F[image: Image] major spelled enharmonically. The passage that links this episode with the movement’s last section, in the original tonic, functions as a “retransition,” which means that it must provide a modulatory link between ii and I.

  


  
    That link is obviously going to be V—but what a V! The passage is given in Ex. 1–6a in orchestral score. Ex. 1–6b is nothing but a single-staff transcription of the functional dominant chord, presented as Mahler presents it, in two stages, with all the parts for transposing instruments rendered “in C” for ease of reading. The bottom five notes consist of an ordinary “dominant ninth” on C[image: Image], the ordinary fifth degree. But to convey an affect sufficient to the composer’s expressive needs, a thirteenth (spelled A natural), a “diminished fifteenth” (C natural), a “diminished seventeenth” (E[image: Image]) and even a “diminished nineteenth” (G natural) are piled atop the chord, producing a searingly dissonant dominant harmony containing nine different pitches. Who knows what Guido Adler, for whom the Second and Third Symphonies already contained “unprecedented cacophonies,” might have called it?

  


  
    EX. 1-6A Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 10, Adagio, fig. 27 to fig. 29
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    EX. 1-6B Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 10, Adagio, fig. 27 to fig. 29, analytical reduction
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    Even within Mahler’s own output, then, we can observe the pressure to maximalize, to exceed all limits and precedents. Where a “dominant thirteenth” had sufficed as a point of maximum tension in the Second Symphony, the Tenth required a “dominant nineteenth.” How much further could this procedure go? In one sense the answer is easy: three more notes can be added to the chord before all the available pitches (or “pitch classes”) in the tuning system of Western classical music will have been used up. Then what?

  


  
    Moreover, as Mahler’s omissions from his “V19” suggest, the remaining three pitches might not have produced any further maximalization of the dominant function within the key of F[image: Image] major. Omitted (along with E) are F[image: Image] itself and A[image: Image], the essential definers of the tonic triad; include them in the preceding chord and there can be no sense of progression to them, whether by fifth or by semitone. In the event, of course, the actual progression linking the maximalized dominant chord with the tonic turns on a semitone—A (the “thirteenth”) to A[image: Image]—rather than a fifth. We can say “of course” because we have seen its like before, in the first movement of the Second Symphony, the Todtenfeier. There, too, we recall, the V-I progressions, few and far between, were mainly reserved for big rhetorical effects, or to provide formal signposts. The real harmonic work was done by semitone progressions.

  


  
    So we are not surprised to find that, having made its rhetorical and form-defining point, the gigantic V19 in the Tenth Symphony is gradually “liquidated,” leaving only the A in the trumpet and a D natural in the cellos (nominally the ninth of the chord) to resolve outward in contrary motion to a tonic [image: Image] that returns along with the main theme in the violins to signify tonal relaxation. This is hardly a conventional usage for a [image: Image] chord, and tonal relaxation has a way to go before the piece can end. But the truly effective and functional harmonic move has been the one executed by semitones, not fifths. Fifths, by now, have had their day.

  


  
    The A-A[image: Image] link is all the more efficacious because it is “motivic.” Ex. 1–7 shows the very beginning of the Adagio, an enigmatically chromatic “recitative” for the violas ending on the same A natural, which then resolves cadentially into the A[image: Image] with which the first violins’ “aria” begins. Comparison with Mahler’s particell draft (Fig. 1-3) shows that the editor who prepared the Adagio for posthumous publication, thinking primarily of the players’ ease in reading, failed to respect Mahler’s fastidious orthography, according to which both the A natural and the G natural that precedes it are notated as “tendency tones,” namely the sixth and seventh degrees (F[image: Image] and G[image: Image]) of a putative “melodic minor” scale on A[image: Image].

  


  
    The long-held A natural that makes cadential resolution to A[image: Image] in Ex. 1–6 is likewise conceptually a G[image: Image]. Throughout the score, and cumulatively over the course of his career, Mahler had been executing a retreat from the circle of fifths toward the unmediated chromatic scale as the generator and governor of harmonic functions. With that move went a concomitant one that located essential harmonic relations on the melodic surface rather than assigning them to the bass. These moves were not Mahler’s alone. They were pervasive among Germanic composers of “emotional” music (to recall Pound’s terminology). German composers increasingly became “semitone composers,” fascinated to the point of obsession with what the critic Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno called the “smallest link.”16

  


  
    EX. 1-7 Gustav Mahler, Symphony no. 10, Adagio, mm. 1–24
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    The heightened subjective expressivity that these harmonic devices were developed to serve—a maximalized romanticism that would eventually be dubbed “expressionism”—led to one more stylistic feature of which Mahler was a pioneer. That is the lyric or “singing” line that transcends the human singing range by means of huge melodic leaps to tensely expressive appoggiaturas—that is, “tendency tones” in need of resolution by semitone. The violin “aria” in Mahler’s Adagio, shown in both Ex. 1–7 and Fig. 1–3, is an epitome of the technique. Listeners had never before encountered so thoroughly disjunct a melody, nor such large leaps to “nonharmonic” tones (or the complementary move, resolutions accompanied by octave displacements). This is the familiar “yearning” (Sehnsucht) of romanticism, long associated with Schubert, already given a famous maximalization by Wagner, and now, in Mahler and his contemporaries, entering a phase that was widely described as “decadent.”
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    FIG. 1-3 Adagio from Mahler’s Tenth Symphony, first page of particell or sketch score.

  


  DECADENCE


  
    The novel use of semitonal adjacencies gave easy access to (formerly) exotic or recondite harmonies and tonal relations. Ultimately they became commonplace, hence no longer exotic or recondite: the extraordinary, so to speak, became ordinary. And that is a fine way of approaching musically the notoriously slippery term and concept of “decadence.”

  


  


  
    It was introduced in the mid-1880s into discussions of art and life and their interrelationship, most notably in the novel À rebours (“Against the grain”, sometimes translated as “Against Nature”, 1884) by Joris-Karl Huysmans (1848–1907), a French writer of Dutch descent, whose sickly aristocratic artist-hero Des Esseintes was the very embodiment of rarefied, artificial, esoteric, exacting taste. His favorite music, we learn in one revealing aside, was the “emaciated” Gregorian chant, from which everything afterward (excepting only Schubert’s lieder, or some few of them) has been a comedown, an “impurity.” There was something of the “Brahmin” in him, too, as that term was used during the fin de siècle to denote snobbishly discriminating taste, recalling as it did both the ultra-sophisticated music of Brahms and the highest caste of Hindu society. Des Esseintes avoided secular music because it was

  


  
    a promiscuous art, in that you cannot enjoy it at home, by yourself, as you can a book; to savor it he would have had to join the mob of inveterate theatergoers that fills the Cirque d’Hiver, where under a broiling sun and in a stifling atmosphere you can see a hulking brute of a man waving his arms about and massacring disconnected snatches of Wagner to the huge delight of an ignorant crowd. He had never had the courage to plunge into this mob-bath.17

  


  


  
    But compared with him a mere Brahmin was incorrigibly bourgeois and conventional. Fatally jaded and misanthropic, Des Esseintes is repelled by anything “natural” (meaning anything vigorous or “normally” healthy) and fatally attracted to risky behavior of all kinds—“substance abuse” (as we would call it now), including nightly expurgation with enemas; nightmarish sexual encounters (“unnatural loves and perverse pleasures”); defiance of conventional (“bourgeois”) hygiene. In 1886 the German psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing, in a famous treatise called Psychopathia Sexualis (“Mental illness related to sex”), coined the term masochism from the name of Leopold von Sacher-Masoch (1836–95), a popular novelist whose characters exhibit many “inversions,” including the inversion of hedonism to which the medical term referred: like Des Esseintes, Masoch’s characters experience pleasure or sexual arousal on being subjected to pain or humiliation, which they therefore seek out.

  


  
    Friedrich Nietzsche, who described himself intermittently as a decadent, defined the condition in 1888 as that of “instinctively choosing what is harmful for oneself.”18 But of course he was jesting; instinct had nothing to do with it. To be decadent was to revel in artificiality and affectation, in “learned behavior” and “acquired taste,” in doing things “on purpose” and fastidiously avoiding anything that was immediately pleasurable or popular.

  


  
    The Picture of Dorian Gray, a novella by the Irish esthete Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), contains a tribute to an unnamed À rebours and the effect it made on its readers. As the title character describes it, “it seemed to him that in exquisite raiment and to the delicate sound of flutes, the sins of the world were passing in dumb show before him: things that he had dimly dreamed of were suddenly made real to him; things of which he had never dreamed were gradually revealed.”19 The book, formerly passed from hand to hand in rarefied artistic circles, became scandalously famous when Wilde was forced by the prosecutor to identify it during his 1895 trial for homosexuality. It was then that “decadent” subject matter became a selling point for artworks appealing to the broad “bourgeois” public. Decadence was opened up, so to speak, for the tourist trade, and that is where the musicians came in.

  


  
    For preliminary—mild and pretty—illustrations we can turn to two very early works by Strauss and Schoenberg respectively. They are tiny pieces, showing that maximalism, in the form of concentrated effect, can coexist perfectly well with brevity—indeed, as we will see later, there was eventually a race toward the limits of compression, just as there had previously been one toward the limits of extension. Maximalism is above all a highly competitive phenomenon, as was decadence once it went public. As to compression, Wilde said it best when describing a cigarette as “the perfect pleasure: it is exquisite, and it leaves one unsatisfied.”20 Strauss’s little Rêverie (or Träumerei) for piano, op. 9, no. 4 (Ex. 1–8), comes from a set of pieces called Stimmungsbilder (“Mood pictures”), composed between 1882 and 1884, when the precociously gifted composer was in his late teens. It would be his last published work for piano. Except for lieder, which he produced abundantly throughout his career, Strauss’s primary media were the largest: first the symphonic poem (which he rechristened Tondichtung, “tone poem,” a term that has taken firm hold in English), of which he wrote ten between 1886 and 1915; and later opera, of which he wrote fifteen between 1892 and 1941.

  


  
    The main thematic substance of the Rêverie consists not of a tune but of a chord progression, announced at the very beginning of the piece and endlessly repeated until it sounds “normal.” It is an oscillation between an arpeggiated tonic triad and a chord consisting entirely of semitonal adjacencies—“chromatic neighbors”—over a tonic pedal. As a “vertical” entity the chord cannot be classified, but as a contrapuntal event its function (which means its immediate future) could not be clearer: it’s got to go back where it came from, and nowhere else.

  


  
    EX. 1-8 Richard Strauss, Rêverie, Op. 9, no. 4
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    As the Russian composer RimskyKorsakov once told a disciple who asked him the name of a similarly unclassifiable chromatic chord in one of his works, “I don’t actually know what kind of chord this is exactly; I only know that it has three resolutions ….”21 Harmony is as harmony does. It has become contextual rather than strictly functional. It governs only immediate connections, not overall coherence (which must be supplied, if desired, by other means). Imagine a harmonic texture in which all or most of the connections are like the one at the beginning of Strauss’s Rêverie and you will understand “decadence.” You will have imagined, in fact, the harmonic texture of Strauss’s early operas.

  


  
    Before turning to them, let us stop to admire Schoenberg’s Erwartung (“Anticipation”), op. 2, no. 1 (Ex. 1–9), written in 1899 (when the composer was twenty-three) to a poem by Richard Dehmel (1863–1920), a writer who by virtue of his risqué subject matter and extravagant imagery also enjoyed a reputation as a “decadent.” The poem Schoenberg selected depicts a man, hoping for a sexual encounter, standing amid an exotic, possibly “oriental,” landscape; his senses are quickened in anticipation, strangely alive to shifting lights and colors, darting movements, tactile sensations. The poem’s explicit play of complementary colors—green against red, the implied black of a dead oak against the implied white of the moon—stimulates the reader’s own sensory awareness, fulfilling the poet’s aim to “make poetic technique more sensuous by incorporating painterly and musical effects.”22 The strategy for capturing a sensually charged moment of erotic arousal like the one evoked in Erwartung was to “associate a color word with a particularly strong upwelling of a psychological state.”

  


  
    To achieve a comparably sensual effect in his music Schoenberg resorts to a technique almost identical to the one Strauss had used in his Rêverie (which Schoenberg almost certainly knew), but in a slightly more radical (yes, maximalized) manner. The first two colors named in the poem are accompanied by an ear-tingling “color-chord”—an unclassifiable, mildly dissonant, but still triadic harmony consisting of semitonal neighbors to the tones of the initial E[image: Image]-major tonic triad, plus a tonic pedal. In m. 4, where the black/white pair is mentioned, the color-chord is inverted and transposed down a fifth, and cleverly “resolved” to a dominant ninth on G that can function as an applied dominant to a new tonic, so that the whole color-progression can be repeated on C, a Lisztian minor third away (Ex. 1–9).

  


  
    The play between the purely coloristic (or static) variant of the novel chord and the semi-“functional” (or progressing) one gives the music a restlessness that adds significantly (and beyond the power of words) to the affect of the poem. The whole middle section (mm. 11–17), in which the darting reflections of green and red in the man’s opal ring are described, consists musically of a sequence of semifunctional progressions from the color chord to dominant ninths, only some of which are allowed to resolve functionally.

  


  
    The return to the tonic is made not by way of the dominant, but by way of a seemingly “remote” dominant seventh on B major (enharmonically contained in the color-chord) that resolves in mm. 17–18 by “outward” semitonal resolution in the fashion of an augmented-sixth chord. The long-sustained tonic [image: Image] harmony in mm. 21–22 does not proceed to the tonic by way of the dominant, but by way of the color-chord, which returns unexpectedly in m. 23 to accompany the longed-for apparition at the window of the lover’s hand. The music almost palpably tickles.

  


  
    The affect, and the musical techniques that evoke it, are (perhaps needless to say) related to those in Tristan und Isolde; but Schoenberg’s sensuality, unlike Wagner’s, no longer needs the mask (or excuse) of philosophy or religion. Like its sister arts at the fin de siècle, music has begun to shed its shame over sex. The world is sexy, it seems to imply, as did the creators of a highly decorative and curvaceous pictorial approach called Jugendstil or “youth style” (named after Jugend, a Munich arts magazine—see Fig. 1–4). That sexiness, Jugendstil implied, need not carry a heavy burden of passion or spirituality. Delight in it, as modern psychologists now say, can be “polymorphously perverse”—unrestricted to those sexual functions and acts that straightforwardly promote procreation, just as chords do not have to connect in ways that straightforwardly produce a functional cadence, so long as their succession gives pleasure.

  


  
    EX. 1-9 Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, Op. 2, no. 1, mm. 1–23
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    FIG. 1-4 Jugenstil: Theodor Thomas Heine, Serpentinentänzerin (Dancing Girl Doing Wavy Figures, 1900). The dancer depicted is the American Loie Fuller, who made a specialty of “serpentine dancing” and created a sensation in fin-de-siècle Europe.

  


  


  
    A lessening of shame and an acceptance of perversity together constituted another definition of “decadence,” of course, especially popular with the many who equated it then and since with moral (or in extreme cases, with genetic) degeneracy. We might approach an understanding of decadence—or at least perversity—by imagining a child at play with an “erector set.” For a while, if intelligent and interested, or at least well-behaved, the child will follow the instruction book and connect the pieces “structurally,” producing the expected buildings and bridges. Later, however, in order to maintain interest, the child might start connecting the pieces with one another in ways the instruction book does not prescribe, creating weird shapes that have no practical application, but give pleasure (to the maker, at least). Really curious children might even stick the pieces in places their mothers might not care to hear about.

  


  
    And so it was with harmonic connections. Where the instruction books continued to prescribe the circle of fifths, composers happily experimented with semitones or other “interval cycles,” producing progressions that evoked sensations, as one composer proudly put it, of “iridescent silk”23 (shades of Dehmel’s opals!), or as his father complained, of having “your trousers full of crawling June bugs.”

  


  STRAUSS: MAXIMALIZING OPERA


  
    The composer was Richard Strauss, describing the music of his one-act (but full-evening) opera Salome (1905), a verbatim setting of a preexisting play by Oscar Wilde (1893), originally written in French and published in Paris. That the play, and consequently the music, had a lot to do with perverse sex—and that the task of representing sexual perversity motivated the musical innovations—can go practically without saying. Wilde’s play—one of many representations of the celebrated dancing princess in many artistic media that cropped up at the fin de siècle—was already a benchmark of decadence by the time Strauss set it. That is precisely what attracted the composer, whether in the disinterested pursuit of new musical beauties or (as many insinuated) in pursuit of reichsmarks. (But of course, and as usual, the only evidence of his venality was his commercial success.) The basis of the play, ironically enough, was the Holy Bible. Two of the Gospels contain the story of Herod the king and John the Baptist, given here in the somewhat shorter version of Matthew (14:3–12), according to the New English Bible:

  


  


  
    Now Herod had arrested John, put him in chains, and thrown him into prison, on account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife [whom he desired for himself]; for John had told him: “You have no right to her.” Herod would have liked to put him to death, but he was afraid of the people, in whose eyes John was a prophet. But at his birthday celebrations the daughter of Herodias danced before the guests, and Herod was so delighted that he took an oath to give her anything she cared to ask. Prompted by her mother, she said, “Give me here on a dish the head of John the Baptist.” The king was distressed when he heard it; but out of regard for his oath and for his guests, he ordered the request to be granted, and had John beheaded in prison. The head was brought in on a dish and given to the girl; and she carried it to her mother.

  


  


  
    The name Salome (in history Herod’s daughter-in-law) was attached by tradition to his dancing niece. In Wilde’s version she is a breathtakingly beautiful maiden over whom desperate men are shown committing suicide, but who cares for no one—that is, until she spies the filthy, emaciated John the Baptist in his cell and conceives an enormous desire for him. She asks for a kiss and is angrily rebuffed. After her “Dance of the Seven Veils” (that is, her striptease) before the king, she asks for the prophet’s head not so much to avenge her mother’s honor (or her own) as to slake her passion. She dances orgiastically with the bloody severed head and, delirious with desire, kisses it on the mouth (Fig. 1–6); upon which Herod, scandalized and nauseated by her necrophilia, has her put straightaway to death.

  


  
    Strauss’s music raised eyebrows even higher than the play, both for the obvious ways in which it intensified the play’s challenge to conventional morality, and for the novelty of its technical procedures—at once inscrutable and yet uncannily effective, hence (like Tristan) disquieting, but (unlike Tristan) depicting a passion no one in the audience could admit to identifying with applied for permission to give the premiere in Vienna, but was refused by the city fathers in the name of public morals. (The actual premiere took place on 9 December 1905 in Dresden.) Mahler made Schoenberg the gift of the vocal score, and one of Schoenberg’s pupils, Egon Wellesz, happened in on him while he was taking his first look at the opening pages (Ex. 1-10), and heard him marveling that it would be twenty years before anyone would be able to figure out by what principle they were composed.24
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    FIG. 1-5 Richard Strauss working on his opera Die schweigsame Frau (The Silent Woman) at his villa outside Munich, 1932.

  


  


  
    In all likelihood Schoenberg figured out what we are about to discover in twenty minutes, not twenty years, but by then Wellesz had left and the story stood. On the face of it, the chord progressions seem altogether arbitrary, though sensuously alluring in the extreme, suitably expressing the first lines of the text: first the lovesick Narraboth’s exclamation, “How fair is the princess Salome tonight,” immediately juxtaposed with the Page’s comparison of the pale moon (shades of Richard Dehmel!) with a woman rising from a tomb, a vision a true decadent—but only a true decadent—would surely find voluptuous.
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    FIG. 1-6 Aubrey Beardsley (1872–1898), The Climax, illustration for Oscar Wilde’s Salome (1893).

  


  


  
    The four-sharps signature defines the key as C[image: Image] minor, and that is indeed the first harmony we hear; but in m. 2 a sixth is added and in m. 3—lo!—both the third and the sixth are transformed (“like iridescent silk”) into the major to accompany Narraboth’s rapture. In m. 4, the top note of the chord pushes up to a seventh, creating a need for resolution; but the next measure evades the expected closure with a curious deceptive cadence in which not only the root and fifth but also the seventh(!) move up a semitone in parallel motion. At the same time, the E[image: Image] in m. 4 moves down to E natural, providing the new chord with a ninth. A semitonal expansion in the outer voices of m. 6—top up to C[image: Image], bottom down to A[image: Image]—produces a dissonant harmony with no traditional classification but definitely with somewhere to go (that is, with a “function”): resolving by a further outward expansion, the augmented third moves to a perfect fifth, and G is established as the chord root.

  


  
    By the downbeat of m. 8, that chord has been replaced by a rootless augmented triad (albeit with the seventh of the G chord hanging on to produce a sort of whole-tone cluster, and the fifth continuing as a sort of pedal). Measure 9 brings a strange surprise: resolution to B minor, perhaps the last destination anyone could have expected, but justified (or at least made consistent with the rest) by the voice leading—a semitonal expansion hidden among the inner voices: F to F[image: Image] vs. E[image: Image] to D. Nor could anyone have expected the arrival of F major in m. 11, but its root is the result of an ascending semitone, and the D[image: Image] in the highest part, while ostensibly not a chord tone, is approached via a complementary descending semitone, from D. So while anyone attempting to relate the ostensible triadic root progression thus far—C[image: Image]-D-G-B-F—to the tonic of C[image: Image] minor will inevitably end up as bewildered as Schoenberg apparently was when Wellesz discovered him, there is indeed a consistent principle of voice leading driving the harmonic succession.

  


  
    EX. 1-10A Richard Strauss, Salome, mm. 1–16
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    That principle is “semitonal expansion/contraction” as we may somewhat clumsily dub it, and it operates in other places on the first page as well, including the voice parts. Note Narraboth’s ostensible A-minor arpeggio on a rather significant word (“Salome!”) in m. 5, proceeding to a rising sixth (“heute Nacht”) from A[image: Image] to F—that is, from a semitone below to a semitone above the limits of the triad. And now look at mm. 13–16, where the Page’s image of the woman rising from the tomb is accompanied by a harmonic progression proceeding in the opposite direction, from F minor (subsuming the A[image: Image] and the F from above) to A minor. We have witnessed the derivation of a leitmotif, in fact: a chord progression that will accompany future associations of “sex object” and “death.” The first such explicit association comes shortly afterward when the Page compares Salome’s pale complexion to that of a corpse, and the orchestra obliges with the F minor/A minor progression (Ex. 1–10b).

  


  
    The opening harmonies are also a leitmotif. They return to accompany Salome’s first entrance (Ex. 1–11a), at a quicker harmonic rhythm that exposes even more clearly the chromatic lines in contrary motion that generate the harmony: on successive downbeats, the top voice in the orchestra part proceeds E[image: Image]-E-E[image: Image]-D-C[image: Image] and the bass proceeds C[image: Image]-D-E[image: Image]-E, lacking only a concluding E[image: Image] to produce a complete and literal crisscross (or in fancy terminology, a “chiasmus,” from the Greek). A complementary representation of the chiasmus (complete in the bass, lacking one member in the soprano) comes at the point where the teasing Salome inveigles the lovesick Narraboth to produce the imprisoned John the Baptist for her inspection (Ex. 1-11b). Counting by pairs of measures, the tops of the sustained orchestral chords yield E[image: Image]-E-E[image: Image]-D (the last note notated in the vocal score under an F[image: Image] coming from an orchestral countermelody), and the bass goes the full distance: C[image: Image]-D-E[image: Image]-E-E[image: Image](F).

  


  
    The longest semitonal chiasmus in the score (Ex. 1-12a) goes through nine progressions out of a possible twelve. It takes place during the scene of flirtation between Herod and Salome leading up to her dance. The intervals here expand rather than contract (so that the chiasmus goes in the opposite direction), and it begins and ends on intervals we have not yet observed in such a context. But beginning with the second chord it reproduces in reversed order all the “simultaneities” we have already witnessed: E/D, E[image: Image]/E[image: Image], D/E, D[image: Image]/F (=C[image: Image]/E[image: Image]). In short, it is an especially long segment of what we might take hypothetically to be the “master array” of intervals, all linked by semitonal expansion/contraction, that served Strauss as a harmonic blueprint for constructing this masterpiece of maximalized decadence (Ex. 1-12b).

  


  
    EX. 1-10B Richard Strauss, Salome, mm. 24–26
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    EX. 1-11A Richard Strauss, Salome, Salome’s first entrance (fig. 20)
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    EX. 1-11B Richard Strauss, Salome, Salome teases Narraboth (two before fig. 57)
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    EX. 1-12A Richard Strauss, Salome, Herod flirts with Salome (4 before fig. 179)
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    EX. 1-12B Harmonic abstract of semitonal chiasmus (the “master array”)
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    Minute analysis of the score will confirm the hypothesis: our “master array” is indeed the opera’s harmonic plan, one that owes nothing at all to the circle of fifths, but that, while maintaining the “phonology” or sound-vocabulary of triadic functional harmony, connects the chords in polymorphously perverse fashion by variously “filling in” the semitonally linked intervals in the array. Authentic (“V-I”) cadences in Salome are in fact exceedingly rare, and mainly serve a “ceremonial” function—as a symbol for decisive action, for example, or of resoluteness or rectitude in contrast to the pervading lasciviousness. (Needless to say, Saint John the Baptist gets most of them.) The As and E[image: Image]s in Ex. 1-12b are represented as “whole notes” as opposed to the black noteheads otherwise employed, because they are the points at which the master array “resolves” to perfect consonances (unisons or octaves). The intervals formed between the voices on either side of the E[image: Image] are precisely the same, but the relationship between the voices is inverted and the order is reversed. Thus the two octave pitches form a potential tonal axis (or axis of symmetry) at the tritone, the exact midpoint of the chromatic scale. Strauss does not exploit this feature to any very appreciable degree in Salome, but he will exploit it to the hilt in his next opera, which is therefore, and to that precise extent, a more radical or maximalistic work than its predecessor. The race to the patent office continues. Modernists and maximalists compete not only with each other but with themselves. Each work must show “progress.”

  


  CONSUMMATION


  
    What little there is of “axis music” in Salome is found, of course, in the last scene. “Of course,” because the music for this scene, in which the title character gets her man—or at any rate the desired part of him—and gets to consummate her “unnatural love” and reap “perverse pleasure” to the full, will have to reach its own maximum in musical perversity, which is to say in illicit but pleasurable connections. It all reaches a head in the last half-dozen pages of the score, Salome’s perverted Liebestod.

  


  


  
    The music we are about to examine consists almost entirely of material drawn from the “Dance of the Seven Veils,” presented in a maximalistically distorted form, even as the parent material had itself been an “orientalist” distortion of a few significant leitmotifs, some of them by now familiar. The harmonic background to the oboe’s “snake-charmer” tune at the beginning of the Dance, for example, recalls the A minor/F minor oscillation that we have been taught to associate with linked thoughts of sex and death; but the F-minor component has been transformed into a voluptuous four-note whole-tone cluster (the augmented triad G-B-E[image: Image] hovering over an octave-doubled bass F) that straddles the ground between a dominant ninth and a French sixth (Ex. 1-13a). Thereafter the Dance consists of a number of linked sections at increasingly fast tempos, each initiated by the dropping of another layer of clothing. Three motifs, derived from the themes of two of these sections, are slated for recapitulation in the climactic scene (Exx. 1–13b, 1–13c).

  


  
    EX. 1-13A Richard Strauss, Salome, Salome’s dance, beginning
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    EX. 1-13B Richard Strauss, Salome, Salome’s dance, first violins at 3 before [L]
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    EX. 1-13C Richard Strauss, Salome, Salome’s dance, first violins at 3 after [R]
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    The first place to look, perhaps, to see what Strauss is up to in the final pages, is the exchange (a typical “mad scene” exchange, redolent of familiar precedents in favorite Italian operas like Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor) between Salome and the high woodwinds in Ex. 1–14a. Both phrases are derived from motif “c” in Ex. 1–13. They are pitched a tritone apart, according to an axis of symmetry like the one illustrated in Ex. 1–12b. If we take them to be arpeggios, the roots of the triads they describe are B[image: Image] and E, respectively.

  


  
    And now compare the accompanying harmony: as notated in the organ part, on which Ex. 1–14a is based, the basic harmony is C[image: Image] minor, significant for two reasons. First, because it was the tonality that opened the opera, showing Strauss to be still sensitive, perhaps surprisingly, to the requirement for traditional tonal closure. But second (and in local terms perhaps more important), C[image: Image] is equidistant from E and B[image: Image], the two axis tones. It bisects their difference, just as the tritone itself bisects the octave. And the two remaining tones in the organ part, F[image: Image] and A[image: Image], though camouflaged here as an appoggiatura and an “added sixth” respectively, can be read as the root and third of a G-minor triad, standing at the tritone from, and thus challenging, the “basic harmony,” and also bisecting the E-B[image: Image] “axis tritone” on the other side, as it were.

  


  
    EX. 1-14A Richard Strauss, Salome, final scene, adaptation of organ part at “Auf deinen Lippen”
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    EX. 1-14B Richard Strauss, Salome, final scene, “Was tut’s?”
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    The four roots, E-G-B[image: Image]-C[image: Image], could be said to describe a diminished seventh chord; perhaps more pertinently, they describe a symmetrically apportioned division of the octave of a kind that will become exceedingly prevalent in the music of the “maximalist” or early modernist period, challenging and (in the work of quite a few composers) eventually supplanting diatonic scales and circles of fifths as primary avenues of harmonic navigation. To the ear, especially when its components are distinguished, as here, by timbres, symmetrical arrays can present themselves as mixtures of conventional harmonies, a device now often referred to as “polytonality” (although the term was not coined until the 1920s). Such mixtures can either clash, to produce violent effects, or blend, to produce effects of uncanny bittersweetness.

  


  
    Strauss employs both kinds of mixture in the final pages of Salome. When, in her necrophiliac ecstasy, she actually sings of the bitter taste of love on the sweet lips of the severed head, Strauss actually pits motif “b” from Ex. 1–13 in imitation with itself at the tritone (on D[image: Image][E[image: Image]] and A, the original axis pair!) over an F[image: Image] root, against which the pitches of the three-note pickups (A[image: Image][B[image: Image]] and E, the other axis pair) are heard as the third and seventh respectively. The combination (Ex. 1–14b) produces a sort of F[image: Image] seventh chord that bears a lot of affect-laden freight reminiscent of the opera’s opening: a double-inflected (major/minor) third and an added sixth. Whether it is “truly” a polychord, or a contrapuntal relationship colored by a pedal, is not something that can be (or need be) decided. Both readings of the harmony isolate particular elements that only in their unique conjunction (or Gestaltung, “configuration,” to use the word Strauss might have used) create the weird affect of perversity in which the listener is being invited to participate.

  


  
    The strongest stuff comes last. After Salome’s final line (“I’ve kissed you on your mouth”), as she stands in a passion-trance with the bloody head pressed to her lips (and, according to the stage directions, with the moon lighting up her pale cadaverous form with a greater intensity than ever of white light, the sex-death color), the orchestra screams out motif “a” from Ex. 1–13b in a final orgiastic cadence. It reaches its earsplitting dynamic peak immediately before the unmistakable resolution to C[image: Image] major at 361, on a chord about which more ink has been spilled than about any other single harmony in the opera. What has made it so seemingly inscrutable (yet compelling!) can be immediately apprehended by looking at the bottom two staves of the full score (Ex. 1–15a) and noting the A[image: Image] in the cellos, playing the melody (doubled at the octave by the violins and various winds and brass), and the A natural in the double basses (also massively doubled by tuba, bass trombone, contrabassoon) against which it so violently clashes.

  


  
    EX. 1-15A Richard Strauss, Salome, ending in full score
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    EX. 1-15B Richard Strauss, Salome, ending in piano reduction
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    Here the piano reduction (Ex. 1–15b) will tell us more than the full score, or at least tell us more quickly, because it represents the harmony the way in which Strauss’s hands on the keyboard probably discovered it: F[image: Image] major in the right hand against an incomplete dominant seventh on A in the left. These chords can be related to one another by invoking the “master array” in Ex. 1–12b. The F[image: Image] bisects the distance between the “whole notes” (A and E[image: Image]). But such an analysis, while certainly demonstrable, may in this case be gratuitous; for it does not take the obvious and powerful cadential function of the chord into account. Applied to the tonic to which it proceeds, the F[image: Image] major triad is IV, the ordinary subdominant. If the harmony were unmixed, we would call the cadence “plagal.”

  


  
    And maybe we should call it plagal anyway, since the left-hand component also has a time-honored cadential relationship to C[image: Image] major: respell the G as F[image: Image] and we are dealing with an “Italian” augmented sixth chord, whose normal cadential function would be registered as [image: Image] VI. Both IV and [image: Image] VI normally move to V; they are “predominants” in authentic cadences. Since they have the same tonal function, since (to put it another way) they are functionally interchangeable in preparing an authentic cadence, then their mixture can be understood, just like the mixed harmonies in Mahler’s Second Symphony, as an intensification of the function in question. Thus Strauss’s mixed harmony, like Mahler’s, is no “polytonal” configuration but rather a maximalized cadence that achieves the appropriate syntactical purpose—and does so with greater power than ever before. In effect it provides the opera with its orgiastic Tristanesque (or Isoldesque) final cadence, after which the quick killing of Salome is a tonally insignificant (though dramatically shattering) appendage. But Strauss’s climax does full justice to the difference between the spiritual sublimation of Isolde’s sex drive and the kinky gratification of Salome’s.

  


  ANOTHER MADWOMAN


  
    In Strauss’s next opera, Elektra (1908), these harmonic mixtures are more the rule than the climactic exception. The story is again an ancient one that embodies in its plot the transgression of age-old taboos, namely matricide and incestuous love (to which the opera added a scene of lesbian seduction between the title character and a sister unknown to Greek mythology). Elektra (or Electra, as the name is rendered in English) was the daughter of Agamemnon, the victorious commander in the Trojan War, who was murdered by Clytemnestra, his wife and the mother of Electra, with the help of Clytemnestra’s lover Aegisthus. Electra longs for the return from exile of her brother Orestes, who alone can avenge the crime. He appears incognito; she recognizes him; they rejoice in their love and plot vengeance. He kills their mother as she looks on in ecstasy.

  


  


  
    This gruesome tale had been dramatized by all three of the great Greek tragedians: Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. The version that Strauss set was the one “rewritten for the German stage,” chiefly after Sophocles, by Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874–1929), a distinguished poet and playwright who collaborated enthusiastically with Strauss on the adaptation of his play, and went on to create five more operas with the composer, right up to the end of his life. This hugely cultured and aristocratic gentleman, whom the composer, though ten years older, came to regard as something of a mentor, undoubtedly played a part in eventually moderating Strauss’s modernist zeal.

  


  
    The grisly Elektra, at the very beginning of their collaboration, was Strauss’s maximalist extreme. Their next work, Der Rosenkavalier (“The cavalier of the rose,” 1911) was a romantic comedy set in eighteenth-century Vienna. There is still a fair share of fin-de-siècle kinkiness in the treatment of the plot—the opera opens with two women in bed (one of them playing a boy), the music before curtain having graphically portrayed his/her ejaculation—but the music has begun to substitute extremes of virtuosity in handling traditional assignments (an ideal often described as “classicism”) for extremes of innovation.

  


  
    By the time of his death at the age of eighty-five, Strauss was stylistically perhaps the most conservative European composer of major stature. He certainly regarded himself as such: most of his late works were selfconscious valedictories or farewells to older, supposedly better, times. And yet the fact that by the mid-twentieth century stylistic conservatism was as conscious a stance, and as deliberate a choice, as stylistic radicalism is powerful testimony to the triumph of modernism as the dominant worldview for twentiethcentury artists. The only choice was to be modernist or antimodernist, just as for a time one could only be Communist or antiCommunist. (Another testimony is the way in which Strauss’s career has often been described by twentiethcentury historians. Extreme but not untypical is the remark by one writer that the composer’s development “from a historical point of view, must be viewed as ‘backward,’”25 rendering all of Strauss’s music after Elektra “curiously ‘unhistorical.’”26 It would be an excellent exercise to deduce the very special philosophy—or definition—of “history” that informs this assessment.)
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    FIG. 1-7 Strauss, Der Rosenkavalier; photo from act II of a performance by the Königliche Oper, Berlin, 1911, with Elisabeth Boehm van Endert as Oktavian and Erna Denera as Sophie.

  


  


  
    At the time of Elektra, though, Strauss was still an ardent modernist, which inevitably meant a maximalist. And his own former achievements were the ones he now had to maximalize. He began exactly where Salome left off. Indeed, the two operas had so much in common in plot and even in dramatic structure, and the two title characters were so similar in disposition and behavior, that the possibility of “continuing” Salome into Elektra must have been a paramount consideration in the choice of subject, one plainly dictated by the maximalist ideal.

  


  
    The opera begins with a D-minor arpeggio motif that fairly blares the name “AgaMEMnon!” (Ex. 1–16), as Elektra will confirm when she appropriates it in her first monologue. And the opening motif seems to be followed in mm. 7–8 by a corresponding arpeggio on the dominant. But before the implied cadence can close, at m. 10 (coinciding with the title character’s first appearance on stage) Strauss begins surrounding D with chords remote from it according to the circle of fifths, but closely related to it in the parallel universe (the symmetrical circle of minor thirds) that he had begun exploring in the last scene of Salome. For fully five bars triads on B minor (a minor third below D) alternate with triads on F minor (a minor third above), describing the “axis” relationship of a tritone.

  


  
    EX. 1-16 Richard Strauss, Elektra, mm. 1–18 in vocal score
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    The strange chord at m. 15 will eventually become Elektra’s “leitharmonie”: it inhabits another circle of minor thirds, being a mixture of major triads on E and D[image: Image] (C[image: Image]), with A[image: Image](G[image: Image]), the melody note, doing double duty as fifth of one and third of the other. When the chord returns to accompany Elektra’s first monologue (Ex. 1–17a), it will take on additional freight: a B[image: Image] major triad, complementing E on the other side of D[image: Image](C[image: Image]) and describing another tritone-axis of harmonic symmetry. As for the triads on B and F, they too return in maximalized (i.e., mixed) form to launch the first scene between Elektra and her sister Chrysothemis (Ex. 1–17b).

  


  
    EX. 1-17A Richard Strauss, Elektra, Elektra’s first lines
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    In addition to the circle of minor thirds, Strauss continues to exploit “arrays” of semitones in contrary motion like the ones we observed in Salome. Ex. 1–16 already contains a telling example: the progression in the last bar from a segment of the “Elektra chord” (B-D[image: Image]-F) “outward” to an augmented triad (B[image: Image]-D-F[image: Image]). The use of semitonal arrays will reach its zenith in the final scene (consisting—again like Salome!—of the heroine’s triumphant dance in celebration of a murder), where the semitone progressions will entirely preempt the circle of fifths as the director of the harmony.

  


  
    Ex. 1–18a shows how Strauss gets from E[image: Image] major to E major along a semitonal matrix that has one of its octave-points on C, the tonality that will eventually end the opera. More conventional keys are occasionally adumbrated—but never by full cadence, only the sounding of a [image: Image] chord that suffices to imply the rest of a cadence that never comes. In Ex. 1–18b, a descending semitone progression in the bass that had covered more than an octave finally zeroes in (in the fifth measure of the example) on F[image: Image], harmonized as the bass of a [image: Image] chord whose root, B, promises a cadence in that key. Unlike most of Strauss’s [image: Image] chords, this one is followed by its expected dominant. But at the point of expected arrival on the tonic, Strauss substitutes another [image: Image] chord (falsely promising G), and a new semitone progression, ascending this time, gets underway in the bass.

  


  
    The very end of the opera deserves comment, since it appears to end in two keys at once. Ex. 1–19 shows the last thirty-six measures of the opera, beginning with the tail end of the last appearance of the semitonal array shown in Ex. 1–18a. Contrary motion in the outer voices has produced a juxtaposition of E[image: Image] against A, the sort of tritonal opposition that had generated so much of the opera’s harmony. The harmony that accompanies this last tritonal confluence, a diminished seventh, is liquidated, leaving only the E[image: Image], tremolando and still fortississimo, which finally picks up another harmony, the minor triad of which it is the root, when Elektra finishes her dance in a heap.

  


  
    EX. 1-17B Richard Strauss, Elektra, Chrysothemis calls Elektra
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    That E[image: Image] is now subjected to a tug of war between the E[image: Image] minor triad (henceforth played softly) and bellowing reminiscences of the “Agamemnon” leitmotif in which it is the highest note, so that the other notes of the arpeggio associate it with the implied tonic of C minor. Even the final measure fails to resolve this deadlock, merely giving out both putative tonics at a renewed fortississimo.

  


  
    This deadlocked ending of course implies that the tragedy of the house of Agamemnon has not come to an end. (Classicists will know why—Orestes, called upon in vain by Chrysothemis, is already being pursued by the Furies!) It replays the famous ending device in Strauss’s most grandiose tone poem, Also sprach Zarathustra (“Thus spake Zarathustra,” 1896) after Nietzsche, his most impressive contribution to the heady literature of Weltanschauungsmusik. To conclude on a properly speculative note, or in acknowledgment that the last questions will never be answered, the final word never said, Strauss contrived an ending that seemed to die away on an oscillation between tonics on B and C, with C (as in Elektra) getting the last word (Ex. 1–20).

  


  
    EX. 1-18A Richard Strauss, Elektra, another intervallic “array”
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    EX. 1-18B Richard Strauss, Elektra, Elektra tells Chrysothemis to “Shut up and dance!”
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    Had B been given the last word, or were the extreme registers reversed, the ploy would not have worked. It would then have been obvious that the C (though placed many octaves lower than its rival, in a register the ear is used to associating with the fundamental bass) was, in functional terms, making a descent to the tonic B as part of a “French sixth” chord (itself a decorative substitute for a very plain “Phrygian” cadence that normally identifies a dominant, not a tonic). Rather than an ending in two keys, we are dealing with a registrally distorted, interrupted, yet functionally viable cadence on B.

  


  
    All right. A lot of philosophical music (like a lot of philosophy) may look like flimflam when subjected to a close grammatical analysis. But that is a logical objection, not an “esthetic” one. The effect of “polytonality,” artificial though it may be, gives the music an uncanny—that is, a “sublime”—aura in keeping with advanced contemporary views of art and its value in life. That is the effect achieved at the end of Elektra as well—a suitable atmosphere for the modern revival of a myth. There can’t be anything wrong with artifice in art.

  


  
    EX. 1-19 Richard Strauss, Elektra, end
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    EX. 1-20 Richard Strauss, Also sprach Zarathustra, ending (with harmonic reduction)
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  HYSTERIA


  
    But now we are broaching a far more important reason why the end of Elektra deserves comment—one that has little or nothing to do with the artifices of musical maximalism per se, but lots to do with their pretext. Within the modernist narrative itself, the pretext of artistic innovation is always progress, liberation, and the authentic value that only the renewal of methods and resources can confer. In the case of Elektra, and perhaps even more in that of Salome, the destructive power the title characters wield over the men in their lives, read in the context of the contemporaneous social emancipation of women, is nowadays often read as a feminist allegory as well.

  


  


  
    Yet both of Strauss’s maximalist operas end with the deaths of their title characters; and in both cases these deaths were imported deaths, the product of their fin-de-siècle adaptations, not the original stories. In the Bible we do not learn of Salome’s fate. It was Wilde and Wilde alone who had Herod turn to Herodias and say, “She is a monster, that daughter of yours, a monster!” before ordering his soldiers to “Kill that woman!” In Greek mythology, Electra, having expiated her father’s death, married Orestes’s friend Pylades and bore him two sons. It was Hofmannsthal, and Hofmannsthal alone, who had her dance so strenuously in triumph as to split a gut (or something) and fall dead in a heap. It is hard not to see these alterations as the modern authors’ commentary on feminine monstrousness, and the deaths as a modern male vengeance on the threatening effigy of the emancipated—that is, newly empowered—modern female.

  


  
    Voyeuristic fantasies of feminine evil were so rampant in fin-de-siècle culture that Bram Dijkstra, a professor of comparative literature, had no trouble filling a four-hundred-page book, to which he gave the title Idols of Perversity, with dozens of pictorial reproductions, verses, and plot summaries suggesting the extent to which the artistic maximalism of the period may have been a vicariously violent male response to the earliest stirrings of female emancipation.27 The last exhibit in the book, after countless Judiths, Jezebels, and Turandots, is of course Salome, the ultimate “headhuntress,” the subject (by Dijkstra’s count) of ten scandalous pictures and a dozen bloodcurdling works of literature produced between 1876 and 1901. Needless to say, Des Esseintes, the outlandish hero of Huysmans’s À rebours, found Salome as irresistible as she found John the Baptist. Contemplating the famous picture of Salome’s dance by the eerie decadent painter Gustave Moreau (1826–98), he exults at seeing at last

  


  
    the Salomé, weird and superhuman, he had dreamed of. No longer was she merely the dancing-girl who extorts a cry of lust and concupiscence from an old man by the lascivious contortions of her body; who breaks the will, masters the mind of a King by the spectacle of her quivering bosoms, heaving belly and tossing thighs; she was now revealed in a sense as the symbolic incarnation of world-old Vice, the goddess of immortal Hysteria, the Curse of Beauty supreme above all other beauties by the cataleptic spasm that stirs her flesh and steels her muscles,—a monstrous Beast of the Apocalypse, indifferent, irresponsible, insensible, poisoning, like Helen of Troy of the old Classic fables, all who come near her, all who see her, all who touch her.28

  


  


  
    Critics had already diagnosed a degree of misogyny in the operas of Giacomo Puccini (1858–1924) with their wilting heroines suffering their protracted agonies. Conventional music historiography might attribute the difference between Puccini’s relatively gentle, noninnovative style, which no one would ever call maximalistic, and the furious modernistic frenzy of Strauss/Wilde and Strauss/Hofmannsthal to a difference in kind—modernist (boldly progressive, historically significant) vs. traditional (timidly backward, “unhistorical”). Yet from the point of view we are now exploring the difference might appear to be more one of degree, perhaps conditioned less by factors intrinsic to artistic media and more by matters of public and social currency.

  


  
    Surely it is significant that Dijkstra’s gallery of horrors contains virtually nothing by Italians. It was in the economically developed and (except for France) largely Protestant countries of northern Europe and America that the “new woman” posed the greater threat to male security and aroused the greater backlash. Consequently, it was the English, French, and German artists who invested their response to her with what Des Esseintes pinpointed as hysteria—a marvelously ironic term to use in this context, since its root is the Greek for uterus, so that aggressive male behavior is cast as stereotypically female. The greater social ferment produced a misogynistic response of greater vehemence, greater spite, greater ugliness, and in stylistic terms, greater novelty. Did that make it greater art?

  


  


  CHAPTER 2

  Getting Rid of Glue


  SATIE, DEBUSSY, FAURÉ, RAVEL, LILI BOULANGER


  


  
    Who amongst us has not, in his ambitious days, dreamed of the miracle of a poetic prose—musical without meter and without rhyme, flexible enough and sufficiently accented to correspond to the lyrical impulses of the spirit and to the undulations of the world of dreams?1

  


  


  
    —CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1862)

  


  


  
    As to the kind of music I want to make, I would like it to be flexible enough and sufficiently accented to correspond to the lyrical impulses of the spirit and to the capriciousness of dreams.2

  


  


  
    —CLAUDE DEBUSSY (1886)

  


  DENATURING DESIRE


  
    Ars gallica, the “truly French” art promised in 1871 by the Société Nationale de Musique in reaction to military humiliation at the hands of the Prussians, finally began rather bashfully to show its face toward the end of the next decade. Rather than attempt to vie with the Germans in loftiness and profundity, which merely encouraged “epigonism,” the newer French impulses were at first modest and unthreatening. They aimed at the deflation of rhetoric—an especially pointed gesture in the face of German expressive maximalism—and placed a renewed premium on immediate physical sensation.

  


  


  
    The French composers of Strauss’s and Mahler’s generation no longer sought (or no longer said they sought) musically to embody “the Will,” as Arthur Schopenhauer would have said. Rather than use their music to represent and stimulate strong desire—for sexual union, for union with God, or for that mixture of the two known as the “erotic sublime” (less reverently, as “sacroporn”)—they sought to restore “decorative” values to a place of honor. They revived “applied” or utilitarian genres; or rather, they sought to recultivate and reanimate esthetic genres that were based on the utilitarian genres of the past. Rather than a source of power, they sought in music a source of pleasure; rather than the sublime, they sought beauty.

  


  
    In short, stimulated in part by antagonism toward Germany, in part by an interest in neglected indigenous traditions, and in part by concurrent literary and painterly movements, French musicians began to cultivate a very different sort of modernism from the Germans, and a very different musical technique for embodying it. Like all modernisms, the French version was characterized by a suddenly accelerated rate of stylistic change and innovation. Like all modernisms, it was highly selfconscious, reflective, ironic, and urbane. But where the Germans sought a maximalized emotional or psychological content—which implies a maximum human and expressive “presence”—and would go on seeking it far beyond the point to which we have traced their quest so far, the French modernism that began stirring in the 1880s sought to minimize, and ideally to eliminate, everything the Germans were trying to maximize. To use a term coined around 1925 by the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset (1883–1955) to describe it in retrospect, the French modernists whom we are about to survey sought “the dehumanization of art.”3

  


  
    The term can sound rather frightening at the other end of a century so full of social alienation and inhuman deeds. But as Ortega intended it, it had nothing to do with robots or concentration camps. Rather, it stood for an effort to purge art of all those “human, all too human”4 concerns that threaten to turn it into a sweaty, warty human document of only ephemeral value (since emotions are fleeting and desire can be satiated) instead of an elegant or exquisite object of pleasure. “Frivolous!” comes the German retort; to which the French, unperturbed, come right back: “Pretentious!”

  


  
    To view the opposition as a battle of frivolity vs. pretension is of course to trivialize both positions, as ideological antagonists usually manage to do. Another way of trivializing it, at once more objectionable and more illuminating because it is more alert to the underlying social issues, would be Ortega’s own way. He called the esthetic controversies he was diagnosing in retrospect a war between “two different varieties of the human species,” which he further characterized as “a privileged aristocracy of finer senses” and “the masses.”5 Even more contentiously, he cast the split as one between an art that denied its status as art in the name of irrelevant social ambitions or obligations and an art purified of such impertinences: “an art which can be comprehended only by people possessed of the peculiar gift of artistic sensibility—an art for artists and not for the masses, for ‘quality’ and not for hoi polloi.”6 Or as Anatoliy Lyadov, a Russian composer of the fin de siècle, put it, “Everyone is born with a stomach, but with a soul—one in a thousand.”7

  


  
    That is going way beyond “Brahminism,” which was a staunchly bourgeois snobbery of education, into “estheticism,” a snobbery of sensibility, ultimately of breeding. The strong manner in which Ortega expressed it reflected the right-wing political attitudes of the 1920s, with their violent recoil against democratic politics. To that extent Ortega’s diagnosis can be criticized as anachronistic. But in milder, less overtly politicized terms the accuracy of Ortega’s diagnosis can be confirmed at the very earliest stages of French modernism: in particular, in a trivial musical genre that did indeed fight pretension with frivolity, and from which French modernism can fairly be said to have taken its bearings.

  


  
    That genre was the Wagner satire, practiced as a conscious resistance to the dread mage of Bayreuth, even as a sort of exorcism, by a generation of French composers who were, many of them, helplessly in thrall to him in their serious work. In some cases one can juxtapose passages of serious (helpless) Wagner-imitation and frivolous (conscious) Wagner-mockery in the work of a single composer. Take Alexis-Emmanuel Chabrier (1841–94), a founding member of the Société Nationale (hence a proponent of ARS GALLICA) who nevertheless made regular pilgrimages to Bayreuth, worshipped Tristan und Isolde and Parsifal, and could never get out from under Wagner’s thumb as an operatic composer. As a result, his operas have largely vanished from the stage, leaving Chabrier to be represented in active repertoire by a few piano pieces and a single orchestral work, a brilliantly scored exotic “rhapsody” called España (1883).

  


  
    Example 2-1a, from the Entr’acte before the third act of his comic opera Le roi malgré lui (King in spite of Himself) shows one of the many unconscious—or even worse, perhaps, obsessive—plagiarisms from the Tristan prelude that haunt Chabrier’s work as they do the work of so many of his contemporaries, like César Franck (who, perhaps for this reason, stuck a “poison” label on his Tristan score), Vincent d’Indy (whose opera Fervaal became known as “the French Parsifal”), or Ernest Chausson. Example 2-1b/c, by contrast, show a couple of hilarious spots from Chabrier’s Souvenirs de Munich, a quadrille or suite of ballroom dances for piano four-hands on themes from Tristan und Isolde, composed in 1885–86 after one of his Wagnerian pilgrimages.

  


  
    EX. 2-1A Emmanuel Chabrier, Le roi malgré lui, III (Entr’acte)
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    EX. 2-1B Emmanuel Chabrier, Souvenirs de Munich, refrain (Ecstasies)
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    EX. 2-1C Emmanuel Chabrier, Souvenirs de Munich, “Death Song”
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    Wagner spoofs in a similar vein were composed by Gabriel (Urbain) Fauré (1845-1924), André Messager (1853-1929), and others. They always took the form of utilitarian dance pieces, in maximum contradiction to Wagner’s completely “emancipated” and “autonomous” art, and always forced Wagner’s “endless melody” into incongruous clunky cadences after the standard eight or sixteen bars required by the dance figure. The sheer vengeful satisfaction of doing violence to a composer whose music takes such violent possession of one’s responses no doubt contributed to the pleasure of the joke; but perhaps more significant was the reminder that even Wagner’s music is, after all, just music. Putting Wagner’s powerful symbols of desire into contexts where they remain recognizable but are prevented from achieving their uncanny effects reassuringly denatured them, put them in their place. And by extension, art is put in its place—as an enhancer of the quality of life, neither a vicarious lived experience nor a substitute for religion.

  


  
    That may seem a heavy load of philosophical freight to read into such trifling pieces, and nothing so completely ruins a joke as an explanation, but the same homely genres and the same implicit philosophy (or antiphilosophy) surface in French music around the same time in contexts less directly attached to Wagner. Many French composers, not by conscious collusion but by a shared sense of mission, became preoccupied with similar technical concerns, amounting to a common technical project. That project can be described as one of neutralizing (or perhaps just “neutering”) the Wagnerian desire-symbolism then entering its decadent phase in Germany. The overt Wagner-spoofing was only the jesting public face of a more serious job of exorcism.

  


  
    To see the project in a more pristine guise we can turn to another set of dances for piano, composed the year after Chabrier’s Souvenirs. Erik Satie (1866–1925) was a twenty-one-year-old Paris Conservatory dropout when he wrote his Trois sarabandes, of which the first is sampled in Ex. 2-2. He was pursuing la vie de Bohème, the “Bohemian life,” in Montmartre (Martyrs’ Hill), the highest point in Paris, then a semirural district where (on account of the steep slopes that had to be climbed on foot) rents were cheap and struggling artists could afford to live. The district’s main industry was its nightlife, and Satie earned his living as the second-string pianist at Le Chat Noir (the Black Cat), a local pub.

  


  
    A complete nobody as far as the musical establishment was concerned, dubbed “the laziest student in the Conservatoire”8 by his exasperated piano teacher, Satie maintained some small notoriety by applying repeatedly (upon learning of the deaths of distinguished members like Charles Gounod or Ambroise Thomas, the Conservatory’s director) for membership in the Académie des Beaux Arts, France’s most prestigious artistic honor society, just as a way of riling the surviving members. He was, in short, a “countercultural” type. Eighty years later he might have been called a hippie.
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    FIG. 2-1 Erik Satie ca. 1892, by Suzanne Valadon (1867-1938).

  


  


  
    EX. 2-2A Erik Satie, first Sarabande for Piano, mm. 1–21
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    EX. 2-2B Erik Satie, first Sarabande for Piano, mm. 100-end
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    Satie was not the first French post-Wagnerian to write a sarabande. Proclaiming one’s disaffection for the “music of the future” by making an end run around the recent past was already a time-honored—even a shopworn—strategy among the wouldbe Wagner resisters of the Société Nationale. The Society’s very first concert in 1871 had included a suite for piano by Alexis de Castillon (1838–73), the organization’s first secretary, called Cinq pièces dans le style ancien (“Five pieces in the olden style”). By the end of the century just about every French composer had a work “dans le style ancien” in his or her portfolio: Le roi s’amuse, six airs de danse dans le style ancien for orchestra by Delibes (1882); Suite dans le style ancien, in D, for wind septet by d’Indy (1886); Pièce dans le style ancien for piano (1893) by Cécile Chaminade (1857–1944), to name just a few. The most famous composition of this type was Saint-Saëns’s Septet for trumpet, string quintet, and piano (1881). It did not carry the explicit “olden style” label, but its contents were ostentatiously archaic: “Prélude,” “Menuet,” and so on, and, to conclude, a “Gavotte en final” that contained a bit of fugato, and sported a theme that parodied the sort of leaping, “string-crossing” melodies one found in old violin music (Ex. 2-3).

  


  
    EX. 2-3 Camille Saint-Saëns, Septet for trumpet, string quintet, and piano, “Gavotte en final”
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    Satie’s Trois sarabandes differed from these efforts, however. While faithfully cast in old “baroque” dance forms (two or three repeated “strains,” with repetitions fully if needlessly written out rather than marked with repeat signs), their musical style was at once more up-to-date and more pseudoarchaic, showing how notions of the ancient and the ultranovel had been joined in an anti-Wagnerian amalgam. The latest novelty in French music was the “consonant” seventh or ninth chord, in which tones normally treated as dissonances in need of resolution functioned instead as sensuous enrichments of an ordinary triad. Chabrier’s music, especially, luxuriated in this effect. A passage from the prelude to Le roi malgré lui (Ex. 2-4), first performed in May 1887, echoes clearly in the opening phrases of Satie’s first Sarabande, composed four months later.

  


  
    EX. 2-4 Emmanuel Chabrier, Le roi malgré lui, Prelude
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    The second chord in the Chabrier passage contains a ninth that is both approached and quitted by leaps, and a seventh that is approached and quitted by chromatic inflection rather than actual resolution to a different scale degree. In the fourth measure, a dominant-ninth chord on C[image: Image] moves in strict parallel motion to another chord of identical structure, showing the sevenths and ninths to be (functionally speaking) every bit as consonant as the thirds and fifths; and the insouciance with which Chabrier continues the parallel fifths and sevenths through another progression shows to what extent he conceived of his harmonies as sheer “sonorities,” altogether apart from any vestige of linear voice leading.

  


  
    The chords themselves may be regarded as “Wagnerian”; the love music from Tristan und Isolde, to pick only the most obvious example, is saturated with them. But the whole point of Wagnerian harmony was the prolongation of dissonance to the point of pain—a pain arising precisely out of the thwarted need for resolution. Moving such chords in parallel À la Chabrier, or leaping from ninth to ninth, denies and eventually neutralizes this need. As formerly dissonant chords become consonant through such uses (or abuses, as any conservatory professor would contend), the “cadential imperative” is weakened—and with it, the power of music to represent desire.

  


  
    The closest antecedent to Chabrier’s passage was not in Wagner but in the Coronation bells from Modest Musorgsky’s opera Boris Godunov, where the oscillation of two dominant-seventh chords with roots a tritone apart effectively cancelled the need for that tritone to resolve. It is altogether likely that Chabrier’s harmonic fancy had been stimulated by Musorgsky’s experiments. Saint-Saëns had brought back a vocal score of Boris Godunov from a Russian tour in 1874, and thinking it no more than a curiosity, showed it around to his friends, some of whom it unexpectedly captivated with its revelation that there could still be music that was neither Wagnerian nor anti-Wagnerian, but simply a-Wagnerian. Satie stands in this line of reception. Every chord in the first seven measures of Ex. 2-2a contains at least a seventh, and five of them contain a ninth as well. But not one of these intervals resolves according to traditional rules of voice leading. They are harmonically stable, making the music they inhabit harmonically static.

  


  
    The B[image: Image][image: Image] major chord in m. 8 is the first unsullied triad in the Sarabande. That must be what gives it its cadential quality. Surely it is not the progression that leads to it that marks it so. The bass moves by fifth, all right, but the leading tone—it would have been A[image: Image] rather than A[image: Image][image: Image]—has been suppressed. At a time when German composers were making a fetish out of half-step relations, and when (in the sarcastic words of a Russian critic) a character in an opera “cannot ask for a glass of water without using a fistful of sharps or flats,”9 this French composer was purging his music of functional semitones. In effect, he was ridding his music of its harmonic glue.

  


  
    Of course, sharps and flats remained in use: depending on the key, they are needed for diatonic as well as chromatic music. And as sheer notational features—rather than emblems of emotional intensity, as the Russian critic implied—they proliferated outlandishly in these early works of Satie. Satie’s penchant for overly complicated note-spellings is probably best viewed as an aspect of the preference for the esoteric and the recherché that we have already learned to associate with “decadence.”

  


  
    But the truly subversive aspect of the Sarabande was not the superficial outlandishness of its appearance. The truly ticklish thing about it was that all of its important cadential functions have been tonally denatured. The dominant triad in m. 20, the normal “binary” half-cadence, is preceded by a B[image: Image]-minor triad: merely a “ii” chord rather than a “V of V.” The final cadence in the piece (Ex. 2-2b) very demonstratively replaces the leading tone (G in m. 100) with a “flat seventh” (G[image: Image] in m. 101, held over in the next bar as the third of a minor-seventh chord on the fifth degree) that maintains the ban on leading-tone resolutions (and hence the suppression of a true dominant function) to the bitter end.

  


  
    This kind of harmony was often described as “modal” and compared with that of the French music of the sixteenth century and earlier—a music that just then, and not at all by coincidence, was starting to be published in quantity, especially by Satie’s contemporary the nationalistic antiquarian Henry Expert (1863–1952) in a huge series called Les maîtres musiciens de la Renaissance (“The master musicians of the Renaissance”). In fact, however, it was only a pseudomodal style and it was altogether modern. (It, too, had a Russian counterpart in the folk song harmonizations of Balakirev and other Russian nationalists; what Balakirev sought among the peasantry the French were seeking in their musical past—namely, novelty that could claim the pedigreed authority of “authenticity.”) In actual practice, even when the “medieval” or “church” mode in which a piece of old polyphonic music was written contained no leading tone, the leading tone was nevertheless supplied at cadences, just as it is in the modern “harmonic minor,” by applying the rules of what was known as musica ficta. The chaste, charmingly antiquated cadences of Balakirev and Satie conformed to no ancient model. They were a classic case indeed (or, as it came to be called, a “neoclassic” case) of the new passing itself off as old. And for a final irony, this newly manufactured “modal” harmony was quickly and widely adopted as the “authentic” French manner of harmonizing the newly revived and popularized Gregorian chant.

  


  
    The stable sevenths and ninths and the “modal” cadences in Satie’s Sarabande were two aspects of a single effect, that of purging the music of desire. The leading-tone progressions that filled German music with emotional strain, and that were proliferating like kudzu in the music of Mahler and Strauss, were inhibited in the new French music just as the harmonic texture was being enriched. Where the maximalism of Mahler and Strauss gave one a case—as Strauss’s father complained, according to his son’s famous boast—of bugs in one’s pants, the sonorously opulent yet harmonically inert atmosphere of the Sarabandes “imbue the music,” in the well-chosen words of Alan M. Gillmor, Satie’s biographer, “with a timeless calm.”10

  


  
    Satie’s next step was to purge the music of that rich harmonic texture and rely on the suppression of leading tones to make possible a “new diatonicism”—music that despite (or even because of) the virtual absence of sharps and flats seemed not merely artless but strangely fresh and rare, as if stripped of memory. What became Satie’s most famous composition, the Trois gymnopédies for piano (1888), was of this type. The curious name was another pseudoclassical affectation. Satie probably found it in a popular music dictionary of the time, such as Dominique Mondo’s Dictionnaire de musique (Paris, 1839), which defined gymnopédie (from the Greek gymnopaidia) as “a nude dance, accompanied by song, which youthful Spartan maidens danced on specific occasions.” (The definition has been traced back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de musique of 1768.) The slow waltzes that Satie came up with in response to this description surely bore scant resemblance to any ancient model, but they bequeathed a minor genre to later composers (Peggy Glanville-Hicks and John Adams, to name two) who have occasionally written “gymnopedies” on the Satie model.

  


  
    All three Gymnopédies begin with “vamps”—accompaniments awaiting their tunes—consisting of a pair of chords in a simple alternation suggesting tonic and dominant (Ex. 2-5). In all three cases, however, the tonal “functionality” of the progression is attenuated. In the first, the two harmonies are both “major-seventh” chords, so that a constant level of mild “stable dissonance” is maintained. In the second, the ostensible “I” chord has a sixth (E) in place of its fifth (D), and the ostensible “V” is a minor seventh, stripped of its leading tone (hence of its potency as a dominant). In the third, if the first chord is taken as the tonic, the second can only be construed as some sort of weird “minor [image: Image]” (hence not a true dominant), devoid of a leading tone and with its seventh in the bass.

  


  
    By the time the tune enters in the third Gymnopédie, the second vamping chord is abandoned, to return only at other vamping spots (one in the middle, the other at the end). It is thus exposed as a completely arbitrary sonority without any “inherent” or mandated tonal function. Just as arbitrary is the occasional light chromaticism that impinges from time to time on the strictly diatonic melody. And so, the composer seems to suggest, so are all of our familiar chords, even the ones we consider basic to our “tonal system.” We respond to their functional relationships only because we are conditioned so to do. But we could free ourselves from that conditioning if we wished, and view the field of harmony afresh. Gentle and pretty—and innocuous—though they seemed, Satie’s little dances for piano were radical stuff. They already fully exemplified the esthetic position that Ortega, the later theorist of the avantgarde, would spell out in the 1920s in his famous “seven points.”11 Rather than attempting to provide its audience with a vicarious emotional or spiritual life, the ascetic “new artistic sensibility” Ortega described tended:

  


  
    EX. 2-5A Erik Satie, Trois gymnopédies, no. 1, mm. 1–8
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    EX. 2-5B Erik Satie, Trois gymnopédies, no. 2, mm. 1–8
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    EX. 2-5C Erik Satie, Trois gymnopédies, no. 3, mm. 1–8
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    1. to dehumanize art

  


  
    2. to avoid living forms

  


  
    3. to see to it that the work of art is nothing but a work of art

  


  
    4. to consider art as play and nothing else

  


  
    5. to be essentially ironical

  


  
    6. to beware of sham and hence to aspire to scrupulous realization

  


  
    7. to regard art as a thing of no transcending consequence.

  


  
    When one considers that these early benchmarks of anti-Teutonic modernism were written ten years before the death of Brahms, Satie’s little Sarabandes and Gymnopédies can seem, despite their primitive innocence bordering on infantilism, positively amazing.

  


  HALF-STEPLESSNESS


  
    But that is mainly because we know now how influential Satie’s subversive message eventually became, and what an important role these seemingly dehistoricized pieces eventually played in history. It took them a long time, though, to infiltrate the thinking of any but a narrow circle of the composer’s friends. Although written in 1887, the Sarabandes were not published until 1911. The Gymnopédies were issued in a tiny edition by a friend of the composer in the year of their composition, but were not effectively placed on the market until 1898; and when they were finally published for actual market distribution, they were accompanied by a pair of orchestrations (of nos. 1 and 3) by a friend of the composer who had in the meantime become famous and fashionable, and who thereby became the chief conduit through which the implications of Satie’s somewhat awkward “counterculturalisms” made fruitful contact with the established culture.

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    FIG. 2-2 Claude Debussy at the piano in the home of the composer Ernest Chausson, Luzancy, August 1892.

  


  


  
    It was a situation comparable in its way to the one three hundred years earlier, when a band of Florentine aristocrats theorized about the revival of Greek drama, and even tried putting their ideas into practice at a few royal weddings, but only made a real dent in the history of music when they won a major professional composer, Claudio Monteverdi, to their cause and midwifed the birth of opera. In a like manner, had Satie not managed to impress and creatively affect the work and thinking of his friend Claude Debussy (1862–1918), a composer of prodigiously honed technique who had finished the Conservatory course with distinction and won every prize in sight, and who (though he never taught) occupied a place of real and increasing cultural authority in French musical life, his work might never have been taken seriously at all.

  


  
    It was Debussy whose 1896 orchestrations of the Gymnopédies put their composer on the map. And a Sarabande that he composed in 1894, later published as part of the Suite: Pour le piano 1894–1901 (1901), shows that he knew Satie’s Trois sarabandes at a time when only a personal friend of the composer could have known them. Their friendship dates from 1891, though an earlier acquaintanceship has often been speculated on, since they had so much background in common. Both of them were living in penury in Montmartre, Debussy having returned a few years earlier from Italy, where he had been sent by the Académie des Beaux-Arts in 1885 as the recipient of the prestigious Prix de Rome. He began playing the rebel, refusing to supply a conventional overture for the concert at which his envois (things sent back), the creative fruits of his Roman sojourn, were to have been performed, as a result of which the concert was canceled and he was officially reprimanded. He found in the somewhat younger Satie a natural ally and, at first, something of a preceptor.

  


  
    Debussy, who had spent several summers in Russia as music tutor to the children of Mme von Meck, Chaikovsky’s patron, began to declare his allegiance to Russian music, especially that of Musorgsky, as representing in its unschooled (and therefore liberated) primitivism a countercultural ideal. (As late as 1911 he would tell an interviewer that Musorgsky, uncouth as he was, was “something of a god in music.”12) In conversations with a sympathetic former professor from the Conservatory that took place in 1889 and 1890 and were transcribed stenographically by an eavesdropping Conservatory pupil, Debussy delivered himself of a brash countercultural credo: “There is no theory. You have only to listen. Pleasure is the law!”13 He illustrated the point at the keyboard with some desultory chord progressions (Ex. 2-6) that used some of the same parallelisms he would shortly discover in the work of Satie, plus a passage of whole-tone harmony of a sort that he may well have discovered first in Russian music (most likely Glinka or RimskyKorsakov), where it had by 1889 nearly half a century’s worth of precedents. (It is worth noting by the way that, precisely in 1889, RimskyKorsakov had conducted a pair of concerts of the newest Russian music at the World Exposition held in Paris to celebrate the centenary of the French Revolution.)

  


  
    EX. 2-6 “Debussy at the piano strikes these chords” (comment by Maurice Emmanuel, the stenographer)

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    When his interlocutor, Ernest Guiraud (best known for the recitatives he composed for Bizet’s Carmen so that it could be performed as a grand opera), commented that “It’s all very meandering,” Debussy at first responded with patronizing indignation. But then, as if remembering Ortega’s last three points above, he broke down and laughed at his own pretension, admitting in effect that esthetic edicts like the ones he was issuing were as often spouted by fools as by geniuses. “I feel free because I have been through the mill,” he admitted to his former teacher, “and I don’t write in the fugal style because I know it.”

  


  
    The 1894 Sarabande (Ex. 2-7), composed when he had a model in view (Satie’s), shows how Debussy was attempting to discipline his vision and subject his rule of pleasure to a bit of theoretical scrutiny. The piece does not meander. Like Satie’s, it abides by the formal and tonal conventions of its genre, but does so in the same novel, tonally attenuated fashion that Satie had pioneered, if with far greater technical finesse.

  


  
    From the point of view of Wagner exorcism, the first measure of Debussy’s Sarabande would be hard to beat. Its very first chord, a half-diminished seventh, is aurally tantamount to a Tristan-chord; but its dissonances are not treated as something to be resolved. Instead, the chord is moved up a minor third in strict diatonic parallel motion to a minor-seventh chord, whose dissonances are treated similarly. In effect, both chords have been treated as consonances, floating freely in musical space, liberated from the constraints of voice leading. There is no sense that the necessary resolution of the dissonance is being deferred, and consequently there is no provocation of desire. In Ortega’s terms, the chords are drained of their “human” content. The harmony no longer analogizes or incites emotion, save the emotion of delight in sheer sensuous gratification. Debussy has “seen to it that the work of art is nothing but a work of art,” because he “considers art as play and nothing else.” Beauty, in short, has made a comeback.

  


  
    Thereafter, one will look in vain for the dominant of C[image: Image] minor—which is to say, one will look in vain for a B[image: Image] acting as a leading tone. That half-step relation, being the sort of harmonic “glue” that arouses desire, is everywhere avoided. In mm. 2 and 4 the “minor v” is invoked. In m. 8 a triad on B natural fairly trumpets the fact that B[image: Image] has been banished. In mm. 20–22 harmony is avoided altogether, and the cadential approach to C[image: Image] is made by way of a “plagal” F[image: Image]. At the very end (Ex. 2-7b), a chord that would normally be prepared and resolved as a suspension dissonance—its intervals, counted up from the bottom in figured-bass style, could be represented as 7/5/4—is thrice transposed up a third in strict parallel motion, so as to reach a highly demonstrative B natural (i.e., not a B[image: Image]) in the soprano, which then moves in Satie-esque “pseudomodal” fashion to the tonic.

  


  
    Ex. 2-7c shows the only fully expressed authentic cadence in the piece, replete with resolving leading tone (and hence the emotional climax). Needless to say, it is not applied to the tonic but to G[image: Image] minor, the antidominant.

  


  
    EX. 2-7A Claude Debussy, Sarabande from Pour le piano, mm. 1–22
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    EX. 2-7B Claude Debussy, Sarabande from Pour le piano, mm. 67–72
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    EX. 2-7C Claude Debussy, Sarabande from Pour le piano, mm. 54–57

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    For a “maximalized” version of the harmonic idiom exemplified by Satie’s and Debussy’s Sarabandes, a good place to look would be a celebrated piano piece of Debussy’s composed a decade and a half later: “Voiles” (1909), the second in a set of twelve Préludes for piano published in 1910 (Ex. 2-8). The idea of a set of freestanding preludes, independent aphoristic compositions for the keyboard, obviously stems from Chopin, a composer Debussy worshipped and claimed as a forerunner. Unlike Chopin’s, Debussy’s preludes carry descriptive subtitles; but unlike most titles, Debussy’s are given not at the heads of the pieces, but at the ends, modestly enclosed in parentheses, and preceded by dots of ellipsis, as if to demote them to the rank of whispered interpretive suggestions or “teasers,” rather than explicit prescriptions. In the case of “Voiles,” the teasing is exaggerated by the ambiguity of the word. “Le voile,” with masculine article, means “veil” or “mask”; “la voile,” with feminine article, means “sail” or “sailboat.” In the plural, the word can mean either.

  


  
    EX. 2-8A Claude Debussy, “Voiles” (Préludes, Book I), mm. 1–13
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    Leaving the implications of the title aside for the moment, we are struck by a different sort of ambiguity. The first forty-one measures of the piece are composed entirely out of the notes of a whole-tone scale, which excludes half-steps by definition (except for a single tiny whiff of decorative chromaticism shown in Ex. 2-8b), and which therefore has no degree functions at all. (It cannot have them: the degree functions in diatonic music are identified by the placement of the half-steps; when all the step intervals are of equal size, degrees cannot be meaningfully differentiated.) Previously to this piece, whole-tone harmony had functioned in Debussy’s music the way it had in Russian music: that is, in interaction with diatonic harmony, creating momentary blurs. Now it is the sole point of reference.

  


  
    As long as all the notes in play are derived from a single whole-tone scale (or “collection,” which just means a referential set of pitches whether or not they are played in a particular order), there can be no sense at all of harmonic progression. There is nothing to establish “attraction” between the harmonic elements: neither circle-of-fifth progressions nor leading tones are possible, since the collection contains neither perfect intervals (except the octave) nor half steps. Instead, everything coexists in relative harmoniousness, and in what seems a single extended instant of time. Debussy accentuates the static quality of the harmony, and at the same time gives it an anchor of sorts, by accompanying the whole piece (from m. 5 on) with a B[image: Image] pedal. A sense of unfolding is achieved not through harmonic variety (which is unavailable) but by an accumulation of melodic ideas (or motifs) in counterpoint.

  


  
    EX. 2-8B Claude Debussy, “Voiles” (Préludes, Book I), m. 31
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    Slightly past the middle a radical change takes place (Ex. 2-8c): a key signature of five flats suddenly appears, and the whole-tone collection gives way to a “pentatonic” one, the familiar scale on the piano’s black keys. The ear is refreshed. Since the pentatonic scale, like the diatonic scale, has intervals of two different sizes (whole steps and minor thirds), the harmony seems to come into sharper focus. But harmonic functions nevertheless remain in abeyance, since the pentatonic collection has the crucial element of “half-steplessness” in common with its whole-tone counterpart: in more formal terminology, both scales are anhemitonic, lacking in semitones. The two collections have three tones in common—evidently the criterion governing their choice—and the B[image: Image] pedal sounds right on through the new section. Sensuous values have been varied; functional or syntactical matters remain more or less as they were.

  


  
    EX. 2-8C Claude Debussy, “Voiles” (Préludes, Book I), mm. 41–48
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    When the whole-tone collection is reasserted (see the last measure of Ex. 2-8c), a new motif is introduced that imitates the foregoing black-key glissandos and provides a sort of synthesis to mediate and soften the contrast between the two previous sections of the piece. The melodic content of the first section is recapitulated, but in a new registral disposition: whole-tone counterpoint is inherently “invertible.” The very end of the piece is somewhat enigmatic. The B[image: Image] pedal falls out three bars before the end, and the closing harmony (the dyad C/E, first heard in m. 5), while perhaps not predictable, and while impossible to justify as a conventional tonic, nevertheless seems right. Why? Possibly because of the way it had ended the first melodic statement, before the pedal had been introduced; or possibly because it provided the midpoint (that is, the axis of symmetry) in the initial scalar descent through which the whole-tone collection had been introduced at the very outset (mm. 1–2). In an altogether new and literal sense, the dyad C/E may be said to act as a tone center.

  


  
    That is probably the best explanation—or at least the “right” one in terms of the composer’s actual technique. Increasingly drawn to symmetrical pitch collections (that is, collections that may be represented, as in Ex. 2-9, by scales that are intervallically identical when inverted), Debussy came increasingly to regard the middle of such an array as its most stable element. We will confirm this observation in a moment by examining another piece, but first let us return to the curious title of Debussy’s prelude and its implications.

  


  IMPRESSIONISM


  
    If voiles is taken to mean “sails,” Debussy’s music can seem “painterly”—that is, concerned in its subtly calibrated timbres (=colors) and blurry harmony with depictions of outdoor scenes or, more generally, with establishing correspondences between the aural and the visual. That is how many viewed him during his lifetime. As early as 1887, the term “Impressionism” was applied to his music, on an analogy with the famous school of French painters that had begun to flourish somewhat earlier, and which took its name from a painting by Claude Monet (1840-1926) called Impression: Sunrise, first exhibited in 1872 (Fig. 2-3).

  


  


  
    Like many style-identifying terms in the history of the arts (such as “baroque,” to pick the most widely accepted example), “impressionism” was at first a pejorative label. Certainly the critic who coined the term in response to Monet’s painting meant it as no compliment. Misunderstanding the intention, which was to capture transitory visual impressions (such as the play of light on a surface) naturalistically and with extreme precision, the critic implied that the broken colors and indistinct outlines in Monet’s painting were the result of sloppy technique. Similarly, the secretary of the Académie des Beaux Arts, who first applied the term to Debussy in evaluating the latter’s second envoi from Rome (a suite called Le Printemps or “Springtime,” for a wordlessly humming women’s chorus and orchestra), used it as a synonym for what he took to be the young Debussy’s chief liability: “a strong feeling for color in music which, when exaggerated, causes him to forget the importance of clarity in design and form.”14 Not surprisingly, Debussy found the word annoying, “a convenient term of abuse,”15 or at least (like any stereotype) a term of confinement. One did not use it to his face. But as in the case of the artists, the term “stuck” despite their resistance, and eventually lost its disapproving connotation. Instead, it came to name a quality that did seem to link the expressive aims of the new styles in French painting and music, and (perhaps even more important at the time) that strongly distinguished them from contemporaneous trends in Germany. The common ingredients, which critics have always found hard to specify in words however keenly they are “felt,” might be said to include such things as calculated effects of spontaneity; fascination with subtle gradations in color and texture that produced a nebulous, highly suggestive surface; and a greater interest in sensuousness than in psychology or strongly declared emotion. (Naturally, all of these traits could be easily translated into failings by German or Germanophile critics: vagueness, confusion, lack of expressivity.)

  


  
    EX. 2-9 Whole tone and pentatonic collections represented as symmetrical scales
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    FIG. 2-3 Claude Monet, Impression: Sunrise (1872), the painting that gave impressionism its name.

  


  


  
    Even the strikingly static effect of Debussy’s harmony—the absence of “progression” or forward drive that we have already observed—could be viewed as “painterly,” an effort to lessen the discrepancy between an art that unfolds in time and one that extends in space. His frequent use of visually-oriented titles like “Voiles”—its companions in the first book of Préludes include “Les collines d’Anacapri” (“The Hills of Anacapri”) and “Ce qu’a vu le vent d’ouest” (“What the West Wind Saw”)—confirm the parallel. The second book of Préludes (published 1913) include a couple—“Bruyères” (“Mists”) and “Feuilles mortes” (“Dead Leaves”)—that almost seem to parody the titles of typical “impressionist” paintings.

  


  
    Most revealing of all, perhaps, is the absence of people, or rather of personalities, among Debussy’s subjects. One finds representations aplenty in his music of the sea, of the wind, of gardens in the rain and balconies in the moonlight, but of humans few unless viewed en masse and from afar (“Fêtes,” or festivals, one of three Nocturnes for orchestra completed in 1899), or unless mythical (fauns, sirens), artificial (“Golliwogg,” his daughter’s Negro doll, portrayed in his Childrens’ Corner suite for piano), or already embodied in art (“Danseuses de Delphes” or Delphic dancers, the first of the Préludes, which title evokes not the dancers themselves but the Greek vase on which they are painted). His landscapes are uninhabited, even if they bear traces of former habitation, as in “Des pas sur la neige” (“Footprints in the snow,” yet another Prélude). In sum, like impressionist painting, Debussy’s art was not an art of empathy. Music, he felt, was “not the expression of feeling but the feeling itself.”

  


  
    He scoffed at “expressive” art like Italian opera, comparing it with the cheap music one heard in the streets. “There you can have your emotions-in-melody for a couple of sous!”16 he exclaimed in 1902, while his own sole completed opera, Pelléas et Mélisande, was being readied for the stage. Instead, like the painter Elstir, the fictional standin for Monet in Marcel Proust’s massive retrospective novel In Search of Lost Time (1913–20), Debussy aspired “to accustom his eyes not to recognize any fixed frontier, or absolute division between earth and ocean on a day when light had, as it were, destroyed reality,” thus to capture “boats [i.e., voiles] as if vaporized by an effect of sunlight,” or “churches that, seen from afar in a shimmering haze of sunlight and waves, seem to rise out of the water, as if molded in alabaster or foam, and enclosed within the arc of a multicolored rainbow, forming a picture of mysterious unreality.”17 Amazingly enough (or so it would seem had Proust not known it all along), Debussy actually called one of his Préludes “La cathédrale engloutie” (“The submerged cathedral”).

  


  
    This side of Debussy is epitomized in Nuages (“Clouds”), the first of the orchestral Nocturnes. To speak of illustration would be futile: what do clouds sound like? Everything is suggestion, analogy, impression—of shifting shapes, darkening or lightening, perhaps at the very end some distant thunder in the timpani (in homage, no doubt, to the middle movement of Berlioz’s seventy-year-old Symphonie fantastique).

  


  
    As is often the case with Debussy, the overall musical shape is simple and conventional: an ordinary ABA, articulated by a modulation (from two to six sharps and back again). Tonally, however, the music is as unconventional as can be. The only “normally” (if weakly) articulated cadence in it is the one between the first and second measures (Ex. 2-10a), in which a leading tone (A[image: Image]) is applied to B to establish it at the outset as the tonic. The fact that only two voices (doubled pairs of clarinets and bassoons) are in play eliminates the possibility of full triads here: thus the single unambiguous tonal gesture is characteristically attenuated, stripped down to a minimum (or what some might consider not even the minimum), reduced, in short, to a fleeting “impression.”

  


  
    Beginning in m. 5 (Ex. 2-10b), the tonic note is given two mysterious shadows: first a G that sounds continuously, albeit in fluctuating colors (clarinet/bassoon, flute/horn, violins divisi) over the next four measures, and then an F that is introduced by an arching phrase in the English horn that falls back to B (mm. 5–8), but that is later reinforced by the two bassoons at the octave (mm. 7–8). Under normal “tonal” conditions, the three notes thus implicated, G-B-F, would constitute a dissonant harmony (“incomplete dominant seventh”) in need of resolution. Here, factors of timbre and register conspire to promote a sense of unperturbable calm that overrides the impulse to resolve. Parts of the configuration come and go. On the downbeat of m. 7 all three notes are present (plus a C[image: Image]—notated, of course, as G[image: Image]—in the English horn to provide a momentary whiff of “French sixth”).

  


  
    EX. 2-10A Claude Debussy, Nuages, mm. 1–3
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    EX. 2-10B Claude Debussy, Nuages, mm. 5–10
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    The kettledrum has stolen in to reinforce the tonic B in the bass, however; and the first violins have stolen in with the same note at the opposite registral extreme. B thus dominates the chord, even though it is not, by standard reckoning, the functional root. After the downbeat of m. 8 the F is “cleared” from the chord; and on the next downbeat the G cleared, not by removing it altogether, but by nudging it up to G[image: Image]. That is obviously no cadential half-step, just an inflection or “tilt” away from G-ness so that B can be left to continue undisturbed in m. 10. There has been no “tonal motion” at all, just a sort of tonal inertia or lethargy that pulls everything back to B.

  


  
    Following the English horn part through the entire composition will put another kind of Debussyan inertia on display. The English horn’s second entrance is identical to the first. And so is the third, except that the C[image: Image] has been replaced by a grace-note D. That is all the variation that will be allowed, however: the next time it comes in, the English horn will repeat the same pair of variants: just as the second solo exactly reproduced the first, so the fifth exactly reproduces the fourth. Toward the end, the English horn plays a series of “petites reprises” (as French composers had been calling them since the seventeenth century) of the last three (cadential?) notes of its characteristic phrase. And its last solo exactly reproduces its whole vocabulary—two variants, petites reprises, and all.

  


  
    The English horn music, in other words, has been hypostatized, to use a term (from the Greek hypostasis, “substance” or “essence”) that music analysts sometimes employ to call attention to an unchanging association of pitch, register, and timbre that remains constant throughout a piece. To put the matter more in structural terms, one could also say that the tritone F-B has been hypostatized in the English horn music, thus freezing into a constant one of the “shadow” pitches noted near the beginning of the piece. That shadowing effect, which became increasingly prominent in early-twentieth-century music, often involved the tritone, the interval that exactly bisects the octave. It is the “first cut,” so to speak, if one wishes to apportion the notes of the chromatic scale into a symmetrical, rather than a tonally functional, distribution. The notes in a bare tritone (which when inverted remains a tritone) cannot be functionally differentiated. What gives B its de facto priority in the texture of Nuages is not its tonal function but its registral and timbral predominance.

  


  
    Eventually, B is given a sort of functional priority as well, but it is the new kind of functional priority foreshadowed in our discussion of “Voiles,” above. Right before the “B” section, Debussy allows the harmonic focus to go “soft,” first by interpolating a string of parallel [image: Image] chords, and then by calling in the whole-tone scale, expressed “maximalistically” as a six-note chord (also describable as a pair of simultaneous augmented triads) that exhausts the whole collection. The effect might be compared with that of a little breeze that nudges the sonic clouds into a new region of the aural sky.

  


  
    That region (Ex. 2-10c) is D[image: Image] minor, the key whose tonic lies the same distance from B (a major third) as did G, its “shadow” in the first section of the piece, but in the opposite “direction.” Like the C/E dyad at the end of “Voiles,” B has been located at the center of a symmetrically apportioned tonal space. Counting by semitones, that apportionment could be represented abstractly as 0 4 8. Any of the three functional tones—B, G, D[image: Image]—could be conceptualized as “zero,” in which case the other two will occupy the remaining positions. The reasons for regarding B as the “zero pitch” or “center tone” include (once again) its timbral and registral prominence; the fact that it was established first (and also—to peek at the end—sounded last), and is frequently held out in lengthy pedal points; and the fact that it participates in two symmetrical apportionments: the 0 4 8/with G and D[image: Image] just traced, and the/0 6 octave-bisecting tritone relationship with F, periodically invoked by the English horn (and frequently seconded by the horns).

  


  
    An especially subtle touch is the oboe part in Ex. 2-10d. Clearly an imitation (or transposition) of the horn tritones in mm. 82–83, it has the effect of surrounding B with D and G[image: Image], pitches a minor third away on either side. In other words, the major-third shadowing of B (with D[image: Image] and G) has been shrunk by a semitone, but with B still located at the center, as if “zeroing in.” Rather than a strong progression toward B, in which B is perceived as an object of active desire, the zeroing-in technique establishes B as the fulcrum of a static tonal equilibrium, evocative not of the high-strung striving of contemporary German music, but of a sublime immobility (Ex. 2-11).

  


  
    EX. 2-10C Claude Debussy, Nuages, mm. 64–68
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    EX. 2-10D Claude Debussy, Nuages, mm. 82–83 (third horn); mm. 86–87 (oboe)
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    EX. 2-11 Zeroing in on the tone center in Claude Debussy, Nuages
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    The tonality of the middle section (Ex. 2-10c) is colored by the use of pentatonic melody—or (as mentioned in connection with “Voiles”) a melody drawn from an “anhemitonic” pitch collection, to call it by a name that keeps in mind its status as a “half-stepless” counterpart to (and tonal coconspirator with) the whole-tone scale—and also by the use of “modal” chord progressions. The minor triad heard at the outset is qualified as the tonic of “D[image: Image] Dorian” at the end of the third measure, when it proceeds to a major subdominant chord containing B[image: Image], the “raised sixth degree.” Later on the tonic reappears in the major (respelled as E[image: Image] in the strings), but alternates with B[image: Image] minor (the “minor v”), which invokes the “Mixolydian” seventh degree in place of the too-focused (or too-focusing) leading tone. Harmonic focus is also avoided at the end of the piece, where no real cadence takes place, just a “liquidation” whereby significant harmony notes (the shadow G and tritone F at m. 99, plus the third of the tonic triad) simply drop out one by one, leaving B alone onstage when the curtain falls.

  


  SYMBOLISM


  
    If, on the other hand, the word voiles in the title of Debussy’s piano prelude is taken to mean “veils,” connoting mystery and concealment, Debussy’s music can seem “literary”—concerned, that is, in its reluctance to draw explicit connections or maintain a strongly linear narrative thrust, with issues being raised in the literary domain by the poets and other “littérateurs” (literary hangers-on) who belonged to the “Symbolist” school. “Symbolism” was a somewhat older movement than “impressionism” in painting. It goes back to the work of the poet and critic Charles Baudelaire (1821–67), the first of the “decadents” and one of the obvious models for Des Esseintes, the hero of Huysmans’s À rebours, discussed in the previous chapter. Baudelaire claimed to derive his artistic ideas on the one hand from the music and writings of Richard Wagner, and on the other from the American poet and literary theorist Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49). He lived the role of decadent to the tragic hilt, dying penniless in drug-induced insanity.
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    FIG. 2-4 Title page of Charles Baudelaire’s Richard Wagner et Tannhäuser À Paris (1861).

  


  


  
    All literary Symbolists agreed in tracing their movement to a specific poem of Baudelaire’s, the sonnet “Correspondances,” published in 1857 in a collection called Les fleurs du mal (“Flowers of evil,” sometimes translated “Poison blossoms”):

  


  
    La Nature est un temple où de vivants piliers

  


  
    Laissent parfois sortir de confuses paroles:

  


  
    L’homme y passe À travers des forêts de symboles

  


  
    Qui l’observent avec des regards familiers.

  


  
    Comme de longs échos qui de loin se confondent

  


  
    Dans une ténébreuse et profonde unité

  


  
    Vaste comme la nuit et comme la clarté,

  


  
    Les parfums, les couleurs et les sons se

  


  
    répondent.

  


  
    Il est des parfums frais comme des chairs

  


  
    d’enfants,

  


  
    Doux comme les hautbois, verts comme

  


  
    les prairies,

  


  
    —Et d’autres, corrompus, riches et triomphants,

  


  
    Ayant l’expansion des choses infinies,

  


  
    Comme l’ambre, le musc, le benjoin et l’enscens,

  


  
    Qui chantent les transports de l’esprit et des sens.

  


  
    [Nature is a temple where living pillars at times send out muddled words: There, man passes through forests of symbols that watch him with familiar looks. Like long echoes that blend from afar in a deep penumbral wholeness as vast as the night and the light, aromas, colors and sounds give answer. There are aromas, cool as baby flesh, sweet as oboes, green as the fields—and others, tainted, rich and thriving, having the power of infinite expansion, like amber, musk, balsam and incense—that sing of the transports of spirit and sense.]

  


  
    The crucial ideas here are two: synesthesia, the equivalence and interchangeability of sense experiences (the whole poem being a sort of gloss on Baudelaire’s avowal that “my soul travels through scents the way the souls of others do through music”18); and the occult knowledge that synesthesia imparts. To see symbols in all things is to lend them a hidden meaning and (as the initial comparison of nature to a temple suggests) to approach the sensory as if it were the spiritual and vice versa. In part, Symbolism was a revival of what modern historians call the “premodern” or magical world view, an outlook that sought the hidden resemblances of all in all. As summarized by the French intellectual historian Michel Foucault, the premodern worldview and its ways of knowing

  


  
    tell us how the world must fold in upon itself, duplicate itself, reflect itself, or form a chain with itself so that things can resemble one another. They tell us what the paths of similitude are and the directions they take; but not where it is, how one sees it, or by what mark it may be recognized. These buried similitudes must be indicated on the surface of things; there must be visible marks for the invisible analogies. There are no resemblances without signatures. The world of similarity can only be a world of signs19

  


  
    —which is to say, of symbols. And hence the virtual obsession among symbolist artists with medieval or pseudomedieval subjects and settings. They not only enabled but positively demanded the adoption of a magical worldview that regarded nature as a gateway to a superior reality.

  


  
    Factoring Wagner (and what he had come to mean to his numberless enthusiasts) into the equation turned symbolism into a universal “musicalization” of experience, for the relationship between the sensory and the spiritual was strongest in music, where the presence of conceptual objects (concrete “things”) was less of an impediment to free association than in any other art, and where the experience of “objectless desire,” especially strong in Wagner, had accustomed artists to the idea that all objects of desire were interchangeable. An enthusiastic French Wagnerian, the mystical writer Edouard Schuré (1841–1929), in a typically slanted history of the “music drama” published in 1882, made the strongest case that music, by its very nature, was the art of symbolism par excellence:

  


  
    If from the world of visible forms and ideas peculiar to poetry and the plastic arts we enter the world of sounds and harmony, our first impression is that of a man passing suddenly from the light into deepest darkness. In the former everything can be explained, follows logically and creates an image; in the latter everything seems to spring from unplumbed depths where darkness and mystery reign. In the one we find fixed outlines and the inflexible logic of immutable forms; in the other the flux and re-flux of a liquid element, perpetually in motion and metamorphosis, and containing an infinity of possible forms. In this impenetrable night-darkness into which music plunges us, we feel strongly the vibrations of life, but it is impossible for us to see or distinguish anything. But as the soul gradually becomes accustomed to this strange region, it begins to acquire a kind of second sight, rather like a somnambulist who, sinking deeper and deeper into his sleep, becomes submerged in his dream until real objects disappear from sight. But while the outer aspect of things is effaced, their inner content is revealed in a marvelous light.20

  


  
    At its most extreme and musical, then, Symbolism promised knowledge through the senses of the spiritual, or a way via art of seeing past the appearances of the phenomenal world into the higher reality of the au-delà, the world “beyond” the senses. Art or literature that drew connections too explicitly—that said what it meant and meant what it said—only set limits on its power of evocation, thus frustrating its highest potential goal, that of occult revelation. “By describing what is [and only what is], the poet degrades himself and is reduced to the rank of schoolmaster,” wrote Baudelaire; “by telling us what is possible he remains faithful to his vocation.”21 Or as Stéphane Mallarmé (1842–98), the leading Symbolist poet of the next generation, once exclaimed when an editor complimented him on the lucidity of an essay he had just submitted, “Give it back! I need to put in more shadows.”

  


  
    Now whereas drawing connections between Debussy and the impressionist painters was itself an exercise in impressionism, ringed with caveats (including the composer’s expressed discomfort with the idea), his connections with Symbolism are biographical facts of major import to the conception of many of his most significant works. The orchestral composition that won him his first réclame, for example, the Prélude à L’après-midi d’un faune (Prelude to “The Afternoon of a Faun”), first performed in 1894, was inspired by (and was in some sense an interpretation of) the most famous poem of Mallarmé. Even earlier, he had composed a major song cycle, Cinq poèmes de Baudelaire (1890), to words by the spiritual father of the Symbolist movement. As the epigraphs at the top of this chapter attest, moreover, Debussy had read his Baudelaire well, and was given to paraphrasing him when talking “esthetics.” His one completed opera, Pelléas et Mélisande, on which he worked from 1893 to 1902, was a practically verbatim setting (only slightly abridged) of what was widely taken to be the quintessential Symbolist drama, the work of Count Maurice Maeterlinck (1862–1949), a Belgian writer who after Mallarmé’s death was regarded as the movement’s leader. Two other operatic projects of Debussy’s—Le diable dans le beffroi (“The devil in the belfry”), on which he worked from 1902 to 1911, and La chute de la maison Usher (“The fall of the house of Usher”), on which he worked from 1908 to 1917—were based on works by Poe, Baudelaire’s acknowledged mentor. The list of symbolists whose work Debussy set, or on which he contemplated basing orchestral or dramatic projects, could be extended manyfold.

  


  
    Pelléas et Mélisande is not only a Symbolist drama; it is a drama “about” Symbolism; and as Debussy was thrilled to realize, it is a drama about music, as Symbolists like Schuré understood it. Neither Pelléas nor Mélisande, the pair of “operatic lovers” in the title (recalling Tristan and Isolde), is the play’s central character. The central character is Golaud, Pelléas’s brother and Mélisande’s husband, the play’s tragic hero. Although left alive at the end of the drama while Pelléas and Mélisande have perished, it is Golaud who is crushed in consequence of a fatal flaw. That flaw is his inability to accept things as they are, in all their infinite mysteriousness and ambiguity, their inaccessibility to reason, their indifference to human designs.

  


  
    Incapable of accepting reality as “the flux and re-flux of a liquid element, perpetually in motion and metamorphosis, and containing an infinity of possible forms,” to recall the words of Schuré, insisting rather on a realm of light and sharp outline in which “everything can be explained, follows logically and creates an image,” Golaud finds himself alienated from all the other characters, who have “acquired the second sight of a somnambulist who, sinking deeper and deeper into his sleep, becomes submerged in his dream,” of which the medium is music. Because of his philistine (“unmusical”) insistence that things mean one thing and one thing only, and because he tries to force the world into conformity with his limited vision, Golaud becomes a destroyer, and is destroyed.
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    FIG. 2-5 Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4, in the original production (Paris, Opéra Comique, 1902), as printed in the periodical Le Théâtre.

  


  


  
    Here is a brief synopsis of the action, the paragraphs corresponding roughly to Debussy’s five acts:

  


  
    Out hunting, Golaud, the grandson of Arkel, king of Allemonde (a French/German pun meaning “all the world”) comes upon a beautiful young woman weeping by a well. She is lost, having fled a place she will not name. Noticing her gold crown glittering in the well, Golaud makes as if to retrieve it, but she restrains him, saying she would rather die than have it back. She gives her name as Mélisande. She agrees to go with him. They marry against Arkel’s wishes, but Arkel bows to the hand of fate and gives his blessing.

  


  
    Pelléas, Golaud’s younger brother, befriends Mélisande. Seeking relief from summer’s heat one day, they stray into a shady garden containing a well. He admires her long hair, which has fallen into the well. He asks her how she met Golaud. In answer, Mélisande takes her wedding ring off her finger to show him, but, playfully tossing it in the air, loses it in the well. That night she begins to sob and asks Golaud to take her away from the castle where they live. He notices the ring missing. He questions her. She lies about its whereabouts, saying she left it in a cave. He orders her to go immediately with Pelléas to the cave and retrieve it. While in the cave, she and Pelléas are startled by the sight of a starving family.

  


  
    Pelléas finds Mélisande sitting in a tower window, combing the hair he so admires and singing. He asks her to lean out so that he can see it. She leans out too far; the hair falls all over the enraptured Pelléas. Golaud discovers them. For reasons unexplained, Golaud leads Pelléas to an abandoned, stinking well in the castle basement. Emerging into the sunlight, Pelléas seeks and finds Mélisande. They sit quietly in the shade. Golaud discovers them again and orders Pelléas to leave his wife alone. Golaud questions Yniold, his son by a former wife, about Pelléas and Mélisande. Yniold’s childish answers exasperate him. He squeezes the boy’s arm, causing him to cry out in pain. Then he has Yniold spy on the suspected pair. His renewed heated questioning frightens the boy.

  


  
    Pelléas, having been told by his father (a character who never appears) that he looks like one marked for death, makes ready to leave the castle. He asks Mélisande to meet him one last time by the well where she lost her wedding ring. Golaud enters, is furious, insists (against Arkel’s entreaties) that Mélisande’s eyes conceal her guilt. He seizes her by the hair and throws her down. Taking his sword he leaves. Mélisande laments to Arkel that she has lost her husband’s love. Pelléas and Mélisande keep their rendezvous. They confess their love to one another. Golaud bursts in and kills Pelléas with his sword. Mélisande flees with Golaud in pursuit.

  


  
    Mélisande (who, we only now find out, has recently given birth) has been only superficially wounded by Golaud’s sword. She is undergoing what the doctor foresees will be an uneventful recovery in her bedchamber. Golaud, filled with remorse, asks her forgiveness, but also asks to know the truth. She tells him that she and Pelléas were innocent, but he does not believe her and presses her further. She sinks back in exhaustion. To revive her spirits, Arkel shows her infant daughter. Servants appear. Golaud demands to know why. He is desperate to interrogate Mélisande some more, but Arkel bars the way. Mélisande dies. Golaud sobs. Arkel orders him out of the room for breaking the silence.

  


  
    The superficial (or maybe not so superficial) parallels between this plot and that of Tristan und Isolde are hard to miss: lovers in spite of themselves, Pelléas and Mélisande die (the former directly, the latter indirectly) of wounds inflicted by the heroine’s rightful husband. Both Wagner’s opera and Debussy’s could be viewed as mythic or mystical variants of the prosaic (or at least bourgeois) “eternal triangle” motif—variants that subvert the middle-class moral that usually animates the plot: that if forced to choose, one must sacrifice the gratification of one’s desires to the greater good of the social order.

  


  
    But where Wagner had attempted to muzzle morality, or shout it down with a grand and elemental, self-justifying passion, the voice of morality simply speaks a foreign language in Maeterlinck’s play and Debussy’s opera. Golaud wants definite and rational answers, but nobody understands his questions. Nor can anyone connect Golaud’s actions with their consequences: Arkel’s last words to Golaud, ordering him out of Mélisande’s death chamber, are not peremptory but loving: “Don’t stay here Golaud. She needs silence now. Come away, come away. It’s terrible, but it wasn’t your doing. She was such a quiet little creature …” Loving words, and yet mocking all the same. The playwright mocks Golaud’s questions with enigmas of his own in the form of recurring motifs, for which we spectators are at a loss to provide explanations. Why wells, dark holes in the ground, in three scenes? Why the crown, glinting in the shadows? Why the ring, which disappears from view? Do they tell us where Mélisande came from after all? Do they tell us why she married Golaud? Or do they simply mock the questions, ours as well as Golaud’s? The only answer that “works” within the confines of the drama seems to be that they are symbols, windows on the au-delà. They cannot be understood, except as portents of a destiny we cannot shape. Go with the flow, they warn; the need to know is death. We can live if we only don’t connect—or rather, if we connect with everything, not just with what we think will satisfy our needs.

  


  
    Not surprisingly, Debussy saw in all of this an ideal medium for his music—or rather, perhaps, saw his music as an ideal medium for all of this. But how, exactly, did his music provide that medium, that “liquid element” in which the somnambulistic action of the drama could unfold? Recognizing the affinities between Pelléas and Tristan, but also recognizing the wide gulf that separated the two operas both as drama and as “philosophy,” the Polish musicologist Stefan Jarocinski described Debussy’s achievement as one of “de-Wagnerizing” opera by “removing the Teutonic pathos and ‘will to power.’”22 On the basis of our previous analyses of Debussy’s musical technique we might be tempted to take this observation a step further, and at the same time pinpoint the relationship between Debussy’s musical technique and his philosophical or dramaturgical conceptions, by suggesting more concretely that Debussy de-Wagnerized his opera by removing (or “liquidating”) the half steps—not every half step, of course, just those that expressed pathos or a “will to power,” which is to say the cadential leading tones.

  


  
    Debussy found the task of composing Pelléas exhausting. In fact (just as his hero-worshipped Musorgsky had done in Boris Godunov) he wrote the opera twice and never finished another. The first draft took him exactly two years, from August 1893 to August 1895. The apparent aimlessness of the action—or rather, the extreme passivity of all the characters save Golaud—was at first a powerful attraction. “Despite its dreamlike atmosphere,” he wrote of Maeterlinck’s play, “it contains far more humanity than those so-called ‘real-life documents’” of verismo,23 the naturalistic melodramas of contemporary Italians like Mascagni and Puccini. In particular, it was bathed in “an evocative language whose sensitivity could be extended into music and into the orchestral ambience.” This much was almost a direct paraphrase of Schuré.

  


  
    But realizing it musically was another story. Debussy’s letters, especially those written in 1894, are full of anguish and raillery against what he saw as the limits that his training had placed on his fantasy. “I’ve spent days trying to capture that ‘nothing’ that Mélisande is made of,” he wrote to one friend.24 To another he wondered whether there was anything left for a composer to do anymore but recycle clichés: “Impossible to count how often since Gluck people have died to the chord of the [Neapolitan] sixth, and now, from [Massenet’s] Manon to Isolde, they do it to the diminished seventh! And as for that idiotic thing called a perfect triad, it’s only habit, like going to a cafe!”25 As for old Arkel, he “comes from beyond the grave and has that objective prophetic gentleness of those who are soon to die—all of which has to be expressed with do-re-mi-fa-sol-la-ti-do!!! What a profession!”26

  


  
    Finally, he confided to Ernest Chausson, his closest musical friend after Satie, “I was premature in crying ‘success’ over Pelléas et Mélisande. After a sleepless night (the bringer of truth) I had to admit it wouldn’t do at all. It was like the duet by M. So-and-so, or nobody in particular, and worst of all the ghost of old Klingsor, alias R. Wagner, kept appearing in the corner of a bar. So I’ve torn the whole thing up.”27 The scene to which Debussy was referring was the climactic one, the fourth scene of the fourth act, in which Pelléas and Mélisande exchange nocturnal confessions of love in a garden, and Golaud, intruding on them, kills his rival.

  


  
    This was, of course, the scene that most closely paralleled the plot of Tristan und Isolde (act II), and therefore aroused the strongest anxieties in a composer who had declared that it was “time to be post-Wagner (après Wagner) rather than merely in the footsteps of Wagner (d’après Wagner).”28 In view of its dramatic importance and its heavy emotional charge, it is not surprising to learn that this scene was both the first music in Debussy’s opera to be sketched, in the summer of 1893, and the last to be completed, in January 1900. In all, it went through three complete rewrites.

  


  
    Carolyn Abbate has demonstrated the extent to which the revisions of the scene were a conscious effort to exorcise “the ghost of old Klingsor.”29 (Klingsor was the name Wagner gave to the evil sorcerer in the second act of his last opera, Parsifal, who is defeated by the pure young title character; by calling Wagner by that name in his letter to Chausson, Debussy was obviously casting both Wagner and himself as characters in what can only too easily remind us of an “Oedipal” drama, a drama of vicarious patricide.) One instance, somewhat trivial but revealing, was the removal of what could be heard as a Tristanesque phrase (Ex. 2-12) at the point where Mélisande, sensing Golaud’s approach, sings “Il y a quelqu’un derrière nous” (There is someone behind us). “Symbolically,” Abbate comments, “it was Wagner whom Debussy heard standing behind the composition of Pelléas,” and of course the old man had to go.

  


  
    EX. 2-12 From the sketches to Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4
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    Elsewhere, however, despite Debussy’s apparent search-and-destroy maneuver, conspicuous references to the Tristan-chord were allowed to stay, especially at places where the word triste (sad), or even the performance direction tristement (sadly), appear (Ex. 2-13). At such places, where despite the fraught dramatic situation Debussy was seemingly unable to resist a fairly sophomoric pun, we seem to have a striking confirmation of Ortega’s diagnosis of the modern artist’s essentially ironic disposition, creating—at a distance, so to speak—an “artistic art” that insisted upon displaying its artifice, not so much in ostentation as in modesty (“to see to it that the work of art is nothing but a work of art, … a thing of no transcending consequence”).

  


  
    The most significant alterations in the scene, however, were the ones that attentuated (or “clouded”) the clarity of the tonal relationships. Unlike Wagner’s, Debussy’s Tristan-chords are not harmonically active; like the one in Ex. 2-13, which simply breaks off, they do not form part of any progression to a harmonic goal. Instead, they float free of any tether of voice leading, free of “glue,” and so does the scene as a whole. One is conscious of Debussy’s effort not to impose any abstractly “musical” shape on the scene. Modulations are always unpredictable (hence unpredicted), never telegraphed. The listener is rendered as passive as the characters, borne along by the ill-defined yet incessant harmonic flux, the flux of fate. Still and all, one can discern a tonal plan if one is looking hard enough for it. And while looking for it might not be the best way to approach the opera in the opera house, it is worth doing here, under “laboratory conditions,” just so as to appreciate the ways in which Debussy (recalling Mallarmé) “put in the shadows.”

  


  
    EX. 2-13 Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Mélisande, “Si, si, je suis heureuse….”
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    EX. 2-14 Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4, mm. 81–87
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    Both tonally and dramaturgically, the scene can be broken down into three parts. The first culminates in the declaration of love (Ex. 2-14), surely the most resolutely unrhetorical such declaration in all of opera. The second, which begins with the scene’s first explicitly notated key signature (F[image: Image] major), comprises its lyrical core: Pelléas’s part slows down to “aria tempo” (halves and quarters rather than quarters, eighths, and sixteenths) as he sings of his love; Mélisande, as ever, is erratic, matter-of-fact, “not all there,” and though she reciprocates Pelléas’s passion verbally, her music tends to break the mood. (Here Debussy acts as a sort of supreme stage director, controlling the singers’ enunciation of Maeterlinck’s lines to achieve the characteristically understated interpretation he desires, which may or may not have accorded with the playwright’s intent.) The swift third section culminates in the lovers’ desperate kiss in expectation of death, and Golaud’s attack. Here (Ex. 2-15) even somnambulistic Mélisande manages a fairly long, fairly high note. In this doggedly understated context it comes across as a veritable Liebestod!

  


  
    The entire scene contains only a single strongly articulated authentic cadence, only one spot where a functional “V” and a functional “I” are placed in direct succession. As might be guessed, it leads into the “aria” in F[image: Image] major (Ex. 2-16). But only in a context like this could such a cadence count as “strongly articulated.” The dominant is presented in second inversion, with the root C[image: Image] a fleeting melodic presence rather than part of the actual “chord.” True, the C[image: Image]D[image: Image] region has had some previous exposure—in one spot it seems to function as tonic, in another as dominant—which could be adduced as support for the cadence in Ex. 2–16. A truly determined analyst might even claim that the whole first part of the scene thus acts as a structural pickup to the second part (and might find further support, as Abbate suggests, in the sketches). But to make such a claim is to value an ounce of light over a pound of shadow. That does not accord very well with the Symbolist scale of values.

  


  
    A similarly selective reading of the harmonic evidence might seek to connect Pelléas’s anxiously asserted and sustained dominant seventh on G at the beginning of Ex. 2–17 with his “very expressive” C major at the end of it, and cast it all as an elaborate preparation for the F-minor cadence at the end. This, too, may accord with Debussy’s initial harmonic plan. But to select only these circle-of-fifth moments for conceptual linkage is to ignore (for example) the lengthy pedal point on F[image: Image] (recalling the scene’s tonal focal point) that leads up to the climactic kiss. (And here Debussy may have missed an apparition of “old Klingsor,” since the pedal point that prepares the cataclysmic climax of Tristan and Isolde’s lovemaking—thwarted in act II but triumphant in act III—was also an F[image: Image].)

  


  
    EX. 2-15 Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4, mm. 266–271

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 2-16 Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4, mm. 96–98
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    Far more salient to the ear and to the interpreting mind are the elaborately liquidated leading tones that dissolve potential dominants wherever (as Mallarmé might have said) lucidity threatens, as where an infusion of functionally undifferentiated whole-tone harmonies neutralizes the key of Pelléas’s little aria (Ex. 2-18a). Another such intervention (Ex. 2-18b) turns the leading tone of F[image: Image] into the innocuous third of a D-minor triad. At these points the tension that a German composer would have ratcheted up to the point of purposeful agony is allowed—fatalistically, it might seem—to wither.

  


  
    Not surprisingly, then, harmonic effects like these rendered Pelléas virtually incomprehensible to Richard Strauss (“Richard II,” as he was often called), then regarded (as we learned in the previous chapter) as Germany’s harmonic innovator par excellence. At a performance of Debussy’s opera that he attended in 1907 (two years after Salome) as the guest of Romain Rolland (1866-1944), the famous French novelist who was also a prolific writer on music, Strauss turned to his host after the first act and said, “Is it like this all the way through?”30 On being assured that it was, he protested, “But there’s nothing in it. No music. It has nothing consecutive. No musical phrases, no development.” Spoken like Golaud himself, this. For Strauss, as for all the German maximalists, there could be neither intelligible continuity nor “development,” nor even meaningful emotional expression, without semitone connections, or at least powerful expectations based on such connections. Strauss’s perplexity was a tribute to Debussy’s success at getting rid of the Wagnerian glue, relinquishing the harmonic driver’s seat to “fate” rather than the foreordained goals (and the triumphalist esthetics) vouchsafed by the circle of fifths and its half-step surrogates. His quiescence, responsive in a way that German music had not yet become to a new psychological mood, proved far more subversive to traditional practice than Strauss’s hyperactivity.

  


  
    EX. 2-17 Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4, mm. 176–201
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    EX. 2-18A Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4, mm. 133–135
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    EX. 2-18B Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act IV, scene 4, mm. 154–156
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  MÉLODIE


  
    Just as Claude Monet was the principal model for the fictional artist Elstir in Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, so Gabriel Fauré seems to have been the principal model for Vinteuil, the composer character in the same panoramic novel. The late-blooming Fauré, a pupil of Saint-Saëns both in composition and in organ, was never even slightly involved in countercultural or bohemian activities—from 1896 he was professor of composition at the Paris Conservatory, from 1905 to 1920 its director—but his many settings of “decadent” and Symbolist poetry helped establish a genre of subtly understated art song that the French call mélodie. (The actual use of the word seems to originate with Berlioz, who in 1830 published nine settings from the Irish Melodies of Thomas Moore under the title “Neuf mélodies,” and reused the term a dozen years later in a group of six songs to texts by the Romantic poet Théophile Gautier composed in 1840-41, later orchestrated in 1856 as a cycle entitled Les nuits d’été or “Summer Nights.”)

  


  


  
    Proust himself was especially fond of Fauré’s Le parfum impérissable (“The imperishable scent;” 1897), a mélodie to words by Charles-Marie-René Leconte de Lisle (1818–94), a member of the so-called Parnassians, a group of Parisian poets that took its name from Parnassus, the mountain abode of the Muses in Greek mythology. Their journal, Le Parnasse contemporain, was a forum for fastidious “estheticist” or art-for-art’s-sake propaganda. In its sensualism, their work prefigured the “decadence” of the next generation. Le parfum impérissable, which first appeared in Leconte de Lisle’s collection Poésies barbares, sums up many of the themes we have already associated with decadence and symbolism: esotericism (here evoked by an exotic locale), refinement (here evoked by the main image, a substance of supreme rarity), and above all the treatment of a sensory impression as the gateway to a spiritual revelation. (Proust’s gigantic novel, as its readers never forget, is cast in similar terms, as a flood of emotionally fraught recollection released by the taste of a madeleine, a lemon-flavored pastry.) The poet compares the breaking of a vessel containing a priceless perfume, which then indelibly marks the desert with its scent, to the breaking of a rejected suitor’s heart.
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    FIG. 2-6 Gabriel Fauré with his wife, Marie, playing a reconstructed Babylonian harp (March 1883).

  


  


  
    Fauré’s tiny song (Ex. 2-19), which transmits the poem to the listener like an urgent, intimate communication to a confidant, manages with harmony to evoke both the permanence of the scent/feeling and the emotional transports to which it gives rise. The deceptively regular returns to the placidly chugging E-major chords of the opening suggest the constant point of reference—one that seems destined to continue forever even after we have “tuned out”—and the modulatory departures, increasingly radical (though never dramatic or “rhetorical”), suggest the emotional leaps. Although the cadences in mm. 9 and 17 (and a final one in m. 31) might seem conventional enough, they are always introduced by five-note (that is, almost complete) whole-tone scales in the voice part that pull the harmony back, gently but with mind-boggling speed, from a distant C minor to the predestined key of constancy. It was no doubt that swiftness of modulation, combined with its understated delivery, that induced what Proust, in a fan letter to the composer, called “a dangerous intoxication.”31

  


  
    EX. 2-19 Gabriel Fauré, Le parfum impérissable, Op. 76.no. 1, mm. 1–17
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    One of the junior Parnassians, Paul Verlaine (1844-96), was Fauré’s near-exact contemporary and friend. He went on to become one of the most celebrated of the Symbolists, perhaps as much because of his extraordinary life as for his art. In the title of an essay on several of his contemporaries Verlaine originated the catchphrase poètes maudits (“accursed poets”), and lived the role to the hilt. He deserted his wife, and with her the whole bourgeois lifestyle, in order to pursue a homoerotic relationship with his young protégé Arthur Rimbaudc (1854–91), then aged sixteen, with whom he led a vagabond existence in Belgium and England. Two years later Verlaine shot and wounded his lover in a drunken fit of jealousy and was imprisoned for two years. Finally he reembraced the Catholic faith and lived in deliberate poverty, dying prematurely of consumption. (It was during this last, down-and-out phase of his career that he was befriended by the straitlaced Fauré.)

  


  
    In contrast to the outward turbulence of his life, Verlaine’s poetry was famous for its elegance and euphony—in short, its “musicality.” His famous treatise in verse, “Art poétique” (1874), begins with a line that became a slogan: De la musique avant toute chose, “Music above all!” Composers naturally agreed. Verlaine’s verses quickly became, and have remained, the most-set poetry in the French language. Fauré wrote thirteen of his mélodies to poems by Verlaine, nine of them collected his first song cycle, La Bonne Chanson (“The good song,” op. 61, 1892–94), which takes its name from the title of the 1870 collection in which the poems were originally published. It remains Fauré’s best-known work.

  


  
    Verlaine’s poetry often evoked the same pseudoarchaism that, as we know, provided French composers with a source of stylistic rejuvenation. The poems in La Bonne Chanson, a wedding offering to his bride, were (despite the private and personal sentiments they expressed) of this artificial, highly crafted type. Verlaine even toyed with the idea of calling the set Vieilles Bonnes Chansons, “good old songs.” The name would certainly have fit Une sainte en son auréole, the poem with which Fauré chose to begin his cycle. It is a sort of mock-troubadour song (or canso) modeled on seven-hundred-year-old prototypes replete with the imagery of the distant lady (“a saint within her halo, the mistress of the castle in her tower”), direct comparisons with “the noble ladies of yore,” and a final reference to her unuttered “Carolingian code name.” Fauré’s cycle was dedicated to “Madame Sigismond Bardac,” alias Emma, his illicit (because married) mistress, who later became the second wife of Claude Debussy. It was a situation redolent of fins amours or “courtly love,” the idealized knightly worship of a married lady from afar that had provided medieval love songs with their subject matter. Thus the cycle had an intense private meaning for the composer as well; and, like the poet, he too sublimated it in a somewhat affectedly recherché, pseudomedieval style that gave his music the same sort of “brand-old” freshness at which Verlaine had aimed. It was a theme to which Fauré continually returned. As late as 1918, he reused the second line of the opening song from La Bonne Chanson (“Une châtelaine en sa tour,” “The mistress of the castle in her tower”) as the title of a little Fantaisie for harp, the “troubadour” (or, to be fastidiously correct, the Northern French “trouvère”) instrument par excellence.

  


  
    The piano part in Une sainte opens with a thrice-repeated descending pentatonic (“anhemitonic”) scale redolent in some contexts of folklore, but here of “good old songs” like troubadour lyrics—or even Gregorian chant, just then undergoing a process of zealous stylistic restoration and revival at the Benedictine abbey of Solesmes, some hundred miles southwest of Paris. French composers were intensely—and somewhat nationalistically—interested in this project, since they regarded the Frankish chant as the earliest French music. (Almost needless to say, they were wrong: the chant was Roman, not French; but as Ernest Renan, the great French historian, famously put it right around this time, “getting its history wrong is part of being a nation.”)

  


  
    Further (and by now familiar) traces of neomedievalism in Fauré’s song can be found in vocal cadences that ostentatiously avoid the leading tone, substituting for it a “flat seventh.” At the final cadence the voice part descends stepwise to the “final,” like most Gregorian chants, while the piano’s deceptive cadence in m. 79 surrounds that final with appoggiaturas cunningly drawn from the harmonically neutral whole-tone scale, proceeding from there to a sort of “Lydian” cadence with a raised fourth degree (D natural) that resolves to the fifth of the tonic triad, thus replacing the normal leading-tone progression to the root. The few authentic cadences that survive the winnowing process barely register.

  


  “ESSENTIALLY” (AND INTOLERANTLY) FRENCH


  
    Perhaps more vividly than any other composition of the period, Fauré’s exquisite Requiem, op. 48, painstakingly composed and revised over a span of twenty-three years (1877-1900), illustrates the characteristics that French musicians then wished to cultivate and propagate as “essentially French” as opposed to what was accordingly to be classified as “essentially German,” or stereotypically Italian, or even what was once considered French. A greatly truncated setting of the Requiem Mass, the work does not even contain a Dies Irae, the section that inspired a theatrically thrilling hellfire-and-damnation response from Berlioz in 1837 and again from Verdi in 1874. Instead, as the critic Émile Vuillermoz (at one time a composition pupil of Fauré’s) remarked, Fauré’s Requiem is “a look toward heaven and not toward hell.”32 This attitude is pointedly confirmed at the end of the Requiem by the final section, a setting of the antiphon In paradisum deducant te Angeli (“May the Angels lead you into Paradise”), which is not even part of the Requiem Mass as such, but is sung on the way to the gravesite before burial on those occasions when burial immediately follows the service. This comforting representation of angelic harping is also a representation of a state of heavenly bliss, in which nothing remains to be desired. Therefore, the musical representation of desire, from which Germanic “absolute music” (not to mention all of opera) had drawn its sustenance, is virtually suppressed.

  


  


  
    The dominant harmony is sounded only twice, and briefly, both times preceded by the iii6, which considerably attenuates its force by seeming to turn the chord seventh (G) into a mere neighbor to an F[image: Image] from which it proceeds and to which it returns. Other dominant sevenths are usually kept in check by “common-tone” progressions (as in Ex. 2-20a, where the fifth and seventh over B are transformed innocuously into the third and fifth over D instead of resolving functionally). And, having thus alternated with a harmony “down” a minor third, the tonic D is made to alternate a few measures later (Ex. 2-20b) with the complementary flat mediant harmony (F major), “up” the same minor third, lending D the sort of equilibrium at the center that we have already noted in Debussy, and which imparts the “imperturbable calm” that the American composer Aaron Copland (the pupil of a Fauré pupil, Nadia Boulanger), cited as characteristic both of Fauré’s music and of the “French temperament.”33 (But of course that description, and even the effect, was getting to be a cliché; compare Gillmor on Satie above.)

  


  
    Indeed, Fauré was mythologized even before his death, at the venerable age of seventy-nine, as the Frenchest of the French. Vuillermoz, in an appreciation published in 1922, recalling the Société Nationale de Musique (of which the twenty-six-year-old Fauré, as a protégé of Saint-Saëns, had been a founding member), declared that

  


  
    EX. 2-20A Gabriel Fauré, Requiem, In paradisum, mm. 17–20
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    EX. 2-20B Gabriel Fauré, Requiem, In paradisum, mm. 25–29
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    In the midst of the Wagnerian epidemic, when Saint-Saëns, Franck, Massenet, d’Indy, Chabrier and [Henri] Duparc [1848–1933, a composer of mélodies] did not actually succumb, but were all affected by the contagion, he remained refractory toward the virulent romantic microbe, and preserved all his intellectual independence and all his racial sanity. During the epoch when the pupils of César Franck, notwithstanding their demonstrative nationalism, were naively Teutonizing our art, Gabriel Fauré, without professions of faith, without dogmas and without a catechism of industry, was the veritable guardian of our national traditions.34

  


  
    Of course, those “national traditions” (to say nothing of that “racial sanity”) were an ad hoc construction—a verbally constructed “discourse,” as today’s culture critics say, rather than a tangible reality—and as such could always be revised at a moment’s notice. Take for example Ariane et Barbe-bleue (“Ariadne and Bluebeard”; 1907), the single completed opera by Paul Dukas (1865–1935), the fastidious composer of only a dozen published works, who is celebrated for a single one: L’apprenti sorcier or “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” (1897), a symphonic scherzo based on a ballad by Goethe (famously “choreographed” by the Walt Disney studios in the animated film Fantasia of 1939). Like Pelléas et Mélisande, Dukas’s opera was also based directly (without any intervening libretto) on a play by Maurice Maeterlinck, in this case a decidedly “decadent” retelling of a famous folk legend originally committed to literature by the fabulist Charles Perrault in his Tales of Olden Times (1697), the original “Mother Goose,” considered a national classic by the French.

  


  
    In Perrault’s telling, Bluebeard’s seventh wife, Fatima, gives in to curiosity and opens a locked door behind which she discovers the dead bodies of her predecessors. (She is rescued from a like fate by the timely arrival of her brothers.) In Maeterlinck’s version, the discarded wives—one of them named Mélisande (so that’s where she must have been coming from when Golaud discovered her in Debussy’s opera!)—are not dead. Indeed, they seem to take pleasure, or at least find security, in their secluded condition. They come to Bluebeard’s aid when he is attacked, and finally refuse the freedom offered them in the name of sisterhood by the opener of the door, the tellingly renamed Ariadne (after the Greek mythological heroine who with her famous thread led Theseus out of the darkness of the labyrinth into the light).

  


  
    Dukas’s brilliantly colored score makes much, both in its orchestration and in its tonal relations, of the play’s many-sided contrasts of darkness and light. The opera’s chief leitmotif is a French (or, more specifically, a Breton) folk song that associates the former wives with “the daughters of Orlamonde,” night-bound creatures in search of daylight (Ex. 2-21). But in the play and the opera daylight is rejected—implicitly undoing one of the “master narratives” defining the Teutonic tradition in music from Haydn and Beethoven all the way to Mahler. It would be hard to get more “French” than that.

  


  
    Dukas, a conservatory classmate and friend of the slightly older Debussy, paid the latter tribute in Ariane—not so much by appropriating whole-tone effects that (while very noticeable) were by then nobody’s property in particular, but by actually quoting snatches from Debussy’s opera whenever the action concerned Mélisande, the character their operas have in common. Debussy was at first flattered and gratified by the homage, as a cordial letter to Dukas attests. But he was sorely baffled when a review by Louis Laloy, a very influential critic of the time, sought to polarize the two operas by contrasting their audiences and their critical followings: the “invertebrate descendants of ‘debussyism’” congregating around Pelléas et Mélisande (which “must therefore contain unsuspected defects”), vs. the “Ariane party” consisting of “those who know how to value the essential qualities of the French spirit and of French art.”35 This invidious comparison must have been motivated at least in part by Dukas’s use of a folk song, a simple, ingenuous (and “modally” diatonic) national artifact to stand out against the artificialities of his personal style, and by the presence in his opera of a “positive heroine” in the person of the light-bearing Ariadne, the wouldbe liberator. She bore comparison, of course, with Joan of Arc, or with Delacroix’s “Liberty leading the people,” cherished symbols all. Debussy himself drew the political connection (though without naming Dukas’s opera) in a patriotic tirade he published in 1915, while World War I was raging. “Since Rameau,” he lamented, way back in the early eighteenth century,

  


  
    EX. 2-21 “Artificially” harmonized folk tune from Paul Dukas, Ariane et Barbe-Bleue
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    we have had no purely French tradition. His death severed the thread, Ariadne’s thread, that guided us through the labyrinth of the past. Since then, we have failed to cultivate our garden, but on the other hand we have given a warm welcome to any foreign salesman who cared to come our way. We listened to their patter and bought their worthless wares, and when they laughed at our ways we became ashamed of them. We begged forgiveness of the muses of good taste for having been so light and clear, and we intoned a hymn in praise of heaviness. We adopted ways of writing that were quite contrary to our own nature, and excesses of language far from compatible with our own ways of thinking. We tolerated overblown orchestras, tortuous forms, cheap luxury and clashing colors, and we were about to give the seal of approval to even more suspect naturalizations when the sound of gunfire put a sudden stop to it all.36

  


  
    The last sentence is chilling, with its reference to “even more suspect naturalizations.” Many commentators have interpreted the phrase as a reference to the Jewishness of Schoenberg (or of Mahler, whom the French loved to jeer as Malheur, “misery”), regarded as incompatible with Frenchness. But why, then, the pointed insistence on the loss of Ariadne’s assistance, in view of her recent installation at the center of an opera that had been touted in the press (and to Debussy’s cost) as a monument to the “essential qualities of the French spirit and of French art”? Was the apparent irony the result of envy or spite … or what?

  


  
    As Anya Suschitzky, a historian of French opera, has pointed out, there were more dangerous, contemporary, and politically volatile resonances within Dukas’s opera than those we have noted up to now.37 In addition to Joan of Arc or Marianne, Maeterlinck’s and Dukas’s light-bearing Ariadne bore an unmistakable resemblance, as well, to a traditional allegory of “Truth”—a naked woman rising from out of a well and bearing a mirror to catch the sunlight—that had become particularly familiar in fin-de-siècle France owing to its frequent use in press cartoons commenting on the Dreyfus affair, perhaps the most divisive political scandal in the nation’s history. (Captain Alfred Dreyfus, the highest-ranked Jewish officer in the French army, had been convicted on trumped-up charges of treason and exiled; his subsequent exoneration was stridently opposed by self-proclaimed “anti-Semites”—so called for the first time.) And in light of that association, a comment Debussy had made three years earlier in a letter to his publisher takes on a familiar and ugly ring: “You’re right, Ariane et Barbe-bleue is a masterpiece,” Debussy wrote, “but it’s not a masterpiece of French music.”38 What could this be but a reference to the fact that, like Schoenberg, like Mahler, and like the unjustly defamed and disgraced Captain Dreyfus, the author of Ariane et Barbe-bleue was a Jew?

  


  
    Debussy’s remark is all the more troubling in view of his previous resistance to chauvinism, so unusual and refreshing amid the raging nationalistic currents that carried Europe from the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War to the onset of World War I (and also considering the fact that Emma Bardac, his second wife and the mother of his only child, was of Jewish ancestry). Listing his hates in a letter of 1895, he included (alongside the expected “crowds and universal suffrage”) something he called les phrases tricolores—“tricolor phrases.”39 The reference, of course, was to the French flag, and the expression could best be translated, perhaps, as “flag-waving.”

  


  
    But by 1912, even Debussy had been swept up in the inexorable current, giving vent like so many others to a rigorous, arbitrarily privileged notion of what made for authentic French music, inevitably implying a similarly rigid and arbitrary, intransigent notion of what made for an authentic Frenchman. Such notions served the cause of national solidarity by negation and exclusion, producing social division rather than cohesion. Must this always be the price of valuing national identity? Must the notion of nation always be racialized?

  


  THE EXOTICIZED SELF


  
    The case of Maurice Ravel (1875–1937), who for at least a dozen years after Debussy’s death was widely regarded as the foremost French composer, gives reassurance that a positive response to these questions need not be a foregone conclusion, and that national character can be pursued and achieved without insane appeals to “racial sanity.”

  


  


  
    Ravel, a pupil of Fauré, wrote in a colorful and sensuous style marked by a deep affinity for Russian music. He, too, was perfectly capable of platitudinous generalization when asked for it. In an interview published in The Musical Leader, a British journal, in 1911, Ravel told a reporter that

  


  
    The work done in France today is by far more simple than the music by Wagner, his followers, or his greatest disciple, Richard Strauss. It has not the gigantic form of Beethoven and Wagner, but it possesses a sensitiveness which other schools have not. Its great qualities are clearness and order. It is intensely rich in musical matter. There is more musical substance in Debussy’s Après-Midi d’un Faune than in the wonderfully immense Ninth Symphony by Beethoven. The French composers of today work on small canvases but each stroke of the brush is of vital importance.40

  


  
    But Ravel’s remark does not attribute the differences between nations, even when cast invidiously, to biological or spiritual essences, only preferences and practices that can be explained historically or socially rather than “racially.” Moreover, when speaking of himself rather than his “school,” Ravel blithely contradicted himself, claiming now to “find beauty in all things; the great and the small, the humble and the powerful.”

  


  
    He might have added “all nations.” In later interviews, including some that followed the World War, Ravel even admitted to admiring the work of his German contemporaries, albeit with reservations. In one such interview, he called it “curious and a shame that an all but solid wall separates their goals from those of French musicians.” Ravel’s greater tolerance may have had something to do with his heritage. Born in the Pyrenees to a French father and a Basque mother, he thought of himself as ethnically exotic and was drawn to other manifestations of national or ethnic exoticism, even Jewish ones, which he treated with unusual sympathy. Three of his songs were composed to texts in languages associated with the Jews. This is something one cannot imagine Debussy doing, or even Dukas—for precariously assimilated Jews, as we have already seen, were often reluctant to call attention to, or even to admit, their differences from the surrounding culture.

  


  
    One of Ravel’s Deux mélodies hebraïques (1914) was a setting of the kaddish (sanctification), the most hallowed of all Jewish liturgical texts. Its language is Aramaic, the ancient colloquial language of Jews in the Holy Land (hence the language spoken by Jesus). The other song in the 1914 set, and also an earlier “Chanson hébraïque” that formed part of a set of Chants populaires (1910), were harmonizations of Yiddish folk songs. These were far more unusual and significant, since they signaled acceptance by a non-Jew not only of the culture of the biblical Hebrews, but also of the recent popular culture of diaspora Jews—the Jews European gentiles encountered in their everyday lives and often despised—as a valid source for serious contemporary art. (Not even all Jewish composers of art music were that tolerant: the most famous of them, Ernest Bloch (1880-1959), was very much a purist on this score, preferring to invent an artificially “biblical,” orientalist style of his own rather than draw upon contemporary Yiddish culture.) The 1910 set was written as an invited entry in a folksong harmonization contest sponsored by a Moscow organization called Dom pesni (House of Song). For this purpose the composer was furnished with song melodies, including a Yiddish one that had been collected by the Russian composer and critic Joel Engel in Vilna (now Vilnius, Lithuania), a large town in Russian Poland that had become a center of Jewish culture. The opportunistic circumstances in which the song was composed might seem to minimize its significance, and that of Jewish culture generally, as a source of inspiration for Ravel.
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    FIG. 2-7 Maurice Ravel, by Achille Ouvre (b. 1872).

  


  


  
    But the 1914 set was composed on Ravel’s own initiative, for which purpose Ravel procured a large collection of Jewish folksong arrangements collected and edited by the Russian-Jewish ethnographer Zinoviy (or Süssman) Kisselgof and published the year before in St. Petersburg by the Society for Jewish Folk Music. Unlike his first attempt, Ravel’s second Yiddish song—“L’énigme éternelle” (“The eternal riddle”) on its French title page; “Alte kasche” (“Old question”) in the original—was sufficiently representative of his personal style to draw censure from Abraham Zvi Idelsohn, an authoritative scholarly historian of Jewish music, for disfiguring the melody by harmonizing it “in ultramodern style, without regard for its scale and the nature of the mode.”

  


  
    Ex. 2-22a contains roughly half of Ravel’s setting, while Ex. 2-22b shows the harmonization made by Alexander Zhitomirsky, a member of the St. Petersburg Society, for Kisselgof’s collection, which according to Idelsohn represented a “correct” harmonization of the mode and scale in question. Since artistic harmonizations of monophonic folk songs are based on esthetic rather than scholarly considerations, Idelsohn’s strictures against the Jewishness of Ravel’s setting were no more legitimate or dispassionate than Debussy’s against the Frenchness of Dukas. Both were examples of what is now called “identity politics.” Both were motivated by intransigence.

  


  
    EX. 2-22A Maurice Ravel, Deux mélodies hébraïques (1914), no. 2, L’énigme éternelle, mm. 1–26
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    Meanwhile, Ravel’s setting of the melody, while as arbitrary as any artistic harmonization of folklore had to be, and dissonant in a manner that no doubt struck the ear of a traditional scholar like Idelsohn as willful, was by no means “without regard for its scale and the nature of the mode.” Indeed, the most constant factor in the accompaniment is the distinctive augmented second of the Jewish “Ahavoh rabboh” mode (to adopt Idelsohn’s spelling). The augmented second, perpetually oscillating as the lower voice of the piano’s “righthand” staff, seems to illustrate the song’s subject: the perpetual imperturbable spinning of the world and its indifference to mankind’s concerns. Together with the piano bass, the same augmented second makes up the ostinato whose brief disruption and reinstatement define the song’s ABA form.
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    EX. 2-22B Alexander Zhitomirsky’s harmonization in “Ahavoh-rabboh” mode
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    Behind the decorative harmonic surface, the song’s tonal trajectory is a pristine I-V-I in E minor (with V coming at the midpoint, where Ex. 2-22a ends, the song’s most plainly articulated cadence). At the beginning, and at the reprise, Ravel cleverly accommodates the “modal” or “Hebraic” A[image: Image] to the key of E minor by embedding it in a harmonic configuration borrowed from the “octatonic” scale, an eight-note alternation of tones and semitones that can be traced back from Ravel’s immediate sources in what was then the latest Russian music, through Liszt, and ultimately to Schubert, all of them composers who at various times Ravel acknowledged as models. This stylistic patrimony somewhat distinguishes Ravel’s harmonic idiom from those of his French contemporaries, making it a little more astringent than theirs, a little more dissonant, perhaps a little more accommodating toward semitones, but just as sensuous and luxuriant once a taste for it has been acquired.

  


  
    The elusive harmonic trajectory of “L’énigme éternelle” can be described as an “octatonic-diatonic interaction,” to use a term coined in the 1970s by the American music theorist Pieter van den Toorn.41 Much of the terminology we now use to describe the style and technique of early-twentieth-century music was coined long after the fact, but so is the terminology we use to describe earlier music; most theoretical generalizations follow practice at a respectful distance, and this has been particularly true in the case of modernist music, which often strove hard on principle to keep its technical bases secret, the better to stay “ahead of its time.” Ex. 2–23 shows how the opening chords in Ravel’s setting derive from the background scale, and also the well-disguised fact that the two chords are actually a single harmony (one that we will reencounter many times and eventually give a name to) and its inversion.

  


  
    EX. 2-23 Octatonic analysis of Maurice Ravel’s L’énigme éternelle
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    Ravel was surely drawn to the “Ahavoh rabboh” mode, and to this melody in particular, when he noticed the congruence of its first thirteen bars with the notes of the tone-semitone scale, and devised his harmonic accompaniment accordingly. The first diatonic intrusion in the melody is the B in m. 17. Prefigured from the very beginning in the left hand’s offbeat eighth note, it will shortly assert itself cadentially (as we have seen), only to be resuppressed from the melody in m. 30 when the original tune (and words) are reprised. Thus the whole setting takes its shape from the tonal (or “modal”) interaction of octatonic and diatonic scales. Also noteworthy is the manner in which Ravel altogether suppresses the note A natural from the setting until m. 25 (the tail end of the example), when it is suddenly asserted by the melody (and as the apparent root of Ravel’s harmony) to form an effective Far Out Point from which a retransition to the opening harmony becomes especially meaningful. In short, all the most distinctive and seemingly personal (or “original”) aspects of the harmonization can be characterized as “deductions” from the borrowed tune, the Hebraic mode, and their perceived harmonic implications.

  


  THE SENSUAL SURFACE


  
    Ravel’s eclecticism was more innocent and accommodating than Debussy’s probably because it proceeded from a more optimistic, even hedonistic, view of art and its purposes. If Debussy’s primary poetic counterpart was Mallarmé, and Fauré’s was Verlaine, then Ravel’s was surely his friend Henri de Régnier (1864-1936), one of the most prominent younger Symbolists, whose verses abound with the imagery of joyful sensuality. Ravel only set one poem of Régnier’s to music, Les grands vents venusd’outremer (“The great winds that come from over the sea”; 1907); but on two occasions he used lines by Régnier as epigraphs for instrumental pieces. Jeux d’eau (“Fountains”; 1901), dedicated “to my dear master, Gabriel Fauré,” is prefaced by a quotation from Régnier’s Fête d’eau (“Water holiday”), entered in the manuscript in the poet’s own hand: Dieu fluvial riant de l’eau qui le chatouille, “A river god laughing at the water that is tickling him.” And the piano suite Valses nobles et sentimentales (“Noble and sentimental waltzes”; 1911), with its title borrowed from Schubert, is headed by a line from one of Régnier’s novels in praise of le plaisir délicieux et toujours nouveau d’une occupation inutile, “the delightful and ever-renewed pleasure of a useless occupation.”

  


  


  
    This last could be taken not only as Ravel’s artistic credo, but also—to the extent that it was uttered with bravado, in defiance of Germanic importance (or self-importance)—as that of France itself. The very precocious Jeux d’eau, written early in the composer’s career (just after leaving the Conservatory, in fact), makes the point clearly, but with an ironic fillip. Seemingly all ear-tickling texture and color, and for that reason often looked upon as a programmatic assertion of Frenchness in the face of all that Germany held dear, the piece is actually hung on a frame that turns out to be as pristine a “sonata form” as any German pedagogue could have required. The title is borrowed from Liszt—the third book of pieces in Liszt’s series Années de pèlerinage (“Years of pilgrimage”) contains a famous fountain piece called “Les jeux d’eaux à la Villa d’Este”—and so is the brilliant piano style, slightly “maximalized” by the use of double notes to be played by the thumb, a predilection that the composer could freely indulge within a harmonic idiom that so often treated seconds as stable chord components (in other words, one that treated seventh chords, including inverted ones, as consonant). The form, however, seems to have come right out of a textbook, as comparison with the score will verify.

  


  
    Exposition:

  


  
    1st theme m. 1

  


  
    2nd theme m. 19

  


  
    Development (mainly of 2nd theme) m. 49

  


  
    Recapitulation:

  


  
    1st theme m. 62

  


  
    (Cadenza m. 67)

  


  
    2nd theme m. 77

  


  
    But as usual, the form diagram leaves out what is most interesting; and as usual (for an up-to-date French composer), what is interesting about the music is its soft tonal focus and the ways in which that softness is achieved. As always, dominant chords and leading tones are rare as hens’ teeth. The key seems to be unmistakably E major; yet its leading tone, D[image: Image], is most likely to be found (as at the very beginning of the piece) as an ornament to the tonic triad, turning it into a piquant major-seventh chord. The only dominant chord on the first page of the music (Ex. 2-24a), in fact, hence the only cadential confirmation the tonic will ever get, comes on the last eighth-note of m. 6 in the form of a French sixth chord with F in the bass, but with B (presented in the right hand only) arguably functioning as the root. (Typically, however, the chord is filled in by a soft-focus whole-tone scale.)

  


  
    Much more prominent on the surface of the music are symmetrical “rotations” by major and/or minor thirds. It is necessary to use the clumsy “and/or” in describing the phenomenon because the major-and minor-third cycles are often superimposed, as in mm. 4–5 (see Ex. 2-24b). Reducing the second half of m. 4 to four block chords, we may observe a sort of interlocking pair of augmented triads, a construct of major thirds comprising five out of the six notes of the whole-tone scale, transposed four times by descending minor thirds. In conjunction with parallel progressions by whole tones and semitones, these third cycles—/0 4 8 (12)/ for major and 0 3 6 9 (12) for minor—will govern much of the short-range harmonic motion. At the short range, circle-of-fifths progressions are a strange special effect.

  


  
    EX. 2-24A Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau, first page
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    EX. 2-24B Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau, mm. 4-5, reduced
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    They remain in effect, however, behind the scenes, and assert their traditional rights over the long-range tonal trajectory, as a comparison of the “second themes” as heard in the exposition and the recapitulation will show. The first time around (Ex. 2-25a), B (=V) dominates the harmonic background (top of the right hand in m. 19, bottom of the left hand in m. 21), but never functions as a triadic chord root for the simple reason that triads have been banished from the scene: the scales in use are pentatonic, and the only intervals sounding as “harmony” are seconds, fourths, and fifths. The melody (left hand in mm. 19–20, right hand in mm. 21–23), while seeming to maintain a sharp tonal focus, in fact cannot come to a cadence in the absence of half steps: none of its notes has clear “priority” over the others. In the recapitulation (Ex. 2-25b), by contrast, the B is first approached by an exceptional circle-of-fifths progression that identifies it unequivocally as a functioning dominant, and, caught by the pedal in m. 77, it anchors the otherwise anhemitonic and ambiguous restatement of the theme that follows like a traditional “organ point.” The explicit subdominant in the bass at mm. 80–81 descends so decisively to the tonic that not even the typical withholding of the leading tone on the last quarter of m. 81 can compromise the clarity of the final cadence. (And then, of course, the fugitive D[image: Image], very much in character, reappears as a very stable decoration of the tonic in the last four bars, which take on the character of a coda.)

  


  
    EX. 2-25A Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau, mm. 19–21
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    EX. 2-25B Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau, mm. 75–82
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    Harmonically the most far-out (or at least the tangiest) moment comes in the “cadenza,” as it is somewhat arbitrarily designated in the little form diagram above—more precisely in m. 72 (Ex. 2-26), which contains a long passage in small notes signaling the equivalent of a fermata or “time-out.” At this vividly climactic moment, surely meant to invite the listener to visualize the spouting, spurting fountain at full disport, the 06 tritone relationship that elsewhere governs harmonic successions is telescoped into a “simultaneity.” Triads on F[image: Image] and C—the former (all on the black keys) consistently confined to the left hand, the latter (on the white keys) to the right—seem to coexist within a six-note “polychord.”

  


  
    EX. 2-26 Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau, m. 72
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    There are two ways this chord might be analyzed, both historically and in terms of its functional status. Both involve maximalizations of existing practices. The first, more traditional, explanation would be to regard the harmony as a functional French sixth chord on F[image: Image], the supertonic (II) in E major, in which the two thirds that make up the chord (F[image: Image]-A[image: Image] and C-E) have each “sprouted a fifth.” This interpretation finds its confirmation at the end of m. 76, when the progression is sorted out into its constituents, the C-major harmony (now sporting a seventh) giving way to the F[image: Image] (now sporting a ninth) within the circle-of-fifths progression already shown in Ex. 2-25b, the F[image: Image] proceeding along the same circle of fifths to the dominant pedal on B.

  


  RUSSIAN FANTASY


  
    The more radical way of interpreting the chord would be to regard it as the product of a symmetrical “interval cycle.” The common practice against which this second interpretation needs to be measured is not the “ordinary” tonal practice based on fifths, but a practice that had only arisen in the very latest Russian music, all of it written within a decade or so of Jeux d’eau. In his most recent operas, Nikolai RimskyKorsakov in particular had been experimenting zealously with cycles of minor thirds as a way of conjuring up supernatural or magical worlds. As he explained in his autobiography, RimskyKorsakov had first observed these cycles, and the octatonic scales that could be derived from them, in Liszt’s first symphonic poem, the so-called Mountain Symphony.42 Beginning in the 1890s, Rimsky was himself engaged in a maximalizing quest; he could with considerable justice be called the first Russian modernist.

  


  


  
    The reasons for the quest are worth noting. Up to the early 1880s, the dominant genres of Russian opera had been historical dramas and peasant comedies, the former corresponding to the “serious” type of traditional European opera, the latter to the old opera buffa. The assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881 brought in its wake the strictest code of censorship the Russian autocracy ever imposed. Historical dramas were virtually banned, and even peasant comedies were regarded as questionable subjects if they involved Ukrainians (who were suspected of separatism). So Russian composers, hitherto virtually obsessed with realism, were forced into an about-face. “Fantastic” subject matter—folk tales and fairy tales—became about the only type the censors regarded as safe. At first by edict, later as a result of a seriously kindled interest in harmonic novelties, the realm of fantasy became RimskyKorsakov’s virtually exclusive domain.

  


  
    The harmonic novelties in question were overwhelmingly octatonic: that is, they involved progressions based on the harmonies that could be derived from the 0 3 6 9 “nodes” of the scale, the minor-third cycle that became an octatonic scale when passing tones were added (just as a whole-tone scale resulted from the adding of passing tones to an 0 4 8 major-third cycle, something one finds as early as Schubert). Ex. 2–27 shows the complex of harmonies that may be drawn from an octatonic scale whose nodes correspond to the 0 3 6 9 progression Ravel employed in Jeux d’eau—that is, the progression that contains the F[image: Image]-C tritone axis, and Ex. 2–28 is a scene-setting passage that conjures up the fantastic underwater world of the Sea King in RimskyKorsakov’s opera Sadko (1897).

  


  
    The notes circled in Ex. 2–28 are the only ones not found in the scale shown in Ex. 2-27. Chromatic passing tones one and all, they contribute to the smoothness of the part writing but do not register as harmonically significant. Thus Rimsky in Sadko was actually doing something a bit more radical than Ravel in Jeux d’eau, at least from the “structural” point of view: he was mining the octatonic collection for lengthy passages of “seemingly traditional” harmonies that were nevertheless “without tonal motivation,” in the words of the music theorist Elliott Antokoletz.43 What this means is that there is no way, up to m. 19, of deciding which of the constituent harmonic roots in Ex. 2–27 is the tonic. It is only the dominant of C, which is not part of the scale of reference (and which therefore sounds like an agent acting on the harmony from without), that allows a tonic function to emerge. And when it does, it focuses attention on the title character, Sadko, a human intruder on the magical sea world, who is about to sing, and who inhabits the ordinary world of mortals where fifths, not thirds, prevail.

  


  
    EX. 2-27 Triadic harmonies referable to an octatonic collection
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    EX. 2-28 Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, Sadko, Act I, scene 2, mm. 1–23
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    This opposition of “human” music based on fifth relations and “magic” music based on symmetrical cycles of thirds was the harmonic novelty that so attracted and influenced the younger composers of Russia and France alike, beginning with Ravel’s generation. The French-Russian affinity will look even stronger in the light of Ex. 2-29, another snatch from the same scene in Sadko, where two scales based on symmetrical cycles of thirds (a whole-tone scale in the “soprano,” decorated with trills and chromatic neighbors, and an octatonic scale in the “alto”) are set in motion over a bass that oscillates between E and its tritone counterpart B[image: Image], the two pitches that (as exhibited in the second part of Ex. 2-29) bisect both scales and furnish the whole progression with a harmonically static axis of symmetry.

  


  
    The use of dominant-ninth chords for harmony adds to the symmetry in evidence, since the dominant-ninth chord is intervallically (hence inversionally) symmetrical: its constituent intervals form a palindrome (M3-m3-m3-M3) that by definition remains constant whether counted from the bottom or from the top. Although composed by a Russian born in the 1840s, this passage could easily slide unnoticed into a composition by a Frenchman born in the 1860s (Debussy) or the 1870s (Ravel). The difference—and it was a crucial one—lay in the degree of calculation involved. The scholarly Russian did these things systematically and “theoretically.” The hedonistic “decadent” French did them “by ear.” Rimsky thoroughly disapproved. The one time he is known to have attended a concert at which Ravel’s music (including Jeux d’eau) was played, he was asked his opinion and, “after hemming and hawing for a while”44 (according to one of his pupils) he said, “As far as the principle of using dissonance with all the rights of consonances is concerned, it’s not my cup of tea; although I should hurry right home lest I get used to it and, God forbid, begin to like it.’” So while he may not have wished to like what Ravel was doing, Rimsky grasped it well, just as he grasped the underlying principle that drove maximalism. He took Liszt’s innovations further, but drew a line. Ravel overstepped this line, but (as we shall see) drew another. And yet it could be argued that if Ravel went further than Rimsky in his tolerance for dissonance, Rimsky went further than Ravel in his freedom from the circle of fifths. In any case, Rimsky’s witticism about “using dissonance with all the rights of consonances” jibes remarkably with a pseudopolitical slogan (“the emancipation of dissonance”) that Arnold Schoenberg would soon be touting in earnest. By then, Ravel would no longer be on board. (To him, Schoenberg’s stuff was “laboratory music.”45)

  


  
    EX. 2-29A Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, Sadko, Act I, scene 2
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    EX. 2-29B The symmetrical scales and their points of intersection
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    But Rimsky’s dictum applies well to Ravel’s novel idea, that of mixing into pungent “polyharmonies” chords that Rimsky used only in succession. Only once, in a work he did not live to complete, did Rimsky ever try it himself: see Ex. 2-30.

  


  
    EX. 2-30 Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, sketch for Heaven and Earth (1908)
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    Yet here again the younger composer managed to trump the elder at his own game. In Rapsodie espagnole for orchestra (1908), another composition with a Lisztian title but Rimskian content, Ravel saturated his music with brilliant orchestral effects he had learned from the Russian composer. The most general influence came, naturally enough, from Rimsky’s Capriccio espagnol (1887). One very specific device, glissandos of natural harmonics in the strings, came courtesy of Rimsky’s Christmas Eve suite (1904), given its first French performance in 1907, shortly before Ravel started work on his Rapsodie. The most telling appropriation from Rimsky, perhaps, took the form of woodwind cadenzas over fermatas in the strings, borrowed from Rimsky’s most popular orchestral work, Sheherazade (1888), a symphonic suite (that is, a suite of symphonic poems) based on tales from the Arabian Nights.

  


  
    Rimsky had played a solo clarinet off against repeated pizzicato chords in the strings (Ex. 2-31). The harmonic progression is drawn once again from the repertoire illustrated in Ex. 2-27: dominant sevenths on A, C, and F[image: Image], together with E[image: Image] making up an 0 3 6 9 cycle of minor thirds. Against them, the notes given constant emphasis in the repeated clarinet phrases (E and G), fit in, respectively, as fifth and seventh over A, third and fifth over C, and finally seventh and ninth over F[image: Image]. Thus “octatonicism” is reconciled with the older technique, also a Russian favorite, of “common tone” progression.

  


  
    In Ravel’s cadenzas (Ex. 2-32), the harmonies, like those in Jeux d’eau, are mixed (or superimposed). In the first, a pair of clarinets noodle arpeggios centering on A over a sustained dominant ninth on E[image: Image]: a tritone relationship that fills in the gaps, so to speak, between the C and F[image: Image] in Jeux d’eau according to the scheme in Ex. 2-27. In the second, for two bassoons, harmonies built over not two but three roots drawn from a single 0 3 6 9 matrix are set simultaneously in motion: C[image: Image] (bassoons), B[image: Image] (cellos and basses), and E (violin harmonics).46 In effect, Ravel has combined the harmonic contents of all three Rimskian cadenzas in Ex. 2–31 into a single (or rather a triple) “polychord.”

  


  
    EX. 2-31 Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, Sheherazade, II

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 2-32A Maurice Ravel, Rapsodie espagnole, I, Cadenza at fig. 6
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    EX. 2-32B Maurice Ravel, Rapsodie espagnole, I, Cadenza at fig. 8
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  FEMALE COMPETITION


  
    That kind of emulation—outward homage concealing an effort to surpass—has an ancient history in the literate music of the West, and has often seemed to drive that history, insofar as the history of music is conceived as the history of innovative composing techniques. Early instances of creative emulation include the many polyphonic Mass Ordinary cycles composed in the fifteenth century on shared cantus firmus melodies like L’Homme armé, with their dizzying feats of contrapuntal virtuosity.

  


  


  
    Friendly (or not so friendly) rivalry among composers has surely undergirded many instances of “mutual influence,” such as that between Mozart and Haydn, particularly in the domains of string quartet and symphony, which contributed greatly to the so-called emancipation of instrumental music—“absolute music”—in the nineteenth century. Beethoven’s semiantagonistic (or at least “agonistic,” contestatory) relationship to his immediate predecessors and contemporaries has become proverbial, and, constantly replayed and reenacted by succeeding generations of agonists, created a crisis in the histories of the same genres.

  


  
    More recent notions, such as historicism and modernism, were similarly saturated with the principles of emulation, contest, and innovation as a measure of strength, to the point where many historians and critics (in particular the literary theorist Harold Bloom47), seizing on Sigmund Freud’s theory of the “Oedipus complex,” the natural rivalry of fathers and sons, have elevated the contest of strength into the essential driving force in the history of the arts. That theory will certainly appear to fit and organize a multitude of facts in the history of twentiethcentury music, as we are about to discover them. But is Bloom’s theory a diagnosis of romanticism and its more recent metamorphoses, or is it in itself a symptom of them?

  


  
    One group of critics who would certainly call it a symptom rather than a diagnosis would be feminist critics, who have tended in recent years to read the history of art as driven primarily by the male ego—“machismo,” as we often call it now (from the Spanish)—with deleterious effects not only on the fate of women artists, but on the content and quality of art itself. In an article provocatively entitled “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” (1971), the art historian Linda Nochlin subjected the notion of “greatness” to a cultural analysis and concluded that it rested in part on a foundation of fierce self-assertion—behavior deemed unacceptable in a woman, however talented. In this way the question posed by Nochlin’s title could become a self-fulfilling tautology: There are no great women artists because women are incapable of [read: socially barred from] greatness—unless, that is, they were willing to be looked upon, and vicariously slaughtered, as “idols of perversity” (to recall the conclusion of chapter 1).

  


  
    Thus the social costs of artistic success for a woman, amounting to virtual ostracism, were literally prohibitive. “The choice for women,” Nochlin wrote, “seems always to be marriage or a career, i.e., solitude as the price of success or sex and companionship at the price of professional renunciation.”48 This unhappy set of alternatives is well illustrated even by the relatively happy career of Amy Beach (1867–1944), a talented Americn pianist and composer who had to put her performing career “on hold” for the duration of her marriage, and could only reassert herself as a professional after her husband’s death.

  


  
    France, as it happens, was the one country where the institutional means for artistic success became available to women toward the end of the nineteenth century, when the ban on feminine participation in the yearly contests for Rome Prizes was lifted, first in painting, then in music. Nochlin rightly points out that this greater democratization of the artistic and musical academies coincided with (and in a way gave recognition to) a drastic lessening of academic prestige, and a no less drastic weakening of the academies’ power to act as gatekeepers regulating access to the arts and professions.

  


  
    Nevertheless, the removal of barriers to feminine participation did seem to create, as if out of nothing, a cadre of female candidates, showing that there had never been a lack of feminine talent or ambition, only of social outlets for their expression. Women were first allowed to compete for the Prix de Rome in 1903. Over the next decade there were four female finalists for the prize, two of them—Nadia and Lili Boulanger—from a single family. In 1913, the younger of the two Boulanger sisters, the tragically short-lived Lili (1893–1918), became the first woman to win it.

  


  
    In keeping with a pattern to which Nochlin had already called attention in her essay on women in the visual arts, the Boulanger sisters were the daughters (and granddaughters) of successful composers who had taught at the Paris Conservatory. Their father, who was in his seventies when they were born, had won the Prix de Rome himself in 1835. This created a certain amount of good will toward Nadia when she first entered the competition in 1906; but although she tried four times, and although each time a significant number of jurors judged her work to be the best, she never rose beyond the level of “second runner-up” (Deuxième second grand prix), the rank already attained by Hélène Fleury in the 1904 competition. As the music historian Annegret Fauser has observed, this was probably by tacit consent the “glass ceiling” for a woman competitor.49

  


  
    Fauser has speculated that Lili Boulanger’s success in 1913 was due in part to a strategy she deliberately adopted in the wake of her sister’s failure. In 1908, the consensus had been that the large-limbed and robust elder sister would have won the prize had she not committed a minor infraction of the rules, composing the required fugue for string quartet instead of the customary chorus. Playing as it did into the stereotype of the femme nouvelle, the aggressive and rebellious “new woman” who threatened traditional family values, Nadia’s bold behavior may have inspired a misogynous backlash.
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    FIG. 2-8 Lili Boulanger.

  


  


  
    In any case, the slightly built and fair-faced Lili Boulanger presented herself in 1913 not as a femme nouvelle but as a femme fragile, a tender and submissive maiden, and walked off with the prize. Her enormous talent contributed to her success, no doubt, but as Fauser observes, “Nadia’s fate shows that musical talent alone was not sufficient” to overcome prejudice.50 Lili’s prize cantata, the love scene Faust et Hélène, set to a prescribed text drawn from Goethe’s Faust, part 2, was not dangerously original: a salad of near quotations from Parsifal and Siegfried, it shows that the “default mode” for young French musicians, the style that came with least resistance to a harried prize contestant working on a deadline, was still tinged with Wagnermania, and can seem unintentionally amusing to a listener today. But one thing that it surely is not is fragile. However she chose to present herself to the jury, Lili Boulanger was in her creative work as capable of intensely assertive expression and effect as any male member of her generation. (So which was the disguise and which the “real Lili”—the fragile persona or the assertive music? Or is such a framing of the question, like most dichotomies, a double bind?) In several later works she achieved a much greater individuality without loss of directness. There are no “late” Lili Boulanger works, because she became chronically ill shortly after taking up residence in Rome in accordance with her prize, and died, possibly of malaria, in March 1918, at the age of twenty-four. Her most characteristic compositions are choral: several psalm settings, a Vieille prière bouddhique (“Old buddhist prayer”), a war elegy called Pour les funéerailles d’un soldat (“For a soldier’s funeral”). At the time of her death she was working on an opera based on yet another play by Maurice Maeterlinck, La princesse Maleine (previously fancied by both Satie and Debussy).

  


  
    Lili Boulanger’s last completed composition, Pie Jesu for mezzo-soprano (or choirboy), string quartet, harp, and organ, was dictated by the composer to her sister Nadia during her final illness. It bears a clearly emulative (are we still prepared to say “macho” or “Oedipal”?) relationship to Fauré’s Requiem, which contains a similarly scored setting of Pie Jesu, the gentle concluding verse of the otherwise omitted Dies irae sequence.

  


  
    Despite the steady atmospheric murmur of semitones in the ostinato accompaniment, the organizing principles of the music are by now familiar from our survey of the French music of the period. The vocal line is “modal” in the fashion of the restored medieval chant. Where the key signature contains one sharp, cadences are made to E, but the leading tone is conspicuously suppressed in “Dorian” fashion (Ex. 2-33a). In the coda, where the key signature changes to three sharps, the vocal cadences on B display an even more literally Dorian character. Here the meter, changing to common time with steady rhythmic activity at the level of the eighth note, reinforces the allusion to Fauré’s setting, which moves similarly. The accompaniment, moreover, is progressively purged of its Wagnerian chromaticism, achieving diatonic purity to accompany the concluding “Amen,” which Marc Blitzstein, one of the many American composers who studied in the 1920s with Nadia Boulanger, aptly characterized as “the essence of affirmation”51 (Ex. 2-33b).

  


  
    EX. 2-33A Lili Boulanger, Pie Jesu, mm. 3–9
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    EX. 2-33B Lili Boulanger, Pie Jesu, last seven measures
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    EX. 2-33C Block representation of last harmony
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    At the same time the harp part begins to emphasize “pentatonic” fourths and major seconds: its ostinato pattern, reduced to block formation in Ex. 2-33c, shows the way in which a “triad” consisting of a fourth plus a second (or, alternatively, two “stacked” perfect fourths) becomes the normative harmony, replacing the chromatically slithering thirds (normally considered a more consonant interval) heard at the opening. The harmonic change, a triumph of “half-steplessness,” signals (or reflects) the triumph of faith over fear that the music is meant to delineate (or inspire). And in view of the common thread linking the many stylistic developments this chapter has traced, it was also a triumph of “gluelessness” and the “essence” of France.

  


  


  CHAPTER 3

  Aristocratic Maximalism


  BALLET FROM SIXTEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE TO NINETEENTH-CENTURY RUSSIA; STRAVINSKY


  A MISSING GENRE


  
    It is time to confess to a scandalous omission. An entire genre, with a history extending back as far as the sixteenth century, has been virtually missing from this account of European art music, and it is high time to redress the neglect. The slighted genre is that of theatrical dance and the music written to accompany it—in a word, ballet. It is no accident that the word is French. Ballet was French in a much realer, more objective way than any of the Frenchnesses described in the preceding chapter, because it was historically, not merely “essentially” French. It was French, that is, in documented fact, not just by nationalistic assertion.

  


  


  
    The European tradition of spectacular professional dancing for theatrical display originated at the court of the French king Henry III, whose Italian-born mother, Catherine de Médicis, sponsored the first ballets de cour, courtly entertainments in which poetry, music, stage décor, and dance were all combined in a single dramatic action. The first such grand spectacle, Circé, ou le Balet comique de la Royne (“Circe, or the Queen’s comic dance spectacle”), was presented at the Petit Bourbon palace on 15 October 1581, under the direction of Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx (ca. 1535-ca. 1587), Catherine’s “master of revels.” Like Jean-Baptiste Lully, his great successor, and like his royal patroness herself, Beaujoyeulx (born Belgioioso) was a naturalized Italian. The early French ballets incorporated many ingredients imported from Italy, intermixed with local traditions of court pantomime and allegory. They arose around the same time as the Italian court spectacles known as intermedii, which were among the immediate forerunners of the nascent opera.

  


  
    The fantastic success of the early opera is what scotched the growth of the ballet. When transferred from the ballroom floor to the stage under Lully in the seventeenth century, the ballet became only one of the ingredients in the tragédie lyrique, the French version of opera, in which the chief dramatic burden, as in opera everywhere, was carried not by dancing but by singing, hence by words. Theatrical dancing thus became an accessory, an element not of dramatic substance but of luxurious ornament, and declined both in creative energy and in prestige.

  


  
    The French court remained its epicenter. Exquisite solo and ensemble dancing remained an obligatory ornament of the French operatic stage as a reminder of the richness of the court that supported it, and of the power of the French autocracy. It was the courtliest of all the courtly arts. Like the political monolith that sustained it, the French ballet was esteemed throughout Europe as an embodiment of everything aristocratic, and its music was imitated wherever the high aristocratic style was aspired to—most conspicuously at the petty German courts, which maintained orchestras for no other purpose than to perform “Ouvertures,” or suites of French dance music (a genre to which J. S. Bach contributed four specimens in the early eighteenth century, and G. P. Telemann dozens).

  


  
    But the emphasis on dancing as ornament or diversion rather than action, and the limits that impersonal court convention placed on its expressivity, led to dissatisfaction with the way it functioned within—or rather impeded—the developing French opera. Writing about the way in which French composers had to make way for frequent danced divertissements (fêtes), Jean-Jacques Rousseau complained in 1761 that “in every act the action is usually cut off at the most exciting moment by a fête: if the prince is happy, one shares his joy and one dances; if he is sad, one wants to cheer him up and one dances.”

  


  
    Rousseau was writing here in the vanguard of romanticism, insisting on naturalness and personal expressivity in place of courtly stylization. Over the course of the eighteenth century, a number of reforms and innovations conspired to undermine the impersonal aristocratic conventions of court dancing and replace them with a new kind of ballet that placed the emphasis on individual characters and their emotional reactions—expressed entirely in supple bodily movements—to an unfolding story line. This kind of ballet, which could be regarded as a selfsufficient “wordless opera,” and which was indeed designed to vie with opera for dominance in the realm of music theater, was known as ballet d’action or “plot ballet.”

  


  
    In a plot ballet, a scenario, or planned sequence of danced “numbers,” took the place of the libretto. The scenarist, who might or might not be the choreographer or ballet master, the designer of the actual danced steps, had a task similar to the librettist’s: that of expressing the content of the plot, often a well-known story, in terms of danceable situations. A method of alternating plot-presentation and emotional reflection, reminiscent of the alternating recitatives and arias in opera and clearly modeled on them, became standard. The equivalent of recitative was “pantomime,” or gestural mimicry, in which elements of plot were “acted out” in a very stylized way to the accompaniment of loosely structured “mimetic” music. The actual dances, often adapted (like operatic arias) from established ballroom genres, expressed in more general terms the characters’ emotional reactions to the events of the plot.

  


  BALLET D’ACTION


  
    The choreographer Jean-Georges Noverre (1727–1810) claimed to be the sole inventor of this type of highly elaborated dance spectacle. And while all such claims to absolute priority can be debunked—Noverre’s by dance historians who have identified forerunners of his ballets d’action as early as 1702—Noverre’s works were recognized by his contemporaries as an important step toward ballet’s “emancipation” from opera (an emancipation ironically achieved by means of emulation). During a stay in London, Noverre studied the techniques of David Garrick, the famous realistic actor, who returned the compliment by calling Noverre “the Shakespeare of the dance.”1

  


  


  
    Noverre’s first great success was Le jugement de Paris, a heroic (i.e., mythological) ballet d’action produced at Lyon in 1751. The music, now lost, was probably an assemblage of existing pieces by a variety of composers. The first ballet d’action composed as a continuous score by a “name” composer was Gluck’s Don Juan (Vienna, 1761), choreographed by Gaspero Angiolini (1731–1803), Noverre’s great rival. The first specialist composer for the new genre was Joseph Starzer (1726–87), an Austrian who worked first at the Russian court in St. Petersburg, later in Vienna with both Noverre and Angiolini, and logged some three dozen ballet scores over the course of his career.

  


  
    By the end of the eighteenth century, the ballet d’action had begun to incorporate subject matter drawn not only from mythology and ancient history but from the full range of literary prototypes on which opera also drew, including scenes from (admittedly idealized) peasant life. Beginning with the work of Charles Louis Didelot at the King’s Theater in London (from 1796), ballets were given spectacular stagings that, in their use of flying machines and the like, rivaled the French operas from which the ballet d’action had originally spun off. The nascent romantic ballet was poised to present itself, in short, as a full-fledged alternative to opera.

  


  
    But how viable an alternative to opera? How great a threat to it? For most of the nineteenth century, not very. For one thing, opera (especially when staged in France) often included ballet, sometimes very spectacularly staged, and could boast a more complete representation of the arts in combination. Nor did the ballet divertissements featured in operatic productions encourage spectators to regard the dance as a potential bearer of serious dramatic values. For that there was singing, after all, supplied with words that could specify emotional contexts far more efficiently than the stylized “language” of gesture.

  


  
    A further blow to the reputation of ballet among serious artists and their audiences was its association with what, in the aftermath of the French Revolution, became identified as outmoded aristocratic taste, and the way in which ballet was sometimes forcibly (and, it could seem, frivolously) interpolated into preexisting scores. The classic instance was the Paris production of Wagner’s Tannhäuser in 1861, for which Wagner was prevailed upon to supply a short dance divertissement in the first act (called the “Venusberg” music) to depict the title character’s dalliance with the goddess Venus on her sacred hill. This, however did not prevent members of the Jockey Club, an association of ballet- (or ballerina-) loving aristocrats, from disrupting performances with catcalls and dog-whistles to protest the absence of a full-scale ballet in the second act, since that meant they had to curtail their dinners if they were to see their girlfriends dance. (Verdi, recalling this fiasco, added an incongruous “Moorish” ballet to Otello for the Paris premiere in 1894; it was his very last music for the stage.) Then, too, the relatively lowly status of the composer in its scheme of things discouraged many of the major musical figures of the nineteenth century from becoming involved in ballet. Beethoven, who composed a ballet d’action called Die Geschöpfe des Prometheus (“The creatures of Prometheus”) for the Vienna court theater in 1801, was something of an exception, and he was treated with exceptional deference. More typical was the experience described by Victor Alphonse Duvernoy, an old ballet composer looking back on the conditions of his youth, in a memoir published in 1903:

  


  
    In olden days, the scenarist began by finding a choreographer. Between the poet and the dancer a close collaboration was formed. Once the plan of the piece and the dances were arranged, the musician was called in. The balletmaster indicated the rhythms he had laid down, the steps he had arranged, the number of bars which each variation must contain—in short, the music was arranged to fit the dances. And the musician docilely improvised, so to speak, and often in the balletmaster’s room, everything that was asked of him. You can guess how alert his pen had to be, and how quick his imagination. No sooner was a scene written or a pas [a section of choreography] arranged than they were rehearsed with a violin, a single violin, as the only accompaniment. Even after having servilely done everything the balletmaster had demanded, the composer had to pay attention to the advice of the principal dancers. So he had to have much talent, or at least great facility, to satisfy so many exigences, and, I would add, a certain amount of philosophy.2

  


  
    Only beginning in 1886 was a piano, capable of rendering a semblance of the full score, used at ballet rehearsals for the Paris opera. These were not conditions under which Romantic composers (with rare if notable exceptions) would gladly work, proud as they were of their social emancipation and the vaunted “esthetic autonomy” of their work.

  


  
    The main exceptions in France were two. Adolphe Adam (1803–56), primarily a composer of comic operas, wrote fourteen full-length ballets d’action in two or three acts beginning in 1830, the year of the July revolution when the Paris Opera, including its ballet company, was for the first time removed from the direct control of the royal court and put under private management. One of the results of this change was the installation of the grand historical opera as the reigning operatic genre in Paris, and the relegation of traditionally romantic subject matter—subject matter involving the mysterious “spirit world”—to the province of ballet.

  


  
    And one of the results of that relegation was the creation of Giselle (1841), Adam’s masterpiece and the sole survivor in repertory of the Paris Opéra ballets of its day. It is now regarded as the quintessential romantic ballet, familiar to ballet audiences everywhere, making its creator the first “name” composer in history to be remembered chiefly for a ballet. Its scenario, by the romantic poet Théophile Gautier (1811–72), was based on a Slavic legend recounted by Heine in his book De l’Allemagne (“From Germany”), according to which nocturnal sprites called wilis (or willies), the ghosts of maidens, lure fickle young men to their death by enticing them into their endless round dance. Adam composed it as a vehicle for Carlotta Grisi (1819–99), “the lightest sylphide [airborne creature] of the Opéra,”3 according to a contemporary press release.

  


  
    In the first act Giselle, a winsome, wholesome peasant girl, is seduced by Albrecht, a disguised prince; on learning his identity and despairing of his love, she kills herself with his sword. In the second act she is admitted to the company of wilis, but, still loving Albrecht, protects him from her companions’ spell and evokes, alas belatedly, his sincere love in return, expressed in a pas de deux (a “choreographed number for two,” the balletic equivalent of a love duet) in which the two protagonists are personified by instrumental soloists (viola for Albrecht, various woodwinds for Giselle) all accompanied by the harp.

  


  
    With its moonlit set and a female corps de ballet spectacularly deployed on invisible wires, the second act was an invitation to the composer to come up with comparably rarefied effects of spooky orchestration and harmony, effects reminiscent of Weber’s in Der Freischütz but wistful (“feminine”) rather than menacing or violent in tone (Ex. 3-1). The result was a ballet d’action unprecedented in its musical ambition, challenging the supremacy of opera by adopting some of its most sophisticated musical techniques, such as the use of reminiscence motifs, replete with “thematic transformation.” Ex. 3–2 shows the main reminiscence motif, which first accompanies the meeting of Albrecht and Giselle and last appears at the climax of the act II pas de deux.

  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    FIG. 3-1 Carlotta Grisi (1819-1899) in Giselle, act II (lithograph from a drawing by Challamel). Note the conventions of miming: the ballerina’s right arm is in the J’écoute (“I’m listening”) position.

  


  


  
    EX. 3-1 Adolphe Adam, Giselle, Act II, apparition of the wilis
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    Adam’s ballet became a benchmark, defining the style—and the particular ethereal tone—of romantic ballet for the next half-century. After Giselle, as Gautier reminisced in a Paris newspaper,

  


  
    Les Filets de Vulcain and Flore et Zephyre [that is, traditional “neoclassical” or mythological subjects of court ballet] were no longer possible. The stage of the Opéra was given over to gnomes [earth spirits], ondines [water spirits], salamanders [fire spirits], elves, nixes [nymphs], wilis, peris [fairies or air spirits], to all those strange, mysterious folk who lend themselves so wonderfully to the fantasies of the maître de ballet. The twelve mansions of marble and gold of the Olympians were relegated to the dust of the scenery store, and artists were commissioned to produce only romantic forests, valleys by the light of that pretty German moon of Heine’s ballads. The new type brought in its wake a great abuse of white gauze, tulle and tarlatan, shades dissolved into mist by means of transparent skirts. White was almost the only color used.4

  


  
    EX. 3-2A Adolphe Adam, Giselle, Act I, fig. 9
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    EX. 3-2B Adolphe Adam, Giselle, Act II Finale, Valse
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    The other major musical figure to emerge from the ballet d’action in France was Léo Delibes (1836–91), a pupil of Adam, who made his début as a composer of full-length dance spectacles ten years after his teacher’s death while working at the Paris Opéra as chorus master. Delibes, who like Adam was primarily a composer of comic operas, went on to write two ballets that have remained repertory staples: Coppélia (1870), after a story by E. T. A. Hoffmann that parodies the “Pygmalion” legend (a young girl wins back the love of her sweetheart by impersonating a mechanical doll with which he is infatuated); and Sylvia (1876), about a forest nymph in love with a mortal.

  


  
    By comparison with the romantic ballet of Adam’s generation, the music in these scores of Delibes has been called “symphonic”—sometimes (as one might guess) in praise, sometimes in blame, depending on the caller’s perspective. In either case, the term ought not to be taken too literally. Sometimes it was merely code for “Germanic.” Here it seems to refer to the unusually lengthy mimed episodes in which the freely modulating music follows the action with what might—very loosely!—be termed a process of motivic development, as in Ex. 3-3, from the act I finale in Coppélia. The passage accompanies the discovery, by Swanilda, the “young girl” in the summary above, of a key to toymaker Coppélius’s shop, and her decision to break in together with her companions to see Coppélia, the mechanical doll.

  


  
    EX. 3-3 Leo Delibes, Coppélia, from the Act I Finale
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    Yet despite the success of his ballets, despite the unprecedented respect his music won for the genre from serious musicians, and despite its popularity in the concert hall owing to the colorful orchestral suites that he cannily fashioned from his scores, Delibes only managed temporarily to buck the French ballet’s irrevocable decline in the second half of the century. He had no successors.

  


  
    The reason was simple: the fortunes of an aristocratic art form rise and fall with that of the aristocracy to whose taste it caters, and the off-again-on-again condition of the French monarchy in the nineteenth century was increasingly parlous and inhospitable to its dependent art-genres. Delibes’s ballet career, which began during the “Second Empire” with the monarchy on its last legs, reached its climax in the period of the early “Third Republic.” This period, the immediate aftermath of the disastrous defeat by Prussia, was one of fairly puritanical chastening.

  


  
    “Idle” aristocratic taste for the luxurious and the decorative, already subjected to years of spoofing in Jacques Offenbach’s operettas, was widely repudiated in favor of the high spiritual ideals of the Société Nationale de Musique, whose members, at least at first, were unanimously hostile to ballet. Even Coppélia, Delibes’s masterpiece, with its comic episodes and happy “realistic” ending, bore traces of parody. Sylvia, which took its old-fashioned romanticism seriously, was greeted with almost as much mockery as enthusiasm. It was the last of the line. Ballet d’action, scarcely a century old, was dead.

  


  OFF TO RUSSIA


  
    Or so it would have been, had it not escaped to Russia. Why Russia? For the same simple reason. In Russia, the strongest autocracy in Europe (and after 1848 the last bastion there of true-blue absolute monarchy), where the theaters remained until 1882 under the direct control of the crown, ballet was fostered to an extent unheard of anywhere else on the continent. By the beginning of the nineteenth century the Russian court was already a magnet for French choreographers, exactly as it had been, during the eighteenth, for Italian opera composers. Didelot served in St. Petersburg for two tours of duty, from 1801 to 1811 and again from 1816 until his death in 1837. He was followed there by Arthur Saint-Léon (1821–70), who retained his connection with the Russian Imperial Theaters even when called back to Paris to stage Delibes’s ballets. But the golden age of the Russian “classical” ballet came with the reign of Marius Petipa (1818–1910), widely regarded as the century’s greatest choreographer, who headed the company at St. Petersburg’s Mariyinsky Theater (called the Kirov in Soviet times) from 1869 until his death.

  


  


  
    By the late 1870s, Russia was the only country where one could regularly see “pure” ballet—that is, ballet as a separate entity rather than as an adjunct or appendage to an opera or a play. During his tenure at the Mariyinsky, where he was enthusiastically supported by the imperial family, Petipa created no fewer than forty-six full-evening ballets d’action and enjoyed virtually unlimited access to the imperial treasury, so that his productions reached a peak of spectacular grandeur never matched before or since—and completely unavailable to the actual composers of Russia.

  


  
    For although flourishing in the Russian capitals as nowhere else on earth, and therefore an art of immense national importance for Russia for the prestige it brought the court, the ballet remained a French art, dominated by French artists, and one that admitted Russian practitioners only in subordinate roles. The most important Russian choreographer at this time, Lev Ivanov (1834-1901), never rose above the rank of assistant to Petipa; his chief claim to fame came as choreographer of Chaikovsky’s Nutcracker (1892), a task that fell to him only because Petipa had taken ill.

  


  
    And this seemed perfectly natural in a country where until the 1880s French remained the official language of the court (as, a century earlier, it had been in Germany). Nor was composing the music for the imperial Russian ballet a task for Russians. The theater maintained a staff of imported specialists like the Italians Cesare Pugni (1802–70, in Russia from 1851) and Riccardo Drigo (1846-1930, in Russia 1879–1920) or the Austrian Ludwig Minkus (1826–1917, in Russia 1853–86), Petipa’s favorite, whose ballets—especially Don Quixote (1869) and La bayadère (1877)—are still occasionally revived as vehicles for virtuoso ballerinas. The only Maryinsky ballet with a Russian subject or setting was Pugni’s Konyok-gorbunok, “The Little Humpbacked Horse,” (1864, choreography by Saint-Léon), a holiday confection based on a favorite children’s story.

  


  
    Children, in fact, were one of the target audiences for the Mariyinsky ballet, which chiefly performed at matinées—where “the half-empty auditorium contained a special public,” according to one wry memoirist, consisting of “a mixture of boys and girls accompanied by their mothers or governesses, and old men with binoculars”—and holiday galas.5 Russian intellectuals and “serious” artists were not altogether unjustified in thinking ballet an entertainment for snobs and tired businessmen—“the fruits of M. Petipa’s and St. Léon’s nonsensical imagination,”6 as one very serious critic put it in the pages of Epokha, an intellectual journal edited by the novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky. As for Russian composers, largely frozen out of the ballet business anyway, their opinion was well summarized in 1900 by RimskyKorsakov, in a letter to a critic who had inquired whether the ballet had matured under Petipa to the point where composers of the front rank might profitably apply themselves to it. “I’m inclined to think not,” was the adamant reply:

  


  
    And therefore I myself will never write such music. In the first place, because it is a degenerate art. In the second place, because miming is not a full-fledged art form. In the third place, balletic miming is extremely elementary and leads to a naïve kind of symbolism. In the fourth place, the best thing ballet has to offer—dances—are boring, since the language of dance and the whole vocabulary of movement are extremely skimpy. With the exception of character and national dances (which can also become tiring), there is only the classical, which makes up the greater part. These (that is, classical dances) are beautiful in themselves; but they are all the same, and to stare for a whole evening at one classical dance after another is impossible. In the fifth place, there is no need for good music in ballet; the necessary rhythm and melodiousness can be found in the work of any number of able hacks today. In the sixth place, in view of its paltry significance in the spectacle, ballet music is usually performed in a sloppy, slapdash manner that would tell sorely on the work of a highly talented composer.7

  


  
    The attitude RimskyKorsakov was expressing was to a considerable degree a prejudice, born in part out of professional envy, and in part out of the special highmindedness (or civic-mindedness) that the traditions of Russian realism had inspired. That prejudice came especially to the fore in an astonishing letter that a young Moscow composer, Sergey Taneyev (1856-1915), had the effrontery to send Chaikovsky, his former Conservatory professor, in 1878, after hearing Chaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony. “In my opinion,” he wrote,

  


  
    the Symphony has one defect to which I shall never be reconciled: in every movement there are phrases that sound like ballet music: the middle section of the Andante, the Trio of the Scherzo, and a kind of march in the Finale. Hearing the Symphony, my inner eye sees involuntarily “our prima ballerina,” which puts me out of humor and spoils my pleasure in the many beauties of the work.8

  


  
    Chaikovsky protested against Taneyev’s assumption that balletic associations must necessarily be a taint: “Do you mean to say that the Trio of my Scherzo is in the style of Minkus or Pugni? It does not, to my mind, deserve such criticism. When the music is good, on the other hand, what difference does it make whether la Sobiechtchanskaya [the Moscow prima ballerina] dances to it or not?”9

  


  CHAIKOVSKY’S BALLETS


  
    The hidden subtext to this exchange was the fact that “la Sobiechtchanskaya” (that is, Anna Iosifovna Sobeshchanskaya [1842–1918], lead dancer of the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow) had indeed been dancing of late to the music of Chaikovsky, and that was news. (It was in the wake of Chaikovsky’s balletic successes that the critic had elicited from RimskyKorsakov his irritated condemnation of the genre.) Chaikovsky was the one leading Russian composer to be powerfully attracted to ballet; perhaps more to the point, or at least to the point of this book, he was surely the only major composer of the nineteenth century to be equally known for his symphonies and his ballets—oil and water, as far as most musicians (Taneyev, for one) were concerned—and to be adjudged an outstanding producer of both.

  


  


  
    So where Taneyev had feared that Chaikovsky’s involvement with ballet would tarnish his reputation as a “symphonist,” the historical outcome was just the opposite: the participation of a recognized symphonist like Chaikovsky was among the factors that succeeded (RimskyKorsakov notwithstanding) in raising the artistic standing of ballet in late-nineteenth-century Russia, eventually turning it, in a gloriously ironic and unexpected twist, into one of the most prestigious media for early-twentieth-century modernist music. For that to happen, however, ballet had to undergo its own process of “maximalization.” Chaikovsky’s first ballet, composed in 1875–76 (that is, more or less simultaneously with Delibes’s Sylvia) and first performed at the Bolshoi Theater in 1877, was called Lebedinoye ozero (Swan Lake). Both in its scenario (worked out by the composer in collaboration with members of the theater staff) and in its music, it was modeled quite noticeably in several respects on Adam’s Giselle: enchanted swan-maidens in place of wilis, a tragic mortal lover (Prince Siegfried in place of Prince Albrecht), a moonlit set against which a pas de deux is danced to the accompaniment of obbligato string solos and harp, a wealth of reminiscence motifs.

  


  
    Like most nonspecialists, Chaikovsky was unprepared for the rigors that the conventions of the genre imposed on composers. Not knowing that “the balletmaster fixes the number of bars in each pas, or that the rhythm, the tempo and everything is strictly assigned in advance,” he recalled years later with amusement, “I leapt before I looked, began to write, like an opera, a symphony, and it came out such that not one danseur or danseuse could dance to my music, all the numbers were too long, no one could last them out.”10 Instead of disgusting him (as, we have seen, they disgusted RimskyKorsakov), these requirements fascinated Chaikovsky. Once having been through the choreographic mill, he prided himself on his métier, his hardboiled professional skill, scorned those who in their ignorance scorned the ballet specialists, and itched to submit again to the ballet discipline, delighted that he was able to come up, like a specialist, with music that sounded spontaneous despite the extreme degree of calculation that had to go into its manufacture.

  


  
    These attitudes, it is only too obvious, are the very opposite of “Romantic.” That, too, was a source of contrarian pleasure to Chaikovsky, whose confessional symphonies have given him an arch-Romantic reputation not only with the public but with critics and historians as well. But in fact no nineteenth-century composer retained a more thoroughly eighteenth-century outlook on his craft than Chaikovsky. It would be wrong to call this paradoxical fact the direct result of his brush with ballet, however. Rather, his involvement with ballet was one contributory factor out of many.

  


  
    Like an eighteenth-century composer, Chaikovsky was the lucky recipient of patronage: first from a wealthy widow, Nadezhda von Meck, later from the treasury of Tsar Alexander III. Like an eighteenth-century composer, he composed for immediate consumption, often on commission from the imperial theaters. Finally, and most important, his status as a member of the first class to graduate from Russia’s first conservatory made him highly conscious of his novel professional status—he was in effect Russia’s first full-time “pro” composer—and extremely proud of it.

  


  
    In all of these ways, it was membership in what could justly be regarded as the last surviving eighteenth-century (hierarchical, aristocratic) society in Europe that shaped Chaikovsky’s creative attitudes and made him into not just a successful ballet composer but an avid one. Very sincerely, and of course very unusually for his time, Chaikovsky rated Delibes as a composer far higher than Wagner or Brahms. The reasons, as he expressed them, were that Delibes’s music unlike Brahms’s or Wagner’s (but like Mozart’s) remained beautiful (rather than “great”) and pleased its hearers (rather than raising them up to its exalted level). Upon witnessing the first Bayreuth Ring in 1876, right after finishing Swan Lake, Chaikovsky wrote to his brother in disgust, “Formerly, music strove to delight people; now they are tormented and exhausted.” Notice that Chaikovsky’s reasons for preferring Delibes over Wagner and Brahms were as much social as esthetic ones. That, too, bespoke an antiromantic, “eighteenth-century” attitude.

  


  
    Stylistically, however, Chaikovsky’s music was as “Romantic” as could be, ideally suited to the mysterious moods and magical transformations that suffused the Swan Lake scenario. A pair of examples, both based on the evocative “swan theme” that accompanies the first sight of the enchanted maidens, will serve both to point a parallel with Adam’s reminiscence technique in Giselle and to demonstrate Chaikovsky’s more potent powers of transformation, capable of intensifying the dramatic import at the dénouement (the death of Odette, the doomed heroine) to a tragic pitch—or (as ballet purists might object) to fully “operatic” blatancy (Ex. 3-4).

  


  
    EX. 3-4A Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Swan Lake, beginning of Act II
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    EX. 3-4B Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Swan Lake, climax of Act IV
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    By the time Chaikovsky returned to the genre of full-length ballet d’action he had achieved world fame. Although he still lived near Moscow, he was now composing on eager commission from the Mariyinsky Theater in St. Petersburg, the imperial capital, working in close collaboration with Petipa and with Ivan Vsevolozhsky (1835-1909), the “Intendant” or imperial theater director himself. A former diplomat, Vsevolozhsky was a powerful bureaucrat, an impresario, an expert ballet scenarist, and a stage designer all in one. In full control of the tsar’s unlimited theatrical budget, he created—in the words of the modern choreographer George Balanchine (1904–83), who had his start in the Imperial Theaters School shortly after Vsevolozhsky’s time—a Russian “Imperial Style”11 that surpassed in its lavishness anything previously seen in the nineteenth century, not excluding even the Paris Opéra in its own imperial heyday some sixty years before.

  


  
    The two ballets Chaikovsky created with Petipa and Vsevolozhsky—La belle au bois dormant (The Sleeping Beauty, 1889) and Casse-noisette (The Nutcracker, 1892)—brought the ballet d’action to its zenith of development. They are quite different, in fact. The Sleeping Beauty, after a famous folk tale found both in the Grimm brothers’ collection and earlier in the tales of the French fabulist Charles Perrault, is a ballet à grand spectacle, Petipa’s specialty—a ballet that mixed a strong plot line with a wealth of exotic divertissement and “apotheoses,” spectacular climaxes that summoned a huge and brilliantly costumed corps de ballet onstage.

  


  
    The shorter and sparer Nutcracker, after a tale by E. T. A. Hoffmann, contains some choreography by Petipa, but most of it was the work of Lev Ivanov, who became the first Russian choreographer to create one of the masterpieces of the genre. Nevertheless, Nutcracker is of an equally distinctive (and equally French) type, called ballet-féerie. The term designates both a ballet that has fantasy creatures—fairies, genies, and the like—in its cast of characters (but Sleeping Beauty already had those), and one that aims lavishly for a special marvelous lightness of effect. A féerie is a procession of wonders, each there for no other purpose than to be admired: art (or artifice) for art’s sake with a vengeance. Nutcracker, consequently, has almost no plot. Past the opening scene of a Christmas party at which Clara, a little girl, receives a nutcracker as a gift from her Uncle Drosselmeyer, the whole action consists of dream visions and a final transport to Confiturembourg (Candyland) from which—but this could be scary!—no return is made to round things off.

  


  
    These culminating ballets of Chaikovsky are masterpieces of what the composer called the vkusnoye—the “tasty,” or sensuously delectable. Nothing could be further removed from the spiritual or expressive tasks that German composers assigned their art; nor was there (yet) anything much in Chaikovsky’s or Petipa’s art of the Symbolist ideal of sensuous thrills as a gateway to the au-delà, the great suprasensory “beyond.” Its special quality is better captured by the less portentous English expression “out of this world.” From both the romantic and the symbolist perspectives, such an art was suspiciously hedonistic (another codeword for “aristocratic”).

  


  
    There was of course a long tradition in the nineteenth century for harmonic and timbral exploration, allied with the romantic tendency to value everything unique and exquisite. But in Chaikovsky’s “Imperial” ballets, and especially in Nutcracker, the recondite harmonies and rarefied timbres have seemingly lost their connection with “expression.” Transcending the language of emotion, they have become wonders in their own right—objets de féerie—designed to elicit a special “esthetic” emotion found nowhere else but in the experience of art.

  


  
    That, at any rate, was the theory they prompted. Called “estheticism,” it may remind us in some respects of the “impressionism” encountered in chapter 2. It was a powerful stimulus for a brand of maximalistic thought and action in early-twentieth-century art that flourished first, and quite unexpectedly, in Russia. We will get to it presently, but in preparation let us first inspect a couple of objets de féerie from Chaikovsky’s “Imperial” ballets, both of them famous for their exquisiteness—one timbral, the other harmonic.

  


  
    A measure of the importance Chaikovsky accorded tone color in his scale of musical values was the urgency—and the secrecy!—that surrounded the great timbral sensation in Nutcracker. On a trip to Paris in the late spring of 1891, Chaikovsky discovered “a new orchestral instrument, something between a small piano and a glockenspiel with a divinely marvellous sound,”12 as the composer put it in a letter to his publisher. “It is called the ‘Celesta Mustel,’” he went on, “and it costs 1200 francs. It can be purchased in Paris only at the inventor’s shop. I would like to ask you to order this instrument, … but I would also ask you not to show it to anybody, for I am afraid that RimskyKorsakov and Glazunov will get wind of it and use its unusual effects sooner than I.”

  


  
    This instrument—now it is simply called the celesta—had been invented by Auguste Mustel, a manufacturer of harmoniums and other keyboard instruments, five years before. Chaikovsky’s description was basically accurate: it is like a glockenspiel in that the sound it makes is produced by a row of steel bars; and it is like a piano in that the bars (suspended over resonating chambers) are struck not by a mallet but by hammers activated by a keyboard. When the composer heard it he must immediately have thought of Petipa’s description of the “voice” of the Sugarplum Fairy in Nutcracker: “the sound of the sprays of a fountain.”13 Chaikovsky successfully scooped the competition. (Alexander Glazunov was a prodigy pupil of RimskyKorsakov, then all of twenty-five years old, who unlike his stiff-necked teacher had begun flirting with ballet.) The “variation” (solo turn) for the Sugarplum Fairy in the Candyland sequence (Ex. 3-5) was indeed the first important solo ever written for the celesta as an orchestral instrument. The slithery chromatic harmony was of course another touch of féerie—something “out of this world.”

  


  
    More dramatic but still exquisite was the fairy music in The Sleeping Beauty, especially that assigned to the role of the wicked fairy Carabosse, the villain of the piece. It is derived from a colorful sequential extension of the way in which an augmented sixth chord resolves, observable in embryo as early as Mozart, in which pairs of voices move in contrary motion through an octave or unison. In its most extended version, often called the “omnibus progression” (on the basis of a widely cited but never published study by the American musicologist Victor Fell Yellin), complete ascending or descending chromatic scales can be harmonized by replicating the semitonal motion as a sequence along a cycle of minor thirds that returns to its starting point, whence it could be repeated ad infinitum (Ex. 3-6).

  


  
    EX. 3-5 Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Nutcracker, Sugarplum Fairy Variation, mm. 1–12
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    The “omnibus” is thus a sort of harmonic pinwheel, displaying a dazzling array of “remote” harmonic centers in quick succession but without “going” anywhere. As pure harmonic “color” without functional progression it is the epitome of what Henri de Régnier, quoted by Ravel in chapter 2, called “the delightful and ever-renewed pleasure of a useless occupation”—aristocratic sensuous play at its proudest. Chaikovsky’s leitmotivic use of segments from the omnibus progression was the most extensive—and extended—as of its date (Ex. 3-7).

  


  BALLET FINDS ITS THEORIST


  
    Intellectual prestige was finally added to the social and artistic prestige the Russian ballet enjoyed during its opulent phase under Vsevolozhsky when Alexandre Benois (1870-1960), a young student from an old Russian family of Western European extraction long distinguished in St. Petersburg’s artistic life, attended the premiere of The Sleeping Beauty in 1890, found the experience esthetically overwhelming, and began bruiting it about among his friends, a group of rich young esthetes and dandies who called themselves the “Nevsky Pickwickians” (after Nevsky Prospekt, St. Petersburg’s main thoroughfare, which ran parallel to the Neva River).

  


  


  
    EX. 3-6 “Omnibus progression”
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    EX. 3-7A Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, The Sleeping Beauty, Carabosse music, no. 1, mm. 1–2
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    EX. 3-7B Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, The Sleeping Beauty, Carabosse music, no. 4 (finale), mm. 37ff
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    EX. 3-7C Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, The Sleeping Beauty, Carabosse music, no. 5 (scène), mm. 202–14
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    “Chaikovsky’s music was what I seemed to be waiting for since my earliest childhood,”14 Benois wrote in his old age, long after becoming a world-famous painter, theatrical designer, and art historian. It embodied “the aristocratic spirit, untouched by any democratic deviations, which reigned in Russia under the scepter of Alexander III; the unique atmosphere of the St. Petersburg Theater School and the traditions that had been pursued in consequence; and finally a rejuvenation of these traditions so that, on this occasion, shaking off the dust of routine, they should appear in all the freshness of something newly-born.” As Benois saw it, the Russian Imperial Ballet, that antiquated French entertainment preserved “in a state of mummification,” had “continued to live its own life, remote from all disturbances,” and in consequence had been saved from the general decline of the art of dance throughout the rest of Europe.

  


  
    But far more than that, ballet had stood aloof from all the main trends of serious Russian art in the nineteenth century—the trends represented by novelists like Tolstoy or Dostoyevsky, and by composers like Musorgsky or even the Chaikovsky of the operas and symphonies. Precisely because of this, because it was mere purposeless play and divertissement, because it had remained true to seemingly superannuated principles of beauty and stylization, it was far less tainted than opera with the hated residue of realism and was uncompromised by the didactic and social concerns that encumbered modern Russian literature. The Russian ballet, in short, was a kind of belle au bois dormant or sleeping beauty in its own right, an outmoded aristocratic toy whose irrelevance to all serious artistic endeavor in Russia was a standing joke until, by a curious quirk of fate, the nature of serious artistic endeavor changed in such a fashion as to make it relevant once more.

  


  
    It was the Nevsky Pickwickians, grown up into an intrepid estheticist faction known as Mir iskusstva (“The world of art”), who planted the awakening kiss. Benois remained their chief theorist, but their chief executive was Sergey Diaghilev (1872–1929), a man of enormous energy and vision who put the group and its magic name on the map, first by organizing Mir iskusstva art exhibitions, then by editing a superb arts journal also called Mir iskusstva, and finally by assuming the mantle of Vsevolozhsky but on an international scale, becoming, it is no exaggeration to say, the greatest impresario the world has ever seen. His efforts sparked a resurgence of ballet that lasted to the end of the twentieth century and beyond, and, toward the beginning of that century, briefly made ballet one of the major sites of artistic and musical innovation, perhaps the hottest one of all.
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    FIG. 3-2 Sergey Diaghilev (1906), by Leon Bakst. The figure in the background is Diaghilev’s childhood nanny.

  


  


  
    But first the enabling theory. Benois expressed it most succinctly in 1908, in an article called “Colloquy on Ballet” because it was cast in the form of a dialogue between an “Artist,” representing the author, and a hypothetical “Balletomane.” The latter voices the mindlessly hedonistic view that ballet was just “a fragile, aristocratic amusement” that can have nothing to do with “the serious questions of our day,” and whose very existence in the modern world was anachronistic and therefore precarious.15 To this the artist replies that on the contrary, “the history of ballet is far from over; before it lie even greater prospects, perhaps, than lie before opera or drama.” The reason was that ballet was an ideal Gesamtkunstwerk, as imagined by Wagner but never realized by him, because he never managed to rid his art of its utilitarian aspect.

  


  
    And what was that? Words! True art cannot mix with words, precisely because words have fixed, hence earthbound, meaning. Benois’s theory of ballet turns out to be the old romantic esthetic of “absolute music” in its maximalistic—or maximally “estheticized”—phase. The Artist continues:

  


  
    One thing is clear. After all the temptations of our brains, after all words, tedious and confusing, insipid and foolish, murky and bombastic, one wants silence and spectacle on the stage. Yet it would be wrong to call ballet a dumbshow. Ballet is perhaps the most eloquent of all spectacles, since it permits the two most excellent conductors of thought—music and gesture—to appear in their full expanse and depth, unencumbered by words, which limit and fetter thought, bringing it down from heaven to earth.16

  


  


  
    The Artist’s point is that words, unlike music and movement, are by nature utilitarian. They seek to accomplish something specific, and therefore limited. They lead to laughter and tears—to emotions tied to objects and hence unesthetic. “A baby crying for its milk is utilitarian and boring,” Benois wrote. “But a smiling baby—that one is holy, surrounded by a divine aureole, full of regal radiance.”17 Ballet’s unique capacity was its power to evoke the “esthetic smile,” the emotion of pure esthetic delight. That made it supreme among the arts, and certainly among the theatrical arts:

  


  
    Even the most abstract and exalted drama is burdened with utilitarianism. In most cases it conceals (sometimes very artfully) a didactic utility, or else at its very climax it reflects our vain concerns, our strivings, our clamberings, our aggressions. In the dramatic theater one either laughs or cries. In ballet, though, the chief meaning is in the smile (and not in laughter or in tears). In the drama the big moment comes when the spectator is most shaken by the depicted sufferings; in comedy it comes when the spectator bursts out laughing; but in ballet it comes when the spectator smiles. That is the reason for its existence. The dance is nothing but “a full-length smile,” a smile in which the whole body participates.

  


  


  
    Opera, according to this theory, is even worse than drama, because it “blasphemously” tries to force music into fusion with the utilitarian medium of words, not to mention the fact that the two media impede each other’s comprehensibility (a problem to which most operagoers can indeed attest!) since words make a distracting counterclaim on the faculty of hearing. Was not Wagner’s greatest opera, Tristan und Isolde, the very one in which the libretto’s words mattered the least? So why not get rid of them altogether? Far from a truncated, denatured, or handicapped form of opera (the usual view of ballet d’action, even the best of them), Benois now proposed that ballet was the final step in music-theater’s liberation from the tyranny of the spoken drama, ultimately in music’s liberation from the tyranny of words. Ballet, he insisted, was the artistic wave of the future.

  


  BACK TO FRANCE


  
    And so it became, thanks to Diaghilev. Beginning in 1906, at first with heavy financial backing from the Russian crown, Diaghilev embarked on an epoch-making “export campaign,” as Benois rather drily called it, a yearly “Russian season” in Paris, the artistic capital of the world and the political capital of what was, since the accession of Tsar Nikolai II in 1894, Russia’s most strategic diplomatic and military ally. Diaghilev’s first Parisian presentation was an exhibition of Russian painting from medieval icons to the work of the Mir iskusstva circle itself.

  


  


  
    The next year, 1907, Diaghilev brought a series of dazzling “historical concerts” in which all the greatest Russian musicians of the day took part: RimskyKorsakov, the dean of living Russian composers; Glazunov, his star pupil; the pianistcomposers Alexander Scriabin (1872–1915) and Sergey Rachmaninoff (1873-1943), and many others. These concerts were not only historical (that is, presenting works from the full range of Russian musical history) but also historic: they provided a conduit that brought the latest Russian music to French ears like those of Ravel, whose avid absorption of Russian influences we have already observed in chapter 2.

  


  
    In 1908, Diaghilev brought a legendary production of Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov (in a version edited by RimskyKorsakov) to the stage of the Paris Opéra, which set a never-to-be-surpassed benchmark for luxuriance and spectacle. The next year, 1909, it was a mixed “Russian season” of music theater, now including ballet for the first time. The Russian ballets especially amazed the French, who had considered the ballet to be their national property, but who now saw their version of it thoroughly surpassed. The ballet spectacles, unexpectedly, proved far more successful with the public than the operas. Diaghilev decided to follow Benois’s advice, which he had until then resisted, and specialize henceforth in presenting Russian ballets to Parisian audiences.

  


  
    And yet the French critics had complained that the ballets presented in 1909 did not duplicate the exotic impression created by the Russian operas, and that without an overlay of recognizably Russian style (which meant, for French ears, a folkloristic or “oriental” style) they could not regard the Russian ballet as a truly authentic artistic product. Here indeed was a paradox: the Russian ballet, originally a French import and proud of its stylistic heritage, now had to become stylistically “Russian” so as to justify its exportation back to France. Diaghilev’s solution was to commission, expressly for presentation in France in 1910, something without precedent in Russia: a ballet on a Russian folk subject, and with music cast in a conspicuously exotic “Russian” style. He cast about for a composer willing to come up with so weird a thing.

  


  STRAVINSKY


  
    Four composers—all pupils of RimskyKorsakov who had possibly inherited his prejudices—refused before Diaghilev found his volunteer: Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971), also a RimskyKorsakov pupil, but an ambitious member of a younger generation who had yet to make a name for himself and who therefore had everything to gain from the international exposure Diaghilev promised. In a couple of brightly colored orchestral scherzos the fledgling composer had shown a flair for féerie, the chief necessity for a “Miriskusnik” composer—that is, a composer in the spirit of Mir iskusstva and its aristocratic, decorative values. Stravinsky was invited to join the team.

  


  


  
    For like all ballets, this one would be very much a team effort. As was traditional, the plot and scenario were largely the work of the choreographer, Mikhail Fokine (1880-1942), a brilliant young dancer who had trained under Petipa and Ivanov. The title, Firebird (Zhar-ptitsa, or L’oiseau de feu, as it was called at the Paris premiere), was symbolic: the Firebird, a Slavic mythological creature of gorgeous beauty whose feathers were treasures of incalculable value, had been adopted by the Mir iskusstva circle as the trademark of art-for-art’s-sake. Fokine patched together a story line from several well-known skazki or folk tales, a preposterous farrago as any Russian child could see, but calculated to cater to Parisian preconceptions of what was du vrai russe, “truly Russian.” It told of how Ivan Tsarevich, the Prince Charming character in Russian fairy tales, with the aid of the Firebird, won the hand of the Princess Nenaglyadnaya-Krasa (Unearthly beauty) by freeing her from a spell cast by the sorcerer Kashchey-Bessmertnïy (Deathless Kashchey).

  


  
    True to the history of the genre, Stravinsky was only called in when all of this was ready. Here is how Fokine described their traditional, very unequal process of collaboration:

  


  
    Stravinsky visited me with his first sketches and basic ideas. He played them for me, I demonstrated the scenes to him. At my request, he broke up his national themes into short phrases corresponding to the separate moments of a scene, separate gestures and poses.

  


  
    I remember how he brought me a beautiful Russian melody for the entrance of Ivan-Tsarevich. I suggested not presenting the complete melody all at once, but just a hint of it, by means of separate notes, at the moments when Ivan appears at the wall, when he observes the wonders of Kashchey’s enchanted garden, and when he leaps over the wall. Stravinsky played, and I interpreted the role of the Tsarevich, the piano substituting for the wall. I climbed over it, jumped down from it, and crawled, fearstruck, looking around—my living room. Stravinsky, watching, accompanied me with patches of the Tsarevich melodies, playing mysterious tremolos as background to depict the garden of the sinister Deathless Kashchey. Later on I played the role of the Princess and hesitantly took the golden apple from the hands of the imaginary Tsarevich. Then I became Kashchey, his evil entourage—and so on. All this found most colorful interpretation in the sounds that came from the piano, flowing freely from the fingers of Stravinsky, who was also carried away with his work.18

  


  
    The music Stravinsky came up with under these conditions fell into two broad categories. One was the folkloric, reserved for the human characters, the Prince and Princess. The other was the fantastic or féerique, associated with the supernatural characters, the Firebird and Kashchey. This dual or bifurcated style had been Rimsky Korsakov’s specialty, brought to what seemed a peak of perfection in his late “fantastic” or fairytale operas, of which the last two were composed during Stravinsky’s period of apprenticeship. Typically, RimskyKorsakov would mine the music for the human characters from his own published collection of 1877, One Hundred Russian Folk Songs, and mine the music from the supernatural characters, as we have seen (chapter 2), from the resources of the octatonic (or tone-semitone) scale.

  


  
    Encouraged by Diaghilev, whose celebrated creative byword was Étonne-moi!19—“Astonish me!” (i.e., astonish the Parisians)—Stravinsky strove to maximalize the work of his teacher, just as Mahler and Strauss had been maximalizing the work of Wagner. For folk songs, like the one that brings the ballet to its brilliant conclusion, he remained faithful to his teacher’s anthology, and in one or two instances, most notably in the “Infernal Dance” for Kashchey’s monstrous retinue, he unconsciously plagiarized his teacher’s actual compositions. For representing the supernatural, however, he found a way toward unheard-of effects by building directly and deliberately on Rimsky’s work.

  


  
    Just how directly and deliberately can be seen from Stravinsky’s starting point, a one-act opera by RimskyKorsakov, almost too neatly called Kashchey the Deathless, in which Rimsky had taken his own octatonic explorations to their furthest point. In Ex. 3-8, a passage from RimskyKorsakov’s opera, the harmony is governed by a “stable tritone” like the one governing the bell-ringing progressions in Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov, and every note is referable to a single octatonic scale as indicated by the numbered degrees.

  


  
    What attracted Stravinsky’s attention was the sequence of thirds in the upper staff of the accompaniment in Ex. 3-8, played by a pair of clarinets in the orchestral original. By the simple expedient of regularly alternating major and minor thirds and further regularizing the progression so that the lower note of each successive third in the series stood a semitone below the upper note of its predecessor, Stravinsky hit upon a sort of universal harmonic solvent: an exhaustive cycle of twenty-four thirds in which no member of the series could recur until all of the others have intervened—an “omnibus progression” indeed! In Ex. 3–9 each “rung” in Stravinsky’s exhaustive “ladder of thirds” is given a reference number so that examples of its actual use in the ballet score can be easily compared with the full series.

  


  
    The ladder’s most nearly complete appearance in the score comes in the “Dawn” passage that links the ballet’s two scenes (Ex. 3-10); it goes through sixteen progressions. In the example, the harmonies are presented in a notation that emphasizes their derivation from the ladder of thirds. In the actual score, the voice leading is conventional, producing a series of harmonies with what seems to be a bafflingly arbitrary root progression. (Magicians, including harmonic magicians, always do well to conceal their tricks.) The ladder of thirds is set out in Ex. 3–9 beginning with the minor third D/F because that is the interval Stravinsky himself used at the beginning of a musical example that half-explained his procedure (Ex. 3-11) to purchasers of a player-piano roll on which he recorded the score in 1929. As he put it there,

  


  
    All that relates to the evil spirit, Kashchey, all that belongs to his kingdom—the enchanted garden, the ogres and monsters of all kinds who are his subjects, and in general all that is magical, mysterious or supernatural—is characterized musically by what one might call a leitharmonie. It is made up of alternating major and minor thirds, so that a minor third is always followed by a major third, and vice versa.20

  


  


  
    EX. 3-8 Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, Kashchey the Deathless, scene 2, mm. 171–75
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    EX. 3-9 Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, “ladder of thirds”
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    Stravinsky’s “explanation” actually explains little. Indeed, it rather obfuscates matters by exchanging the positions of the two voices in the second illustrated third. That is one way in which modernists made their reputations: by issuing challenges to analysts, some of which went unmet for decades. But now that Stravinsky’s code, as it were, has been broken, some further demonstrations of the ways in which he derived his “magical” harmonies (and melodies) from the ladder of thirds can only enhance our appreciation of the extraordinary ingenuity with which the score of Firebird was constructed, even if we now also see how thoroughly rationalized (which means how easily learned and imitated) Stravinsky’s maximalizing methods were.

  


  
    Ex. 3-12a, the very beginning of the ballet, is the passage illustrated in Stravinsky’s misleading example. (Now we can see why he spelled the second third the way he did, as F[image: Image]-A[image: Image] rather than E-G[image: Image].) Exx. 3-12b through 3-12e are labeled according to notations on the piano roll to show the action they accompany. Ex. 3-12d shows two segments from the ladder of thirds in counterpoint, while 3-12e shows how harmonic progressions can be constructed by juxtaposing segments in block formation. Finally, Ex. 3-12f, the leitmotif of Kashchey’s enchanted princesses, constructs “human” (because desire-filled) harmonies, dominant sevenths and Tristan-chords, over a pair of rungs from the ladder, as if to illustrate the plight of sentient human beings constrained by a supernatural force.
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    FIG. 3-3 Piano roll of Igor Stravinsky’s Firebird ballet, issued by the Aeolian Company, London, in 1929.

  


  


  
    Ex. 3-12a also reveals the source of the ballet’s main leitmotif, namely the Firebird’s. The first four notes of the ostinato melody, consisting of the A[image: Image]-F[image: Image] third (the second rung of Stravinsky’s ladder), the D (the ladder’s bottom, seemingly its generating pitch), and a passing tone to connect the two ladder components, are extracted and subjected to a wealth of separate manipulation to accompany the Firebird’s appearances. These manipulations are of an age-old academic sort that every counterpoint student learns: as illustrated in Ex. 3–13 (from a section titled “Apparition de l’Oiseau de feu”), the four-note motif is inverted (I), reversed (R), and reversed in its inverted form (RI).

  


  
    EX. 3-10 Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, “Dawn”
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    EX. 3-11 Igor Stravinsky’s analytical example from piano roll notes
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    EX. 3-12A Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, Kashchey music, opening theme
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    EX. 3-12B Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, Kashchey music, “In the Darkness, Kashchey Watches for Victims”
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    EX. 3-12C Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, Kashchey music, “Arrival of Kashchey the Deathless”
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    EX. 3-12D Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, Kashchey music, “Dialogue of Kashchey and Ivan Tsarevich”
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    EX. 3-12E Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, Kashchey music, “Death of Kashchey”
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    EX. 3-12F Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, Kashchey music, end

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 3-13 Igor Stravinsky, Firebird, “Apparition de l’Oiseau de feu”
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    All of these motivically saturated passages accompany mime, and one of the special features of Firebird is its heavy emphasis on mime in addition to virtuoso dancing, as if to dramatize the ballet’s similarity (i.e., its superiority) to opera. The dances, musically more conventional, were fashioned into a suite that immediately became a popular concert work. Thus Stravinsky managed in this wildly successful score to appeal both to the broad concert and theater audience and to the composing and critical fraternity, a feat he would duplicate many times over the course of his long career, in the process gaining an eminence (indeed, many would claim, a preeminence) among twentiethcentury composers, and a prestige, that would last to the end of his life, more than sixty years later.

  


  
    What was absolutely unprecedented was that such an eminence and prestige could come to a composer by way of ballet, formerly that most despised of genres. It could never have happened were it not a Russian ballet. The triumph of ballet was thus also the triumph of Russia. Both would enjoy in the twentieth century a hitherto unknown musical distinction, and Stravinsky became the chief protagonist and beneficiary of the intersecting trajectories of conquest that Diaghilev and his “Ballets Russes” had engineered.

  


  PETRUSHKA


  
    Maximalism had been a crucial component of that conquest, and would remain high on the list of Ballets Russes priorities. Successes needed to be topped. And so the next season, 1911, Diaghilev produced a new Stravinsky ballet, in hopes of topping Firebird. His hopes were not in vain. Success was even wilder. And although the primary impetus this time had come from Stravinsky, the history of the project and its outcome revealed even more decisively the essentially collaborative nature of the Diaghilev enterprise.

  


  


  
    While finishing up the score of Firebird, Stravinsky had an idea for a sequel: a primitive sacrificial rite in which a virgin danced herself to exhaustion and death before an idol of Yarilo, the ancient Slavic sun god. The idea was not particularly original: the Russian version of symbolist poetry was rife with images of pre-Christian antiquity (which in Russia had lasted until 988 CE), and there were many attempts to foster, in the words of the poet Vyacheslav Ivanov, a new mythological age. “Poets,” another Russian symbolist wryly observed, “wore themselves out trying to roar like wild animals.”21 Neoprimitivism, the quest for a modern style through evocations of prehistory, was the primary engine then driving Russian artistic maximalism. Stravinsky was merely buying in.

  


  
    Before beginning the new ballet, however, Stravinsky wanted to “refresh himself,”22 as he put it in his autobiography, by writing a funny concert piece for piano and orchestra that would spoof the antics of a romantic virtuoso. It would take the form of a “combat between the piano and the orchestra,” according to an interview Stravinsky later gave a French reporter, in which “a man in evening dress, wearing his hair long, … sat himself at the piano and rolled incongruous objects up and down the keyboard, while the orchestra burst out with vehement protests, with sonic fisticuffs.”23 He composed the piece in September 1910.

  


  
    Afterward, casting about for a title, Stravinsky noticed that some of the searing trumpet blasts he had composed were reminiscent of the kazoo-like instrument that produced the shrill voice of Petrushka (Little Pete), the “Punch” in the Russian “Punch and Judy Show” or fairground puppet theater—a character who, like Stravinsky’s mad piano player, was “always in an explosion of revolt.” Armed with a cudgel, he would beat up anybody in sight. The skit always ended with his being dragged off to hell by a big black dog. Delighted with the idea, Stravinsky changed the title from “Pièce burlesque” to Krik Petrushki (“Petrushka’s shriek”) and wrote a companion piece based on a few jottings he had already made for the “sacrifice ballet” he had envisioned before starting the concert piece.

  


  
    These two little pieces for piano and orchestra made for a fascinating contrast. The one that now came first was a madcap puppet dance based on two Russian folk tunes (one from his teacher’s anthology, the other from a more recent and “scientific” collection that contained the melodies only, without any artistic embellishment). The second, the original concert piece, was a study in “octatonic maximalism” in which the harmonic language of RimskyKorsakov’s fantasy operas (exemplified both in Ex. 3–8 from Kashchey the Deathless and in Ex. 2–28 from Sadko) and already maximalized by Ravel in his Rapsodie espagnole (Ex. 2-32) was extended and distorted into a brusquely dissonant idiom of which RimskyKorsakov might well have disapproved.

  


  
    But when Diaghilev, visiting Stravinsky later that fall, heard the two pieces, he was struck not only by the contrast but also by the way both of its elements “maximalized” features of Firebird that had proven to be so appealing to his fashionable Paris audience. He immediately envisioned Stravinsky’s pieces within a ballet based on the Russian Shrovetide fair, where the puppet theaters flourished. He talked Stravinsky into promising to write the rest of it, and then talked Benois into providing a scenario. In the end, Stravinsky and Benois were Petrushka’s parents, but Diaghilev had been the matchmaker.

  


  
    Benois’s ballet combined the puppet-theater and fairground ambience with a love triangle adapted from the old commedia dell’arte as revived in the nineteenth century by the French funambules or acrobatic mimes: Pierrot (the sad clown) loves Columbine (the ingenue) who loves Arlecchino (the happy clown). Benois recast these roles in terms of the fairground theater: Petrushka himself (transformed from manic Punch into plaintive Pierrot), a ballerina puppet, and an African puppet or “blackamoor.”

  


  
    The two-tiered action unfolds in four scenes. The outer scenes or tableaux show the fairground and its revelers, with the first scene culminating in a “Danse russe,” namely the first of Stravinsky’s piano-and-orchestra pieces, which now accompanies the three puppets dancing before the crowd. The inner tableaux present the love triangle. The second scene, corresponding to the original concert piece, takes place behind the scenes in Petrushka’s quarters: the puppet, secretly alive, laments his fate of subjugation to the puppet master and unrequited love.

  


  
    The third takes place in the blackamoor’s quarters, showing the blackamoor and the ballerina happily in love until Petrushka stormily intrudes. At the end of the final tableau, the two male puppets burst out of their quarters into the public square and battle to the death. Many actual Petrushka-plays ended with Petrushka killing a blackamoor; this one ends with the Blackamoor killing Petrushka, so that the title character, like Pierrot, can attract the public’s sympathy. The puppet master, summoned by a policeman, shows the crowd that they have been fooled into thinking his wood-and-straw puppets were alive. But at the very end, after the crowd has dispersed, the ghost of Petrushka appears atop the puppet booth and jeers the frightened puppet master. The audience (in the theater, that is) is left not knowing what to think “real.”

  


  
    As in Firebird, the plot is a wild mixture of sometimes incongruous objects presented to the French—and accepted by them—as authentically Russian. The music maintains and further maximalizes the fantastic/realistic opposition long traditional in Russian opera, and already maximalized in Firebird. Once again the human element (the crowd in the outer tableaux, the puppets appearing before the crowd in the “Danse russe”) is represented by diatonic folklore, and the nonhuman (the secret world where the puppets live) by Rimskian chromaticism based on circles of major and minor thirds, that is, symmetrical divisions of the octave by three or four semitones.

  


  
    But this time the musical contrast, like the poetic contrast it reflects, is treated with a wily irony: the “people” in Petrushka, with only negligible exceptions, are represented facelessly by the corps de ballet. Only the puppets have “real” personalities and emotions. The people in Petrushka act and move mechanically, like toys. Only the puppets act spontaneously, impulsively—in a word, humanly. Although based on musical echoes of everyday life, the outer (“human”) scenes in Petrushka are transformed into something far removed from everyday reality by Stravinsky’s magic-making orchestration, which at the beginning evokes an all-enveloping accordion (garmon’ or garmoshka in Russian; see Ex. 3-14) and replaces it for the “Danse russe” by a cosmic balalaika. However varied and inventive, the orchestration of the outer tableaux is rarely without some overlay suggestive of street music.

  


  
    EX. 3-14 Igor Stravinsky, Petrushka, opening of first tableau, street-vendors’ cries against a steady hum of accordion music
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    Add to that the extraordinary and unrelieved simplicity of much of the crowd music, quite the boldest and most subversive stroke of all, given the musical climate that reigned during the maximalistic decades we have been investigating. For pages at a time (e.g., the page shown in Ex. 3-15) the Danse russe proceeds with an absolutely unvarying pulse, with nearly flat dynamics, and (almost unbelievably) with nary an accidental nearly half a century after Tristan und Isolde.

  


  
    This strict diatonicism was of course a way of characterizing the vaunted purity of Russia as against the decadence of “Europe”—a surefire means of impressing the French. But still, to achieve such freshness with such simplified means, and with no hint either of monotony or of unsophistication—this was surely Stravinsky’s most startling achievement in the “human” tableaux of Petrushka. It brought neonationalism—the fashioning of “authentic” modernity out of folk tradition—to what seemed an unsurpassable creative peak.

  


  
    But now contrast the puppets’ secret world, the world of Petrushka’s second scene. That scene, the only one to have been written before the “Konzertstück” or concert piece for piano became Petrushka, is the only one to be virtually devoid of allusion to folk or popular music of any kind. The sole hint of it comes three measures before the end, in some wheezing concertinalike chords in the muted horns and bassoon, marked “très lointain” (from very far away)—a distant echo from the street, added to the score after the scenario had been planned. The music moves fitfully, impetuously: in 110 bars of music there are sixteen changes of tempo. The volume is in constant flux as well, the harmony intensely chromatic and dissonant. In short, this music, now associated with puppets, is “expressive”—that is, human—with a vengeance. In its ceaseless ebb and flow, its waxing and waning, it analogizes the inner world, the world of passions and feelings with their onsets and abatements.

  


  
    Although the folk and popular elements in Petrushka are abundant, chosen shrewdly and lovingly, and handled with novel resourcefulness and skill, they are so obviously a part of the “outer world,” so much a part of what is questioned and derided in this profoundly antirealistic “symbolist” ballet, that there is no cause for wonder that certain representatives of the older traditions of Russian musical nationalism (in particular, and very painfully for Stravinsky, the surviving members of RimskyKorsakov’s family) took offense at the work and its creator. But Stravinsky was nothing if not faithful to Rimsky’s legacy as he understood it.

  


  
    EX. 3-15 Igor Stravinsky, remnants of the piano “Konzertstück” in Petrushka, “Danse Russe,” fig. 43
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    This can best be seen precisely where the score is at its most maximalistic, in the novel treatment of harmony and tonality that made the second tableau of Petrushka for a while the ne plus ultra—the last word—in modernism. Not a single one of Stravinsky’s apparent innovations lacked a precedent in the music of his teacher and his fellow pupils. Yet there was a difference: past a certain point quantity determines quality; a sufficient difference in degree can amount to a difference in kind. The point that Stravinsky passed, and that RimskyKorsakov (and even Ravel in the Rapsodie espagnole) had always skirted, was the point at which “octatonicism”—reference to a governing scale of alternating tones and semitones—became not just a color or an exotic accessory to more conventional tonal harmony, but a tonality in its own right.

  


  
    In “Chez Pétrouchka,” the concert piece for piano and orchestra that became the second tableau of Stravinsky’s second ballet, an octatonic collection is maintained as a stable point of reference governing the whole span of the composition, whatever the tonal vagaries or digressions along the way. The collection is thus raised structurally to the level of what we ordinarily mean by a “key,” governing a hierarchy of pitches and providing a tonal center. It establishes not only a vocabulary of pitches, but also a set of stable structural functions. Hence departures from it and returns to it—on various levels, from that of local “chromaticism” to that of “modulation”—are possible without compromising its role as stable point of reference. The octatonic collection-of-reference is a far more stable referent within “Chez Pétrouchka” than any of the transient diatonic tonalities with which it interacts as the piece unfolds. The composition is thus not only a significant one within its composer’s stylistic evolution, but also an important benchmark of early twentiethcentury maximalism.

  


  
    The collection of reference in “Chez Pétrouchka” is the whole-step/half-step scale that includes the C-major and F[image: Image]-major triads, which, when superimposed, produce what has become universally known among musicians as the Petrushka-chord (see Ex. 3-16). Now just as Wagner’s Tristan-chord was not the first half-diminished seventh chord in history, neither was the Petrushka-chord unprecedented. Ravel had anticipated it in both Jeux d’eau and Rapsodie espagnole (see Exx. 2–26 and 2-32); Richard Strauss had anticipated it in Elektra (1-17b), and even Maximilian Steinberg, a less famous pupil of RimskyKorsakov, had used it in a memorial prelude for orchestra in honor of their teacher (and the passage including it had been borrowed from an unpublished sketch by RimskyKorsakov himself, shown in Ex. 2-30). There is even a fleeting occurrence of the Petrushka-chord near the beginning of Firebird.

  


  
    It is clear, moreover, that Stravinsky conceptualized the chord just as Ravel and Steinberg had done, as a subset of the octatonic collection; for when the chord reappears, along with Petrushka himself, at the end of the third tableau (see Ex. 3-16), it is transposed so that it now mixes the triads of E[image: Image] and A, exhausting the collection of reference by featuring its remaining (complementary) pair of 0 3 6 9symmetrical “nodes.” Thus the C and F[image: Image] triads are not an arbitrarily selected “bitonalism,” but rather one of many expressions of an octatonic tonality that pervades the whole composition on many levels. In this sense it was for Stravinsky nothing new.

  


  
    And yet again there was a significant “maximalizing” difference. In Ravel, Strauss, and Steinberg, the two chords are made to blend into a generalized sonority. Stravinsky makes them stand boldly out from one another. The F[image: Image] is deliberately made to sound like a foreign element jostling the key (or at least the chord) of C major. This conflict is implied in many ways. In the first place, C major has been cadentially established as the tonic in mm. 1–8 (Ex. 3-17). Not that the cadence that establishes it has been an ordinary one. There is no conventional dominant triad, since almost all the pitches in the passage are selected from the octatonic scale of reference, and no pair of fifth-related chords can be so selected. Instead, C major seems to be selected from among the four potential tonics the scale provides along its 0 3 6 9nodes: C, E[image: Image], F[image: Image], and A. Indeed, in m. 7, the dominant seventh on E[image: Image] rather ceremoniously defers to C, its defining tones E[image: Image] and D[image: Image] resolving by half steps (that is, as leading tones) to E and C.

  


  
    EX. 3-16 Octatonic derivation of the Petrushka-chord

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    Having noted this much, let us look now at the way in which “nonharmonic” tones—that is, tones not referable to the “scale of reference”—are treated. In Ex. 3–17 all such nonreferable tones are circled. They are all resolved to “structural” pitches according to the most ordinary schoolbook techniques, either as passing tones or, in the case of the chord preceding the French sixth in m. 4, as neighbors, complete (D-E[image: Image]) or incomplete (G[image: Image]-A, B-C[image: Image]). Particularly noteworthy is the B natural on the downbeat of m. 6. Its strong rhythmic placement reinforces its function as an imported leading tone (as it might function, more ordinarily, in the key of C minor). Although its resolution to C is indirect, since its position in a chromatic stepwise descent is alone what justifies its intrusion within an octatonic context, it nevertheless reinforces the contributions of the other half-step resolutions (F[image: Image]-G, D[image: Image]-E) to what is in weak but sufficient effect the tonicization of C in mm. 7–8.

  


  
    At the passage marked the “Malédictions de Pétrouchka” (“Petrushka’s curses”), the Petrushka-chord accompanies (or contends with) a piercing melody in the muted trumpets that insists for five measures on a pure C-major arpeggio (Ex. 3-18). Note, too, that during the piano cadenza that leads up to it (Ex. 3-19), the C-major, but not the F[image: Image]-major, component of the Petrushka-chord is licensed, as it were, to import its dominant into the texture, lending it a truly structural function as against its “opponent’s” inert “pedal” quality. Thus it seems clear that Stravinsky regarded the two triadic subsets of the Petrushka-chord as independent functional agents, potentially (and at times actually) in conflict. It is fair to speak of the passages in which they contend as being “bitonal,” or (as Stravinsky himself always described it) as consisting of “music in two keys”—so long as we bear it in mind that the keys in question were chosen from among the circumscribed and historically validated wares of the time-honored (and specifically Russian) octatonic collection.

  


  
    EX. 3-17 Igor Stravinsky, Petrushka, second tableau (“Chez Pétrouchka”), mm. 1–8
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    EX. 3-18 Igor Stravinsky, Petrushka, “Malédictions de Pétrouchka”
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    EX. 3-19 Igor Stravinsky, remnants of the piano “Konzertstück” in Petrushka, “Chez Pétrouchka,” fig. 50
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    Finally, this interpretation of the Petrushka-chord, as an “active polarity” rather than a passive blend, suits the “poetic concept” and the action of the ballet, where the chord is called upon to accompany outbursts of painful emotion arising out of conflict among the characters. The chord only makes poetic “sense” if we regard the first section of the tableau as being in the key of C. This in no way contradicts the suggestion that the tonality underlying “Chez Pétrouchka” is essentially octatonic rather than conventionally diatonic. For just as a diatonic composition by Ravel or Rimsky Korsakov might be “flavored” with octatonic condiments, so an octatonic conception may interact with familiar diatonic elements. To see how “deep” octatonicism may be expressed through “surface” diatonicism we need only cast an eye on the end of the tableau: a cadence (Ex. 3-20), just as pronounced as the one in Ex. 3-17, but now establishing F[image: Image] as tonic. Thus the tritone (0 6) polarity between C and F[image: Image] not only exists within the work in the local vertical conjunction that has become famous as the Petrushka-chord, but is also extended in the temporal dimension to govern the overall tonal trajectory of the music.

  


  
    EX. 3-20 Igor Stravinsky, Petrushka, cadence establishing F-sharp as tonic at end of second tableau
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    The tritone, moreover, as the midpoint of the octave, is found in every symmetrically apportioned scale. Thus it is a subset of both the octatonic and the whole-tone collections, between which it represents a nexus and a potential modulatory pivot. This dual function of the tritone also finds expression at the surface of the music in the immediate succession of keys that links the C-major opening of the work with its F[image: Image]-major conclusion. The Adagietto that follows Ex. 3–18 is centered on D and carries a signature of two sharps, while the music following the Adagietto has E as its center. (For fourteen measures, in fact, the key signature of E minor is explicit.) Thus the sequence of tonal centers forms an ascending octave-bisecting whole-tone progression: C-D-E-F[image: Image]. Taking the octatonic collection as a whole as the “tonic” of “Chez Pétrouchka,” we can view the interaction between the octatonic and the exclusively whole-tone elements in the sequence of tonal centers as a departure-and-return scheme associated with the “binary form” and its many derivatives since the seventeenth century. The vocabulary has changed, and changed radically; the syntax, however, has remained familiar, enabling that new vocabulary to communicate a coherent and intelligible tonal message.

  


  
    EX. 3-21 Igor Stravinsky, remnants of the piano “Konzertstück” in Petrushka, “Chez Pétrouchka,” 4 after fig. 58 (“Petrushka’s despair”)
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    For maximum effectiveness, as we have long known, a departure-and-return trajectory needs a Far Out Point. Look now at the climactic moment marked “Petrushka’s despair” (Ex. 3-21). The texture consists of a cadenza shared by the first clarinet, the solo piano (by now firmly identified with the title character), and the English horn, over a sustained harmony played first by the trumpets and cornets in B[image: Image], then (when it quiets down) by a quartet of solo cellos.

  


  
    That harmony is a diminished seventh chord. Comparison with Ex. 3–7 will show how strategically that chord has been selected: it consists precisely of the four “circled” pitches (B, D, F, A[image: Image]) that are foreign to the octatonic “collection of reference” that governs the whole composition—or, more specifically, that furnishes it with its point of departure and eventual return. A position of maximum distance from what we might call the tonic matrix—in short, a FOP—has been deliberately assumed.

  


  
    Not only is this point the extreme point of the tonal trajectory; it is also the most dissonant moment in the piece, hence the most poetically expressive. The clarinet cadenza (notated for an instrument in B[image: Image]) consists in the main of arpeggios on another diminished seventh chord (C[image: Image], E, G, B[image: Image]) that clashes maximally with the sustained harmony and complements its “foreignness” to the original tonic matrix, since the only pitches now absent from the texture are those of the remaining possible diminished seventh chord: C, E[image: Image], F[image: Image], A. And these, of course, are precisely the roots of the four triads presented in Ex. 3–16 as the potential tonal centers within the governing collection of reference.

  


  
    The climax of the clarinet part, marked lamentoso assai and clearly meant not only as a musical but also as a dramatic climax, at once represents the limit of dissonance and the limit of tonal distance. And even more than that, it is the one moment in the piece that sounds genuinely “atonal” in the sense that its constituent harmonic elements, diminished seventh chords, are harmonies without any single identifiable root. Hence none can function as a tonic in common practice. Despite the novelty of his materials, Stravinsky is deploying them in ways that make long-accepted musical sense. In fact, the novelty of the materials is being exploited to intensify the experience of these common syntactical relationships and make them new again. That is precisely what is meant by maximalism: the radical intensification of means toward traditional expressive ends.

  


  
    Owing in part to Stravinsky’s brilliant success in achieving those expressive ends while at the same time maintaining a proper musical “grotesquerie” in keeping with the puppet theme, and in part to the superb performance of the dancer Vaslav Nijinsky (1890-1950) in the title role (especially impressive because male dancing had long been in seemingly irrevocable decline outside of Russia), Petrushka was taken seriously—by “serious” artists and critics—as no ballet had ever been taken before. “C’est très à la Dostoevsky”24 (Just like Dostoyevsky!) was the consensus in the theater. Sarah Bernhardt, the great French tragedienne, said after seeing Nijinsky, “I’m very afraid: I’ve seen the greatest actor on earth!”25 Dame Edith Sitwell, an English poet of the avantgarde, who caught the show in London, wrote: “Before the arrival of the Russian ballet in England, the average person had never dreamt that movement could convey a philosophy of life as complete and rounded as any world could be.”26 Echoing Benois, who must have felt a sense of triumph on reading her words, she declared that
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    FIG. 3-4 Vaslav Nijinsky in the role of Petrushka.

  


  


  
    these bright magical movements have, now the intense vitality of the heart of life, now the rigidity of death; and for speech they have the more universal and larger language of music, interpreting still more clearly these strange beings whose life is so intense, yet to whom living, seen from the outside, is but a brief and tragic happiness upon the greenest grass, in some unknown flashing summer weather.

  


  


  
    Finally, Sitwell found universal meaning in the wordless spectacle she had observed:

  


  
    We know that we are watching our own tragedy. Do we not all know that little room at the back of our poor clown’s booth—that little room with the hopeful tinsel stars and the badly-painted ancestral portrait of God? Have we not all battered our heads through the flimsy paper walls—only to find blackness? In the dead Petrouchka, we know that it is our own poor wisp of soul that is weeping so pitifully to us from the top of the booth, outside life for ever, with no one to warm him or comfort him, while the bright-colored rags that were the clown’s body lie, stabbed to the heart, in the mire of the street—and, with Claudius [the guilty king in Shakespeare’s Hamlet], we cry out for “Lights, lights, more lights.”27

  


  THE RITE OF SPRING


  
    With this rapturous reception of Petrushka in mind, Stravinsky returned to “The Great Sacrifice,” the stone-age ballet he had begun sketching the year before, with a new sense of urgency, knowing what he would now have to top. We can form an idea of what his third ballet would have been like had it been his second—that is, had he composed it right after Firebird. As mentioned earlier, the “Danse russe” from the first tableau in Petrushka had originally been sketched for “The Great Sacrifice” after Stravinsky had consulted with the man who would eventually write its scenario, the painter and archeologist Nikolai Roerich (1874-1947), a matchless connoisseur of Slavic antiquity.

  


  


  
    Stravinsky never left any direct testimony that this was the case, but we can deduce it from the nature of the folk songs on which the “Danse russe” was based. Roerich, who had made a special study (published in 1909) of Russian pagan festivals, told Stravinsky about two of them: Semik, a spring festival of ancestor worship at which wreaths were cast on water to predict the future, and Kupala, the midsummer festival (celebrated in Christian times as St. John’s Eve), when images of the sun god Yarilo were burned in effigy, young men leapt over the fire, and then chose brides from among the eligible maidens of the tribe. Together, Stravinsky and Roerich planned the first tableau of “The Great Sacrifice” around these holiday rituals, paying special attention to a passage in an eleventh-century Kievan manuscript called the Primary Chronicle, or “Tale of Bygone Years” (Povest’ vremennïkh let), in which the Christian monk Nestor the Chronicler had described the wild customs of the surrounding pagan tribes, the “Radimichi, the Vyatichi, and the Severi”:

  


  
    Living in the forests like the very beasts, there were no marriages among them, but simply games [igrï] in between the villages. When the people gathered for games, for dancing, and for all other devilish amusements, the men on these occasions carried off wives for themselves [umïkakhu zhenï sebe], and each took any woman with whom he had arrived at an understanding. In fact, they even had two or three wives apiece.28

  


  


  
    Nestor’s very diction (as indicated in the brackets) found its way into the scenario Stravinsky and Roerich worked out, and is now reflected in the titles of the constituent dances. The ceremony here described became the Igra umïkaniya (“Game of abduction”) in the first tableau. That was the dance that became the “Danse russe” in Petrushka. Its main theme was a khorovod or ritual dance Stravinsky found in RimskyKorsakov’s old anthology (Ex. 3-22a). Its title, “Ai, vo polye lipin’ka,” means “A Linden Tree Stands in the Field,” and the text, slightly paraphrased, runs as follows:

  


  
    In the field there stands a linden tree; beneath the linden is a tent; in the tent there stands a table; at the table sits a maiden. She has picked blossoms from the grass; she has plaited a wreath from the garden; it is woven with precious rubies. “Who shall wear the wreath? No old man shall carry off this wreath; my youth shall not be restrained! My sweetheart will carry off this wreath; my youth shall not be restrained!”

  


  


  
    It is a matchmaking song about “carrying off the wreath” (=the bride). And the song that formed the middle section of the “Danse russe” (Ex. 3-22b) was even more closely allied with the scenario since it was an Ivanovskaya, a song for Ivanovskaya noch’ or St. John’s Eve (=Kupala), with a text that read, “Oh yes, I’m running after a bride!”

  


  
    In all likelihood, Roerich himself directed Stravinsky (who would probably not have known the ethnographic significance of an Ivanovskaya) to the tune in Ex. 3-22b.

  


  
    EX. 3-22A “Ai, vo polye lipin’ka” compared with main tune of “Danse russe”
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    EX. 3-22B Ivanovskaya (F.M. Istomin and S. M. Lyapunov, Pesni russkogo naroda [1899], p. 167)
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    But having used it in the “Danse russe,” Stravinsky needed fresh tunes when he returned to “The Great Sacrifice” after Petrushka. Again Roerich probably came to the rescue, telling Stravinsky that of all the European peoples of the Russian Empire, the Liths and Letts—Lithuanians and Latvians as they are called in modern times—were the most recently Christianized, having remained pagans until 1386, and had performed ritual animal (though not human) sacrifices within living memory. Accordingly, Stravinsky sought out a recently published anthology of Lithuanian wedding songs, from which he adopted several tunes in the first tableau, including the high bassoon melody that opens the whole work, and also the tune given in Ex. 3–23 for use in the Igra umïkaniya, the “Game of Abduction” in what became the definitive version of “The Great Sacrifice,” performed in Paris in 1913 under the name Le sacre du printemps, of which the standard English title, The Rite of Spring, is a translation.

  


  


  
    EX. 3-23 Tevuseli manu! (Anton Juszkiewicz, Melodje ludowe litewskie [Cracow, 1900], no. 142)
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    Comparison of this tune with the corresponding section of the new ballet in the composer’s arrangement for piano four-hands (Ex. 3-24), and between the new dance and the jolly “Danse russe” that it replaced, shows how determined Stravinsky was to maximalize his achievements in Petrushka. The tune is presented only once complete; thereafter it is presented only in fragments, often interrupted by brutally interpolated dissonant chords. Indeed, the whole dance is permeated with the sort of dissonance that had still been a special effect in Petrushka: “polychords” consisting of superimposed triads and seventh chords drawn from the 0 3 6 9nodes of the same octatonic collection employed in “Chez Pétrouchka,” namely C, E[image: Image], F[image: Image], and A.

  


  
    At the very outset of Ex. 3-24, the Primo part is mixing dominant sevenths on C and E[image: Image] against a pounding F[image: Image] in the bass, played by the Secondo. In the last two measures of the example, the Primo continues the dominant seventh of E[image: Image] while the Secondo arpeggiates triads—very confusingly spelled (perhaps simply to disguise their identity?)—on A and C. A similar arpeggiation in the Secondo part (Ex. 3-25) circulates triads at all four nodes, sounding all the while against “polychordal” mixtures of the same triads in the Primo that are frequently voiced in the maximally dissonant form of “clusters” (scale segments sounded as simultaneous harmony).

  


  
    EX. 3-24 Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring (piano four-hands arrangement), “Ritual of Abduction,” mm. 1–10
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    EX. 3-25 Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring (piano four-hands arrangement), “Ritual of Abduction,” mm. 23–28
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    Indeed, maximal dissonance was one of Stravinsky’s chief means for evoking the pitiless brutality and inhumanity of primitive religion as he imagined it. At the same time he sought validation for his stylistic extravagances in ethnographic authenticity. What is chiefly maximalized in The Rite, then, is the neonationalist ideal, the project of wringing stylistic innovation and renewed technical resources from archaic folkloristic models. For this purpose Stravinsky cultivated another manner of treating the octatonic scale, one with fewer precedents in earlier Russian music (though it can be found occasionally in the work of RimskyKorsakov and his contemporaries), but which was particularly well suited to the task of harmonizing Russian folk tunes in a maximally dissonant but consistent (and “authentic”) fashion.

  


  
    In addition to the manner of “partitioning” the octatonic collection (or set) already illustrated by the Petrushka-chord and the harmonization of the “Game of Abduction”—namely, grouping its constituent tones into four major or minor triads or seventh chords with roots along a cycle of minor thirds—it is also possible to partition the scale (that is, group its constituent tones) into four minor tetrachords with starting pitches arrayed along a similar cycle. (A minor tetrachord consists of the first four notes of the minor scale, its constituent intervals being tone-semitone-tone or TST; see Ex. 3-26.) The reason why this partition of the octatonic scale has a special affinity for Russian folklore is that many Russian folk melodies, especially the ones associated with ancient “calendar songs” that bear the traces of pre-Christian agrarian religious observances (hence especially relevant to the subject of The Rite of Spring), are confined precisely to the notes of a minor tetrachord. An especially economical way of giving such a melody a maximalistic harmonization, therefore, would be to accompany it with the tetrachord that forms its octatonic complement—that is, the tetrachord which, when added to the tune’s tetrachord, will exhaust the octatonic collection. The two tetrachords that function in this complementary way, like the two constituent triads in a Petrushka-chord, have their beginnings or root-notes a tritone apart.

  


  
    Ex. 3-27a shows an authentic Russian folk song, recorded in the field in the mid-1960s, that belongs to a genre particularly relevant to the action of The Rite of Spring: it is a vesnyanka (from vesna, “spring”), a song that survives from an ancient ritual of “calling in the spring” at winter’s end by shouting spells. Like many vesnyanki, it is confined in its ambitus to a minor tetrachord. Ex. 3-27b shows a melody of exactly the same structure, hence recognizably (or at least plausibly) a vesnyanka, from the section of The Rite of Spring called “Ritual Action of the Ancestors.” It is harmonized with a vamping bass and a countermelody both drawn from the complementary octatonic tetrachord in the manner just described. It is one of many instances in the ballet of maximalistically harmonized melodies that are either authentic folk artifacts or convincing imitations thereof. By beginning with a piece of folk “reality” and applying a radical new technique to it, Stravinsky sought authenticity and modernity at once.

  


  
    EX. 3-26 Tetrachordal partition of an octatonic scale
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    EX. 3-27A Oy vir vir kolodez, vesnyanka recorded ca. 1965 from the singing of Agrafena Glinkina, Smolensk, Russia
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    EX. 3-27B Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, from “Ritual Action of the Ancestors”
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    From the opposition of the “x and y tetrachords,” as they are labeled in Ex. 3-27b, Stravinsky educed a three-note harmonic skeleton or “source chord” consisting of the outer notes of the one tetrachord accompanied by the lowest note of its complement, producing an intervallic configuration that can be represented as 0 6 11. This harmony pervades The Rite from beginning to end, giving rise in the process to some of the most famously dissonant chords on its musical surface, like the one that chugs along in ostinato fashion to accompany the “Spring Auguries” in the first tableau, or the first chord in the culminating “Sacrificial Dance” in the second tableau. Ex. 3–28 gives a sampling of them. (In some cases, the inversion of the source chord—/0 5 11/—is used.)

  


  
    The most maximalistic dances in The Rite of Spring are the ones that conclude the two respective tableaux. The “Dance of the Earth” at the end of part I is a montage of ostinatos, one of which is an adaptation of an instrumental dance tune or naigrïsh of the kind that, sixty-five years earlier, had furnished the point of departure for Glinka’s Kamarinskaya, the “acorn from which the oak of Russian music grew,” as Chaikovsky had so famously called it.29 Stravinsky, inevitably conscious of this legacy, was resolutely attempting to achieve its ne plus ultra. This source melody is shown in Ex. 3-29a as it appears in Stravinsky’s sketches for the ballet; directly under it, in Ex. 3-29b, is a hypothetical original version, lacking the whole-tone harmonization; finally, Ex. 3-29c shows an authentic wedding song, adaptable as a naigrïsh, for comparison. Another source sketch for the dance is shown in Ex. 3-29d; this one resembles a melody from RimskyKorsakov’s opera The Legend of the Invisible City of Kitezh (Ex. 3-29e).

  


  
    EX. 3-28A The Rite-chord, “Dance of the Adolescent Girls” (Part I)
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    EX. 3-28B The Rite-chord, “Sacrificial Dance” (Part II)

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 3-28C The Rite-chord, sketch for the “Glorification of the Chosen One” (Part II)
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    EX. 3-28D The Rite-chord, preparatory measure before “Glorification of the Chosen One”
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    EX. 3-28E The Rite-chord, “Spring Rounds” (Part I)
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    EX. 3-28F The Rite-chord, “Mystic Circles” (Part II)
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    Between them, these two source melodies provided Stravinsky with all of the material out of which he constructed the “Dance of the Earth”; it is fascinating to trace the process by which it took shape in his sketches. Even the punctuating chord that injects a note of unpredictability into the proceedings is a derivation from the first source melody, consisting of a “verticalization” of several of its constituent pitches. What governs the whole is the combination of whole-tone and octatonic elements drawn from scales that have the familiar nodal points C and F[image: Image] in common. By the end of the dance, the timpani is very explicitly directing a harmonic oscillation between these poles. As we found out in the case of the Coronation bells from Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov, however, a tritone oscillation produces a harmonic stalemate that makes closure difficult. How to end the piece? Stravinsky’s first idea for an ending is shown in Fig. 3-5a, a page from his sketchbook. He originally meant to end the dance, and with it the first tableau, with a sustained version of the punctuating chord in full brass, crescendo al possibile.

  


  
    EX. 3-29A Source melody for Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Dance of the Earth,” sketchbook, p. 35
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    EX. 3-29B Source melody for Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Dance of the Earth,” lower line of sketch
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    EX. 3-29C Source melody for Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Dance of the Earth,” Wedding song Letal golub vorkoval (“The dove flew, cooing”)
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    EX. 3-29D Source melody for Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Dance of the Earth,” sketchbook, p. 35
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    EX. 3-29E Source melody for Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Dance of the Earth,” Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, Legend of the Invisible City of Kitezh (1907), Act II
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    EX. 3-30 Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Dance of the Earth,” end
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    Why did he cancel such a striking idea? Obviously, one can never really know the answer to such a question, but pondering it is instructive. For one thing, the chord might have made too obvious an ending to a section of the ballet the whole character of which is one of ceaseless and essentially undifferentiated activity. The blunter ending finally decided upon (Ex. 3-30), just an abrupt and shocking halt, emphasizes in retrospect that very ceaselessness. For another—perhaps more important—thing, the bass note of the sustained chord, an octave G in the tubas, confuses the very clear bipolar tonality of the dance based on oscillation between C and F[image: Image] (the very combination that, in block superimposition, we know as the Petrushka-chord).
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    FIG. 3-5A Stravinsky’s sketch for the conclusion of Danse de la terre (The Rite of Spring, end of first tableau).

  


  


  
    In any event, the “Dance of the Earth” was a momentous achievement, for it shows how profoundly Stravinsky’s musical imagination was stirred by the manipulation of elements abstracted in neonationalist fashion from folk songs, and how thoroughly many of the most pregnantly original of The Rite’s technical innovations had their origins in this maximalistic approach to received material. The “Dance of the Earth” is at once one of the most radical sections of The Rite—surely the most radical by far in part 1—and the dance most rigorously based on folk-derived source melodies.

  


  THE NE PLUS ULTRA


  
    The only dance that exceeds it in its startling maximalism is the one that had to exceed it: the “Sacrificial Dance” at the ballet’s end. Like the rest of the ballet it revels in the crashing force of a huge orchestra and a chronically elevated level of dissonance. (“Imagine!” one Russian reviewer exclaimed after the first performance, exaggerating only slightly, “from beginning to end there is not a single pure triad!”30) But now Stravinsky added to all of that an equally extreme dislocation of meter in order to convey the lurching, wrenching quality of the dance that will lead the Chosen One to her inevitable death.

  


  


  
    This technique of constantly shifting the lengths of measures had been amply prefigured earlier in the ballet, especially past the point at which the sacrificial maiden had been chosen by fate. In the “Glorification of the Chosen One,” for example, there is a maddening contest between elements that are absolutely fixed and those that are, so to speak, absolutely variable. The opening [image: Image] measure (given in Ex. 3-28c), with its violent drumbeat in the middle, constitutes the “theme” in the outer sections of the dance. Each of its twenty subsequent appearances is absolutely identical to the first.

  


  
    What is not uniform is the grouping—that is, the number of identical repetitions that will make up each successive statement of the returning theme (anywhere from one to four)—and also the number of eighth-note beats that will elapse between the statements (anywhere from two to thirty-eight). These intervening beats are “marked” by a vamp of Rite-chords as already shown in Ex. 3-28d. The number of these beats being unpredictable, each return to the theme is experienced as a disjuncture, a disruption of an “immobile” uniformity. Momentum is maintained by exploiting this interplay of utter fixity and its opposite, utter mutability. The listener is involved, so to speak, in a harrowing guessing game: When will vamp give way to theme? How many iterations will a given statement of the theme contain? Metaphorically, one is left constantly wondering when one is to be beaten again, and how long the beating will last.

  


  
    The middle section of the dance, distinguished from the surrounding ones by a key signature of five flats, shifts over to another set of rigidly fixed (or “hypostatized”) elements. Three new static ideas, radically differentiated in instrumentation, are intercut. As before, the only variable elements are temporal, “quantitative.” But as before, whatever is variable gets varied to the hilt! That simple axiom is the key to Stravinsky’s rhythmic innovations in The Rite. They are of two distinct types. One is the “immobile,” unchanging ostinato or vamp, sometimes quite literally hypnotic, as when the Elders charm the Chosen One to perform her dance of death. That is what their Ritual Action (Ex. 3-27b) is all about, and that is why, except for a brief middle section, the beat-rhythm of that dance is one of the most regular and relentless in the ballet, and the most undifferentiated as to stress.

  


  
    The other type is the one that was such a novelty—for European art music, that is; in Russian folklore it had been a fixture from time immemorial. This was the rhythm of irregularly spaced downbeats, requiring a correspondingly (and, for “Europe” and for “art,” unprecedentedly) varied metric barring in the notation. To demonstrate that the device had precedents in Russian folk song it is only necessary to quote a relevant example from RimskyKorsakov’s famous anthology. The wedding song “The Bells are Ringing in Yevlashev Village” (Ex. 3-31) is especially convincing because it has a story attached to it. Rimsky transcribed it from the singing of a village woman who worked as a maid for his fellow composer Alexander Borodin. “I struggled till late at night trying to reproduce the song,” Rimsky reported in his memoirs. “Rhythmically it was unusually freakish, though it flowed naturally from the mouth of Dunyasha Vinogradova, a native of one of the provincial districts along the Volga.”31 In the end, the meter shifts he adopted have a decidedly “Stravinskian” appearance.

  


  
    EX. 3-31 Zvon kolokol v yevlasheve sele (Nikolai RimskyKorsakov, 100 Russian Folk Songs [1877], no. 72)
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    Particularly fascinating and innovative (hence influential) was the way in which Stravinsky contrived to have his two rhythmic/metric types—the “passive” ostinato and the active shifting stress—coexist within a single texture. One notable instance comes in the middle section of the Glorification dance. Beneath a variable-downbeat pattern in the violins’ and violas’ pizzicati, the lower strings, lower winds, and percussion play a rigid figure of four eighth-notes’ duration (Ex. 3-32). Neither element is in syncopation with respect to the other, for neither possesses what could be called the defining or dominant rhythm against which the other could be construed as syncopated. They merely go in and out of phase with one another, fixity and mutability coexisting in concurrent, independent strata.

  


  
    EX. 3-32 Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring, “Glorification,” mm. 114–115
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    The most radical—that is, the “maximal”—form of the variable-downbeat technique is one in which the shifting meters are coordinated on the “subtactile” level—that is, by an equalized notevalue that is less than the duration of a felt beat, or tactus. There was no precedent for this technique even in earlier Russian art music; it was Stravinsky’s discovery, his modernist (or neonationalist) breakthrough. And it reaches its zenith, both in terms of complexity of pattern and in terms of fractionated counting value (sixteenths rather than eighths) in the vertiginous “Sacrificial Dance”—the dance “which I could play,” as Stravinsky put it in a memoir, “but did not, at first, know how to write.”32

  


  
    Also reaching its apogee in the “Sacrificial Dance” was the technique of hypostatization, extreme fixity of musical “objects.” More than in any earlier number, the metric processes of the “Sacrificial Dance” are “mosaic,” concretized in specific, discrete, and (above all) minuscule musical “tesserae,” the variations in the ostensible “metric” patterns actually reflecting permutations of the order in which these tiny fixed elements are juxtaposed. This is the feature called drobnost’ in Russian—the quality of being not an “organic” whole but a “sum of parts”—raised to the highest power, revealing not just a rhythmic innovation but a novel constructive principle. The literalness of the analogy with tesserae (the tiles in a mosaic)—or “cells,” as later analysts (still influenced, it seems, by the “organicist” ideal) have been calling them—is breathtakingly disclosed in Stravinsky’s sketchbook, when the composer suddenly takes to representing his fixed musical objects with letters, arranging and rearranging them at will (Fig. 3-5b). And he left the articulation of the irregularly spaced downbeats his sequences of tesserae elicited to the most elemental force of all—to volume alone, as expressed by the bass instruments and percussion, especially the timpani (the octave A’s in the Secondo part in Ex. 3-33), which in this dance achieve the status of a terrifying, buffeting force of nature.

  


  THE REACTION


  
    That terror was something that the audience felt—and can still feel, if the orchestra can refrain from showing off the ease with which, nearly a century later, it is now possible to perform Stravinsky’s music. The alliance of the music with the stage action and the romantic neoprimitivist ideology that the action embodied makes it possible to continue to speak of Stravinsky’s music as “maximalist.” Despite its extreme novelty, at least so far as the Paris audience was concerned, its expressive aims were intelligible, indeed familiar.

  


  


  
    And yet, as already noted, past a certain point a difference of degree can be—and past another point, can only be—perceived as difference in kind. In The Rite of Spring the expressive ends were so fundamentally transformed by the composer’s and the choreographer’s radicalized expressive means that they could no longer be confidently taken as “traditional” or “accepted.” Not only was the audience distracted from the ballet’s ancient and time-honored themes by the modernity (to them, the ugliness) of the style with which they were confronted. No less significantly, the composer and the choreographer, by insisting so on the terror of MotherNature rather than the beauty of human nature, projected a thoroughly alien expressive ambience, alien to all humanistic thought in its brutally dehumanized mien.

  


  
    EX. 3-33 Igor Stravinsky, The Rite of Spring (piano four-hands arrangement), “Sacrificial Dance”
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    The choreographer was Nijinsky, the greatest dancer of the day, but (at the age of twenty-three) still a novice at direction. It was his contribution—now lost, despite strenuous efforts at revival—that, taken as incompetent, was chiefly responsible for the notorious fiasco at the ballet’s premiere. The audience’s very voluble rejection of the work has become a legend. “The real thing—a big ‘Paris’ scandal,”33 critics marveled or scoffed, something to set beside the fiasco of Tannhäuser half a century before. And the reasons were similar: the ballet audience expected one thing and got another. Then, it was a short divertissement in the first act, rather than a full-dress second-act operatic ballet. Now, it was prehistoric peasants on stage, instead of sylphides and wilis, stamping on the earth rather than soaring aloft from it. (And, although no reviewer mentioned it, it might also have been a ballet orchestra that contained no harp!) What could be read as maximalism in expressive terms was, in more narrowly balletic terms, read as mere disfigurement. No wonder, as Stravinsky laconically reported in a letter home, “things got as far as fighting.”34 But it was not his music as such that offended, let alone fomented a “riot.” It was not even the primary object of the audience’s attention that fabled night of 29 May 1913. Many if not most of the reviews failed to deal with Stravinsky’s contribution at all beyond naming him as composer; as one of the reviewers candidly admitted, “past the Prelude the crowd simply stopped listening to the music so that they might better amuse themselves with the choreography.”35 When the music was heard again a year later, by itself, in a concert performance under the same conductor (Pierre Monteux) who had officiated at the premiere, the composer enjoyed the greatest triumph of his career.
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    FIG. 3-5B Stravinsky’s sketch for Danse sacrale (The Rite of Spring, end of second tableau).
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    FIG. 3-6 Drawings by Valentine Hugo (née Gross, 1887-1968) of Maria Piltz as the Chosen One in Danse sacrale, coordinated with the accompanying music. The huge, unwelcome contrast between the heavy earthbound steps Nijinsky choreographed for his dancers and the older ballet ideal, exemplified by the winged, ethereal Carlotta Grisi in Giselle (Fig. 3-1), was the shock that triggered the famous riot at the premiere of The Rite of Spring.

  


  


  
    But even among those who hailed the music as a masterpiece were those who perceived a baleful message in the ballet. “Ce ballet est un ballet biologique,” declared Jacques Rivière, the editor of the Nouvelle revue française, Paris’s most sophisticated literary and intellectual journal: “This is a biological ballet.”36 The adjective summons up a variant of neoprimitivism called biologism, one of the bleakest, most antihumanistic of all philosophical visions. Primitivism, the belief that what is least mediated by modern society—children, peasants, “savages,” raw emotion, plain speech—is closest to the truth, was compatible with all the noblest aspirations of romanticism. Biologism was something else. Skeptical of all humane ideals, it held life to be no more than the sum of its physical facts and drives: birth, death, procreation, survival. Anything else, it averred, was mere ornament and palliative, a lie. The movements Nijinsky had choreographed for the corps de ballet, the collective, anonymous “body” of dancers, was in Rivière’s terrible opinion

  


  
    not just the dance of the most primitive man, it is also the dance before there was man. There is something profoundly blind in this dance. There is an enormous question being carried about by all these creatures moving before our eyes. It is in no way distinct from themselves. They carry it about with them without understanding it, like an animal that turns in its cage and never tires of butting its forehead against the bars. They have no other organ than their whole organism, and it is with that that they carry on their search. They go hither and thither and stop; they throw themselves forward like a load, and wait. Nothing precedes them; there is nothing to rejoin, no ideal to regain. Just as the blood within them, without any reason save its pumping, knocks against the walls of their skulls, so they ask for issue and succession. And little by little, by dint of their patience and persistence, a sort of answer comes, that is also nothing other than themselves, which also meshes with their physical being, and which is life.

  


  


  
    It was the great thrust of the nineteenth-century science of anthropology to demystify mythology, to demote myths from the status to which post-Wagnerians and Symbolists wished to reelevate them, to that of metaphor for grim biological realities. It was the project of Sir James Frazer, for example, in his encyclopedic study of the myths of the world called The Golden Bough (1890), to strip away the anecdotal content of myths and the metaphorical content of rituals to reveal the ruthless rites of propitiation that lay behind them—the very thing that The Rite of Spring exposed. It was a threat not only to poetic mythologism but to the sanctity of revealed religion as well, especially Christian religion, for it reduced the Holy Eucharist to a cannibalistic rite no different from those practiced by any number of “savage” tribes. It was all too easy to draw a horrifying parallel between the culminating virgin sacrifice in The Rite of Spring and the sacrifice commemorated in every Christian service.

  


  
    But was that Stravinsky’s fault? Or was it just a part of the staging, the part that, once removed from the music, no longer encumbered it? Beginning with that first triumphant performance in 1914, Stravinsky’s ballet has been heard far more often in the concert hall (not to mention its countless recordings) than in the ballet pit. Stravinsky himself went on record as saying that that was how he preferred to hear it. In fact, in 1920 he gave an interview to a Paris reporter in which he denied that his music was “programmatic” at all. “Its embryo,” he claimed,

  


  
    was a theme that came to me while I was finishing Firebird. Since this theme and what followed from it were conceived in a stark and brutal manner, I chose as a pretext to develop them the evocation of prehistoric Russia, since I am Russian. But note well that the idea came from the music, not the music from the idea. I have written an architectural work, not an anecdotal one.37

  


  


  
    There was hardly a word of truth in this, and of course Stravinsky knew it. By 1920, as we will see in a later chapter, he had reasons for wishing to deflect attention from the original subject matter of the ballet and to call attention instead to its form. But can subject matter really be so easily divorced from form, in this or any work of art? Or does the music’s reliance on throbbing ostinatos, on arbitrary arrangements of “hypostatized,” nonprogressive harmonies and rhythms, and on inscrutable metrical situations that make the future unpredictable and memory useless already inscribe and participate in the great strip-down from culture to nature, from individual reflection to collective action, from psychology to automatism, ultimately from humanism to biologism, that the ballet presents and even seems to celebrate? Is the utter lack of pathos, the withholding of sympathy from the Chosen One, merely an aspect or product of the “anecdotal” content of the work, or is that pitilessness already implicit in the music itself, its form and its technical procedures?

  


  
    One who felt the music to be complicit in the parlous message and inextricable from it—and hence that there was no “music itself”—was Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno (1903–69), an influential German social philosopher whose extensive musical training impelled him to seek evidence of social attitudes in music. He was appalled by The Rite because of the way it seemed not only to portray but to perpetrate the annihilation of the ego, the seat of conscious reflection and moral decision. Even the performers, he thought, must submit to this process. The rigorous precision Stravinsky’s difficult rhythms required for their coordinated execution ruled out any spontaneous modification of tempo such as conductors employ for purposes of expressivity. The composer constrains—and dehumanizes—his performers just as surely as the primitive tribe constrains the sacrificial maiden, he suggests. The task of realizing Stravinsky’s “fluctuations of something always constant and totally static” reduces the conductor (shades of Petrushka!) “to puppet-like motions,” and conveys to the listeners as well as the ballerina “the immutable rigidity of convulsive blows and shocks for which they are not prepared through any anticipation of anxiety.”38 Adorno wrote these words in 1948, in a book called The Philosophy of New Music. The Rite of Spring was already thirty-five years old, and accepted everywhere as a twentiethcentury classic. By 1948, however, Adorno felt that events had grimly vindicated his reading of the ballet’s sinister elevation of an unreflective collective mentality over individual conscience. Those events included the rise of fascism, which Adorno felt to have been prefigured in Stravinsky’s dehumanizing music, and the Second World War.

  


  
    Did Stravinsky’s music prefigure fascism? Can any music do such a thing? Does it affect the question to know that between the world wars Stravinsky was indeed a “fascist sympathizer”? What are the implications of such questions for performance and criticism? We seem to be dealing with another “Wagner problem.” And just as with Wagner, there would be no problem were the music not a supremely compelling artistic achievement.

  


  


  CHAPTER 4

  Extinguishing the “Petty ‘I’” (Transcendentalism, I)


  SCRIABIN, MESSIAEN


  MAXIMALISM REACHES THE MAX


  
    The “Sacrificial Dance” at the end of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring reaches its dénouement in a massive crunch, denoting a strain the body of the Chosen One can no longer bear. Afterward there is only a tiny coda (reminiscent, perhaps, of the way the “March to the Scaffold” ends in Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique) that tracks the concluding mimed action closely: she crumples (flute glissandi); the elders rush up to catch her (sweeping upbeat figure); she collapses in a heap (concluding thump).

  


  


  
    That final crunch, the culminating chord in the culminating dance (incompletely represented in piano reduction in Ex. 3-33), consists of eight pitches doubled in many octaves. (When doubling or register are not themselves the issue, one often uses the term “pitch classes,”1 coined by the American composer Milton Babbitt in the 1940s and popularized in the 1960s, to refer to differently named pitches irrespective of octave position; thus the culminating chord in The Rite comprises the pitch classes C D[image: Image] E F F[image: Image] G A B[image: Image].) As usual in Stravinsky, the pitches in question are grouped so that the harmony can be construed as a “polychord” consisting of superimposed C major and F[image: Image] major triads (a Petrushka-chord, as we have learned to call it), with an extra A joined to the former by downward extension (to make a seventh chord, or else to produce overlapping A minor and C major triads), and an extra F (or E[image: Image]) joined to the latter by upward extension (again to make a seventh chord, or else to produce overlapping F[image: Image] major and B[image: Image][A[image: Image]] minor triads; see Ex. 4-1).

  


  
    EX. 4-1 Culminating harmony in The Rite of Spring represented as a maximalized Petrushka-chord
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    Describing the chord in this way is admittedly a mouthful, but it may well reflect Stravinsky’s conceptualization of it as a maximalization of his previous octatonic practice. But the process of extension is simultaneously one of transformation, since the chord in question can no longer be referred to the octatonic scale. Thus what can in one sense be described as a difference in degree (whether simply the number of notes heard simultaneously or the amount of crushingly expressive dissonance) can be described in another sense as a difference in kind (transcending the limits of octatonicism to embrace and control a greater chromatic purview). The chord, with its imagined creative history, represents and exemplifies in a nutshell the concept that drove the radical new music of the early twentieth century. It was a ne plus ultra within a ne plus ultra.

  


  
    But a limit loomed. Eight pitch classes was only four away from complete chromatic saturation—or more to the point, from chromatic exhaustion. Stravinsky never reached the limit. Not to put it past him, it never figured in his expressive designs. But Mahler (unbeknownst to Stravinsky or anyone else at the time) had already come one pitch class closer to the saturation point in his unfinished Tenth Symphony (see Ex. 1-6); and at least four composers were driven to the limit—that is, to the use of “twelve-tone chords” or “aggregate harmonies”—in the period between 1911 and 1915, the years leading up to and immediately following the outbreak of World War I.

  


  
    It was not a question of mutual influence. The works were not only too widely dispersed geographically for their authors to have been aware of each other’s projects, but also, with a single exception, they were all left unfinished like Mahler’s Tenth and were never published or even performed during their creators’ lifetimes. To describe them as emblematic works of their time might seem a bit paradoxical since their time did not know them. But the idea of reaching limits was indeed something known. It was nothing short of an obsession. Despite their being hidden from contemporary view, then, these unfinished (perhaps unfinishable) works, which will serve as the climactic exhibits, so to speak, of this chapter and the two that follow, will illustrate the predominating obsession of their time in the most concrete and tangible fashion.

  


  
    And they can serve as emblems in another way as well. What is hidden from view is occluded, or occult. By extension, the latter word has acquired a figurative connotation in addition to its literal meaning. It stands for what belongs to the world beyond (hence hidden from) the senses, already identified with the Symbolists’ concept of the au-delà. And the three great torsos—the Mysterium by the Russian composer Alexander Scriabin (1872–1915), the Universe symphony by the American composer Charles Ives (1874-1954), and the oratorio Die Jakobsleiter by the Austrian composer Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951)—all concerned matters occult.

  


  
    They were all grand visionary statements on the borderline between philosophy and religion, a region already broached by Mahler in his grandly visionary Second Symphony, which dealt in its final movements with eschatological matters—matters of literally ultimate significance—rarely broached in secular art. These matters were broached more and more insistently in the art of the early twentieth century. They were perhaps the main impulse driving the engine of stylistic maximalism at this crucial time. What better way of exemplifying the way in which music was driven by ideas than with pieces of music that only existed, during their composers’ lifetimes, as ideas? (They have all been posthumously, which means speculatively, “realized” by subsequent composer-scholars, and in this way performed and recorded.)

  


  RUSH-TO-THE-PATENT-OFFICE MODERNISM


  
    But first a word about the one composition using aggregate harmonies that was completed and performed—once only—during this phase of maximal maximalism. The composer was the then virtually unknown Alban Berg (1885–1935), formerly a pupil—and still very much a disciple—of Schoenberg. He would win fame in the 1920s as a composer of opera, and we will reencounter him. But the work that concerns us now is a little song cycle called Fünf Orchesterlieder nach Ansichtskartentexten von Peter Altenberg, op. 4 (“Five lieder with orchestra on picture-postcard legends by Peter Altenberg”), composed in 1912. The performance, which took place under Schoenberg’s direction on 31 March 1913, provoked a reaction similar to the one that would greet the legendary premiere of The Rite of Spring two months later.

  


  


  
    Altenberg (real name Richard Engländer, 1859-1919) was a popular Viennese writer who specialized in aphoristic “prose poems.” The texts Berg set did not literally come from postcards, but from a book of Altenberg’s poems (Altes Neues [Old News], 1911) in which they were so labeled. Only the two shortest songs from the cycle of five, the second and the third, were on the program Schoenberg conducted. It was the third song, which contained the aggregate harmony, that provoked the most vociferous protests. As one member of the audience later recalled, its

  


  
    dissonances and the accumulation of wrong notes produced with all the might of the orchestra became a signal for a storm. A wave of laughter greeted the groans and squeaks of the orchestra, and this increased the singer’s nervousness to the point where his voice cracked. The audience tumult grew so great that Schoenberg finally had to interrupt the concert. When, after a while, quiet was restored, Schoenberg, who never left the podium, announced that “those who do not know how to keep quiet can leave the hall.” No one followed this invitation, of course, and the song was then repeated, but with the same results except that the laughter and the chaos were much louder, and that this time shouts, hisses and cursing came from the parterre and the galleries, while in the boxes a few fanatics stood brandishing their arms against the uprising hall. At last a commissioner of police appeared on the stage and forbade the continuation of the concert, an occurrence without precedent in the Viennese music world.2

  


  


  
    The offending song has this poem for a text:

  


  
    Über die Grenzen des All blicktest du sinnend hinaus:

  


  
    Hattest nie Sorge um Hof und Haus!

  


  
    Leben und Traum vom Leben, plötzlich ist alles aus—

  


  
    Über die Grenzen des All blickst du noch sinnend hinaus….

  


  
    (You gazed pensively over the all-encompassing brink:

  


  
    Never a care for home and hearth!

  


  
    Life and dreams of living, all of a sudden gone—

  


  
    You still gaze pensively over the all-encompassing brink….)

  


  
    The all-encompassing aggregate harmony, which comes at the beginning in the winds, and again at the end (Ex. 4-2) in string harmonics to accompany the repeated line, is actually a rather obvious example, if an audacious one, of traditional “word painting.” The audacity was enough to provoke the public, but its motivation was anything but novel, and far from profound. Although it purports to intensify a typically aspirant, romantic mood, it remains an exercise of wit, and its effect—especially, of course, when analyzed—is comic. To call it that is not necessarily to call it funny, but it does imply that the device is an intellectual conceit rather than an expression of feeling or belief. Berg’s song thus confronts the age-old dilemma that some three hundred years earlier had midwifed the birth of directly emotional and tragic recitative (hence opera) out of the intellectual conceits of “madrigalism.”

  


  
    EX. 4-2 Alban Berg, Altenberg Lieder, no. 3, end
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    The grand eschatological torsos of Scriabin, Ives, and Schoenberg do not put the aggregate harmony to such obviously illustrative, hence potentially trivial, use—and this may be one reason why Schoenberg, to Berg’s intense dismay, sharply criticized the Altenberg Lieder to his former pupil’s face after the notorious concert. As we shall see, Schoenberg regarded the aggregate harmony the way Scriabin and Ives did, as something virtually holy, even taboo, not to be defiled by utilitarian, “madrigalian” use. Berg, having invoked it in an ironic vein, could even be charged with playing into the hands of the philistines who laughed.

  


  
    But nevertheless his little Altenberg Lieder enjoy huge prestige as a landmark in the history of twentiethcentury music, a prestige that derives from the way in which that history is often recounted. That telling, and the theory on which it rests, are in themselves a sort of maximalism, in which the neo-Hegelian esthetic values of the New German School, as first enunciated in the mid-nineteenth century, have been universalized and exaggerated. The highest of all values, in this view, is technical innovation, provided that (1) the innovation in question can be viewed as an emancipation, (2) it was “influential” (in other words, that it inspired imitation, or at least turned up in a lot of later music), and (3) it placed the innovator beyond the comprehension of his contemporaries (or beyond all but an initiated elite), so that he might learn, in the words of Milton Babbitt, “how it feels to have the history of music leave you ahead.”3

  


  
    These values are nothing if not asocial. When challenged, as we shall learn, they can take more radical, downright antisocial forms. Twentiethcentury historiography has also been influenced, like much twentiethcentury art making, by the spirit of technological progress, giving rise to a “machine age” esthetic. The American poet William Carlos Williams voiced this view especially forcefully when he maintained that a poem was “a machine made out of words,”4 and that therefore a great poet was one who showed by his practice how to manufacture a new kind of machine. Much twentiethcentury theorizing on music seems to regard it similarly, as a machine made of notes. The attention of composers and critics has thus often been more readily captured by the internal workings of the poetic or musical mechanism than by the expressive work it accomplishes. The resulting esthetic has been aptly characterized by the American scholar Christopher Williams as “techno-essentialist.”5

  


  
    Like The Rite of Spring, the Altenberg Lieder qualify as “historically significant” on all three techno-essentialist counts listed above. The third criterion is met magnificently by the story of its illfated first performance, even though Berg (and, it seems, Schoenberg) experienced that event not as a Diaghilevian succès de scandale but as a humiliation. The first criterion is met most conspicuously by the aggregate harmony, which admitted a denser dissonance than ever before into musical practice. And the pervasiveness of “patent office modernism,” as well as its potential links with nationalism or otherwise parochial biases, are well illustrated by the Traité de l’harmonie, a harmony textbook by Charles Koechlin (1867–1950), a venerable French composer and pedagogue, which appeared in 1928 and contained the news that the earliest twelve-tone chord was actually penned not by the Austrian Berg but by the Frenchman Jean Huré (1877–1930), in an unpublished and unperformed stage work called La cathédrale, which was actually written not in 1912, not in 1911, but all the way back in 1910!

  


  
    The second criterion is met even more conspicuously by the fifth and last song in Berg’s Altenberg cycle, a passacaglia that expresses the “chromatic aggregate” not as a harmonic simultaneity (Ex. 4-3a) but as a melodic succession is that repeated as an ostinato (Ex. 4-3b). Such arrangements, placing the twelve pitch classes all in a row, were destined (though nobody foresaw it at the time) to become the basis of one of the century’s most widely practiced and propagated compositional methods. The melody in Berg’s fifth song has been acclaimed—first by the composer Ernst Krenek (1900–91) in a memorial essay published in 1937, by which time the new method had been established and was gaining many adherents—as history’s first “twelve tone row.”6

  


  
    EX. 4-3A Alban Berg, Altenberg Lieder, aggregate chord in song no. 3
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    EX. 4-3B Alban Berg, Altenberg Lieder, twelve-tone theme from no. 5 (passacaglia)
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    But where The Rite of Spring, notwithstanding its stormy premiere, has enjoyed a triumphant career in the concert hall that has lasted from 1914 to the present, the Altenberg Lieder, following that lone partial performance (which did not include the fifth song), “fell,” to quote Krenek, “like a stone into the abyss of the forgotten from which no one has as yet fetched it.” The first complete performance did not take place until 1952; the piano-vocal score was not published until the next year; the full score, not until 1966.

  


  
    This retarded rediscovery, adding the aura of martyrdom and resurrection to that of its early rejection, has done its bit to enhance the work’s prestige even further. But unlike The Rite of Spring, Berg’s Altenberg Lieder did not become a part of history—that is, an entity with a potential relationship to listeners, performers, and composers, available to influence their thoughts and deeds—until two or three decades after the composer’s death. To accord it a comparable historical importance because of its hidden relationship to what came later is literally to consign it to the realm of the occult—to mythology rather than history. A great deal of musical historiography in the twentieth century has been mythology of this kind. The tales it has spun are on the record and have been influential. As a part of history in their own right they will need to be dealt with. But they should not be confused with an account of contemporary events.

  


  
    The foregoing little sermon on history implies no esthetic judgment on the Altenberg Lieder. They are properly admired for their intense expressivity—often compared, as we will see, with a style of vividly exaggerated and subjectively distorted painting known as “expressionism”—and for the feats of compositional virtuosity that their expressionistic manner called forth. (Again a parallel with the old Italian madrigal in its “mannerist” phase might be suggestive.) Within the context of their time, however, these songs (like the madrigals of Gesualdo) might be better viewed as eccentric than as pregnant.

  


  FROM EXPRESSION TO REVELATION


  
    And yet the essential motivating metaphor that drove the more potent maximalists of the period to the limit—the aggregate harmony standing for the All, the One, the Universal, the object of all metaphysical and religious striving—was not all that different from the image of the “all-encompassing brink” that inspired Berg. The difference lay in the treatment. Rather than a playful surface ornament as it was with Berg, the aggregate harmony was for Scriabin, Schoenberg, and Ives a symbolic ideal, not to be invoked lightly but to be approached gradually, as the One was to be approached through a properly perseverant spiritual quest, and to be expressed not blatantly but latently, in a properly occult fashion.

  


  
    For Scriabin, the quest was the work of a lifetime. A piano prodigy, he seemed destined at first for the career of a virtuosocomposer like Liszt or, more precisely, like Chopin, with whom he identified powerfully and on whose very distinctive style he at first attempted to fashion his own, even going so far as to adopt Chopin’s characteristic Polish genres like the mazurka, of which he wrote twenty-three between 1889 and 1903. He was drawn even more to that most “poetic” of Chopinesque forms, the freestanding aphoristic prelude, of which he composed a complete Chopinesque set of twenty-four (published as op. 11) between 1888 and 1896.
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    FIG. 4-1 Alexander Nikolayevich Scriabin in an engraving from a photograph taken aboard the Volga steamship that carried him on a concert tour through Russia in 1910.

  


  


  
    Scriabin continued to write preludes throughout his career, right up to his final work, a set of Four Preludes published in 1914 as his op. 74. As he came ever more explicitly to maintain, short but striking preludes were in their immediacy akin to spiritual disclosures and could function as prophecy. From an art of the sensuously—at times erotically—beautiful, Scriabin’s music developed by degrees (each with its clearly identifiable technical preoccupations) into an art of sublime—at times mystical—revelation.

  


  
    We can take the measure of this transition by comparing a prelude from the middle of Scriabin’s career—op. 48, no. 4 in C major (1905; Ex. 4-4)—with a selection from that final group, op. 74. The highly emotional tone of the earlier piece is achieved by methods we have come to associate with Wagner (perhaps by way of Schumann). The primary method is the maintenance throughout of a sense of harmonic tension that is relieved only by the final cadence. Indeed, the last chord of the piece is practically the only pure, unadulterated triad to be found in it. Almost all of the other harmonies, while clearly “triadic” in concept and function, have been altered, either by the use of additives like sevenths and ninths, or by the chromatic tweaking of their constituent pitches so that they become “tendency tones.”

  


  
    The very first chord is an especially telling instance. It is only in retrospect that we can confidently identify it as a tonic harmony. The added B[image: Image], turning its quality into that of a dominant-seventh chord, gives it the implied function “V of IV”; and its short-term resolution to a chord rooted on F confirms that local diagnosis. The raising of its fifth degree to G[image: Image] adds to its implicit short-range function, since now that tone too seeks resolution, in A. But the F chord to which the first chord resolves is no more stable than the first chord had been: it too has been given a seventh that demands resolution, and its fifth has been lowered a semitone (to C[image: Image], spelled B). Its quality, therefore, has been altered to that of a “French sixth,” a chord that normally resolves as a [image: Image] VI to a dominant. And so it does—but “deceptively,” to the dominant of C rather than the expected dominant of A.

  


  
    The dominant of A arrives in m. 8, exactly as the dominant of the home key had arrived in m. 4, to round off a pair of parallel periods that together make up the first half of the prelude. It is evident that the novelty of Scriabin’s idiom applies only to its harmonic dimension; rhythmically and in its phrase structure (i.e., its form) it remains simple—and in its high rhetorical keyboard style, for all its virtuosity, it remains conventional. As Schoenberg would later put it, “if comprehensibility is made difficult in one respect, it must be made easier in some other respect.”7 Scriabin, like Schoenberg somewhat later, seems to have been attempting to “reduce difficulties by providing a familiar type of unfolding.”

  


  
    But after the cadence on the E-major chord in m. 8 (the only other “pure triad” in the piece and therefore, despite its short duration, a major point of articulation), something happens that is indeed unconventional—though far from unprecedented in our experience—in terms of “normal” tonal practice. What sounds at the very end of m. 8 like an A in the bass, the implicit goal of the E major harmony, is made to function very differently, as suggested by its respelling as B[image: Image][image: Image]. Impelled by accompanying tones that form with it a French sixth chord, it is directed down to A[image: Image], a root note that in direct juxtaposition with E (and recalling the initial C) suggests that the overall tonal trajectory of the prelude will be based on a symmetrically apportioned cycle of major thirds rather than the locally operating circle of fifths.

  


  
    EX. 4-4 Alexander Scriabin, Prelude in C major, Op. 48, no. 4
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    The period from m. 9, where A[image: Image] intrudes, to m. 16, where the dominant of C is regained, is based on a modulating sequence progression. In that sense it functions like a development section, and identifies the return of the opening harmony at m. 17 as a thematic recapitulation. This is indeed a “familiar type of unfolding,” sanctioned by more than a century of common practice as “sonata form,” here applied on a microscopic level. And its familiarity helps us accept the cycle of thirds as harmonically normative. The two halves of a binary form express not the usual I-V, V-I trajectory, but a complementary symmetrical progression: tonic up to mediant (I → III) followed by flat submediant up to tonic: I–III, [image: Image]VI-I. The three points of departure and arrival that articulate the form—I, III, [image: Image]VI—occupy evenly spaced positions along the chromatic scale:0 4 8, familiar to us not from common or “classical” practice but from the alternative practice branching off from Schubert to Liszt, thence to RimskyKorsakov, Debussy, Ravel, and, most lately, Stravinsky.

  


  
    One other harmonic idiosyncrasy is conspicuous in this prelude, and that is Scriabin’s propensity for approaching V by way of [image: Image]II, expressed not as a “Neapolitan sixth” but in root position. That is something probably picked up from Chopin (e.g., Chopin’s Prelude in C minor, op. 28, no. 20; see Ex. 4-5), but Scriabin turned what was in Chopin a rarity into a basic modus operandi. The progression bracketed in Ex. 4–5 and labeled “tritone link” shows up in Ex. 4–4 in mm. 1–2, 5–6, and—climactically—over a two-measure general pause in mm. 19–22. The term “tritone link” (tritonovoye zveno) was coined by Varvara Pavlovna Dernova in a dissertation on Scriabin written in 1948 but only published twenty years later, by which time Scriabin had been dead for more than fifty years.8 It was the first important breakthrough in analyzing Scriabin’s until-then enigmatic and refractory harmonic style; like many a modernist, Scriabin kept his methods a secret, the better to stun listeners with their effect.

  


  
    EX. 4-5 Frédéric Chopin, Prelude in C minor, Op. 28, no. 20, end
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    Just how enigmatic Scriabin’s idiom eventually became can be seen at a glance in Ex. 4-6, which contains the first and last of the Four Preludes, op. 74. The extravagant expressive markings in French—Douloureux, déchirant (excruciatingly anguished) in the first, Lent, vague, indécis (slow, indefinite, uncertain) in the last—may seem at first reminiscent of Debussy; but Debussy’s art, while it cultivated the vague and indécis, perhaps, avoided the déchirant at all costs. Rather, they point to a common bond in Symbolism, which in Russia achieved an aura of maximalized religious ecstasy that it never approached in France.

  


  
    Alone among musicians, Scriabin actively participated in “mystical symbolist” circles, attending the meetings of the Moscow Religious Philosophical Society, a forum for avantgarde poetry and theology alike, beginning in 1898. By 1905, he had discovered theosophy, an esoteric mystical doctrine that sought to reconcile Christianity with the transcendentalist religions of South Asia, particularly Hinduism and Buddhism, which saw as the purpose of life the achievement of a transcendent enlightenment that would free the soul from the shackling temporality of human desire and allow it to join the eternal unity of the Godhead.

  


  
    EX. 4-6A Alexander Scriabin, Prelude, Op. 74, no. 1
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    EX. 4-6B Alexander Scriabin, Prelude, Op. 74, no. 4
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    In the strong form with which Scriabin was affiliated, theosophy was a Russian maximalist movement. It was spearheaded and disseminated by a society founded in New York in 1875 by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–91), a Russian aristocratic émigré. Mystic symbolists and theosophists considered art a medium of gnostic revelation—that is, the direct imparting of divine knowledge unmediated by the imperfect and limited human intellect. Within their circles Scriabin was hailed as a prophet, because his artistic medium was the least trammeled by specific representational meaning, had the least paraphrasable content, and was therefore the most inherently “theurgic” of all the arts—the most capable, that is, of becoming an instrument of theurgy, the channeling of divine influence on human affairs.

  


  
    In the amicably envious judgment of Vyacheslav Ivanov (1866–1949), the leading mystical-symbolist poet and one of the composer’s closest friends, Scriabin was a greater artist than any poet could ever be because of the superiority of his medium. “Where we [poets] monotonously blab the meager word ‘sadness,’” Ivanov wrote, “music overflows with thousands of particular shades of sadness, each so ineffably novel that no two of them can be called the same feeling.”9 Music, therefore, “the unmediated pilot of our spiritual depths,” is at once the most sensitive of the arts and the most inherently prophetic, “the womb in which the Spirit of the Age is incubated.”10 Scriabin, for his part, consciously modified his style so as to enable his music to serve the spiritualistic purposes his religious and philosophical beliefs demanded. That meant, among other things, making it inscrutable, resistant to analysis. For this reason he has often been attacked as a charlatan, and just as often defended against himself by nonbelievers who nevertheless regard him, in the words of the American music theorist James M. Baker, as “a master of the craft of musical composition.”11 But Ivanov’s exaggerated remarks can easily be read as just another maximalization (and a particularly Russian one) of the old German romantic notion of “absolute music.” They also accord perfectly with the antiliterary esthetics of Alexandre Benois that (as we saw in the previous chapter) midwifed the rebirth of ballet in Russia. So we should not be surprised to find that Scriabin’s late, “inscrutable” idiom has a lot in common with the maximalistic techniques that Stravinsky adopted, just as deliberately and almost simultaneously, in The Rite of Spring.

  


  
    To begin with, in Scriabin’s preludes we again confront the total avoidance of “pure triads,” even at the ends of pieces. What to make of that? Of the preludes in op. 74, the last (Ex. 4-6b) ends with the most easily described harmony: seemingly a superimposition of the major and minor triads on A. We may then note that the piece begins with the same harmony, this time with the “disagreeing” thirds located at the extremities, as if the chord were inverted. This is a clue that the harmonic idiom of the music, however unusual, is internally consistent. Another indication: we may as yet be at a loss to account for the final cadential approach to the “A major/minor” chord, by way of a tritone, and yet we have already seen that Scriabin’s music makes considerable use of “tritone links.” The final chord of the first prelude (Ex. 4-6a), unnameable in terms of the common practice, is also approached via a tritone leap in the bass. Such observations give prima facie evidence that the music is following as-yet-undiscovered yet binding rules.

  


  
    The mere avoidance of pure triads does not in itself demonstrate any real similarity between the idiom of Scriabin’s preludes and that of Stravinsky’s Rite. An arbitrary list of their “common absences” could be infinitely extended. But there are positive affinities as well. For one thing, the bass notes of the chords and arpeggios that inform the left-hand part in Ex. 4-6a—B[image: Image] (=C) in the pickup; A alternating with B[image: Image] in mm. 1–2, followed by F[image: Image] (=G[image: Image]) alternating with C in mm. 2–4—suggest a pattern that is completed on the downbeat of m. 5 and recurs, significantly transposed, in mm. 9–15. We have certainly seen this pattern in Stravinsky, and even earlier. For another thing, the music in Ex. 4-6b falls briefly (mm. 13–16) into a regular sequential period. Allowing for some idiosyncrasies in the note-spelling, the “soprano” voice here outlines some ordinary triads, otherwise a great rarity in these compositions. How are they related?4-6a—B

  


  
    All of the foregoing observations are of a single phenomenon: reliance on symmetrical interval cycles—that is, cycles of intervals that evenly divide the twelve pitches of the chromatic scale—as governors of the tonal trajectory. The bass pitches in the first prelude describe a cycle of minor thirds (036 9); the sequential triads in the last prelude describe a cycle of major thirds (0 4 8). Both, but particularly the minor-third cycle, featured prominently in Stravinsky because of the affinity between the minor-third cycle and the octatonic scale. And now look at Ex. 4-7, the end of the third prelude from Op. 74: rarely is the octatonic scale displayed so pristinely on the surface of any music.

  


  
    EX. 4-7 Alexander Scriabin, Prelude, Op. 74, no. 3, last four measures
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    As a subset of the octatonic, the 0 6 tritone relationship was the basis for the harmony in “Chez Pétrouchka” (the second tableau of Stravinsky’s second ballet), and the source of the famous Petrushka-chord. In like fashion, the prelude sampled in Ex. 4–7 consists of two halves, the second of which is a literal transposition of the first by a tritone; owing to the properties of the octatonic scale, the two halves have identical (or “invariant”) pitch content. As for the 0 4 8 cycle, while not especially prominent in the Stravinsky compositions that we have examined, it was at the heart of Debussy’s tonal procedures in Nuages, which Stravinsky knew and admired well enough to plagiarize (unconsciously) in the prelude to his early opera The Nightingale. Earlier, the cycle (and also its decorated version, the whole tone scale,/0 2 4 6 8 10/, so pervasive in Debussy) had been foreshadowed in our experience in works of Liszt and Schubert, as the /03 6 9/ cycle had been foreshadowed in RimskyKorsakov and Liszt. It is evident that Scriabin, even at his most purposefully inscrutable, had a considerable patrimony.

  


  
    But Scriabin maximalized it the furthest, and in ways that bore directly on his theurgic purposes. For one thing, he mined more radical harmonic constructs directly out of the octatonic collection. The choralelike final cadence in the last prelude, right up to its enigmatic “major-minor” conclusion, is a case in point. It is all educed from a single octatonic scale, as shown in Ex. 4–8 (and note the rigorous voice leading in the right hand through a cycle of minor thirds, mirrored at first by the left in contrary motion).

  


  
    EX. 4-8 Octatonic derivation of final cadence in Alexander Scriabin, Prelude, Op. 74, no. 4
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    Most significant by far is Scriabin’s habit, taken to an extreme in the third prelude from op. 74, of saturating the musical surface with tritones, and then transposing the whole “globally” around a tritone axis. (Compare mm. 1–4 and 9–12 in Ex. 4-6a.) The harmonic stasis, brought about by the tritone’s invariance properties (since the tritone, when transposed a tritone, merely inverts or “maps into” itself) produces a trajectory that contains movement, so to speak, but accomplishes no motion. We have marched in place.

  


  
    Moreover, whatever goes for melodic tritones will also apply to harmonic tritones, and especially to chords composed of multiple tritones, like diminished sevenths or French sixths. And the French sixth, it will emerge on closer inspection, is indeed the basic referential harmony in these preludes, having taken over the function performed in more traditional tonalities by the major or minor triad.

  


  
    The final chord in Ex. 4-6a is an especially characteristic Scriabin sonority: a French sixth (F[image: Image] B[image: Image] A[image: Image] E) filled out or garnished by two additives: a G that may be referred along with the French sixth chord to an octatonic scale, and a D that may be referred along with the same French sixth chord to a whole-tone scale (which it nearly exhausts). The French sixth, then, functions here as a kind of “nexus chord” or pivot, linking two different symmetrical scale constructions that have usurped the place of the more traditional major and minor scales, providing a point of intersection between them on which the final chord is poised, as if balanced on a cusp (see Ex. 4-9).

  


  EXTINGUISHING THE “I”


  
    Now what has all of this to do with the theurgic aims of mystic symbolism or theosophy? We may quote the answer to this question directly from Vyacheslav Ivanov, who in a lecture of 1919 enumerated the theurgic effects of Scriabin’s music, which if regarded as the composer’s ends provide the explanation of his means, as we have been describing them. “Scriabin has expressed in music the most profound ideas of the present day,” Ivanov declared, defining them as follows:

  


  


  
    EX. 4-9 Alexander Scriabin, Prelude, Op. 74, no. 1, final chord compared with its referential scales
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    1. The vision of surmounting the boundaries of the personal, individual, petty “I“—a musical transcendentalism.

  


  
    2. The vision of universal, communal mingling of all humanity in a single “I“—or the macrocosmic universalism of musical consciousness.

  


  
    3. The vision of a violent breakthrough into the expanse of a free new plane of being—universal transformation.12

  


  
    The idea of art as world transformation is the essential Wagnerian ideal. Scriabin was the single Russian composer to accept from Wagner the Orphic mission. We have already defined the Wagnerian resonance in Scriabin in “purely musical” terms when we noted Scriabin’s strong insistence on the dominant function. Most of his chords are dominant in color and tendency. In the Prelude, op. 48, no. 4, the chords were mainly dominant sevenths with additives; by the time of op. 74, the chords were mainly French sixths with additives. But the French sixth chord can be viewed as an “altered” dominant seventh, the alteration consisting of the flatting of the fifth degree. If the fifth degree is omitted from the French sixth, the remainder comprises an “incomplete” but fully functional dominant seventh, consisting of a defining root and a tritone in need of resolution.

  


  
    With any given root, the tritone has only one option for resolving: the seventh must descend a semitone and the third (the functional leading tone) must ascend a semitone. That dual necessity is what gives the chord such a restless will of its own, which when exploited as Wagner did in Tristan und Isolde can channel the desires of the listening multitudes. But that desire is a highly egoistic desire; it heightens a listener’s awareness of his or her “personal, individual, petty ‘I,’” as Ivanov would say, and its selfish needs. Yet the primary selfish need, as Wagner so compellingly if paradoxically emphasized in Tristan, is the ego’s need for satiation—the extinguishing of desire, which can only come from union with the other: already a transcendence.

  


  
    Scriabin found a way of representing satiation without resolution, thus quelling the ego’s need and achieving its dissolution; and we have already observed the mechanism by which this remarkable effect of quiescence is achieved. It is harmonic invariance based on the tritone. Because the tritone exactly bisects the octave, and therefore replicates itself when transposed by itself, its two tones, while needing resolution as we have seen, are of ambiguous tendency. The way in which a tritone will seek its resolution will depend on external stimuli—that is, the notes that accompany it. When accompanied by a dominant-seventh root, its pitches are defined as leading tone and seventh respectively. The leading tone, as we know, seeks resolution by ascent, the seventh by descent. Yet by changing the defining root we can cause an exchange of the two functions: what had been the leading tone tending upward becomes the seventh tending downward, and vice versa (Ex. 4-10).

  


  
    EX. 4-10 Alternative cadential harmonizations of the tritone
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    The two roots that accomplish this transformation must of course themselves lie a tritone apart. The direct progression formed by these two chords—chords sharing a tritone in common, their roots lying a tritone apart—was anticipated as early as Liszt and was memorably employed by Musorgsky to simulate coronation bells in Boris Godunov. It is the essential Scriabin progression. When turned into an oscillation along the “tritone link,” the bass progression continually contradicts and recontradicts the resolution tendencies in the harmonic tritone (see Ex. 4-11). This easy reciprocity of function negates the harmony’s “functionality,” turning it qualitatively from an active tendency (as in Wagner) into a latent or passive one. Although there is continual root activity, there is no functional progression—marching in place again.

  


  
    EX. 4-11 Alexander Scriabin’s “tritone link”
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    Playing over Ex. 4-11, we seem to examine or experience a single “floating” harmony from a dual perspective, something the Russian music theorist Boleslav Yavorsky (Scriabin’s younger contemporary) compared with moving from two-dimensional to three-dimensional space—which in turn is something Scriabin himself hinted at in a remark reported to Varvara Dernova, the discoverer of the tritone link, by Georgiy RimskyKorsakov, a grandson of the famous composer and a composer himself: “You have to be able to walk around a chord.”13 Until one of the root notes exemplified in Ex. 4–11 leaves the tritone treadmill and proceeds along the circle of fifths (or, in a pinch, by a semitone as if resolving an augmented sixth), the eventual destination of the tritone is in doubt, and one can even forget that the tritone has a destination. A quality of hovering, of time-forgetful stasis, altered consciousness, or even trance, can be induced. The “personal, individual, petty ‘I’” is lulled; consciousness is made available for something larger.

  


  
    Scriabin’s whole stylistic evolution can be viewed as the gradual extinguishing of the desiring subject, the “petty ‘I,’” so as to make possible a theurgic, world- (or at least consciousness-) transforming transcendence. We have seen the end result in the miniatures of op. 74. We can trace the process through which the composer arrived at their enigmatically attenuated style by sampling some of his larger pieces, which at their largest are truly grandiose. For Scriabin’s output spectacularly encompassed both romantic extremes of expression—that of intimate aphoristic disclosure, and that of swollen public oration—and maximalized them both.

  


  APPROACHING THE ULTIMATE


  
    Scriabin wrote ten piano sonatas in addition to his many miniatures, but they were not his biggest pieces. In fact, as his career went on they became smaller: the Fourth Sonata (1904) has two movements, like Beethoven’s op. 111, but in reversed order so that it ends with a vertiginous prestissimo volando (flying at great speed). From then on, they were all single-movement works like Liszt’s Sonata in B minor; and from the Sixth Sonata on, as the whole-tone and octatonic collections took over the normative functions formerly exercised by major and minor tonalities, Scriabin dispensed with the use of key signatures or designations.

  


  


  
    Scriabin’s public orations were his five symphonies, a genre in which he parted company with his erstwhile model, Chopin, and joined the ranks of symphonic maximalists such as Mahler and Strauss. (Both German names deserve to be invoked, since although Scriabin called them symphonies, the last two were single-movement programmatic works that could just as well have been called tone poems.) The First Symphony (1900), like Mahler’s Second, apes Beethoven’s Ninth in the use of vocal soloists and chorus for an oratoriolike finale. But Scriabin found his true symphonic métier when he dispensed with words and began finding musical analogues for the new ideas about art’s significance that he picked up from his contacts among the mystical Symbolists and, later, from theosophy. The place to begin is the motto opening of the Third Symphony, subtitled Le divin poème (“The divine poem”), Scriabin’s one multimovement programmatic composition. The use of the motto and the key, C minor, are transparent gestures of tribute to Beethoven’s Fifth, the most famous symphony in the world.

  


  
    But his starting point was as much Wagner as Beethoven, as we can infer directly from the motto theme, which he modeled (how consciously one can never tell) on the opening of the Tristan Prelude. In both cases an unaccompanied preparatory melody lasting one measure leads into a startlingly dissonant chromatic chord containing a tritone, urgently demanding an unspecified resolution. Scriabin’s chord is the more radical of the two, in keeping with the emulative spirit of maximalism, since it is an ad hoc harmonic structure with no common-practice standing at all.

  


  
    Where the famous Tristan-chord could be classified, if desired, either as homologous (similarly structured) to a half-diminished seventh chord, or (more functionally) as a French sixth with one of its intervals unconventionally altered by contraction, Scriabin’s chord may be viewed as a German sixth, homologous to the dominant seventh, with one of its intervals unconventionally altered by expansion, adding to its dissonance and intensifying the affect of egoistic self-assertion (Ex. 4-12).

  


  
    The most striking parallel between the two openings is the specific way in which the first chord is prepared. Wagner leaps up from the tonic note to the sixth degree, which in the minor mode is a half step above the fifth, and passes through the fifth to a complementary half step below—that is, to the chromatically inflected fourth degree, the “altered” note that gives the Tristan-chord its name-worthy color. Scriabin’s opening exactly inverts Wagner’s procedure. The melody (assuming D[image: Image], as at the beginning one must, to be the tonic) leaps down to the chromatically inflected fourth degree and proceeds through the fifth to a complementary half step above—that is, to the sixth degree, which, the mode being major, must also be chromatically inflected to preserve the half-step relationship.

  


  
    EX. 4-12A Alexander Scriabin, The Divine Poem, I, mm. 1–15 (figuration and arpeggiation omitted)
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    EX. 4-12B The “Scriabin sixth” and German sixth compared
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    The first resolution of Scriabin’s “ad hoc” chord is to an unsullied consonant triad, enhancing the promise of what the symphony’s program note calls “joyous and intoxicated affirmation,” to be wholly attained (as in the old Beethovenian scenario) in the C-major last movement, when the hero—personified by the solo trumpet—at last comes fully into his own. The trumpet had played the peremptory “summons” motif (the dotted rising sixth) in the third and the sixth measures of the opening as shown in Ex. 4-12. “The free, powerful man-god appears to triumph,” according to the program, which, although actually penned by Tatyana Schloezer, the composer’s common-law wife (much as Liszt’s writings, including programs, were often the work of his mistress, the princess Sayn-Wittgenstein), transmits the composer’s intentions well enough to have had his endorsement. “But,” the program continues, “it is only the intellect which affirms the divine Ego, while the individual will, still too weak, is tempted to sink into Pantheism,” that is, into hedonistic passivity and indolence.

  


  
    How could such an abstract program be musically represented? Just as in the Tristan Prelude, the first phrase of Scriabin’s motto theme is seconded by a sequential repetition. But unlike the second phrase of the Tristan Prelude, the repetition is no mere intensifying reiteration. It does not terminate in another affirmative cadence, as it might well have done (see Ex. 4-12), but dissolves in a tritone link that palpably weakens its thrust. It is followed, in perhaps all too craftsmanly a fashion, by a second tritone link calculated to prepare the main key of the first movement, thus to launch a conventional sonata form that is interrupted, in a manner reminiscent of Chaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony or Franck’s Symphony in D minor, by periodic recollections of the opening motto.

  


  
    These reminiscences must surely have been written, or at least improvised, before the actual opening passage was composed, for they demonstrate the genesis of the “ad hoc chord”—a chord that the composer continued to exploit as a basic component of his harmonic vocabulary, and that has accordingly earned the nickname “Scriabin sixth.” The first reminiscence (Ex. 4-13) takes place in E[image: Image] major, the classically mandated key of the second theme in a C-minor sonata movement. The local tonic is held out in the treble instruments while the bass proclaims the motto in the new key. At the moment when the theme reaches the fifth note, the inflected lower neighbor tone or appoggiatura to the fifth degree, the trumpet-hero joins in to sound the complementary inflection above. The two voices, trumpet and bass, proceed in contrary motion through the fifth and on to the opposite or reciprocal inflection, thus producing the “Scriabin sixth.”

  


  
    EX. 4-13 Alexander Scriabin, The Divine Poem, I, fig. [1]
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    It is a symmetrical, simultaneous exchange of functions (known technically as a chiasmus, “cross” in Greek), comparable to the functional exchange involving the two tendency tones over the tritone link, illustrated in Ex. 4-11. It gave Scriabin an idea with enormous consequences. In the music following The Divine Poem, simultaneously sounding (rather than successive or progressive) symmetrical relations became the primary means for embellishing or prolonging the dominant function, and this is what led Scriabin to his special domain of quiescently “invariant” harmonic space.

  


  
    Maximally prolonged “Wagnerian” dominants were long a Scriabin specialty. Even the little Prelude, op. 48, no.4 (Ex. 4-4), is Wagnerian in this sense, built over a dominant that is first sounded in m. 2, sustained through an 048 vagary that moves by way of a symmetrical circle of major thirds from III to [image: Image]VI, and not fully resolved until the end of the piece: Tristan in a nutshell. The obvious next step, once Scriabin had begun superimposing rather than juxtaposing symmetrically related harmonies, was to combine the two members of the tritone link in Ex. 4–11 into a composite dominant that could be “walked around.”

  


  
    The immediate product of the operation, the Scriabin “double dominant,” was a chord homologous to a French sixth, as demonstrated at the beginning of Ex. 4-14. But that was just the beginning. As the example shows, the French sixth is one of only two chords in common practice (the other being the diminished seventh chord) that contain two tritones, the one corresponding to the sustained tendency tones in Ex. 4–11, the other to the complementary roots along the tritone link. Chords consisting of two tritones have exactly the same properties of invariance as a single tritone, but twice as many of them. That is, they are inversionally invariant on two axes of symmetry and transpositionally invariant at two intervals. Such chords were ideally suited for enhancing and furthering—in a word, maximalizing—Scriabin’s developing methods of dominant embellishment and prolongation.4-14

  


  
    Of the two possible double-tritone chords, only the French sixth suited the composer’s present purposes, not only because of its Wagnerian associations but also because it was generically related to the “Scriabin sixth,” and could even be combined with it to achieve a further maximalized dominant sonority. The two chords had three tones out of four in common. Put together, as the next step in Ex. 4-14, their total of five tones would immediately have suggested to Scriabin, heir along with Stravinsky to the special traditions of Russian “fantastic harmony” going back to Glinka, that with the addition of a single remaining tone he would have a chord that expressed the dominant function by encompassing all the members of the whole-tone scale.

  


  
    EX. 4-14 Whole-tone scale as expanded dominant

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    This was a momentous discovery. A chord containing the entire whole-tone scale contains three tritones, thus maximizing further the potential for harmonic (that is, inversional and transpositional) invariance. Like the complete twelve-tone aggregate, of which it is, so to speak, a fifty-percent sample, the whole-tone aggregate has the property of stasis: every possible position of the chord is intervallically, hence functionally, identical to every other one. No matter which of its members is in the bass, no matter by which of its constituent intervals it is transposed, the pitch and interval content of the chord never varies. It could be endlessly “walked around”—that is, mined for a great variety of symmetrical constituents (the tritone itself, the augmented triad, the French sixth, the “incomplete” dominant ninth, plus a few, like the “Scriabin sixth,” without any common-practice classification) that offered infinite possibilities for motion without functional harmonic progression or resolution.

  


  
    Best of all, it could be resolved at will to a functional tonic merely by allowing any of its constituent tones to proceed by half step (i.e., as a leading tone) or by fifth (i.e., as a root). And all of these possibilities are in effect doubled by the fact that there are two whole-tone scales—that is, two complementary samplings of the twelve pitches of the chromatic scale, one corresponding to the even-numbered tones counted from any given starting point or “zero pitch”, the other to the odd—between which progressions could freely take place without resolving harmonic tension.

  


  ECSTASY, AND AFTER


  
    This description of the potential behavior of the six-tone extended dominant chord has been no mere theoretical exercise. It is a description of the actual behavior of Scriabin’s Symphony no. 4, op. 54, subtitled Le poème de l’extase (“The poem of ecstasy”), his most famous composition. It is very much a sequel to the Divine Poem, again casting the solo trumpet as “Nietzschean” superhuman protagonist, to the point where the symphony becomes a virtual concerto, requiring a credit to the performer. Its surface Tristanisms are too conspicuous to be missed by anyone who knows Wagner.

  


  


  
    But the main Tristan affinity is profoundly structural and all-encompassing. Like Wagner’s opera, Scriabin’s symphony consists in the most general terms of a single fundamental gesture, an agonizingly prolonged “structural upbeat” that at the very last moment achieves cataclysmic consummatory resolution. That colossal consummatory gesture is the ultimate reality, the “noumenon” that underlies all sensory and cognitive experience, for which sexual union (as in Tristan), the creative act, childbirth or death as subjectively perceived, even the subjective notion of the beginning or the end of time, can be conceptual or “phenomenal” metaphors.

  


  
    The music is thus laden with a profusion of powerful but apparently contradictory meanings—triumph and annihilation; procreation and spontaneous cosmic genesis; birth and death—that can best be clarified from the perspective of mystical symbolism, as in Vyacheslav Ivanov’s “threefold vision” of Scriabin’s accomplishment (quoted above), which encompasses both the transcendence of the individual person and the breakthrough to a new plane of being. The extinction or dissolution of the individual ego—the “petty ‘I’”—is ideally prefigured in the six-tone dominant chord, for its component tones constitute a symmetrical scale whose intervals are all equal and whose degrees, therefore, are all equidistant, structurally undifferentiated, and hence not subject to functional classification. If one cannot differentiate degrees or identify their functions, one can no longer identify with the fluctuations of harmonic tension or respond to them emotionally. One’s ego is stilled.

  


  
    The functional relationships in the Poème de l’extase are thus reduced to a single essential dualism: an almost infinitely extended, graded, and variegated dominant that in its ceaseless flux and nuance is almost palpably sensuous, and a crushingly asserted tonic, tantalizingly glimpsed and tasted in advance, but for the most part withheld. Indeed the dualism is more than just a harmonic functional relationship. It is the interaction between two planes of consciousness.

  


  
    The one, represented by the whole-tone scale, begins inchoate, undifferentiated, selfless, but—as the trumpet’s increasing prominence and the ever longer, more insistent dominant pedals announce—coalesces and concentrates itself into an overwhelming manifestation of desire. The other, represented by the diatonic scale, suggests Ivanov’s breakthrough to universal consciousness. Since we are constantly reminded that the whole-tone, functionally undifferentiated harmonies are in fact elaborations and prolongations of a single primal function—the dominant function, the most directed harmonic tension of all—the reconstitution of the ego at the same time presages the transcendence of desire. The ecstatic climax at the end of the symphony is in fact the dawn of satiety and quiescence, as Scriabin’s later compositions would bear out.

  


  
    The opening of the Poème de l’extase is given in harmonic abstract in Ex. 4-15. (The point of the abstract will emerge most clearly if it is followed while listening to a recorded performance.) The music recapitulates some of the cadential gestures encountered at the beginning of the Divine Poem (Ex. 4-12). A series of unusual chromatic chords, each a subset of a whole-tone scale, are quietly resolved by semitone to the C-major triad, thus establishing C major as tonic, thereby foreshadowing and planting expectation of the ultimate breakthrough. The first such resolution, shown in the first “measure” of the abstract, is complete and unambiguous. The second, in the second “measure,” leaves a dissonant seventh sounding; tension is not fully discharged, and it will continue to accumulate until the final shattering gesture of consummation.

  


  
    A third cadential gesture now begins, which lasts until the end of the abstract. Its tension is augmented by the first full simultaneous presentation of the whole-tone collection (as shown in the box in Ex. 4-15), to which notes from the complementary collection are then added, creating a real sense of clash. The first of these clashing tones is A. It begins in the flute but is immediately taken up by the trumpet making its bow as protagonist. It is sustained through a crescendo, which is another way of building tension, while the bass instruments force the issue by sounding G, the traditional dominant of C major. Under this pressure, the notes of the one whole-tone scale give way to those of the other scale in a fashion that approximates a traditional dominant preparation. At the height of the crescendo, the trumpet, after a pair of attention-grabbing leaps, makes the final approach to the dominant, dramatically resolving E to D[image: Image], which functions in this context as the augmented fifth of a dominant-ninth chord on G, another chord that consists of five of the six notes of a whole-tone scale. The pressure toward resolution has by now grown intolerable.

  


  
    EX. 4-15 Alexander Scriabin, Le poème de l’extase, Op. 54, harmonic abstract of beginning
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    It is resolved, however, in only one voice, albeit the most important one. The bass resolves dominant G to tonic C along the circle of fifths, but the tones of the augmented dominant ninth remain suspended over the tonic. The trumpet’s D[image: Image] returns in the cellos at the downbeat of m. 22 (the end of Ex. 4-15), having been introduced by a full whole-tone scale, sounded by a harp glissando. The clarinet, at the same time, makes a dramatic leap to a high A, the ninth of the ninth chord. We are left, so to speak, with a mixed color—augmented dominant ninth over tonic anticipation (or rather, eventually, a tonic pedal)—arising out of a mixed function, one of those finely graded sensuous nuances for which the Poème de l’extase is famous. The mixture produces a sense of disorientation in the listener, and will be exploited for that purpose throughout the composition, becoming one of its most characteristic harmonies. It could even be called the Extase-chord, as indeed Scriabin seems to have recognized when he used it, a short time later, to end a piano piece called Désir (“Desire;” Ex. 4-16).

  


  
    EX. 4-16 Alexander Scriabin, Désir, Op. 57, no. 1, final chord
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    Let us take a walk around this chord. Like so many Scriabin harmonies, it contains a French sixth—the top four notes if the dominant-ninth component of the chord is laid out in close spacing as it is at the end of Ex. 4-16—which to Scriabin was the invariant harmony par excellence when inverted or transposed. Taking our cue from its presence, let us invert the chord and transpose its members. The obvious axis for such an inversion is the top note, A, the note strategically spotlit by the clarinet’s leap at the end of Ex. 4-15. Ex. 4–17 shows what happens when we perform the operation.

  


  
    Scriabin never used the fascinating chord thus arrived at in the Poème de l’extase. Yet he must have performed the operations shown in Ex. 4–17 at some point, for the chord formed by inverting the Extase-chord is the most famous Scriabin chord of all, the one christened the “Chord of Prometheus” by the composer’s disciple Leonid Sabaneyeff in a famous article (translated by the painter Wassily Kandinsky and edited by Arnold Schoenberg) published in Berlin in 191214 and known in the English-speaking world since around 1916 as the “mystic chord” (so renamed by Arthur Eaglefield Hull, Scriabin’s first English biographer).15 Sabaneyeff and Hull pitched the chord up a third from the pitch shown in Ex. 4-17, presumably so as to represent it as if “in C” (i.e., neutrally as to “key”), but the pitch level shown in the example is in fact the one employed at the very outset of Scriabin’s Fifth Symphony, subtitled Prométhée: Le poème de feu (“Prometheus: The poem of fire”), op. 60 (1910), where it sounds steadily throughout the main thematic exposition (Ex. 4-18).

  


  
    EX. 4-17 Manipulations of the Extase chord
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    Scriabin had his own name for the chord. At an early rehearsal of Prométhée, his friend and fellow pianistcomposer Sergey Rachmaninoff (1873–1943), stunned at the sound of it, asked “What are you using here?” Scriabin answered, “The chord of the pleroma.”16

  


  
    The pleroma, a Christian gnostic term derived from the Greek for “plenitude,” was the all-encompassing hierarchy of the divine realm, located entirely outside the physical universe, at immeasurable distance from man’s terrestrial abode, totally alien and essentially “other” to the phenomenal world and whatever belongs to it. Scriabin would have encountered the word in Mme Blavatsky’s compendium The Secret Doctrine (1888), the theosophists’ bible, where it is associated with Promethean concepts like “Spiritual Fire” and “Astral Light” and with angelic androgyny (unisexism). What we know as the “mystic chord,” then, was designed by the composer to afford instant apprehension of—that is, to reveal, in the biblical sense—what was in essence beyond the mind of man to conceptualize.

  


  
    Its magical stillness was a mystical or gnostic intimation of a hidden otherness, a world and its fullness wholly above and beyond rational or emotional cognition. In terms that poets as far back as Baudelaire had prized above everything else, Scriabin had created in the “chord of the pleroma” a genuine musical symbol: something that establishes a nexus between external phenomenal reality (what Ivanov called realia) and the higher noumenal reality that Ivanov called realiora, the “more real.”17 In the words of Simon Morrison, ahistorian of Russian musical maximalism, Scriabin’s harmony established “a relationship between the mobile, temporal world of perceptible phenomena” in which we actually hear the chord as a sound, “and the immobile, non-temporal world of essences.”18

  


  
    But what produced this uncanny stasis? It arose out of the same conditions we have already observed in the final harmony of the Prelude, op. 74, no. 1 (Ex. 4-6a), where, as in the “mystic chord,” a French sixth chord, which contains two tritones, acts as a nexus between the whole-tone scale, which contains three, and the octatonic scale, which contains four. Unlike Debussy’s music, where the whole-tone scale interacts with the diatonic, or Stravinsky’s music, where the octatonic scale interacts with the diatonic, Scriabin’s late music inhabits a realm from which the diatonic scale, with its functionally differentiated degrees and its strong drive to resolution, has been virtually eliminated.
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    FIG. 4-2 Autograph page from Prométhée (1910).

  


  


  
    Its presence may be felt at times behind the scenes, directing some vestigial harmonic progressions along the old circle of fifths, but for the most part we have proceeded, according to Vyacheslav Ivanov’s famous formula, a realibus ad realiora, (“from the real to the more real”): from the phenomenal world of human senses and desires, long and effectively represented by the functions of diatonic harmony, to the world of spiritual revelation, the world of the pleroma, represented by a unique musical idiom in which there is a strong sense of harmonic fluctuation and root movement—walking, indeed darting, around and between chords and scales—but in which any sense of harmonic direction and potential closure has been weakened to the point of virtual extinction.

  


  
    EX. 4-18 Alexander Scriabin, Prométhée, abstract of beginning
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  ATONALITY?


  
    The chief harmonic ingredient, the French sixth chord, remains recognizably a modified dominant chord in intervallic structure, but there is no longer any dominant function to perform. Where there is no dominant function, of course, there can be no complementary tonic function either. Hence the widespread view that Scriabin’s visionary achievement was the breakthrough into “atonality,” a concept (or at least a term) that he never knew, but one that excellently fulfills the old Hegelian promise of progress toward emancipation. What makes the view questionable for Scriabin was his continued reliance on the circles of thirds—major in the case of the whole-tone scale, minor in the case of the octatonic—that provide the symmetrical scales with a harmonic background that Scriabin continued to exploit for the sake of tonal coherence.

  


  


  
    What Scriabin sought, then, and what he to a large extent achieved, was not atonality at all but a new (he might have said “higher”) kind of tonality, one that modulated by thirds rather than fifths through what might be called a musical hyperspace—space bent back into circles by the use of the closed 0 4 8 and 0 3 6 9 axes of transposition. Like traditional tonal harmony, and very much opposed in concept to atonality, Scriabin’s harmony was at all times firmly directed, subject to rules—its own rules, but consistent ones—of voice leading that made its progressions intelligible as such.

  


  
    In Prométhée, for example, even the small amount of it visible in Ex. 4-18, almost all motivic and harmonic transpositions are by minor thirds or multiples thereof (designated t3, t6, and t9 in Ex. 4-18). That preference indicates a preference for the octatonic over the whole-tone as primary frame of reference, and this is confirmed by the melody, in which the B natural from the main harmony is leapt to and then inflected through a slur to B[image: Image], as if resolving an appoggiatura. If looked upon that way, the inflection resolves the “mystic chord” to a chord that is wholly referable to the octatonic scale (Ex. 4-19).

  


  
    EX. 4-19 The “mystic chord” with top note resolved

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The chord thus arrived at, as a matter of fact, would function in Scriabin’s Seventh Sonata (“The White Mass”), op. 64 (1911), as a basic point of reference, much as the “mystic chord” had functioned in “Prométhée.” As the object of a resolution, the whole octatonic collection could be said to have assumed the role of tonic, much the way it had functioned in “Chez Pétrouchka”. The difference, of course, and what makes Scriabin at this point the more committed maximalist, was that he emphasized not the familiar triadic material that can be mined from the octatonic collection, but “unclassified” harmonies of a kind that had come to the fore in “Chez Pétrouchka” only once, at the Far Out Point.

  


  
    Scriabin thus seems to hover constantly at Stravinsky’s FOP. The only exception comes at the very end of Prométhée, where a climactic resolution is made to the F[image: Image] major triad, perhaps on an analogy with the blazing climax of the Poème del’extase. But resolving the “mystic chord” to an ordinary triad does not come this time as the fulfillment of a mounting agony of desire. Without a traditional harmonic function to fulfill, the chord is unexpected. It can seem arbitrary and even a bit anachronistic.

  


  
    A much better illustration of Scriabin’s unerring sense of harmonic direction, even in the period of his so-called atonality, is Vers la flamme (“Toward the flame”), op. 72 (1914), a work that incorporates a sense of direction into its very title. It comes from the last full year of Scriabin’s composing career, and represents his style and technique at their most advanced. Yet even in a piece just as shy of “pure triads” as The Rite of Spring, Scriabin contrived to maintain a sense of forward momentum and eventual cadence and completion, in keeping with the implications of the title.

  


  
    Like the much longer Poème de l’extase, the whole piece can be interpreted as a single consummatory gesture—what Ivanov, describing the spiritual qualities Scriabin’s music conveyed, called porïv, a word that literally means “gust” (as of wind, etc.) but can also mean “transport,” in the sense of a sudden access of rapture crowning a spiritual ascent. Its general effect can be instantly grasped by comparing the beginning, marked pianissimo and sombre (dark), with the fortissimo conclusion with the right hand approaching the very top of the keyboard. These are the two aspects of the piece’s starkly concentrated dynamic unfolding: from soft to loud and low to high.

  


  
    At both ends of the piece, however, the bass note is the same, a recurrence that one expects in tonal music, and that contradicts the notion of atonality. Further, one notes that the chord built over E at the beginning (Ex. 4-20a) is held unchanging but for surface figuration for four measures, and the one at the end (Ex. 4-20b) is held, in block form and in a final arpeggio, for nine. These observations point to what is most constant and characteristic in the piece: a very slow harmonic rhythm accompanying a frenetically active and variegated surface. With the rate of harmonic progression so slow, every chord change registers as a large event. Plotting the changes is easy, and very revealing.4-20a

  


  
    EX. 4-20A Alexander Scriabin, Vers la flamme, Op. 72, mm. 1–11
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    EX. 4-20B Alexander Scriabin, Vers la flamme, Op. 72, mm. 129–end
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    The first change, as shown in Ex. 4-20a, tells all. The opening chord, almost predictably a French sixth, moves after four measures to another French sixth a minor third away. After another six measures the process is repeated, placing the same chord now at a tritone’s remove from the opening, at which distance, as we know, the French sixth chord is invariant. The only differences in pitch content between m. 1 and m. 11 are to be found in the surface embellishment (here, in the appoggiaturas applied to the main chord: A[image: Image] and C[image: Image] in m. 1, A natural and C[image: Image] in m. 11). Armed with these observations, we can more or less predict the harmonic events to come in terms of departure and return, just as we can in traditional tonal music. The specialness of the music, as in traditional tonal music, will lie in the specific strategies through which the composer realizes the foreordained plan.

  


  
    Having observed the beginnings of a harmonic plan involving rotations around an 0 3 6 9 axis of minor thirds beginning on E, we may make the prediction that the harmonic basis of the piece will consist of a matrix of chords, probably of “altered dominant” quality, with roots on E, G, B[image: Image], and D[image: Image] C[image: Image]: call that the primary cycle. In Vers la flamme, as in “Chez Pétrouchka,” the whole matrix (or “complexe sonore,” as Stravinsky once termed it) will stand as tonic. For a dominant—a contrasting but closely related complex—Scriabin will shift, at times, to the 048 axis of major thirds (E, C, A[image: Image]): call that the secondary cycle.

  


  
    The whole first section of the piece, up to m. 40, is built around a rotation ascending through three of the four members of the primary cycle. The final progression, to C[image: Image]D[image: Image], is withheld, however; in its place we get a sort of deceptive cadence to B minor (practically the only “pure triad” in the piece) that appears first in m. 19 and reappears four times thereafter, its highest voice doubled at the third to produce a seventh chord. (Beginning at m. 27 this chord is briefly promoted to full “structural” status, empowered to import its own 0 3 6 9cycle; but after only one progression, to D in m. 30, the feint is dropped.) At m. 41—where according to the expression marks emotion is kindled in the form of “a veiled joy”—E is reestablished as root (Ex. 4-20c). The chord quality this time is of another altered dominant, the “dominant minor ninth,” alternating with something that might be called the “Tristan ninth”; and the harmonic path shifts over to the secondary cycle. Confining our field of vision momentarily to the “oompah” oscillations in the bass, we note the members of the 0 4 8cycle passing in review: E at m. 41, C at m. 47, A[image: Image] at m. 55, where Ex. 4-20c breaks off. Full circle is achieved at 64, whereupon the 0 3 6 9primary cycle is reasserted, this time reaching the point withheld in the opening section. The first sounding of a harmony rooted on D[image: Image] in m. 74 is an exhilarating moment, an apex; it palpably conveys the achievement of a new stage in our ascent.

  


  
    Once E is regained in m. 77, the harmonic rhythm slows to a virtual crawl, but the surface is agitated into rapid oscillations that play on age-old conventions of fire imagery. The primary cycle is maintained to the end with only a single departure: the abruptly intruding chords rooted on D in mm. 97 and 101 (Ex. 4-20d), which in this context have the character of a Far Out Point, intensifying the sense of return when the opening thematic material is recapitulated transcendentally in m. 107. The most noticeable difference between this spot (Ex. 4-20e) and the beginning of the piece is the contrast in loudness and register. More subtle, but also more telling, is the transformation of the French sixths from the opening into dominant sevenths. The perfect fifths in the bass give these chords a solidity that reinforces the sense of arrival and approaching climax. What is perhaps most remarkable is the way our ears have been conditioned by all the harmonic rotations that have gone before not to expect any “tonal” resolutions. The dominant sevenths here have all the stability of a tonic.

  


  
    EX. 4-20C Alexander Scriabin, Vers la flamme, Op. 72, mm. 41–55
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    EX. 4-20D Alexander Scriabin, Vers la flamme, Op. 72, mm. 97–103
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    EX. 4-20E Alexander Scriabin, Vers la flamme, Op. 72, mm. 108–111
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    But as members of a symmetrically disposed complexe sonore they are all functionally equivalent. How can one of them be further promoted to the status of first (that is, last) among equals? Its sheer statistical predominance might suggest E as the best candidate for selection (and we have already observed that E provides the final bass note). But Scriabin actually found a better way to signify the completion of his spiritual porïv. Like the first section, the final one withholds the last member of the0 3 6 9cycle. There is a distinct sense of stalling at 6 (i.e., B[image: Image], the tritone antipode) in mm. 117–124. Lasting eight measures, it is the composition’s longest-sustained single harmony. After the stall, the return to E can seem a fallback, one reiterated in mm. 127–129 when B[image: Image] again fails to pierce the implicit barrier.

  


  
    All the greater, then, is the sense of breakthrough at the very top of the final arpeggio, already shown in Ex. 4-20b, when at last C[image: Image], the very note withheld as a harmonic root, provides the melodic capstone. What gives the sense of finality here is not a gesture of reinforced return, as in a traditionally tonal composition, but a gesture of pattern-completion. As traditional tonal styles gave way to various maximalized idioms during the fraught decades of the early twentieth century, pattern-completion emerged as an effective alternative way of creating tonal expectations and achieving tonal fulfillments. Vers la flamme was a benchmark in this process.

  


  THE FINAL BURST


  
    Ivanov regarded this effect of porïv—sudden elevation, transporting burst—as an explicitly religious gesture. He related it on the one hand to the Sursum corda, the “heart-lift” at the Elevation of the Latin Mass—on which, as both he and Scriabin knew very well, Liszt had composed one of his most harmonically adventurous pieces—and on the other, to Scriabin’s constant striving to transcend the human plane. The result of Scriabin’s final attempted breakthrough to the realiora, the superhuman superreal, may be glimpsed in the sketches he left at the time of his death for the Acte préalable, or “Preparatory Act,” that reflected something of the Mysterium, an unrealized (and unrealizable) project that would have been Scriabin’s ultimate musical and religious testament.

  


  


  
    The Mysterium was to have brought the Wagnerian concept of Gesamtkunstwerk to its unsurpassable maximum: indeed, as originally conceived, Scriabin’s work was to have been the opus ultimum of all time, literally the last word in art. For starters, it would have combined both of the meanings the Wagnerian term conveyed: Wagner’s original notion, of a collective or communal creation, plus the later one, not attributable to Wagner but exemplified by his works, of combining all artistic media in a single coordinated expressive or symbolic act.

  


  
    The composer, who had long been dabbling in symbolist poetry (including a verse counterpart to the Poème de l’extase which he had finally decided to suppress), drafted a text for the work that summarized theosophical doctrine concerning the origin and destiny of the cosmos. To this music would be added, along with stage spectacle, choreography, and even aromatic effects to engage the powerfully suggestive sense of smell. The concept began, literally, as a “Mystery Play,” a representation of religious teachings in the form of a Wagnerian opera along the lines of Parsifal (or, even more to the point, the opera Wagner did not live to write, which would have depicted the life of the Buddha).

  


  
    As he worked, however, the composer began to imagine something far more grandiose: not a mere artwork but an all-encompassing ritual enactment, lasting seven days and seven nights, in which there were to be no spectators, only participants; which would be performed once only, in a specially constructed temple in India; and which would so transform the consciousness of the participants as to give them—and with them, the entire world—access to a higher plane of consciousness transcending humanly imagined time and space. It would literally bring human history to an end.

  


  
    The reader may be feeling relieved that Scriabin did not live to realize this plan: he died of blood poisoning, the result of a poorly treated boil on his lip, shortly after his forty-third birthday. But as much as two years before his death the composer had conceded that he, being after all only human, could not accomplish such a world-transforming goal. He was, in other words, and despite the insinuations of his many detractors, far from crazy (inasmuch as he was able to recognize his erstwhile delusions and scrap them); but the experience left him literally, and very sadly, disillusioned about the nature and value of art.

  


  
    Instead of the Mysterium, then, he settled on a more modest project, which he called the Acte préalable, a “preparatory act” that would at least impart to its hearers something of the euphoric grandeur of the symbolist ideal. This is the work for which actual musical sketches exist. Intended no longer as an achievement of a state of spiritual transcendence but rather as a speculative representation of such a state, the sketches for the “Preparatory Act” reveal the final, literally unexceedable stages of the composer’s stylistic and technical evolution.

  


  
    We already know something of them, since the enigmatic preludes from op. 74 were actually incorporated into these sketches. Among the other things they contained was a series of aggregate harmonies—“ultimate” chords each containing all twelve pitch classes. Yet how can there be a “series” of such chords? In any structurally or functionally meaningful sense there can be only one. And that is precisely what gave the aggregate harmony its poetic significance: What better means could there be for musically representing the vselenskoye (as it is called in Russian), the universal or All-in-One in its literal plenitude? A twelvenote chord can be neither transposed nor inverted. It is everywhere, and everything, at once.

  


  
    Yet (as Berg’s third “Altenberg Lied” already showed) even a twelvenote chord can be varied in color and in “voicing,” that is, the registral disposition of its individual components. And here we may note genuine connections between Scriabin’s twelvenote chords and the harmonic explorations we have already traced. The eight distinct aggregates that can be deciphered from his Mysterium sketches are not undifferentiated clusters of semitones, but are laid out registrally in ways that emphasize and combine older invariant structures. In one of them, triads are built systematically on C, E[image: Image], F[image: Image] and A, the nodes of an 0 3 6 9 “primary cycle” of minor thirds as we called it in Vers la flamme. And then to these triads, which together exhaust an octatonic scale, major sevenths (B, D, E[image: Image] and G[image: Image], respectively) are added to supply the four tones missing for full chromatic representation (Ex. 4-21a).

  


  
    Another aggregate (Ex. 4-21b) places two French sixth chords, equivalent to the content of an octatonic scale, in distinct registers that would no doubt have been further distinguished in timbre when orchestrated. The four remaining tones of the chromatic scale, which (as we may recall from “Chez Pétrouchka”) are equivalent to a diminished seventh chord, are placed atop the French sixths, in a third contrasting register. The twelve notes of the full chromatic scale have been in effect partitioned into three separate inversionally and transpositionally invariant harmonies, each containing two inversionally and transpositionally invariant tritones for a “universal,” all-encompassing total of six.

  


  
    EX. 4-21A Aggregate harmony from Alexander Scriabin’s sketches for the Acte préalable
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    EX. 4-21B Aggregate harmony from Alexander Scriabin’s sketches for the Acte préalable
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    Since it is harmonic progression that had always articulated the structural rhythm of music, which is to say its sense of directed unfolding in time, a music based on universal invariant harmonies became quite literally timeless, as well as emotionally quiescent. The two qualities, invariance and timelessness, insofar as we are equipped to interpret musical messages, are in fact aspects of a single quality of quiescence, expressed respectively in two musical dimensions, the “vertical” and the “horizontal.” Interpreting these chords in light of Scriabin’s development—or, as he had once hoped and assumed, hearing them in the context of the enacted Mysterium—we seem to experience an eschatological revelation: a gnosis (occult knowledge) that only music may impart: the full collapse of time and space and the dissolution of the ego (Ivanov’s “petty ‘I’”).

  


  
    It was a dissolution at which the composer deliberately aimed, as we learn from a memoir by Boris de Schloezer, an eminent music critic who, as Tatyana Schloezer’s brother, was Scriabin’s brother-in-(common)-law. Far from the solipsist of the Poème de l’extase or the Promethean protagonist of the Poème du feu, the author of the Mysterium “no longer dwelt on his own role; what was uniquely important to him was the act itself, and he was willing to be dissolved in it.”19 But that dissolution presaged the end of Scriabin’s composing career. He reached the impasse, it is now thought, before his untimely death prevented his ever overcoming it. In a manner that made him all the more an object of worship to the mystical symbolists who surrounded him, Scriabin renounced the Mysterium in favor of the “Preparatory Act,” and then renounced the “Preparatory Act” in favor of silence. As Simon Morrison has put it, Scriabin

  


  
    was not in the end defeated in his plans—he triumphed—but they exacted a high cost: writer’s block and compositional paralysis. He did not fail: no artist could accomplish what he attempted to accomplish. Rather, he transcended artistry. His vision [in the words of the mystical-symbolist poet Valeriy Bryusov] dissolved in the “mighty bonfire” of a “holy sacrifice.”20

  


  


  
    It was Scriabin who faced first, and perhaps most starkly, the maximalist’s dilemma: the fulfillment of his aims spelled the end of his—or any—art.

  


  A MAXIMALIST AGAINST THE TIDE


  
    Scriabin has often been viewed by historians as a dead end, not only because of this dilemma but because of the more mundane historical fact that he had few identifiable heirs. As we will learn in later chapters, there would be a sharp antimetaphysical turn—sometimes called “positivist,” sometimes “materialist,” most often “classicist” as it related to the arts—in the decades following World War I. In the aftermath of a real apocalypse—a real end-of-the-world experience—apocalyptic thought began to look like the opposite of avantgarde.

  


  


  
    In Russia, Scriabin’s luxuriant musical style was much imitated for a while. By 1931, however, only sixteen years after Scriabin’s death, Dmitry Shostakovich, the leader of the younger generation of what by then were called Soviet composers (educated after the Russian Revolution of 1917), frankly called him “our bitterest musical enemy.”21 In part this may have been because Soviet education was militantly antireligious. But Shostakovich put it this way: “Scriabin’s music tends to an unhealthy eroticism; also to mysticism and passivity and escape from the realities of life.” Attention everywhere—not just in the atheistic Soviet Union but (as we shall see) in Western Europe and America as well—was increasingly focused on the real world and its exigencies, which entailed a substantial loss of faith even in “ordinary” romanticism, let alone its maximal, religiously transcendent phases.

  


  
    The only Russian composers who maintained a Scriabinistic stance well into the later twentieth century were a couple of religiously minded émigrés who lived most of their lives in France: Nikolai Obouhov (or Obukhov, 1892–1954) and Ivan Wyschnegradsky (1893-1979). Obouhov found his own way to what he called “total harmonies” or aggregates, but his motivation was similar to Scriabin’s. His Berceuse d’un bienheureux (“Beatific lullaby”), composed in Russia in 1918 but published in Paris in 1921, begins with three widely spaced aggregates partitioned like Scriabin’s into identifiable layers. They serve to illustrate the Biblical aphorism, “Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven” (Ex. 4-22). Wyschnegradsky actually managed to continue Scriabin’s maximalism past the seeming limit imposed by the aggregate, by joining a small but hardy contingent of composers who split the musical atom, so to speak, dividing the semitone into smaller “microtonal” intervals. This provided a greater spectrum of available pitches for musical use, but (like much maximalist music) would raise serious problems of perception. We will face them in due course.

  


  
    EX. 4-22 Nikolai Obouhov, Berceuse d’un bienheureux, beginning
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    FIG. 4-3 Olivier Messiaen; Paris, 1983.

  


  


  
    Obouhov and Wyschnegradsky were marginal figures, regarded as eccentrics out of step with the majority of their fellow composers, whose numbers gave them the power (and the right?) to define the musical “mainstream.” But there was one resolute maximalist who managed, despite everything, to acquire a major reputation and maintain it throughout the period of positivist or classicist “retreat” with which he was completely out of sympathy, and even exert a considerable influence, though not without controversy. Despite the chronological discrepancy, then, the proper context to begin investigating and evaluating his music is the present chapter rather than one more contemporaneous with his work.

  


  
    Our unregenerate maximalist is Olivier Messiaen (1908–92), a French composer whose Scriabinish affinities, like Obouhov’s and Wyschnegradsky’s, were a matter not merely of stylistic or technical means, but of spiritual ends. Indeed his technique as such, which (unlike many modernists) he loved to describe, often in phenomenal detail, was not directly modeled on Scriabin’s. Though demonstrably among them, Scriabin was only one of a great number of highly disparate sources that Messiaen combined into his remarkably eclectic modus operandi. But the spiritual vision that drove him, and the purposes he wished his music to serve, were so like Scriabin’s as practically to assure that they ended up in what might be called the same esthetic space.

  


  
    Yet perhaps the word “esthetic” is misleading, since it refers to beauty. Rather, Messiaen wrote, “let us have a true music,” italicizing the word himself;

  


  
    that is to say, spiritual, a music which may be an act of faith; a music which may touch upon all subjects without ceasing to touch upon God; an original music, in short, whose language may open a few doors, take down some as yet distant stars.22

  


  


  
    The words, for all their religious euphoria, come from the preface to Messiaen’s Technique de mon langage musical (“Technique of my musical language,” 1944), one of the most systematic expositions any composer has ever given to the mechanisms of his art. And past the preface, the treatise is true to its title. It resolutely ignores all meaning and treats “language” alone—or as Messiaen put it, “technique and not sentiment,” abstracted and broken down in extraordinarily schoolmasterly fashion into its rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic dimensions.

  


  
    Any seeming paradox or contradiction is dispelled when one considers the nature of the truth that Messiaen designed his art to convey. It is neither a personal doctrine nor an occult one, but rather “the theological truths of the Catholic faith,”23 as dogmatically set forth in scripture. Messiaen was an extreme rarity among leading twentiethcentury composers (indeed, among composers since the advent of romanticism) in being a working church musician. For more than forty years, beginning in 1930, he served as regular Sunday organist at the Église de la Sainte-Trinité (Church of the Holy Trinity), one of the largest churches in Paris.

  


  
    Messiaen wrote many of his most important works for La Trinité’s huge Cavaillé-Coll organ, and was without question the most important organist-composer of the twentieth century, as César Franck, who also served as organist for many years at a Parisian church, and who also wrote a highly spiritualized brand of modern music, had been in the nineteenth. For a further parallel, both Messiaen and Franck were famous and much-sought-after teachers of composition, whose pupils and disciples formed an elite group of modernists who universalized their master’s teaching and made it an important “mainstream” influence.

  


  
    But Franck, whose career ended shortly before the great wave of maximalism broke, was never drawn to such radically novel means as Messiaen proposed, nor did he ever systematize his practices so thoroughly into a teachable method. It was the latter that made Messiaen such a potent force in the technique of contemporary music even among those who held his esthetic principles in disrepute. He managed to transform theological dogma into musical dogma, and that is why Messiaen always objected to being called a mystic. Rather than a mystic he was a scholastic, in the medieval sense of the term. Like Saint Thomas Aquinas, he sought to embody the mysteries of faith in a rational and transmissible discourse. No wonder his self-analysis was so “schoolmasterly,” and so influential. What were means for him became ends for many.

  


  
    As already observed, Messiaen’s treatise very rigorously analyzes his maximalistic techniques into their rhythmic and melodic-harmonic domains. And yet the remarkable thing is how much the pitch and durational aspects of his innovative “language” had in common. The chief innovation with respect to pitch was the use of what Messiaen called “modes of limited transposition,” and the chief durational innovation was a preference for what he called “nonretrogradable rhythms.” Both of these impressively named devices depend on a single quality, one that has already figured frequently in our encounters with musical maximalism, and especially in Scriabin. That quality is invariance: more specifically, invariance achieved by means of symmetry.

  


  “THE CHARM OF IMPOSSIBILITIES”


  
    Messiaen named and described his “modes of limited transposition” for the first time in 1935 in the preface to La nativité du Seigneur (“The nativity of our lord”), a book of nine “meditations” for organ on passages from sacred texts, to be played during the celebration of Mass. Only the name that Messiaen gave his “modes” was new. The concept had been familiar as such for almost a century, ever since Liszt had made his first systematic experiments with symmetrical cycles of thirds and scales derived from them. Messiaen had in good scholastic fashion merely carried the process of systematization, begun by Liszt and already maximalized by Scriabin, to the point of theoretical exhaustion.

  


  


  
    “Of limited transposition” was Messiaen’s term for invariance; it refers to the property certain pitch configurations have of replicating themselves when transposed by certain intervals. The one we have most recently been concerned with, thanks to Scriabin, has been the French sixth chord, which retains its pitches when transposed by a tritone. We also know that the French sixth chord can be embedded in two scales that share its properties of invariance: the whole-tone scale, which retains its pitches when transposed by any of its constituent intervals (thus being, except for the untransposable chromatic scale, the mode of most stringently limited transposition), and the octatonic scale, which retains its pitches when transposed by every alternating interval in its makeup (that is, by the minor third, the tritone, or the major sixth). These scales being the most firmly established modes of limited transposition, they are naturally enough the first and the second mode in Messiaen’s classification, and the ones most frequently used by far, even by him.

  


  
    Messiaen, with his scholarly bent, was well aware of the historical precedents for the use of these scales. Any French musician would have associated the whole-tone scale with Debussy (and with Dukas, Messiaen’s teacher); but Messiaen also knew, as did few others at the time, that the octatonic scale was the special predilection of Russian composers—RimskyKorsakov, Scriabin, Stravinsky—and of Ravel, whose Russian affinities were common knowledge but rarely described so cogently in terms of actual technique. It is clear that Messiaen was an unusually perceptive music analyst, which not only enabled him to rationalize and describe his own techniques with remarkable detachment, but also gave him, in the words of grateful former students, clairvoyant insight into the half-formed methods they were groping toward in their own compositions. They thus acquired from Messiaen technical facility without it necessarily entailing dependence on his own methods.

  


  
    Ex. 4–23 shows Messiaen’s seven modes of limited transposition as ingeniously arranged by the British music analyst Anthony Pople into a chart that indicates their interrelationships: to wit, that mode 1 is included in modes 3 and 6; mode five in modes 6 and 4; and modes 2, 4, and 6 (hence 1 and 5 as well) in mode 7, the largest of the lot.24 The reason why modes 1 and 2 are the most useful modes of limited transposition is simply that they are the most limited. Mode 1 can be transposed only once without replicating itself and mode 2 can be transposed only twice. Mode 3, which could be likened to a whole-tone scale with every other interval broken into two half steps, can be transposed without invariance three times. The rest have only one transposition (inevitably it is the tritone) at which replication takes place, leaving five or more available transpositions. As Messiaen puts it, the more limited a mode’s potential for transposition the more “strangely charming” it is, since it is “at once in the atmosphere of several tonalities, yet not polytonal, the composer being free to give predominance to one of the tonalities or to leave the tonal impression unsettled.”25

  


  
    EX. 4-23 The modes of limited transposition
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    Example 4-24 shows a passage from another organ work of Messiaen’s—Les corps glorieux (“Glorious bodies”, 1939), a set of “seven brief glimpses of resurrected life”—in which the modes of limited transposition are deployed in Messiaen’s most typical manner. It is the beginning of the second piece in the set, Les eaux de la grâce (“Waters of grace”), which carries an epigraph from the Apocalypse or Book of Revelation at the end of the New Testament: “The Lamb [i.e., Christ], who is at the heart of the throne, will be their shepherd and will guide them to the springs of the water of life.” Like most organ music, the piece is notated on three staves: one for each hand at the keyboards, the third for the feet at the pedals. The three levels thus distinguished are rigorously differentiated by mode. Easiest to spot is the whole-tone scale (that is, “mode 1”) in the pedal part. Less obvious is the confinement of the right hand part to mode 2, what up to now we have called the octatonic scale. Partly it is the orthography—the note-spelling—that occludes it. Comparison with Ex. 4-23 will show that Messiaen has adhered strictly to the mode 2 orthography given there, using only sharps to represent the “black keys.” Thus the status of the first chord in the righthand part as a familiar B[image: Image]-major triad may not be immediately apparent. But in fact all the chords in the right hand are major triads (or to be really fastidious, homologous to major triads), with roots—G, B[image: Image], C[image: Image], E—that lie along a familiar symmetrical track, the 0 3 6 9 circle of minor thirds.
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    FIG. 4-4 Magister Lambertus, illumination from Liber floridus (Flemish, fifteenth century) showing the three trumpets of the Apocalypse: (1) hail, fire, and blood; (2) the mountain hurled into the sea; (3) the flaming star.

  


  


  
    EX. 4-24 Olivier Messiaen, Les corps glorieux, no. 2 (Les eaux de la grace), mm. 1–8
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    The left-hand line belongs to mode 7, the ten-note collection, which at this particular transposition consists of the other two modes combined. As must necessarily be the case, the two notes not present in the scale (C and F[image: Image]) lie a tritone apart. The C is withheld for the duration of the piece; the F[image: Image] makes an occasional appearance (in mm. 4, 6, and 8 within the confines of Ex. 4-24), but its inconspicuous rhythmic placement and its conjunct melodic behavior identify it as a “nonharmonic” tone, apparently allowed in for the same reason nonharmonic tones are used in ordinary tonal harmony, for the sake of smooth voice leading.

  


  
    There are four points of intersection—F, G, B, and D[image: Image]C[image: Image]—between the mode 1 and mode 2 scales. One of these, G, is the root of the sustained chord that finishes each phrase in the right hand. Does that make G the tonic of the piece? It would be hard to justify such a conclusion, given the fact that the note G never coincides in the pedal part with the righthand concluding chords. Instead, at these points there is a perhaps equally decisive cadential descent in the pedal to A. And the middle voice—the mediator, so to speak—emphasizes on every downbeat major thirds that correspond to every apparent root in the righthand part except the G.

  


  
    So no clear sense of pitch priority emerges from the texture. Instead there are three clearly defined but functionally inchoate tonal planes—polymodality, so to speak, in place of polytonality. The modal overload, plus the apparent carelessness of dissonance in Messiaen’s contrapuntal scheme, are two aspects of his maximalism (over Scriabin, let us say). In fact both aspects are more “maximal” than the look of the score conveys, for Messiaen employs the organ “registration” (the actual deployment of the organ pipes in relation to the keys and pedals, as regulated by hand levers, or “stops”) to complicate both the texture and the pitch content of the sounding music.

  


  
    The pedal part is “registered” to sound an octave higher than played, so that the fast-moving left-hand part is the true bass. But that very part is so registered (by a stop called “Nazard et Tierce”) as to produce full triads on every note, the fifth and the third sounding softly in a register two octaves higher than that of the written note. “The general quality,” in the aptly metaphorical words of John Milsom, a British scholar, “is of a bright triadic halo hovering over each notated pitch.”26 All of this, perhaps needless to say, will be quite disorienting to anyone attempting to follow a performance of the piece from the score, and even to the player. And the “halos” produce an ineffable harmonic smudge that seems to contradict all the meticulous modal planning we have been considering. Recalling Scriabin, it is hard not to see these effects of disorientation and “analytical frustration” as part of the very point of the music.

  


  
    Nor are such effects confined to the pitch domain. Another characteristic Messiaenic touch is the way he keeps the meter of the music as indefinite as its tonal orientation. Not only the number of beats per measure, but also the length of the beats themselves, is unpredictably variable. The variable lengths come about by the interpolation, in every other bar, of an extra sixteenth-note that lengthens one of the eighth-note pulses to a dotted eighth. This device—Messiaen calls it simply the “added value”—is one of the principal topics addressed in Technique de mon langage musical. He attributes it, perhaps significantly, to the music (or at least to the music theory) of India, a land that exerted a crucial influence, though not technically a musical one, on Scriabin as well.

  


  
    Also Indian in origin, Messiaen assures his readers, is the other technical device with which his name is chiefly associated, that of “nonretrogradable rhythm.” The term means nothing more than a rhythmic palindrome: an arrangement of note values that reads the same both forward and backward. One arranges such a thing most easily by working outward from a midpoint. Messiaen called the midpoint the “free value” or the “central common value.” Functionally speaking, of course, it is an axis of symmetry. Ex. 4-25, taken from Technique de mon langage musical, consists of a lengthy melody in which each measure is cast as a rhythmic palindrome. The first and last measures have identical (nonretrogradable) rhythms as well, and the third and fourth measures from the end are rhythmically identical, adding extra (or, more precisely, inner) dimensions of self-reversability to the symmetry of the whole.

  


  
    EX. 4-25 Olivier Messiaen, Technique de mon langage musical, example 33
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    Putting the two axes of symmetry together, the harmonic axis represented by the modes of limited transposition and the temporal axis represented by the nonretrogradable rhythms, allows the coordination of the vertical (spatial) and horizontal (temporal) dimensions in dual representation of invariance = constancy = immutability = eternity. That is the time-transcending truth that religion reveals through music, its handmaiden, in Messiaen’s esthetic universe. And that, Messiaen explicitly informs the reader, is the source of his mysterious hold on the listener. “Let us think now of the hearer of our modal and rhythmic music,” he writes, in a passage to which Scriabin might gladly have subscribed:

  


  
    He will not have time at the concert to inspect the nontranspositions and the nonretrogradations, and, at that moment, these questions will not interest him further; to be charmed will be his only desire. And that is precisely what will happen; in spite of himself he will submit to the strange charm of impossibilities: a certain effect of tonal ubiquity in the nontransposition, a certain unity of movement (where beginning and end are confused because identical) in the nonretrogradation, all things which will lead him progressively to that sort of theological rainbow which the musical language, of which we seek edification and theory, attempts to be.27

  


  SO OLD IT’S NEW


  
    In language that seems as if borrowed from the Russian mystical symbolists who inspired (and were inspired by) Scriabin, Messiaen writes that one of his primary aims in composing as he does is “l’atrophie du moi”—the atrophy, or wasting away, of the “I,” the petty self. It will not be difficult to discover in his musical methods (to quote the English composer Wilfrid Mellers, one of Messiaen’s most sympathetic critics) the means toward the “complete reversal of the will-domination of post-Renaissance Europe.”28 One aspect of this reversal was simply and literally the revival of pre-Renaissance practices long since considered obsolete by musicians caught up in the flux of history.

  


  


  
    Many of the rhythmic techniques Messiaen describes in his self-analyzing treatise of 1944—canons by augmentation, by diminution, by “the addition of the dot”—were common during the ars nova of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the heyday of “mensural notation,” as was the idea of organizing musical structures around what Messiaen called “rhythmic pedals,” durational plans that could be mentally conceptualized but not followed perceptually (that is, sensorially) during performance. Messiaen, who claimed to have been ignorant of it at the time, had in effect revived the concept of the isorhythmic motet, and for the same purpose the original medieval practice had served: to represent (and in some small measure render present to human understanding) the divine eternal harmony of the cosmos, a harmony that expressed itself precisely in the coordinated movement of heavenly bodies in seemingly independent orbits.

  


  
    Rhythmic pedals (talea in Latin, tala in Sanskrit) were the chief medieval means for representing cosmic harmony. And at the same time they provided a genuine meeting point between time-honored European (in fact, French) and Indian musical practices. But Messiaen also revived the other aspect of medieval isorhythm, namely the abstractly conceived melodic ostinato or color. Ex. 4-25 embodies a hidden sequence of 16 pitches that is repeated four times (or almost, since the last repetition ends two notes short of completion). One discovers it with delighted surprise.

  


  
    But of course it was never hidden at all. It was right on the surface, but too big—that is, too great—for immediate detection. Like the truths of astronomy and many other scientific truths (as well, needless to say, as religious truths), it is the sort of fact that reflective intellect reveals sooner than the senses. Putting such a thing into an artwork is an implicit warning against assuming that true knowledge can only be gained empirically. The highest truths, Messiaen’s music implies, are revealed truths. Theology was truth. Anything beyond that, Messiaen implied along with countless theologians, was mere history. Take that, Hegel, and all who followed.

  


  
    And yet while the truths may be transcendent, the means of representation (the work, after all, of mortals) are inevitably historical, the product of the fleeting moment. Messiaen’s music does not sound like a medieval motet. His ear, like the ears he addresses, has been otherwise conditioned. His “musical language” confronted and accommodated the musical styles of its time in an openly omnivorous and opportunistic spirit, even as it sought to extend them in the spirit of maximalism. And that is why his work has been so useful as a model to many composers who not only failed to share his religious commitments, but were hopelessly caught up in “patent-office maximalism,” something Messiaen outwardly decried as the rat-race of historicism, and yet something in which he was willy-nilly a participant, and a very successful one at that.

  


  
    A kind of summa or compendium of the practices cataloged in Technique de mon langage musical was the Quatuor pour la fin du temps (“Quartet for the end of time,” 1940-41), for violin, clarinet, cello, and piano, written during Messiaen’s brief confinement in a stalag (German prisoner-of-war-camp) in the early stages of World War II, and first performed there by the composer and the three other camp inmates for whom it was written. The title, of course, is another reference to the Apocalypse, Messiaen’s eternal subject, and the work is prefaced by another epigraph from the Book of Revelation (10:5-6):

  


  
    Then the angel that I saw standing on the sea and the land raised his right hand to heaven and swore by Him who lives for ever and ever, who created heaven and earth and the sea and everything in them: “There shall be no more time; when the seventh angel shall sound his trumpet, the hidden purpose of God will have been fulfilled, as he promised to his servants the prophets.”

  


  


  
    Ex. 4-25 above, though taken from Messiaen’s 1944 treatise, was in fact a quotation from the Quartet’s dénouement: the sixth movement, a thunderous monody for all four instruments in unison called “Danse de la fureur, pour les sept trompettes” (“Dance of fury, for the seven trumpets”), a sort of speculative transcription of the apocalyptic angelic call. We have already observed some of its “timeless” qualities. The Quartet’s first movement, “Liturgie de cristal” is an evocation of prophecy. The piano part is organized isorhythmically throughout: that is, its pitch and rhythmic contents are organized in two independent repeating cycles. The rhythmic cycle, a pattern of seventeen durations, is taken (indirectly) from a thirteenth-century Sanskrit treatise by the Hindustani musician Sharngadeva, whose table of talas Messiaen found reprinted in a standard French reference source, Lavignac’s Encyclopédie de la musique et dictionnaire du conservatoire.

  


  
    The pitch cycle consists of a series of twenty-nine chords that overlaps the rhythmic cycle just as the color of an isorhythmic motet overlapped its talea. Ex. 4-26 contains enough of the piece to permit the identification of both cycles. It was surely no accident that Messiaen selected for his pitch cycle another prime number to go with Sharngadeva’s seventeen, since that insured that the beginnings of the patterns would coincide neither with one another nor with any recurrent downbeat (at least until the 493rd repetition, unlikely to occur within the confines of a given piece). Their hidden conjunction, impossible to detect by ear, was already an intimation of eternity. The sounding piece is merely a sample of its infinite expanse.

  


  
    Above the isorhythmic piano part, the cello contributes a line, played entirely in ethereal artificial harmonics (“flageolets,” or flute tones, in French), that takes the form of a five-note melodic ostinato organized into patterns that display the “charm of impossibilities” in two dimensions. Its pitches are confined to the first mode of limited transposition (a.k.a. the whole-tone scale), and its durations are cast in a recurring series that is palindromic (or “nonretrogradable”) along two axes of symmetry (that is, from two midpoints), as shown in Ex. 4-27.

  


  
    EX. 4-26 Olivier Messiaen, Quatuor pour la fin du temps, I (“Liturgie de cristal”), mm. 1–12
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    This, too, may be corroborated in Ex. 4-26 by noting the reversed recurrence of note values in the cello around the dotted quarter at the beginning of m. 9. The remaining parts, for clarinet (heard alone at the outset) and violin, are marked “comme un oiseau” (like a bird), and imitate actual birdsong: according to the preface to the score, the clarinet is a blackbird, the violin a nightingale, two birds that sing at dawn, thus adding another level of metaphor to the musical message. (Ornithological life-drawing would become an obsession for Messiaen in the 1950s, culminating in a massive cycle of piano compositions called Catalogue d’oiseaux, “Catalog of birds.”) These parts participate less than the others in Messiaen’s games of symmetry and invariance. The notes of the violin part may be referred to “mode 7,” the largest (ten-note) scale of limited transposition, but with a pitch collection that big, “referability” may be a happenstance. The clarinet part partakes of the full chromatic gamut—the ultimate mode of limited transposition, it may be tautologically argued, since it cannot be transposed at all; but Messiaen did not so regard it.

  


  
    Yet these “free” parts, constrained not by systematic theory but by nature, are the most obvious symbols of revelation, for birds have been thought of as prophets, or as direct emanations from the Godhead, since ancient times and in many cultures. Recall the dove that whispered the divine chant to Pope Gregory the Great according to the tradition that arose in conjunction with the earliest musical notations. Recall Wagner’s Forest Bird who revealed the secrets of the gods to Siegfried, or Schumann’s Prophet Bird, both of them figments of German folklore. Russian folklore has its ornithological prophets as well, as we know from Stravinsky’s Firebird, and Hans Christian Andersen wrote a fairy tale that casts the nightingale in the role of Orpheus, the divine musician. Messiaen’s apocalyptic birds have a distinguished Romantic lineage.

  


  
    EX. 4-27 Analysis of Olivier Messiaen’s rhythmic palindromes
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  THE SUMMA SUMMARUM


  
    To see Messiaen’s musical cosmology maximalized to the very limit one must look to his gigantic Turangalîlasymphonie, a ten-movement, seventy-five-minute blockbuster for a 107-piece orchestra, composed in 1946–48 and first performed by the Boston Symphony Orchestra under a young conductor named Leonard Bernstein in 1949. The orchestra is not only huge but unprecedentedly variegated as well. There are parts for fifteen different percussion instruments requiring eight players, and a “continuo” of six keyboard instruments including tubular bells and glockenspiel. (If keyboard-operated models for these are not available, the minimum number of players goes up to 109.)

  


  


  
    The remaining keyboard instruments are a celesta, a vibraphone (an American invention consisting of a xylophone with metal bars and an electric-motor-driven mechanism to produce a controlled variation in amplitude that sounds like vibrato), a piano prominent enough to require a virtuoso soloist with feature billing (for the first forty or so performances it was the composer’s second wife, Yvonne Loriod), and an ondes martenot (“Martenot Waves”). This last, invented in 1927 by Maurice Martenot, a musically trained engineer (who called it the ondes musicales), was one of the earliest and most successful electronic instruments, producing its sound by means of an electric oscillator. It, too, is treated in Turangalîla like a concerto soloist. (For the first dozen or so performances, the player was the inventor’s sister Ginette.)

  


  
    According to Messiaen, who devised it, the title is a composite of two Sanskrit words: turanga, meaning the measurement of time by movement, and lîla, meaning the play of the divine will on the cosmos (and, by poetic extension, the force of love). In their conjunction the two words are as protean (and, ultimately, as unfathomable) in meaning as Liebe + Tod = Liebestod in Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, which Messiaen acknowledged to be the symphony’s inspiration. “Turangalîla signifies, at one and the same time, a love song, a hymn to joy, time, movement, rhythm, life and death,” the composer wrote, seemingly leaving room for any desired interpretation of his words. Yet one thing does emerge with clarity: where Tristan und Isolde had shown time and movement to be powerfully unidirectional, to the point where it virtually defined the “Western” outlook on the nature of music for a hundred years, Messiaen’s concept of time, like Scriabin’s, while ostensibly Wagnerian in inspiration, was cyclic and ultimately quiescent, as the Turangalîlasymphonie so massively demonstrates.

  


  
    Three of the movements in the symphony bear the name “Turangalîla” in their own right: they are the work’s quintessential “time and motion studies.” The seventh movement, Turangalîla 2, an orgy of cycles and palindromes, is the densest of all, and in that sense the most maximalistic. Its many discrete components and subsections, juxtaposed like the tiles in a mosaic, can be classified into several recurring groups. What follows is a very selective description of some of the main events and relationships, keyed to the rehearsal figures in the score so that they may be verified there by interested readers.

  


  
    • The opening piano cadenza, clearly recognizable (on the basis of Ex. 4-26) as birdsong, is full of rhythmic palindromes. Taking the sixteenth-note rest in the second measure (an “added value”) as the midpoint, and ignoring grace notes, the first of them (for example) can be traced by moving forward to the end of m. 3 and back to the third eighth note of m. 1. The birdsong cadenza continues with accompaniment at fig. 3, and returns briefly by itself at fig. 9 with the same nonretrogradable rhythm as at the beginning. The very end of the movement reproduces the end of the opening cadenza.

  


  
    • The section beginning at fig. 1 is identifiable by the chromatic scale descending in the ondes martenot and ascending in contrary motion in the cluster of low trombones. This simple contrary motion seems to rotate the idea of a rhythmic—temporal, “horizontal” palindrome by 45 degrees, so that it becomes spatial (“vertical”). At fig. 6 the scales are again set in motion with reversed trajectories: this could be interpreted either as an inversion (“vertical” reversal) or a retrograde (“horizontal” reversal) of the section at fig. 1. Another reversed recurrence comes at the end (fig. 12), resulting in a repetition or recapitulation of the music at 1, but harmonically enhanced. (The ondes martenot line, for example, is doubled by the violins in parallel diminished-seventh chords: chords, that is, which sample every other pitch of the second mode of limited transposition and therefore share its invariance properties.)

  


  
    • At fig. 2, the unpitched percussion contribute a little bazaar of rhythmic palindromes. The easiest one to spot is the one between the woodblock (second line in the score) and the bass drum (sixth line), because it fits exactly into the time allotted. Counting the sixteenths within each notated value, the woodblock series is 12 14 1 2 7 8 16 (played twice) and the bass drum is precisely the reverse. The triangle (top line) has the series 15 13 3 4 (played three times plus one note) and the maracas (fourth line) have precisely the reverse (played three times plus three notes). The “small Turkish cymbal” (third line) has the series 5 6 9 11 10 (played three times, the last not quite complete) and the “Chinese cymbal” (fifth line) has precisely the reverse. Notice that every value from 1 sixteenth to 16 sixteenths is represented once in the scheme. That is what Messiaen called the “gamme chromatique de durées” (chromatic scale of durations).

  


  
    • At fig. 7 the chromatic scale of durations is played in consecutive ascending order by the triangle, and backward (or in consecutive descending order) by the bass drum, doubled (on the attacks) by the string basses, who reinforce the notion of gamme chromatique by simultaneously executing a chromatic scale in the ordinary meaning of the term. At the same time the piano is playing a repeating series of three chords in the right hand, and another in the left in a rhythmic canon with the right at the time interval of a quarter note. Comparison with Ex. 4-26 will reveal that the rhythms so treated make up the very same pattern of seventeen durations from Sharngadeva’s treatise already used in the Quatuor pour la fin du temps (nor do these two exhaust its appearances in Messiaen’s work).

  


  
    And that is not all. The upper strings and a group of winds (clarinets, bassoons, and horns) are simultaneously engaged in another isorhythmic game. The strings have a pair of chords that are first heard on the first and last sixteenths of the first measure. The second chord always comes on the last sixteenth of alternating measures; but the first chord advances along the chromatic scale of durations: at 7 it is on the first sixteenth, at 7 + 2 it is on the second, at 7 + 4 it is on the third, and so on. The second wind chord is always on the downbeat, while the first advances by chromatic durations, beginning with the second sixteenth at 7, the third at 7 + 2, and so forth, so that the string chords always function as pickups to the wind chords. In the third measure before 9, where the advancing wind chord and the advancing string chord coincide on the last sixteenth, the two chords plus the high piccolo note together produce … yes, an aggregate harmony.

  


  
    How much of this is actually meant to be “heard”? How much is mere “notation”? The bass drum part at fig. 2 is obviously notation, not sound. (The sound of a single drumbeat lasting two measures cannot even be imagined.) But this was nothing new. Similarly overloaded medieval polytextual motets suggest the answer to the question with which this paragraph began. As the singing eagle said to Dante, in the latter’s Paradiso, “As are my notes to thee who canst not follow, such is the Eternal Judgement to you mortals.” Where ultimate truth is to be revealed, the senses must be overcome, the mind boggled.

  


  


  CHAPTER 5

  Containing Multitudes (Transcendentalism, II)


  IVES, RUGGLES, CRAWFORD; MICROTONALITY


  


  
    In every work of genius we recognize our own rejected thoughts: they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty. Great works of art have no more affecting lesson for us than this. They teach us to abide by our spontaneous impression with good-humored inflexibility then most when the whole cry of voices is on the other side. Else, tomorrow a stranger will say with masterly good sense precisely what we have thought and felt all the time, and we shall be forced to take with shame our own opinion from another.1

  


  


  
    —RALPH WALDO EMERSON, “SELF-RELIANCE” (1841)

  


  


  
    We live in succession, in division, in parts, in particles. Meantime within man is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which every part and particle is equally related; the eternal ONE.2

  


  


  
    —EMERSON, “THE OVER-SOUL” (1841)

  


  


  
    Music is essentially the manly art.3

  


  


  
    —WILLIAM LYON PHELPS, MUSIC(1930)

  


  MAXIMALISM, AMERICAN STYLE


  
    The two epigraphs from the Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–82) may seem to be in contradiction. One places a proud and (it might be thought) typically American emphasis on individualism; the other places an equally strong premium on collectivity. Yet Emerson’s essay on “Self-Reliance” is also the source of his most famous maxim: “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.”4 The great American poet and preacher would surely have chimed in gladly with Walt Whitman’s celebrated lines (in “Song of Myself” from Leaves of Grass, published somewhat later) proclaiming, on America’s behalf, “Do I contradict myself?/Very well then I contradict myself, (I am large, I contain multitudes.)” And indeed, from a particular philosophical perspective Emerson’s two insights may be easily reconciled—or, to speak philosophically, “synthesized.” That standpoint can be found in a distinctively American strain of idealist thought that historians of philosophy now call New England transcendentalism (or “Transcendentalism,” unqualified and with a capital T, to use the name its proponents, like Emerson, preferred). Flourishing in and around the town of Concord, Massachusetts, between the 1830s and the 1850s, the movement is often cited as the first indigenously American “school” of philosophy.

  


  


  
    That may be an exaggeration. For one thing, its roots are overwhelmingly German (Emerson’s “Over-Soul,” for one thing, being a direct translation of Hegel’s überseele). For another, it may not have been sufficiently systematic to qualify as a real “school of thought.” As Michael Moran, a historian of Transcendentalism, has noted of its devotees, “although nearly all had made some attempt to read the German philosophers, very few had persevered to the point of mastering them.”5 Instead, they imbibed their philosophy from Romantic poetry, both by Germans like Goethe and by English nature poets like Wordsworth and Coleridge, who had imbibed Germanic idealism before them.

  


  
    It was from these poets, predominantly, that Emerson derived the chief tenets of his philosophy. Still, he gave Immanuel Kant the (perhaps undeserved) credit for his biggest idea, first put forth in a Boston lecture of 1842. A Transcendentalist, he told his audience, believes in “a very important class of ideas, or imperative forms, which did not come by experience, but through which experience was acquired; that these were intuitions of the mind itself.”6 Transcendentalists, therefore, and simply, were people who had embraced a “tendency to respect their intuitions,” whether or not such intuitions could be supported by observation or rational argument.

  


  
    The chief intuition, paraphrased by Octavius B. Frothingham in his Emerson-authorized history of the movement (1876), was “the immanence of divinity in instinct,” which made possible “the transference of supernatural attributes to the natural constitution of mankind.”7 In short, by trusting their individual instincts (or, as Emerson said, “respecting their intuitions”), people could gain direct access to the all-encompassing wisdom of God. Here was the link between the individual and the collective. The only requirement, of course, was that instinct or intuition be truly that, rather than one’s conventional schooling in disguise. And this was, for most people, a very difficult requirement indeed.

  


  
    This call to unlearn one’s learning was given its most memorable literary expression in Walden; or Life in the Woods (1854), the philosophical memoirs of Emerson’s disciple Henry David Thoreau (1817–62). It put New England transcendentalism in touch with a long line of inspirational “gnostic” or “primitivist” thinking. It was not so much a system of thought, then, as it was (to quote Frothingham) “an enthusiasm, a wave of sentiment, a breath of mind that caught up such as were prepared to receive it, elated them, transported them, and passedon.”8 Transcendentalism enters our narrative at this point—quite some time after the movement, properly so called, had ended—because it inspired Charles Ives (1874–1954), a New England composer, with both the vision and the self-reliance to become the one American whose music fully embodied the maximalistic spirit that was seizing his European counterparts in the first decades of the twentieth century.

  


  
    No descriptive phrase could better capture Ives’s expressive purposes than Frothingham’s. He meant his music to provide a rush of sentiment and enthusiasm—some of it transcendental, much of it nostalgic—that would catch up such as were prepared to receive it and elate them. And to accomplish this, Ives was prepared to go to stylistic extremes that forced (or enabled) him to renounce his conventional schooling and follow his “instincts” to a degree that few other composers had the fortitude (or saw the need) to match. Yet because his vision was in so many ways a nostalgic one, Ives is a rare instance of a composer who, although the very model of a musical maximalist, cannot really be called a modernist.

  


  TWO AMERICAN CAREERS


  
    His principles, extravagantly idealistic both in the philosophical and in the ordinary meaning of the word, as well as the social and material conditions in which he grew up, mandated that Ives practice his musical vocation nonprofessionally. In this, his career somewhat resembled those of the Russian composers of his parents’ generation. He was born in Danbury, Connecticut, into the family of George Ives (1845–94), the town bandmaster, who had served as the youngest Union bandleader during the American Civil War. From the age of fourteen, Charles Ives began following in his father’s footsteps as a town musician, serving as Sunday organist in local churches before going off to New Haven, Connecticut, in 1894, for undergraduate studies at Yale University.

  


  


  
    In later life Charles Ives tended to idealize the memory of his father both in words and in musical deed: his compositions often nostalgically evoked the nineteenth-century band music his father performed, as well as the congregational hymns he often accompanied in his youth. And he gave his father, an enthusiastic musical tinkerer if an unsuccessful composer, most of the credit for arousing in him an appetite for musical adventure. But George Ives’s musical profession did not earn him much in the way of income or social respect, and he ended up, to his son’s shame, as the family black sheep. That may have been one of the factors that eventually dissuaded Charles Ives, despite strong inclinations and many indications of talent, from pursuing a musical career.

  


  
    He studied at Yale with Horatio Parker (1863–1919), then a dashing young composer (only eleven years older than Ives) who had trained in Munich under the then-famous organist and composer Joseph Rheinberger, and who was widely regarded at the time as the white hope of American music. Parker’s career was modeled on his own teacher’s. It was the very career that Charles Ives had modestly embarked upon in Danbury, but Parker practiced it at the highest possible level of prestige. After returning from Munich, Parker was appointed to successive positions as organist and choirmaster in various New York parishes: first in Brooklyn, next in Harlem (then a fashionable neighborhood), finally at the Church of the Holy Trinity, one of the city’s most affluent congregations. In 1892 he was appointed by Dvořák to the distinguished faculty of the National Conservatory of Music.
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    FIG. 5-1 Charles Ives, Yale graduation photo (1898).
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    FIG. 5-2 Horatio Parker, Ives’s composition teacher at Yale.

  


  


  
    In 1893, the year before Ives came to study with him, Parker produced (at the age of thirty) his magnum opus, the oratorio Hora novissima, set to verses from a famous sacred poem by the twelfthcentury Benedictine abbot Bernard of Cluny. It made him famous. It was the first American work to be performed at the august Three Choirs Festival in England, a performance that brought with it an honorary doctorate in music from the University of Cambridge. It secured for Parker not only his appointment as Battell Professor of the Theory of Music at Yale (beginning in 1894, Ives’s freshman year), but also the organist-choirmaster’s post at Boston’s Trinity Church. When Ives met him, Horatio Parker was at the very zenith of American musical success. He had won high eminence and a comfortable, socially respectable position by doing the work that Ives had begun to do. He was a natural role model for his pupil.

  


  
    With Parker, Ives went through a thorough training that culminated in the writing of a traditional symphony (à la Dvořák), now known as his First Symphony, as a graduation piece. All during his college years he maintained his Sunday church employment, now in New Haven, a larger town than Danbury. Upon leaving Yale in 1898, he continued to seek professional employment in the socially respectable domain of sacred music, finally securing the post of organist and choirmaster at New York’s Central Presbyterian Church, a prominent place of worship with an affluent congregation, where Ives worked from 1900 to 1902.

  


  
    This was a fairly high-prestige job; and it is clear that until his late twenties, Ives was aiming at a career in Horatio Parker’s footsteps. The impression is more than confirmed by Ives’s first important bid for public recognition as a composer: The Celestial Country, a cantata for soloists, chorus, and instrumental accompaniment, on which he embarked the year after graduating from Parker’s class, and which he performed with his choir at Central Presbyterian Church on 18 April 1902—a performance to which critics were invited, and about which notices were published in the Musical Courier, the leading American professional periodical, and the New York Times, the country’s newspaper of record. Ives proudly identified himself to the reporters as Parker’s former pupil.

  


  
    And not surprisingly, his debut work was modeled, in every dimension and particular, on Parker’s Hora novissima. Even the text, a long hymn by Henry Alford (1810–71), the dean of Canterbury Cathedral, was chosen because Ives was under the mistaken impression that it was a translation of verses from the same poem by Bernard of Cluny on which his teacher had based his most successful work. The most unusual number in The Celestial Country—a quartet for the four soloists in a meter that alternated bars of [image: Image] with bars of [image: Image] (Ex. 5-1), singled out for admiring comment by Ives’s early (posthumous) biographers after his later maximalist experiments had become legendary—turns out to have been the number most clearly derivative from Parker. The middle section of the bass aria in Hora novissima displays the same rhythmic quirk, made even more “radical” by the occasional interpolation of measures in [image: Image] meter (Ex. 5-2). (Ives copied the [image: Image] interpolations elsewhere in The Celestial Country.)

  


  
    EX. 5-1 Charles Ives, The Celestial Country, no. 3, mm. 50–57
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    EX. 5-2 Horatio Parker, Hora novissima, no. 3, mm. 33–47
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    A distinctively harmonized descending chromatic scale, which recurs in The Celestial Country as a sort of leitmotif, also has a conspicuous counterpart in Hora novissima (Ex. 5-3). Perhaps significantly, however, Ives’s attempts at contrapuntal virtuosity (like the stretto between soprano and tenor at the beginning of Ex. 5-3a) fall considerably short of Parker’s impressive feats of craft, like the canon by augmentation that crowns Hora novissima’s first choral fugue (Ex. 5-4). It may have been the recognition that he had fallen short of his model that impelled Ives to take the unexpected step of resigning his post at Central Presbyterian a week after the performance and renouncing a professional career in music. Or it may have been the faint praise that his work received in the press, the Times reporting that it “has the elementary merit of being scholarly and well made” and the Courier that it “shows undoubted earnestness of study.”

  


  
    EX. 5-3A Charles Ives, The Celestial Country, no. 7, mm. 107–115
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    Whatever the reasons, the 1902 performance The Celestial Country was the last public performance an Ives work would receive for more than twenty years. His Second Symphony, on which he worked concurrently with the cantata, and which is now regarded as his first really characteristic work, would not be played until 1951. The twenty years of his creative seclusion, moreover, were the very years during which Ives composed the amazing maximalist scores on which his legendary reputation now rests. That combination of circumstances has given rise to a great deal of interesting speculation about the meaning of his work and its relationship to his environment.

  


  
    EX. 5-3B Horatio Parker, Hora novissima, no. 1, mm. 138–146
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    Some of that speculation, inevitably, has been psychological. Ives’s beloved father died suddenly during the first year of Ives’s study with Parker, leading (in the opinion of the psychoanalyst Stuart Feder, who wrote a full-scale psychobiography of the composer called Charles Ives, My Father’s Song) to a sorely ambivalent attitude toward the professional success Parker represented, and which his father never achieved. To succeed on Parker’s “high art” terms, Feder argued, would now feel to Ives like a betrayal of his father, the “failed village bandmaster.”

  


  
    EX. 5-4 Horatio Parker, Hora novissima, no. 4, mm. 128–134
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    Ives’s autobiographical Memos, dictated to a secretary in old age and posthumously published, are full of gushing, somewhat guilt-ridden praise for George Ives and grudging, somewhat sarcastic comment on Parker’s teaching. Some of it, particularly the remark that “Parker was a bright man, a good technician but perfectly willing to be limited by what Rheinberger had taught him,”9 has led to the conjecture that Ives’s rebellion had a nationalistic or patriotic basis. He withdrew from professional activity, according to some of his early biographers, because (like Glinka, with whom superficial parallels were easily drawn) he found no support in the professional world of “art” music for genuinely indigenous art.

  


  
    Feder made a different interpretation, a more convincing one. Ives, in his view, was in a double bind. “Even if the performance had been [more] successful in Parker’s terms,” he writes,

  


  
    Ives would have viewed it as giving in—submitting to Parker and giving up an individuality which he valued and cultivated and had shared with his father. Equally important, success in music, especially the prospect of earning as comfortable a living as Parker did, would declare Charlie once and for all superior to George.10

  


  


  
    Under these terms, success in music would have been as intolerable as failure. The only recourse was to “give up music” altogether. Yet there was a peculiarly American dimension to Ives’s dilemma after all, because, according to historians of the period, it was a dilemma that an American would have felt then much more acutely than a European. To Feder’s psychoanalytical interpretation we may add that of the social historian Frank R. Rossiter, who sees Ives as succumbing “to enormous pressures that his society and culture brought to bear upon him, pressures that insisted he be a ‘good American’ in his attitude toward music.”11 These powerful pressures had to do with gender identification and role-playing. In Rossiter’s blunt assessment, the dominant American view during what historians now call the Progressive Era (or, less approvingly, the “gilded age”) was that “classical music was for sissies and women.”12 It was no place for an American man, especially one with Ives’s family background.
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    FIG. 5-3 Charles Ives in Battery Park, New York, ca. 1917.

  


  


  
    The place for an American man was business, and it was there that Ives took refuge from his musical conflicts. Most of the men in his family were in business or in a “respectable profession” like law or medicine. One of them, a cousin of his father’s, was working as a medical examiner for the Mutual Insurance Company, and got Ives a job there as an actuary after college. Ives held on to this “day job” as a fallback during the years in which he was setting his sights on a musical career. Having given up that ambition, he made insurance his career, moving out into the field as a sales agent. In 1906, he and another Mutual agent named Julian Myrick started their own firm. Within a short time Ives & Myrick was the most successful insurance agency in the country. His sacrifice of the one career and success in the other has made of Ives a potent but ambiguous symbol. “Ives, from one point of view, chose integrity over compromise,” the American composer David Schiff has written, adding that “he also chose to become a millionaire rather than an artist.”

  


  SEXUAL—AND STYLISTIC—POLITICS


  
    But did he stop being an artist? His business career gave Ives the courage to write music (and write it in quantity) of a kind that fully expressed his idealistic commitments. Yet here, too, a certain amount of gender role-playing seems to have been a factor. His fear of the effeminacy associated in America with classical music fed his maximalistic inclinations, since to his mind a conspicuously “strong” and dissonant style was an assertion of masculinity. The abundant Ives apocrypha is full of stories attesting to this sort of blustery machismo, including one in which he rebuked a protesting member of the audience at a modern music concert by shouting, “Stop being such a goddamn sissy! Why can’t you stand up before fine strong music like this and use your ears like a man?”13 The Memos, too, abound in raillery against “old ladies of both sexes” who patronized “nice” music.14 (Here, as Rossiter points out, Ives the wealthy but conflicted businessman was rebelling against his own social class.) And as the Memos reveal, at least one of Ives’s most stylistically radical scores—the Second String Quartet, composed, like most of the music that followed Ives’s professional withdrawal, over a lengthy span of years (1907–13)—originated in protest against the feminine connotations of its genre. After attending recitals by the Boston-based Kneisel Quartet, one of the most prestigious chamber groups then playing in America, Ives recalled,

  


  


  
    It used to come over me … that music had been, and still was, too much of an emasculated art. Too much of what was easy and usual to play and to hear was called beautiful, etc.—the same old even-vibration, Sybaritic apron-strings, keeping music too much tied to the old ladies. The string quartet music got more and more weak, trite, and effeminate. After one of those Kneisel Quartet concerts in the old Mendelssohn Hall, I started a string quartet score, half mad, half in fun, and half to try out, practise, and have some fun with making those men fiddlers get up and do something like men.15

  


  


  
    The quartet’s three movements, according to the Memos, were originally called “I. Four Men have Discussions, Conversations, II. Arguments and Fight, III. Contemplation.” (In the published score the titles were replaced by a general note: “String Quartet for four men who converse, discuss, argue (in re ‘politics’), fight, shake hands, shut up, then walk up the mountainside to view the firmament.”) The second movement, actually the first to be composed (1907–11), is the one that most concretely embodies the attitudes and anxieties expressed in the Memos. The implied scenario that it enacts is probably clear enough from the sounds of the music, but it is vividly spelled out in some oft-quoted marginalia found in Ives’s manuscript score.

  


  
    The second violin is cast there as one “Rollo Finck.” The first name is that of the hero in a series of boys’ books Ives knew from his childhood, a paragon of good behavior. The surname is that of Henry Theophilus Finck (1854–1926), the influential music critic of the New York Evening Post. Rollo is thus the epitome of the good little “feminized” musician against whose smug, limited values Ives spent his years of creative seclusion protesting. In no other work is the programmatic import of his maximalized idiom so explicitly set forth.

  


  
    EX. 5-5A Charles Ives, String Quartet no. 2, II, mm. 31–42
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    EX. 5-5B Charles Ives, String Quartet no. 2, II, mm. 65–69
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    Rollo starts out by interrupting the proceedings with some sentimental cadenzas (Ex. 5-5a). The first two are marked “Andante emasculata”; the third time, marked “Largo sweetota,” he briefly gets the rest of the quartet to join him before being swatted down as before (in one case with the marking “Allegro con fisto”). The first little cadenza carries the additional notation, “alla rubato ELMAN (pretty tone, ladies),” in sarcastic allusion to the Russian-born violin prodigy Mischa Elman (1891–1967), who had just made his sensational New York debut at the time when Ives was composing the quartet, and whose “most glorious attribute” (according to The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians) was “his rich, sensuous and infinitely expressive tone, which became legendary.”16 Ives had little use for it. “My God,” he once exclaimed in print, “what has sound got to do with music!”17 At various points Rollo simply drops out of the doings. “Tut, tut,” Ives notes in the margin, and “Too hard to play—so it just can’t be good music, Rollo.” On returning after one such absence, Rollo plays doggedly on the beat while the rest of the quartet is enjoying a riot of hemiolas and syncopations (Ex. 5-5b). “Beat time, Rollo!” reads the marginal note. Over one last florid but not too difficult passage for the second violin Ives writes “Join in again, Professor, all in the key of C. You can do that nice and pretty.” Motivated so obviously by anxiety and resentment, the humor here has not worn well. In an age when social equality is taken more seriously (and more literally) than it was in Ives’s day, when misogyny and homophobia have become openly identified and debated social issues, and when the sexual politics informing, say, Strauss’s Salome or Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring are no longer thought irrelevant to their critical evaluation, the masculinist aspect of Ives’s maximalism has come in for some reproach. While few have been inclined to go as far as Lawrence Kramer, Ives’s severest critic, who reads the second movement of the Second Quartet quite simply as “gay-bashing,”18 the value of his stylistic adventures, in light of what is now often regarded as their questionable social motivation, is no longer taken quite so readily for granted as it once was.
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    FIG. 5-4 Mischa Elman.

  


  


  
    And yet their motivation was no single thing, and the stylistic dichotomy between the “strongly” dissonant (replete with “polytonal” chords and even “clusters” of semitones) and the “nice” can be read, like all dichotomies, in various ways depending on the context. In “Nov. 2, 1920” (sometimes called “An Election”), a song to a meditative prose text by the composer expressing his disgust at the repudiation of Woodrow Wilson’s visionary internationalist policies in the presidential election of 1920, in favor of small-minded “normalcy” (as the successful Republican candidate, Warren G. Harding, famously called it19), the stylistic dichotomy symbolizes the “difficult” politics of idealism vs. the “easy” politics of expediency (Ex. 5-6; note in particular the setting of the words “Now you’re safe, that’s the easy way!”).

  


  
    Yet while what is “easy” is stigmatized in the song, what is “popular” is not. Ives viewed popular music not as commercial but as “populist”—music expressing “the voice of the people”—and loved to quote it symbolically. He sets the words “over there” to a snatch from George M. Cohan’s rousing World War I morale song of the same name, and he reminds Americans of their patriotic duty in the song’s final measures with an equally brief snatch from the national anthem. Allusions like these to popular and patriotic songs are chiefly responsible for Ives’s reputation as an “Americanist” (or American regionalist) composer.

  


  
    But his repertory of allusions actually ranged much further and wider than that. As this very song confirms, Ives was an “internationalist” rather than an “isolationist,” and his musical idiom was by no means confined to American sources. Indeed, the most “American” thing about “Nov. 2, 1920” is not the source of its quotations, or even its style, but the fact that Ives saw fit to use his art to engage in political debate in the spirit of American participatory democracy. The “Note” appended to the score even seems to equate the song, in its intended effect, with an actual political pamphlet Ives had written in favor of a Constitutional amendment that would substitute direct popular referendums for many of the functions and duties performed by the Congress, especially in the conduct of foreign policy.

  


  
    EX. 5-6 Charles Ives, “Nov. 2, 1920” (a.k.a. “An Election”), mm. 12–17
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    And yet that very “Note” falls back on gender stereotyping when Ives complains that “the voice of the people sounding through the mouth of the [political] parties, becomes somewhat emasculated,” and the song makes sneering reference to “all the old women, male and female, [who] had their day today.” It may also be pertinent to recall that the election of 1920 was the first to take place after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, which guaranteed women’s suffrage, and it was widely felt (not only by sore losers) that the women’s vote had helped the handsome Harding win the office he would later disgrace with scandal.

  


  
    But lest it be thought that Ives’s idealism was always tinged with its opposite, and that consonant traditional harmony was only present in his music to be mocked as effeminate, consider the song from “Paracelsus,” to a text by Robert Browning, in which the dichotomy seems to work precisely the other way round in the expression of a “purer” (that is, less overtly political) strain of transcendentalism. Philippus Aureolus Bombast von Hohenheim, known as Paracelsus (1493–1541), was a Swiss alchemist and physician who made important contributions to the use of chemical agents in the treatment of disease. Browning’s dramatic poem (1835) is a meditation on pride, in which the brilliant Paracelsus is portrayed as having ultimately failed to do the good that was within his grasp to accomplish because of a lack of empathy toward his less gifted fellow men. The lines Ives set are uttered by Paracelsus in response to the altruistic example of the poet Aprile, who has revealed to him his error in pursuing power to the exclusion of love.

  


  
    Here the complex and “difficult” idiom—expressed in an introductory piano solo in as overloaded a texture as the mind can conceive or the hand perform—is associated with the futile quest for power (Ex. 5-7a). The lucid and consonant final page (Ex. 5-7b), with its cadence on an unalloyed D major triad that is presented completely without irony, represents the superior force of love, showing the way to the simplicity of a higher truth. The form of the song—progressive clarification, approaching the sublime resolution of all conflict and variety—is as characteristic of Ives as any other.

  


  
    EX. 5-7A Charles Ives, “From ‘Paracelsus,’” mm. 1–6
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    EX. 5-7B Charles Ives, “From ‘Paracelsus,’” Andante molto, end
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    Sometimes called Ives’s “epiphany” form, it illustrates two important aspects of his maximalism. First, the dissonant and “modern” is not necessarily given preference over the traditional and consonant. Unlike that of many European maximalists, Ives’s idiom is not driven by an ideal of evolutionary stylistic progress. It obeys no mandate of history. Rather, in a manner that is often compared with American ideals of democratic pluralism, all styles coexist in Ives’s music, each with its own expressive and symbolic tasks to perform. And second, it is only for the sake of expression and representation that style is developed, never for its own sake. As Ives liked to put it, it is “substance” that determines (and is therefore prior to) “manner.”20 Thus, when the substance or expressive purpose demanded it, Ives was prepared to compose in a relatively traditional manner or style—a “Parker” style, so to speak—at any time throughout his career. His mature music therefore shows little in the way of stylistic “evolution,” which is one reason why it fits the modernist template so poorly.

  


  
    Indeed, he despised a great deal of modern music (especially by Debussy, Ravel, and Stravinsky) that seemed to him to be more concerned with manner—style for its own sake—than with substance. We may deduce from this, perhaps, that his idea of substance, or the proper expressive content for music, was essentially (and conventionally) Germanic. That is, it continued to value “human content,” the representation of emotion and spirituality above all, and passionately to resist the tendency identified in chapter 2 as “dehumanization.”

  


  TERMS OF RECEPTION


  
    “From ‘Paracelsus’” bears the date 1921, nearly the latest date an Ives score can bear; for in that year his composing career, save only a few exceptional efforts, came effectively to an end. The reason usually given for his creative cessation is a severe heart attack suffered in September 1918, which left him in precarious health for the remaining 35 years of his life. In semiretirement from business, Ives began putting his manuscripts in order and prepared two items—the Second Piano Sonata and 114 Songs—for private publication. They were issued, respectively, in 1920 and 1922. A few other compositions were published, by subscription only, in the New Music Quarterly series edited by Henry Cowell (1897–1965), a California composer devoted to the cause of disseminating what he called “ultramodern music.” And one, an “Orchestral Set” called Three Places in New England, was issued by a commercial firm in 1935. Except for a campaign song for the Republican candidate, William McKinley, in the election of 1896, it was the only conventionally published Ives score to see print before World War II. Very gradually, performers began discovering his music and introducing it to audiences, in most cases long after it was written.

  


  


  
    As Robert Crunden, a historian of the Progressive Age who has written perceptively about Ives and his strangely misshapen career, has put it, “prizes and publicity finally poured in as ill health made their enjoyment difficult.”21 Describing Ives’s life, with rueful irony, in terms of the conventional format associated with great composers since Beethoven, Crunden observes “three phases,” which he calls “youthful normality, creative vigor in both music and business, and then decline amidst growing fame.” But as Crunden also suggests, the most telling of Ives’s “periods” has been the fourth—his posthumous reception, which turned him retrospectively, and at the cost of considerable distortion, into a modernist giant.

  


  
    The height of Ives’s prestige and (somewhat later) his popularity actually crosscut Crunden’s third and fourth phases, lasting from 1939 roughly until his birth centenary in 1974. During this period he was honored as a (or even as the) founding father of American music—its first original master, its Great Emancipator, and the author of its Declaration of Independence from Europe (or, as the conductor Leonard Bernstein put it at the time of the Second Symphony premiere in 1951, “our Washington, Lincoln and Jefferson of music”). The event that triggered the boom was the first public performance of the complete Second Piano Sonata, subtitled Concord, Mass., 1840–60, by the pianist John Kirkpatrick, in a New York recital that took place on 20 January 1939.

  


  
    Actually it was not so much the performance itself that did the triggering as it was a remarkable review that it elicited from a seasoned and influential critic. Lawrence Gilman (1878–1939), the chief music reviewer for the New York Herald Tribune since 1923, head program annotator for the New York Philharmonic-Symphony Orchestra, and author of half a dozen widely read books on modern music beginning with Wagner, greeted Kirkpatrick’s performance with a delirium of praise. In words that have been reprinted more frequently, perhaps, than any others in the annals of American music criticism, Gilman pronounced Ives’s Sonata to be “exceptionally great music—it is, indeed, the greatest music composed by an American, and the most deeply and essentially American in impulse and implication.”22 Kirkpatrick’s performance, he added, “was that of a poet and a master, an unobtrusive minister of genius.”

  


  
    Gilman’s extraordinary sympathy for the work was the result of a deeper sympathy with Ives’s purposes, which in the case of the Second Piano Sonata was more than ever the translation into music of the spiritual essence and effect of transcendentalist philosophy. No less than Ives’s music, Gilman’s criticism—to quote Wayne Shirley, a music bibliographer and historian of American music—was “rooted in the tradition that holds that music is ideally a vehicle for the expression of philosophical ideas.”23 Gilman provided his readers with a valuable key to those ideas as embodied in Ives’s music.

  


  
    But Gilman’s review also contained a negative, defensively chauvinistic component that played a major role in the subsequent distortion of Ives’s legacy. Referring acerbically to “the two distinguished composers”—probably the old visitor Dvořák and the more recent Swiss immigrant Ernest Bloch (1880–1959)—“who are sometimes said to have produced the best music written in America,” Gilman dismissed them with the simple observation that they “cannot be called Americans at all: they were born in Europe, and their music is about as ‘American’ in quality as the Mediterranean or the Quai d’Orsay,” while “Charles Ives is as unchallengeably American as the Yale Fence,” and therefore musically authentic in a way that a Dvořák or a Bloch could never be. Nor did Gilman stop even there. He capped his eulogy by calling attention to the fact that

  


  
    Before he was twenty-five, [Ives] had begun those audacious experiments in the organization of sound and the development of scales and counterpoint and rhythms which, for those who have studied their outcome in his later works, make the typical utterances of Schönberg sound like Haydn sonatas. And we are to bear in mind that when Ives was evolving this incredible ultramodernism of the American nineties, Schönberg, then in his early twenties, had not yet ventured even upon the adolescent Wagnerism of his ‘Verklärte Nacht’; and the youthful Stravinsky was playing marbles in Oranienbaum.

  


  


  
    Wittingly or not, Gilman had set the terms of Ives’s assimilation not to the esthetics of transcendentalism or any other expressive tendency, but to that of modernism, the neo-Hegelian historiographical legacy of the New German School, which chiefly values artists in proportion to their technical and formal innovations. It was not the best vantage point from which to view Ives (or, some might argue, any artist). It made for trouble, and his serious devaluing, later; for it turned the Ives boom into a bubble that might easily be pricked. If the Great Emancipator were merely the Great Anticipator (as a skeptical joke of the period had it), then the basis of his reputation would stop being what his work accomplished (in the present) and become simply a matter of when it was written (in the past). Ives became vulnerable to musicological (or pseudomusicological) attack.

  


  
    The first attacker was Elliott Carter (b. 1908), a famous composer who had known Ives as a boy and whose attitudes toward his former mentor were, as often happens, full of filial conflicts (or “Oedipal” ones, to speak the language of pop psychology). During the Ives centennial year Carter sounded the most jarringly dissonant note when he reminisced to an interviewer about

  


  
    a visit on a late afternoon to his house on East 74th Street [in Manhattan], when I was directed to a little top-floor room where Ives sat at a little upright piano with score pages strewn around on the floor and on tables—this must have been around 1929. He was working on, I think, Three Places in New England, getting the score ready for performance. A new score was being derived from the older one to which he was adding and changing, turning octaves into sevenths and ninths, and adding dissonant notes. Since then, I have often wondered at exactly what date a lot of the music written early in his life received its last shot of dissonance and polyrhythm. In this case he showed me quite simply how he was improving the score. I got the impression that he might have frequently jacked up the level of dissonance of many works as his tastes changed. While the question no longer seems important, one could wonder whether he was as early a precursor of “modern” music as is sometimes made out. A study of the manuscripts would probably make this clear.24

  


  


  
    But Carter certainly knew that the terms of Ives’s reception, and the way in which his achievement was by then described in all the history books, made the question not only supremely important but also very threatening to the composer’s reputation. The sly invitation implied in the last sentence was quickly taken up by a number of scholars—in particular Maynard Solomon, a musicologist with an interest in psychoanalysis who had already published a psychobiography of Beethoven and would later write one about Mozart. The article that ensued from his investigation, “Charles Ives: Some Questions of Veracity,” quickly became a cause célèbre following its publication in 1987.

  


  
    Relying to a large extent on the work of other scholars, Solomon presented evidence that Ives had deliberately altered some of his manuscripts so as to mislead researchers into accepting earlier dates for some of his works than were in fact the case. Solomon interpreted the composer’s alleged mendacity as an effort generally to protect his precious reputation as an isolated “original” (in keeping with the transcendentalist individualism expressed in the first epigraph at the top of this chapter), and specifically to enhance his idolized father’s role (rather than that of any European contemporary) in the formation of his radical style.

  


  
    And yet the appearance of image-polishing seemed to cast a troubling reflection on Ives’s personal integrity, and Solomon did suggest that Ives himself had been caught up, following Gilman’s celebrated review, in the modernist (or “historicist”) tendency to “confuse the patent-office with the Pantheon, to regard the invention of a new technique as the most significant measure of creativity.”25 Solomon warned that “it cannot be sufficiently stressed that the value of Ives’s music is wholly independent of issues of priority and modernism.”26 But like Carter’s, his disclaimer rang false. To attribute Ives’s actions to “an obsessive concern over issues of priority,”27 without acknowledging the obvious fact that his own research had been similarly motivated, made the article look like a vendetta. It led to a huge dispute among Ives specialists, tinged with a hostility that belied everyone’s claim to be dispassionately (or “objectively”) seeking the truth.

  


  
    The row over dating seemed especially unfortunate since the arguments of both sides, whether upholding it or impugning it, were focused on Ives’s reputation as a modernist—a label that, as Crunden and other historians have convincingly argued, is the wrong one to apply. For a while, musicology seemed unable to cope with the idea that a composer could be a radical maximalist without being a modernist—that is, without a primary commitment to technical innovation, and without challenging (let alone revolting against) contemporary social norms.

  


  
    Ives’s esthetic outlook is far better understood when its connection with the European—and particularly the German—past is acknowledged. Like the transcendentalism to which he professed allegiance, his artistic aims and commitments were neither as radical nor as indigenously American as often claimed. And his radical techniques mostly celebrated the very opposite of progress: their purpose, paradoxically, was to evoke—nostalgically, unironically—a vanished (or imaginary) rural or small-town America. To put Ives’s fundamental expressive concerns in a proper focus, two works in particular (or movements from them) will need a close-up look: the Concord Sonata, the subject of Lawrence Gilman’s excited praise, and Three Places in New England, the subject of Elliott Carter’s equivocal memoir.

  


  MANNER AND SUBSTANCE


  
    At the very least, the obsession with dating (even to the extent that Ives himself, in his postcomposing phase, may have abetted it) was fundamentally un-Ivesian, since it was wholly concerned with “manner” (the way something was said), rather than “substance” (the something itself). To understand the “something” we need to know what composers Ives took as expressive examples. The answer to this question may be surprising, since Ives’s models of substance were none of them composers who shared Ives’s interest in a radical manner. Rather, they were composers who expressed orthodox spiritual values, and did so in a way that by the early twentieth century was deemed distinctly old-fashioned, if not downright unfashionable.

  


  


  
    In the epilogue to Essays before a Sonata, a little book he published and distributed alongside the Concord Sonata in order to explain its “substance,” Ives indulged in some reminiscences of his own changing tastes:

  


  
    A man remembers, when he was a boy of about fifteen years, hearing his music-teacher (and father), who had just returned from a performance of Siegfried, say with a look of anxious surprise that somehow or other he felt ashamed of enjoying the music as he did, for beneath it all he was conscious of an undercurrent of make-believe—the bravery was make-believe, the love was make-believe, the passion, the virtue, all make-believe, as was the dragon; P. T. Barnum would have been brave enough to have gone out and captured a live one! But that same boy at twenty-five was listening to Wagner with enthusiasm—his reality was real enough to inspire a devotion. The “Preislied” [Prize-Song from Die Meistersinger], for instance, stirred him deeply. But when he became middle-aged—and long before the Hohenzollern hog-marched into Belgium [that is, before World War I made everything German unfashionable in America]—this music had become cloying, the melodies threadbare—a sense of something commonplace—yes—of make-believe, came. These feelings were fought against for association’s sake and because of gratitude for bygone pleasures, but the former beauty and nobility were not there, and in their place stood irritating intervals of descending fourths and fifths. Those once transcendent progressions, luxuriant suggestions of Debussy chords of the ninth, eleventh, etc., were becoming slimy. An unearned exultation—a sentimentality deadening something within—hides around in the music. Wagner seems less and less to measure up to the substance and reality of César Franck, Brahms, d’Indy, or even Elgar (with all his tiresomeness); the wholesomeness, manliness, humility, and deep spiritual, possibly religious, feeling of these men seem missing and not made up for by his (Wagner’s) manner and eloquence, even if greater than theirs (which is very doubtful).28

  


  


  
    The strictures against Wagner and Debussy are familiar: they express Ives’s usual, very conservative (or at least very unmodernist) resistance to decadence and sensuality, along with the (typically American? typically Yankee?) fear of effeminacy that we have noted before. But the list of antidotes, with the exception of Brahms, can seem a bit bizarre. A taste for Franck, d’Indy, and Elgar was by the 1920s, when Ives enumerated them, as dated as a taste for Rossini would have been in the heyday of Wagnerism. Their religiosity and “uplift” were among the things discredited, as we shall see, by the “Hohenzollern hog-march”—the imperialist war to which Ives himself makes reference—at least as far as a younger generation was concerned. Ives’s maximalism, at least as expressed in the Concord Sonata, begins to seem an attempt to give new life—or at least some artificial life-support—to an esthetic stance that had become in modernist eyes tarnished if not altogether outmoded, but one that Ives continued to cherish for its once-unsullied idealism.

  


  
    Franck appears to have been Ives’s unlikely special favorite. That may have been partly due to his organist’s background; Ives kept a reproduction of Jeanne Rongier’s portrait of Franck seated at the organ tacked to the inside door of his music studio. In any case, Elliott Carter has reported that Ives’s “main love” was for “Bach, Brahms and Franck, for he found in them spiritual elevation and nobility, which, like many a critic of his generation, he felt contemporary music had simplified away.”29 If, following this lead, we take Franck (rather than the more obvious Liszt) to have been Ives’s particular model in the Concord Sonata, his attempt at a sort of antimodernist spiritual revival turns out to have been surprisingly specific.

  


  
    Franck’s Symphony in D minor had a decisive impact on American composers, particularly on the “Boston school” of which Horatio Parker, Ives’s Yale professor, was a latterday member. In its “aspiring” quality and its emphasis on the “moral obligations of the artist”30 (to quote Edward Burlingame Hill, Parker’s Harvard counterpart), the Franck Symphony was the most Germanic of French symphonies, and the greatest of all standard-bearers for the supremacy of “substance” over “manner.” Like all nineteenth-century symphonies in D minor (and many others besides), it was haunted by the lofty spirit of Beethoven’s Ninth; but it also mined Beethoven’s last quartet for an emblematic motive that audibly haunted the work and carried its spiritual message from first movement to last.

  


  
    Ives made a similar appropriation from Beethoven in the Concord Sonata: the first four notes of the Fifth Symphony, perhaps the most famous (and at once the most heavily fraught and the most hackneyed) single motive in all of music by the time Ives chose it to pervade his work and carry its spiritual message through all the movements. Each of Ives’s movements bore the name of a Transcendentalist writer (or family of writers) associated with Concord—Emerson, Hawthorne, “the Alcotts,” Thoreau—and attempted to represent or interpret the gist of that writer’s message. Most of the Essays before a Sonata (the title of which was already an evocation of Emerson) was devoted to describing the way in which, Ives felt, his music embodied their ideas. The overriding message that united them all, the essence of New England transcendentalism, was symbolized in the Beethoven motive, to which Ives devoted a special explanation in the chapter on Emerson:

  


  
    There is an “oracle” at the beginning of the Fifth Symphony; in those four notes lies one of Beethoven’s greatest messages. We would place its translation above the relentlessness of fate knocking at the door [as Beethoven himself once described it to an interviewer], above the greater human message of destiny and strive to bring it towards the spiritual message of Emerson’s revelations, even to the “common heart” of Concord—the soul of humanity knocking at the door of the divine mysteries, radiant in the faith that it will be opened—and the human become the divine!31

  


  


  
    From the “Paracelsus”-like opening page of “Emerson” (Ex. 5-8) to the quiescent closing pages of “Thoreau” with their pastoral flute obbligato (Ex. 5-9), the Fifth Symphony motif suffuses and unifies the otherwise sprawling Concord Sonata. “Emerson,” itself (according to Essays before a Sonata) the portrait of an oracle, abounds especially with Beethoven’s call, sometimes presented as a major third, sometimes minor. The accented repeated notes, first in the right hand then in the left, in the opening bars mark its first appearances; thereafter, one easily uncovers at least a hundred more. The optional flute solo at the end of “Thoreau”—an evocation of Thoreau’s description of his own nocturnal flute-playing by the side of Walden Pond—places the Fifth Symphony idea in the context of a long melody that sums up many of the sonata’s themes. In the Essays before a Sonata Ives associated it with “human faith.” Its beginning is first prefigured on the second page of “Emerson,” in the middle voice over a Fifth Symphony bass. The final dying-away at the end of “Thoreau” is a variation on the Fifth Symphony motif that suggests a quiet ecstasy of affirmation by replacing the falling third by a fourth repeated note—utter unity or “wholeness” (Emerson’s “the ONE”) is attained.

  


  
    EX. 5-8 Charles Ives, “Concord” Sonata, I (“Emerson”), beginning
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    On the first page of “The Alcotts” (Ex. 5-10), a domestic portrait in a distinctly tamer style than the rest, the Fifth Symphony motif is presented in yet another context, that of indigenous American hymnody. As the Ives scholar J. Peter Burkholder has shown, Ives conflates the Beethoven gambit with the openings of two well-known tunes from the Protestant hymnal—Simeon B. Marsh’s Martyn (or Jesus, Lover of My Soul) and The Missionary Chant (Ye Christian Heralds) by Charles Zeuner (Ex. 5-11)—as if to depict the divine presence that informs the homely devotions of the famous New England literary family (or any sincere religious exercise).32

  


  
    There is an uncanny resonance between Ives’s “Transcendental” reinterpretation of Beethoven and the uplifting interpretations of Franck’s Symphony that ran rampant with the spread of “music appreciation,” especially in America. A major source of such morally edifying art interpretation was the English critic Matthew Arnold, and, as it happens, one of Ives’s other professors at Yale, William Lyon Phelps (1865–1943), with whom Ives studied English and American literature, was one of America’s leading “Arnoldians,” and a specialist in the poetry of Robert Browning (the author of “Paracelsus”), to whom Ives dedicated an overture. As Burkholder has emphasized, Ives nurtured a special regard for “Billy” Phelps for the rest of his life, corresponded with him in later years, and even sent him a copy of Essays before a Sonata, which Phelps enthusiastically (if somewhat cursorily) reviewed in the Yale Alumni Weekly. “Some of the roots of the ‘Concord’ Sonata,” Burkholder has argued, “reach back to Phelps’s course, where Ives must have studied Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, and the Alcotts in depth.”33 Some of Ives’s mature ideas about music may also owe something to Phelps’s example. Phelps collected his thoughts on the subject—many of them adapted straight from the poetry of Browning—in a little volume published in 1930. The third epigraph at the head of this chapter, as wishfully Ivesian a thought as ever uttered, comes from it. So does this:

  


  
    EX. 5-9 Charles Ives, “Concord” Sonata, end of IV (“Thoreau”)
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    The paradox is that Music, the most universal of languages, knowing no boundary lines, should have been monopolized by the Germans …. If one collected all the music in the world written by men who were not Germans, put it together, and multiplied it by ten, the product would not equal in value the music written by Germans alone. In the Music Hall facing the lake on Michigan Avenue in Chicago, the committee placed on the façade the names of what they considered to be the five greatest composers in all history. They are Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Wagner, Schubert—all Germans. And the first names on a substitute list would also be Germans.34

  


  


  
    EX. 5-10 Charles Ives, “Concord” Sonata, beginning of III (“The Alcotts”)
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    EX. 5-11A Simeon B. Marsh, Martyn
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    EX. 5-11B Charles Zeuner, The Missionary Chant
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    And this:

  


  


  
    When we see the Sistine Madonna, or read Hamlet, we admire the extraordinary power of Raphael, of Shakespeare. But when we hear the Ninth Symphony, we are listening to the voice of God. Beethoven was more passive than active, the channel through which flowed the Divine Will.35

  


  


  
    These conventionally Romantic and conventionally Germanocentric ideas were Ives’s, too, despite his predilections for regionalisms à la Dvořák. Like Dvořák, Ives believed in the ennobling force of the “beautiful forms of art,” that is to say the forms and techniques of Germanic instrumental music and of the composers who wrote it, whether or not of German birth. In no sense was he a rebel, whether in the name of America or in any other cause, against the reverent Europeanized esthetics, or even against the tastes, of his elders; he wanted, rather, to give them a more emphatic, more personalized, more ideal (and yes, perhaps a more “masculine”) expression, and that prompted a certain blustery uncouthness of manner. But the substance remained exactly what it had been before. That is certainly maximalism. But just as certainly it is not modernism.
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    FIG. 5-5A Matthew Arnold (1822–1888), ca. 1844.
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    FIG. 5-5B William Lyon Phelps, Ives’s English teacher, with a volume of Browning open before him.

  


  NOSTALGIA


  
    The other side of the coin, where Ives’s maximalism was concerned, could not have stood in greater superficial contrast to the visionary transcendentalist side. It consisted of wildly humorous scherzos—or, perhaps better, “scherzoids” (since they do not always follow the “classical” scherzo-and-trio form)—of a hearty, heavy, unsubtle (and again, one cannot help noticing, Germanic) kind reminiscent of Beethoven. The Ivesian difference was that his scherzoids were usually programmatic, and the programmatic content was almost invariably nostalgic, evoking the composer’s idealized, even fictionalized, New England boyhood. Again, nothing could be less modernist than these affectionate pictures of carefree youth in a socially homogeneous and harmonious, preindustrial and pretechnological setting, in which all stylistic excesses were justified in the name of fun, or in that of “realism”—presenting things “just as they [never] were.”

  


  


  
    Like the American literary realism with which they may so easily be compared, these pictures were projections of what American cultural historians like Richard Hofstadter call the “agrarian myth”36—America’s own neoprimitivist fable, proclaiming the moral superiority of the unspoiled, abundant country over the polluted, corrupt and disgusting modern city. In these pieces, as Ives’s biographer Jan Swafford points out, “Ives painted Danbury as the idyllic country village it had not been since his father’s boyhood, if then.”37 Even when not concerned with his Danbury boyhood, Ives’s scherzoids were nostalgic and resolutely innocent in their humor, and it was that innocence—that studied naivety—that guaranteed the authenticity of the radical stylistic means. Ives’s own description of a piece he may never actually have written—A Yale-Princeton Game, sketched (according to the Memos) in 1898 and subtitled “Two Minutes in Sound for Two Halfs Within Bounds”—shows this connection, and the implicit guarantee, to have been entirely conscious and deliberate:

  


  
    To try to reflect a football game in sounds would cause anybody to try many combinations etc.—for instance, picturing the old wedge play (close formation)—what is more natural than starting with all hugging together in the whole chromatic scale, and gradually pushing together down to one note at the end. The suspense and excitement of spectators—strings going up and down, off and on open-string tremolos. Cheers (“Brek e Koax” [the obscene noise made by the title characters in Aristophanes’s comedy The Frogs] etc.)—running plays (trumpets going all over, dodging, etc. etc.)—natural and fun to do and listen to—hard to play. But doing things like this (half horsing) would suggest and get one used to technical processes that could be developed in something more serious later, and quite naturally.38

  


  


  
    A whole worldview (call it “realist” or call it “primitivist”) is implied by Ives’s obsessive insistence on using the word “natural” to describe musical experiments that ran counter to every learned (or “common”) practice and convention. Also implied is the answer to the eternal question that Ives propounded at the very outset of the prologue to his Essays before a Sonata:

  


  
    How far is anyone justified, be he an authority or a layman, in expressing or trying to express in terms of music (in sounds, if you like) the value of anything, material, moral, intellectual, or spiritual, which is usually expressed in terms other than music?39

  


  


  
    Whether the thing expressed is as lofty as Emerson’s Over-soul or as earthy as a football game, the justification is found precisely in the liberation that it may prompt from the tyranny of common practice.

  


  
    The most famous and in many ways most characteristic of Ives’s “scherzoids” is “Putnam’s Camp,” the second of his Three Places in New England. The place in question is a historic site near the composer’s birthplace, a field that served as campgrounds to the troops under the command of Israel Putnam, the Revolutionary War general who was Connecticut’s most illustrious military hero. The composition in this case is in a form approximating the traditional scherzo-and-trio (or march-and-trio), in keeping both with the military theme and with the scenario related in Ives’s program note:

  


  
    Near Redding Center, Conn., is a small park preserved as a Revolutionary Memorial; for here General Israel Putnam’s soldiers had their winter quarters in 1778–1779. Long rows of stone camp fire-places still remain to stir a child’s imagination. The hardships which the soldiers endured and the agitation of a few hotheads to break camp and march to the Hartford Assembly for relief, is a part of Redding history.

  


  
    Once upon a “4th of July,” some time ago, so the story goes, a child went there on a picnic, held under the auspices of the First Church and the Village Cornet Band. Wandering away from the rest of the children past the camp ground into the woods, he hopes to catch a glimpse of some of the old soldiers. As he rests on the hillside of laurel and hickories, the tunes of the band and the songs of the children grow fainter and fainter;—when—“mirabile dictu”—over the trees on the crest of the hill he sees a tall woman standing. She reminds him of a picture he has of the Goddess of Liberty,—but the face is sorrowful—she is pleading with the soldiers not to forget their “cause” and the great sacrifices they have made for it. But they march out of camp with fife and drum to a popular tune of the day. Suddenly a new national note is heard. Putnam is coming over the hills from the center,—the soldiers turn back and cheer. The little boy awakes, he hears the children’s songs and runs down past the monument to “listen to the band” and join in the games and dances.

  


  
    The repertoire of national airs at that time was meagre. Most of them were of English origin. It is a curious fact that a tune very popular with the American soldiers was “The British Grenadiers.” A captain in one of Putnam’s regiments put it to words, which were sung for the first time in 1779 at a patriotic meeting in the Congregational Church in Redding Center; the text is both ardent and interesting.40

  


  
    The last paragraph, evidently, is meant as a testimony to the “authenticity” of Ives’s music, for the whole composition could be described, only slightly stretching a point, as a fantasy or takeoff on “The British Grenadiers” (Ex. 5-12). The tune appears almost complete, but (being part of a dream) surrealistically distorted, in the flute (=fife) part at mm. 91–97 (Ex. 5-13a). Its first fragmentary occurrence, also in the flute part (echoed by oboe and clarinet), is at mm. 14–16 (Ex. 5-13b), and it is more or less continuously present (migrating from winds to brass to strings) between m. 126 and m. 155. Thus it is the only tune that appears in all three sections of the piece.

  


  
    EX. 5-12 March: The British Grenadiers
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    EX. 5-13A Charles Ives, “Putnam’s Camp” (Three Places in New England, II), mm. 91 ff.
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    EX. 5-13B Charles Ives, “Putnam’s Camp” (Three Places in New England, II), mm. 14 ff.
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    Wherever it pops up, however, it has plenty of company. In the outer sections it mainly accompanies, as a countermelody, the tune of Ives’s “Country Band March,” an early composition that was largely cannibalized in “Putnam’s Camp,” but which turns up piecemeal in many of his larger works (including “Hawthorne” in the Concord Sonata and the “Comedy” movement of the Fourth Symphony). The concern for period authenticity that led to the use of “The British Grenadiers” did not prevent Ives from quoting anachronistically when he felt like it. Marches by John Philip Sousa (1854–1932) make occasional appearances against the “Country Band March,” including a pair in very unequal tandem at m. 27 (Ex. 5-14): the famous “Semper Fidelis” (1888) in the trombone and tuba against “Liberty Bell” (1893) in the first violas (!), where it hardly stands a chance of being heard. At the same time, to complete the collage, a snatch from Stephen Foster’s “Massa’s in de Cold, Cold Ground” (1852) sounds forth gaily in the flute.

  


  
    To attempt a full catalog of allusions in “Putnam’s Camp” would be fruitless, since some of them are so brief or so altered in the telling as to be ambiguous: is that really the Civil War song “Marchin through Georgia” in the flute at m. 147? Others stick out, as Ives meant them to, like sore thumbs: in mm. 34–35 the trumpet, flute, and first violins collaborate (or try to) in “Yankee Doodle,” each instrument entering in a different key. (Here Mozart had anticipated Ives by more than a century but with similar intent in his Musical Joke, K. 522 [1787], subtitled “The Village Musicians.”) A better joke is the very end of the piece, with the bass instruments starting up “The Star-Spangled Banner,” only to be drowned out by the roar of the final chord, topped with a snatch of “Reveille” in the trumpet.

  


  
    The middle section, ordream sequence, contains one of Ives’s most celebrated effects. Most of it is based on another early Ives composition, called Overture “1776.” The whole-tone (or whole-tone-scale-plus-C-sharp) chord in m. 64 with its appoggiatura—a spot that Swafford very aptly relates to the words mirabile dictu (wondrous to relate) in the program—marks the splice between the two early pieces. (The splice back to the “Country Band March” comes at m. 120, and the raucous coda is borrowed once again from 1776.)

  


  
    EX. 5-14 Charles Ives, “Putnam’s Camp,” (Three Places in New England, II), mm. 27–30 in full score.
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    The pleadings of the “Goddess of Liberty” are set off against the threatened mutiny by pitting two groups of instruments against one another at two different tempos (Ex. 5-15). They are calibrated in a proportion of 4:3, so that a half note at the new tempo, articulated by the piano and snare drum together halfway through m. 68, equals a dotted quarter of the Andante animato established in m. 65. The relationship of the two speeds is made particularly clear by giving the piano and drum the same familiar parade march rhythm (known as the “street cadence”) that the orchestral basses have already been playing at the old tempo, so that the effect is one of two superimposed marches.

  


  
    Irritated by a critic’s remark that the full-orchestra rhythm at m. 124 (Ex. 5-16) had been borrowed from Stravinsky (most likely the “Sacred Dance” from The Rite of Spring, which the notation in sixteenth notes offset by rests superficially resembles), Ives went out of his way to explain his technical procedure, somewhat elliptically, in the Memos. In reality, he points out, the measure simply brings back the rhythm of the faster group from the middle section (he calls it the “piano-drum part”), notated in terms of the prevailing beat—an effect that looks strange on paper, owing to the unusual subdivision of the beat, but that is easily performed:

  


  
    EX. 5-15 Charles Ives, “Putnam’s Camp,” (Three Places in New England, II), fig.
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    The two rhythms going together (in the piano-drum part) are nothing but a beat or pulse on the first of four 16th-notes, and one on the first of three 16th-notes. Say, if a band is marching at [image: Image], the next fastest marching (keeping the [image: Image] insert spot unit the same) will be stepping to three 16ths or [image: Image], and if two bands feel like marching on these accents,
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    EX. 5-16 Charles Ives, “Putnam’s Camp,” (Three Places in New England, II), 2 before fig.
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    Then, for three 4/4 measures, if the top band stops playing, the second one is playing off-accents. In the third measure, it is simply:
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    It will be the measure cited above [m. 124]. It doesn’t take much musical intelligence to see that (or to do that, for that matter). In putting these two rhythms together, the 16th-notes don’t have to be struck all the while. They will be played in various phrases, omitted in others. The more they are in, the more variants will occur, etc. I’ll bet 1000 people have thought of this, perhaps played this—yet, because they don’t know what it is, they say it is meaningless [when they see it], or influenced by Orcus from Australia [i.e., Stravinsky]!41

  


  
    This passage from the Memos, with its reference to two hypothetical bands, may have been the source of one of the most durable of all Ivesian legends. The version that follows is from Charles Ives and His Music (1955), by the husband-and-wife team of Henry and Sidney Cowell, the first book-length study of the composer. “The germ,” the Cowells wrote,

  


  
    of Ives’s complicated concept of polyphony seems to lie in an experience he had as a boy, when his father invited a neighboring band to parade with its team at a baseball game in Danbury, while at the same time the local band made its appearance in support of the Danbury team. The parade was arranged to pass along the main street as usual, but the two bands started at opposite ends of town and were assigned pieces in different meters and keys. As they approached each other the dissonances were acute, and each man played louder and louder so that his rivals would not put him off. A few players wavered, but both bands held together and got past each other successfully, the sounds of their cheerful discord fading out in the distance. Ives has reproduced this collision of musical events in several ways: From it, for example, he developed the idea of combining groups of players (sections of the orchestra) to create simultaneous masses of sound that move in different rhythms, meters, and keys. Thus his polytonality may be polyharmonic, each harmonic unit being treated like a single contrapuntal voice (as the bands played two separate tunes, each with its own harmonic setting); and it may also be polyrhythmic.42

  


  


  
    Whether it originated with the composer or it was mere biographical embroidery, and despite its having been canonized by decades of repetition, this famous anecdote is pretty obviously a tall tale, concocted for the same reason that prompted Ives to assure a sympathetic critic that his radical ways “came not only from folk music he was brought up with but to a very great extent from the life ‘around & in him.’”43 For a progressive and a populist like Ives, his strange music would be unacceptably esoteric and “elite” were it not validated by his everyday experience, of which it formed a nostalgic record. It was this conviction that impelled Ives to incorporate so much of the ambient music of America—a music that included hymns and ragtime, but also Bach and Wagner—into his most maximalistic works. Life was his subject, and America was his life. Once again, obsession with technical novelty—“modernism”—had little to do with it.

  


  
    And neither did “nationalism,” as the term is often understood musically. Ives went out of his way to make this clear in the Essays before a Sonata, where he condemned the mere “stylistic” cultivation of local or vernacular color as a typical “over-influence by and over-insistence upon manner”44—the very bane of modern music. He reacted angrily to one H. K. Moderwell, who had written of ragtime in a magazine article that it was “the perfect expression of the American city,” where “you feel in its jerk and rattle a personality different from that of any European capital,” making it “the one true American music.” Ives, who helped himself abundantly to both real and imitation ragtime in many of his scherzoids, countered that no music could be so described. Ragtime, he asserted, “is one of the many true, natural, and, nowadays, conventional means of expression.” It had, he allowed, “its possibilities; but it does not ‘represent the American nation’ any more than some fine old senators represent it.”

  


  REACHING—AND TRANSCENDING—THE LIMIT


  
    Like most romantics in the tacitly (or passively) German tradition, Ives believed that the highest musical expression transcended all particulars, but that particulars could be an avenue toward that transcendence. The quest for universal transcendence was, for Ives, as effective a spur to stylistic maximalism as the race to the patent office was for others. So it comes as no surprise that Ives’s most maximalistic conception was also his most transcendent: nothing short of a “Universe in Tones.”

  


  


  
    Between 1911 and 1915, Ives accumulated sketches for a symphony with that ambitious name, inspired by the elation he had felt one autumn day while looking out over Keene Valley in the Adirondacks. It would be “a striving,” as he put it in the margins of one of the sketch pages, trying desperately to capture his ineffable conception in words,
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    FIG. 5-6 Manuscript page from Ives’s Universe Symphony, 1911–1916.

  


  


  
    to present and to contemplate in tones rather than in music as such, that is—not exactly written in the general term or meaning as it is so understood—to paint the creation, the mysterious beginnings of all things, known through God to man, to trace with tonal imprints the vastness, the evolution of all life, in nature of humanity, from the great roots of life to the spiritual eternities, from the great unknown to the great unknown.45

  


  


  
    He never came close to finishing it. All that remained of the project at the time of his death forty years later was a sheaf of verbal descriptions, plans, jottings of chords, scales, rhythms, occasional themelets, but little clue as to continuity. Stuart Feder, Ives’s psychobiographer, has suggested that the work was never meant to be completed—that its conceptual grandiosity was a compensation for the composer’s waning powers of invention. In 1932, aged fifty-eight but creatively enfeebled, Ives dashed off a poignant memo in which he tried to describe the progress he had made and the work that still remained to do, so that “in case I don’t get to finishing this, somebody might like to try to work out the idea, and the sketch that I’ve already done would make more sense to anybody looking at it with this explanation.”46

  


  
    At least two performing versions of Ives’s “Universe” (or Universe Symphony) have been made by posthumous accomplices (Larry Austin and Johnny Reinhard, both of them composers), much as the “Prefatory Act” to Scriabin’s Mysterium, described in the previous chapter, has been speculatively “completed” by the Russian composer Alexander Nemtin. But given the state of the materials Ives left behind, these arrangements cannot really be called completions or realizations. Ives’s “Universe” is only a concept. But what a concept! According to the Memos, it was to be literally the Story of Everything—or, in Emersonian terms, the revelation of THE ONE. There would be three orchestras, the first consisting of nothing but percussion and representing “the pulse of the universe’s life beat.” The other two would divide the remaining instruments into high and low groups. And there would be three overlapping movements, to be played without pause or significant variation in tempo: “I. (Past) Formation of the waters and mountains. II. (Present) Earth, evolution in nature and humanity. III. (Future) Heaven, the rise of all to the spiritual.”

  


  
    This does indeed resonate with Scriabin’s Mysterium—and with a whole antecedent line of European symphonic transcendentalism: the line of “Weltanschauungsmusik” that began with the “Representation of Chaos” at the beginning of Haydn’s Creation, reached successive milestones with Beethoven’s Ninth, Wagner’s Ring, and Mahler’s “Song of the Earth” (completed just as Ives was starting his “Universe” sketches), and culminated in the “maximal maximalism” of Scriabin, and now Ives. As if in uncanny sympathy with the Russian composer’s final project (of which he could have known nothing), Ives reached tonal saturation with aggregate chords that marked, for harmonic maximalism, the end of the line.

  


  
    But the uncanniness is only seeming: both Scriabin’s project and Ives’s were epitomes of mystical philosophies (in Ives’s case Emersonian, in Scriabin’s theosophical). For both of them the aggregate harmony logically symbolized “epitome” itself. Ives’s aggregate chord, built up from low C in the sketch depicted in Fig. 5-6, superimposes perfect fourths and tritones—or, in other words, extends to exhaustion the process of which Stravinsky’s three-note Rite-chord (as defined in chapter 3) was the beginning.

  


  
    Since a tritone equals a perfect fourth plus a semitone, the series amounts to a circle of fourths (=fifths) alternating (or added to) a “circle of semitones” (=the chromatic scale), synthesizing the two intervallic circles that exhaust the full chromatic spectrum, producing (after Scriabin’s) a second philosophy-driven saturation of musical space. Significantly enough, Ives had previously used the same all-encompassing alternation of fourths (or fifths) and tritones in the outer voices of his Psalm 24 (“The Earth is the Lord’s”), possibly composed as early as 1894, to express the earth’s “fullness”. But what marked the unexceedable limit for Scriabin prompted a new fundamental departure in Ives, who thus showed himself to be, of the two, the more committed maximalist. It set him off in pursuit of microtones.

  


  
    Usually, though by Ivesian standards overnarrowly, microtones are defined as pitch differences smaller than a semitone, the interval that has functioned in official music theory since the days of the Franks and their “Gregorian” chant, at the dawn of recorded musical history in the West, as the inviolable musical atom, the smallest pitch discrimination that is treated as meaningful in ordinary musical discourse. Once the twelve-tone, equal-tempered chromatic scale had become the standard, the commonest way of conceptually splitting this atom was to imagine it divided evenly by two, into “quarter tones.” One of the earliest experimenters in quarter tones, Ives claimed, was none other than his father George, who (according to an unconfirmable and perhaps apocryphal account in the Memos) rigged up various microtonal contraptions—one of them a box of violin strings with weights attached—to overcome the limitations of arbitrary theory and “enjoy an original relation to the universe,” as Emerson put it in his essay on self-reliance.

  


  
    As Ives observed, we hear microtones whenever we listen to “nonmusical” sounds, for they exist in unlimited unordered profusion in the untheorized world of nature. A music that incorporated microtones would thus be, in the pantheistic transcendentalist view, a more natural and “universal” music than one circumscribed by stingy official theory. Only such a music would truly give access to the transcendental greening experience at which all of Ives’s music ultimately aimed. Thus, Ives’s “Universe in Tones” would of necessity unfold through a chorus of transcendentally unified microtonal tunings:

  


  
    some perfectly tuned correct scales, some well-tempered little scales, a scale of overtones with the divisions as near as determinable by acousticon [an imaginary measuring device], scales of smaller division than a semitone, scales of uneven division greater than a whole tone, scales with no octave for several octaves,47

  


  


  
    as he put it in his somewhat bewildering memo of 1932. But all of these scales would be tuned to the same fundamental pitch, the A at the rock bottom of the piano keyboard, which would thus assume the holy Emersonian status of THE ONE.

  


  


  
    Missing, of course, was any description of the technical means by which these state-of-nature scales would be produced, for such means did not exist in 1932, which is another reason to accept Feder’s idea that the Universe Symphony was never meant to be realized in performance but rather to exist only as a work of inspiring “conceptual art.” Whether he knew it or not, Ives was placing himself in a long tradition of speculative musical thought, one that might even be characterized as Western music’s oldest and most distinguished maximalistic strain.

  


  
    The earliest “microtonalist” in the modern history of Western art music was Nicola Vicentino (1511-ca. 1576), the Italian humanist musician who invented a keyboard instrument, the arcigravicembalo, with a 53-tone scale that could reproduce the pitches of the “enharmonic genus” described by various ancient Greek theorists. The purpose of the invention was to reproduce the miraculous effects of ethos (emotional and moral influence) that ancient Greek texts attributed to the music of the time.

  


  
    Ever since the sixteenth century, there have been musicians dedicated to “just intonation”—natural tunings thought to be more capable of producing true emotional catharsis than the corrupted temperaments of modern music, which were invented to satisfy “merely musical” criteria of beauty. In the seventeenth century their ranks included the Dutch scientist and musical amateur Christiaan Huygens (1629–95), who theorized a 31-tone octave; in the eighteenth the French acoustician Joseph Sauveur (1653–1716), who published the first theoretical account of the overtone series (the harmonies of natural resonance) in 1701; and in the nineteenth the English organist Robert Holford Macdowall Bosanquet (1841–1912), who in 1875 built a harmonium tuned according to Vicentino’s specifications. The leading speculative theorist along these lines in the twentieth century was Joseph Yasser (1893–1981), a Russian-American organist and scholar who proposed a division of the octave into nineteen equal intervals.

  


  
    New composition according to just-intonation principles had to await the advent of twentiethcentury maximalism. Just intonation’s most distinctive twentiethcentury exponent was Harry Partch (1901–74), a “neohumanistic” musical dramatist whose adaptations of Greek myths were accompanied by a large instrumentarium of his own invention, tuned to a 43-interval octave. He once described himself rather acerbically as a “musician seduced into carpentry,”48 and in so doing pinpointed the gravest problem experimenters with nonstandard tunings have always faced: that of practical hardware. Nevertheless, the just-intonation line lasted throughout the twentieth century, pursued by Eivind Groven (1901–77) in Norway, and by Ben Johnston (b. 1926) and La Monte Young (b. 1935) in the United States, among others.

  


  
    The omnivorous microtonal apparatus Ives envisaged for his “Universe in Tones” seems to incorporate just-intonation components along with everything else imaginable. But in terms of practical composition, Ives belonged to the other microtonal “school,” the one that split the intervals of the artificially equal-tempered chromatic scale into smaller, equally “artificial” (because equal-tempered) units. It lacked the ancient pedigree and the “greening” impulse, and can be understood only in terms of contemporary maximalism, the late-late-romantic drive to expand the expressive—or just the technical—resources at a composer’s disposal.

  


  
    Its pre-Ivesian history was very short. Probably the earliest experimenter in the field was Julián Carrillo (1875–1965), a Mexican composer who around 1895 began research into what he called the “sonido trece” (thirteenth sound) system, involving successive splits of the semitone into quarters, eighths, and sixteenths of a tone. His first practical compositions using the system did not appear until 1922, after he had found solutions to the many attendant problems of notation and instrument-construction.

  


  
    In 1906, Ferruccio Busoni (1866–1924), a very famous Italian pianist and composer living in Germany, published a pamphlet, Entwurf einer neuen Ästhetik der Tonkunst, (“Sketch for a New Esthetic of Music”), in which he theorized the possibility of something really new: music based on a tripartite rather than a binary division of the tone (third-tones rather than semitones). He made no move at all toward implementation. The first composers to do so were the exact contemporaries Alois Hába (1893–1973), a Czech, and Ivan Wyschnegradsky (1893–1979), a Russian émigré living in Paris, both of whom experimented with sixth-and twelfth-tones that would permit the combination of Busoni’s third tones with Carrillo’s quarter tones. Like Carrillo, they began publishing their work in the 1920s.

  


  
    Thus Ives’s Three Quarter-Tone Pieces for two pianos tuned a quarter tone apart may be viewed with seemingly equal justice as Ives’s ultimate nostalgic tribute to his father and to the homespun Yankee-tinker esthetic he loved to affect, or as the one time Ives was acting as a full-fledged member of the current avantgarde, contributing to what was at the time a modest high-tech vogue. Although based to some typically indeterminable extent on old sketches, the pieces were among Ives’s latest. They were composed or completed in 1923–24 at the instigation of E. Robert Schmitz (1889–1949), a French-American pianist who ran a concert organization called the Franco-American Musical Society, which sponsored a New York performance of the second and third pieces in February 1925. Except for a single performance of a violin sonata the year before, this was Ives’s first noteworthy public hearing since The Celestial Country in 1902.

  


  ACCEPTING BOUNDARIES


  
    And yet these pieces, while technically (or at least technologically) “advanced,” were not composed in anything like an avantgarde spirit. Nowhere is there the sense, manifest in both the writings and the compositions of Hába or Carrillo, of reinventing music theory and performing practice from the ground up. There is no impulse to cast out the common practice or to replace it. Rather, there is a sense, in the outer movements, of expressively extending the common practice, and, in the “scherzoid” middle movement, of parodying it.

  


  


  
    While Ives’s solution to the hardware problem was eminently practical in that (unlike the work of all the composers named in the foregoing background sketch) it did not require the invention of any new instruments, there was one utopian feature that has been modified whenever the pieces have been publicly performed. The score presupposes that the first piano is tuned a quarter-tone sharp. Since no reputable piano tuner will agree to put so much extra stress on the instrument’s mechanism, in practice the second piano is tuned flat.

  


  
    As to the esthetic or perceptual problems that attend the use of microtones, there is not only the evidence of the score, but also an article that Ives wrote for Schmitz’s house organ, the Franco-American Music Society Bulletin in the issue of 25 March 1925, which appeared shortly after the partial premiere of his pieces. In it, Ives starts right out by disavowing the sort of radical individualism associated with modernism, in favor of a socially mediated or “communitarian” esthetic that was more in keeping with New England idealist thinking associated not only with Emerson but also with Wendell Phillips (1811–84), a leading Bostonian abolitionist and social reformer whom Ives quotes. “To go to extremes in anything,” Ives wrote with pointed irony,

  


  
    is an old-fashioned habit growing more and more useless as more and more premises of truth come before man, though to hold that music is built on unmovable, definitely known laws of tone which rule so as to limit music in all of its manifestations is better—but not much—than brushing everything aside except ecstatic ebullitions and a cigarette. Instead, why not go with Wendell Phillips (who won’t join a radical party or a conservative one) and assume that “everybody knows more than anybody.”49

  


  


  
    Next Ives cites the standard treatise on acoustics (On the Sensations of Tone [Die Lehre von den Tonempfindungen], 1877) by Hermann Ludwig Ferdinand von Helmholtz (1821–94), in which the great German physicist tried to give equal recognition to both the physical (natural) and social sources of musical theory and practice: “The system of scales, modes, and harmonic tissues,” Ives quotes (italicizing every word for emphasis),

  


  
    does not rest solely upon unalterable natural laws, but is at least partly also the result of aesthetical principles, which have already changed, and will still further change, with the progressive development of humanity.

  


  


  
    The prospect facing all who would enlarge the practice of music along microtonal lines, Ives implies, is to find a truly meaningful basis for it that neither claims the spurious authority of nature nor relies wholly on the spirit of arbitrary arrogant innovation, but that seeks to forge a new consensus between composer and listener.

  


  
    The task, then, is “the assimilation of quarter-tones with what we have now.”50 The method Ives proposes is one he claims to have adopted from his father, who “after working for some time became sure that some quarter-tone chords must be learned before quarter-tone melodies would make much sense and become natural to the ear, and so for the voice.” There follows the only technical discussion of Ivesian harmony the composer ever furnished; and inasmuch as it is corroborated by the score, it is worth quoting as a gauge of his intentions.

  


  
    Chords of four or more notes, as I hear it, seem to be a more natural basis than triads. A triad using quarter-tones, it seems to me, leans toward the sound or sounds that the diatonic ear expects after hearing the notes which must form some diatonic interval, say the fifth C-G. Thus the third note, a tone halfway between E and D sharp, enters as a kind of weak compromise to the sound expected—in other words, a chord out of tune. While if another note is added which will make a quarter-tone interval with either of the two notes, C-G, which make the diatonic interval, we have a balanced chord which, if listened to without prejudice, leans neither way, and which seems to establish an identity of its own.51

  


  


  
    After acknowledging the necessity of retaining perfect octaves and fifths even in quarter-tone music (for they are “such unrelenting masters in the realm of the physical nature of sounds”), Ives proceeds to some practical examples. Imagining a piano with two keyboards, like a harpsichord, in which the upper one is tuned a quarter tone sharp, Ives starts out with the “out of tune triad” he had considered and rejected as a basis, and then suggests the addition of an “upper” A sharp. “If listened to several times in succession,” the resulting chord

  


  
    gathers a kind of character of its own—neither major, minor, nor even diminished. A chord of these intervals, it seems to me, may form a satisfactory and reasonable basis for a fundamental chord. It has two perfect fifths, three major thirds a quarter-tone flat, with an augmented second a quarter-tone flat completing the octave. It gives a feeling of finality and supports reasonably well a simple quarter-tone melody. By quarter-tone melody I mean a succession of notes fairly evenly divided between notes in both pianos or keyboards. If the diatonic notes [that is, the normally-tuned ones on the lower keyboard] are taken as a general basis for a melody, using the quarter-tones only as passing notes, suspensions, etc., the result is not difficult for the ear to get.

  


  


  
    The chord just described, together with the kind of melody that is proposed (or supposed) to go with it, make up the basic or “normative” material of the first of Ives’s Three Pieces. It first appears in m. 18 (Ex. 5-17a), exactly as Ives described it in his article (except that the sharps have been respelled as flats). This primary quarter-tone consonance retains the perfect intervals of conventional tonal practice, and substitutes for the imperfect consonances tones that exactly split the difference between their major and minor variants. The way the E[image: Image]-B[image: Image] fifth in the first piano alternates with a D-A fifth suggests, moreover, that Ives was seeking within the quarter-tone domain for an equivalent to the major-minor opposition: an alternation between thirds and sevenths a quarter tone greater than minor ones and thirds and sevenths a quarter tone less. The dotted lines connecting notes between the parts in mm. 26–28 identify the notes in piano I as “using the quarter-tones as passing notes,” according to the prescription for intelligibility formulated in the article.

  


  
    EX. 5-17A Charles Ives, Three Quarter-Tone Pieces, first piece, mm. 18–28
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    The second movement is despite the unusual circumstances a typically nostalgic scherzoid replete with hymn-tune reminiscences (“Bringing in the Sheaves” among others), but more consistently in ragtime style, the quarter tones here parodying the sort of piano—in bars or “houses of ill repute”—on which ragtime was often, if not usually, played. The “normative consonance” makes a triumphant appearance to harmonize what sounds like a snatch from “The Battle Cry of Freedom.” The funny (or fun-filled) aspect of the piece extends to its inordinate difficulty of execution, the pianists being required to execute quick “chromatic” runs of quarter tones that amount in practice to almost impracticably rapid hockets (Ex. 5-17b).

  


  
    EX. 5-17B Charles Ives, Three Quarter-Tone Pieces, second piece, mm. 53–56
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    According to the Memos, the third piece was a reworking of an old quarter-tone “chorale” for strings that the composer variously dated 1903–1914 or 1913–1914 in different work lists. The earlier dating may have been one of those backdated bids for patent-office priority that have bedeviled Ives scholarship, for there is good internal evidence that the piece was written at least during, and probably after, the Great War. The chorale as such occupies only the first three systems, and consists mainly of showing ways in which the “normative consonance” (this time spelled the way it is described in the Memos) may be quitted and approached with smooth quarter-tone voice leading. The final phrase experiments with the application of a dominant to the quarter-tone tonic, but it is not clear how seriously: the effect may be read as a parody of wheezy church harmoniums to complement the preceding barroom piano.

  


  
    EX. 5-17C Charles Ives, Three Quarter-Tone Pieces, third piece, end
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    Beginning in m. 16, chorale gives way to passacaglia over a quarter-tone adaptation of the ancient passus duriusculus, or chromatic descent from the tonic to the lower fifth. What will prove to be the main theme of the piece begins hazily to emerge in triplets. The final page (Ex. 5-17c) is peroration: the theme returns in quarter tones, signaled by the dotted lines connecting the melody notes; at the pickup to m. 53 the theme begins again, now confined to the second piano and proceeding in semitones, only to begin yet again at the pickup to m. 55 in its original diatonic form, by which time all listeners will presumably have recognized it as “America” (“My country, ‘tis of thee”). At the culminating point (m. 56), the American hymn is trumped by the climactic line (“Aux armes, citoyens!”) from “La Marseillaise”, the French national anthem. The linkage of the two may have been no more than a graceful nod to Schmitz’s Franco-American Music Society. But the effect is serious, even moving, and the intended significance may have been greater. The same juxtaposition of national hymns is found at the climax of one of Ives’s most fervent songs, an April 1917 setting of John McCrae’s famous poem “In Flanders Fields,” a tribute to the Allied war dead—not a subject about which Ives was inclined to joke (Ex. 5-18). The ending of the Third Quarter-Tone Piece may have been intended, and can certainly be read, as a transcendental moment to transform (and perhaps embarrass) the irreverent humor that preceded it—another instance of timeless elevated substance channeled or transmuted through a new manner.

  


  
    EX. 5-18 Charles Ives, In Flanders Fields, end
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    The visionary aspect of Ives’s maximalism is the crucial one. It both impelled his radicalism and limited it, lest manner impede substance. Conceived as a medium of vital transcendental communication, Ives’s maximalism sought maximum compromise with the common practice—or rather, with the expectable expectations of listeners. He sought extension, rather than replacement, of the commonly accepted norms and aims of music, and his utopianism was tempered by acceptance of natural constraints, whether “physical” or “human.”

  


  
    Ives appealed to physical nature when, imagining a possible “fundamental chord” consisting of C and E on his lower keyboard vs. G and A[image: Image]B[image: Image] on the upper, he finally rejected it on acoustical grounds: It “has no fifth—that inexorable thing—a part of the natural laws which apparently no aesthetic principle has yet beaten out.”52 The best Ives could offer on behalf of such a chord was the hope that “some day, perhaps, an Edison, a Dempsey, or an Einstein will or will not suppress [the supremacy of the fifth] with a blow from a new natural law.” But, he implies, that day is not today.

  


  
    As to human nature, he appeals both to “natural” conservatism and to what a European would probably call typically American pragmatism when he comments that, “quarter-tones or no quarter-tones, why tonality as such should be thrown out for good I can’t see,” although, he is quick to add, “why it should be always present, I can’t see.”53 The matter is to be adjudicated not by appeals to history or trips to the patent office, but “on what one is trying to do, and on the state of mind, the time of day or other accidents of life.”

  


  
    Ironically enough, Ives’s caution—or his emphasis on the easily apprehended “substance” of the music rather than on its peculiar manner—actually stood in the way of reception at the 1925 premiere. Olin Downes, then just starting what would be a thirty-year tenure as chief music critic of the New York Times, dismissed the quarter-tone pieces by “Charles St. Ives” (as he carelessly transcribed the name from his program) as “having been thought in the customary tonal and semitonal [?] medium,” so that “the result was simply that the music sounded a good deal out of tune.”54 The critic claimed to be receptive to microtonality, but only provided the music “had a quality far more native to small divisions of tones than those heard last night.”

  


  MORE PATENT-OFFICE MODERNISM


  
    Such a music was Julián Carrillo’s. Compared with Ives’s apparent caution, his stance with regard to microtonality was uncompromising indeed. It required an enormous investment in hardware, a new system of notation, and the pitiless sacrifice of the common practice toward which Ives showed such solicitude. It was the stance of true modernism, against which Ives’s more moderate posture can be viewed in relief.

  


  


  
    Carrillo’s best known composition is the Preludio a Colón (“Prelude to Columbus”). It was composed in 1922, published (in 1944) in Henry Cowell’s New Music Quarterly, which had already served as showcase for Ives’s most radical music, and was even recorded in the 1940s by an ensemble called the Ensemble of the 13th Tone in Havana. It is scored for a chamber sextet consisting of a flute that has been adapted to produce quarter tones; a violin that (or rather a violinist who) is asked to play in quarter tones; a soprano who is asked to sing them (wordlessly); a harp that mainly plays pedal glissandos, some of them microtonal; a guitar with frets adapted to produce quarter tones; and an octavina (or guitarrón), a large bass guitar mainly used in Mexican urban popular music (mariachi) ensembles, with a long fingerboard fitted with frets that can produce eighth tones.

  


  
    The very first sentence of Carrillo’s preface to the published score proclaims his music’s claim to fame: “This ‘Preludio a Colón’ is the first composition in the world written in 16th tones.” He proceeds immediately to an explanation of the notation, which substitutes numbers for the conventional notes on a staff, since the latter cannot show intervals smaller than the semitone (and is in any case designed with diatonic modes in mind). By letting zero equal C and dividing the tone by sixteen, it is possible to fix any pitch down to the sixteenth part of a tone. If C is zero, then D is 16 (0 + 16), and E (the tonic pitch of the Preludio) is 32 (0 + 16 + 16). Continuing by whole tones, F[image: Image] will be 48 (32 + 16), F natural will be 40 (32 + 8 or 48 − 8), the quarter tone between E and F will be 36 (32 + 4 or 40 − 4), and the eighth tones on either side of the quarter tone will be 34 and 38. In other words, increments of 2 represent eighth tones, increments of 4 represent quarter tones, and so on. (Although the proud first sentence advertises sixteenth tones, they are apparently only theoretically available; pitch increments by 1 do not occur in the score.)

  


  
    Why do the musical results seem so trivial? One could answer, Ivesianly, that the manner has utterly swamped the substance; but that presumptuously presupposes knowledge of the purported substance. Or one might notice how often the melodic lines are confined to ascending and descending scales and arpeggios. Having replaced a familiar musical idiom with an exotic one, avoiding compromise with common practice yet (apparently) unwilling to impose any arbitrary constraint on the novel material, the composer (evidently) contents himself with displaying its properties, affording the audience what amounts to an extended ear-training session.

  


  
    Thus the piece opens (Ex. 5-19) with the octavina demonstrating a scale of eighth tones that (it seems) deliberately falls one-eighth short of a semitone, then proceeds to a demonstration by the violin of descending scale of quarter tones decorated with neighbors. Next, the guitar and octavina demonstrate an ascending and descending scale (or is it an arpeggio?) that proceeds by increments of 20, producing intervals of [image: Image] tone. Much later in the piece (16 measures from the end), the same pair of instruments performs a scale that proceeds by increments of 12, producing intervals of [image: Image] tone. This would seem to have interesting possibilities, since the interval in question is half of a minor third, which is half of a tritone, which is half of an octave. The resulting scale, which divides the octave into eight equal intervals, might be described as “equal-tempered octatonic,” a term that resonates with a lot of the French and Russian music written over the preceding several decades.

  


  
    Nothing is done with it, however, except to repeat it a few bars later with doublings at the major and minor third. Seven bars before the end, the flute and guitar play scales in contrary motion that alternate increments of 20 and 12; that is, they proceed by alternating the two unusual intervals ([image: Image] tone and [image: Image] tone) within an unequally divided major third. Carrillo seems to be feeling his way toward a new harmonic idiom, and taking his listeners with him step by step. But the composition as such, like a great deal of modernist or maximalist music that lacks (or shuns) a clear imaginal or expressive content, seems to devolve into a technical exercise, of interest only to the extent that the hearer is interested in the technique being exercised.

  


  
    EX. 5-19 Julián Carrillo, Preludio a Colón
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    The situation obviously recalls Ortega y Gasset’s description, quoted in chapter 2, of modernist art as “art for artists.” One wonders whether the composer would have regarded as valid the benevolently intended reaction of one critic, reviewing the recording of the piece, who praised it not as a composition but as a collection of “weird and intriguing sounds, not unlike those one hears from insect life in a field on a hot summer afternoon.”55 One suspects, rather, that the composer would have regarded as valid only a critique of his music that addressed its technical premises. It would be difficult to imagine an attitude toward musical innovation further removed from that of Ives. But if Carrillo’s Preludio a Colón is the first unequivocal instance of Ortega’s “art for artists” that we have encountered, it will surely not be the last.

  


  TRANSCENDENTALISM VS. FUTURISM


  
    Partly in connection with Henry Cowell and his New Music Quarterly, a recognizable school of American maximalists or “ultramoderns”—Carl Ruggles (1876–1971), Wallingford Riegger (1885–1961), John J. Becker (1886–1961), Dane Rudhyar (1895–1985), Ruth Crawford (or Ruth Crawford Seeger, 1901–1953), and Cowell himself—briefly came into view, seemingly ranged around Ives. If Ives seemed to dominate the group in terms of publications, it was partly because he was bankrolling the venture with his business fortune and Cowell was showing his gratitude. Nevertheless, the school was a coherent one. Its members shared both a technical orientation and an expressive purpose, which like Ives’s own may be jointly summed up as transcendental maximalism. All, that is, employed radical means toward spiritual ends.

  


  


  
    FIG. 5-7A Ruth Crawford Seeger (photograph by Fernand de Gueldre).
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    FIG. 5-7B Program for a concert of the Pan American Association of Composers, 21 April 1930.
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    Two of the group, Rudhyar and Crawford, were like Scriabin drawn to theosophy, and used their music to convey its occult concepts. Rudhyar (or Daniel Chennevière, as he was known in his native France before he emigrated to America in 1916), was a practicing astrologer. Crawford, the piano pupil of Djane Lavoie Herz (1888–1982), a Scriabin disciple who had known the Russian composer in Brussels at the height of his involvement with theosophy, was described at the beginning of her career as a member of “the Rudhyar-Scriabine faction.”56 In 1928 Cowell published a set of preludes by Crawford in the New Music Quarterly. The sixth, composed in 1927, is marked Andante mystico and dedicated “with deep love and gratitude to Djane, my inspiration.” The impulse to aggregate-completion, the ever-present sign of spiritualist maximalism, is especially clear in this piece: the two-measure righthand ostinato presents nine (out of twelve) pitch classes, and the root and fifth of the F[image: Image] minor triad arpeggiated in the left hand supply the tenth and eleventh tones. The remaining pitch class, D, is saved for the ninth measure, when the bass note shifts to G, to provide the crowning touch (Ex. 5-20).

  


  
    The unusual pedaling, deploying all three pedals so that the sostenuto pedal sustains the sound whenever the damper pedal is cleared, insures that the twelve-tone aggregate, or something close to it, is maintained as a resonance throughout. This effort to sustain the aggregate sonority apparently follows a precept of Rudhyar’s that finally makes explicit what we have long observed to be an implicit maximalist principle linking musical practice with the transcendentalist or theosophical conception of “the ONE.” This link is precisely what Rudhyar intends by the strange term “syntonistic,” when writing that

  


  
    EX. 5-20 Ruth Crawford, Prelude no. 6 (Andante mystico), beginning
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    whereas in the classical tonal music, each distinct harmony had to keep its resonance separate, in this “syntonistic” music there is in theory but one harmony, that of the whole body of Sound or of Nature, and therefore chords must be made usually to blend their resonances.57

  


  


  
    Although she never experimented with microtonality as a composer, some of Crawford’s letters describe her enthusiasm on hearing Carrillo’s work, which she found “very fascinating and moving,” and (possibly owing to her theosophical predilections) likened to something “extremely oriental, Hindu in effect.”58

  


  
    Ruggles also made aggregate-completion an explicit basis of his composing practice. The best-known example is the opening theme from the orchestral fantasia Sun-treader, published by Cowell in 1934, Ruggles’s largest work (its astrally elated title borrowed, like much in Ives, from the poetry of Robert Browning). The theme (Ex. 5-21) consists of two widely arching phrases separated by a sixteenth rest. The first presents all the pitch classes except C[image: Image]D[image: Image] (with the opening A[image: Image]-A climactically repeated in reverse), and the second presents all but B, with D[image: Image] the pitch withheld from the first phrase, now forming the very pinnacle of the melodic arc. The brackets display the many embeddings (or “imbrications,” to use current music-theory language) of the tritone-plus-fourth motif we have already noted several times as endemic to maximalistic music in many countries. Like Ives in the Universe (and Stravinsky in The Rite, as well as several other composers we will be meeting shortly), Ruggles used it as a basic constructive element.

  


  
    As for Cowell himself, his earliest (and most radical) music was written for performance at the Temple of the People, a theosophical colony, which the young composer joined in 1916, located in Halcyon, a California coastal town somewhat to the north of Santa Barbara. The community patriarch, John Varian, installed a giant harp in his home to represent the mythical harp of life on which the Celtic gods had played. The notion of that cosmic music, and the Irish myths that Varian retold in his poems, inspired in Cowell, the precocious son of an Irish immigrant, the work that made his early fame.

  


  
    EX. 5-21 Carl Ruggles, Sun-treader, openingtheme
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    Cowell took a more direct approach to aggregates, producing them by laying palms, fists, and forearms on the piano keyboard. The results, called “elbow music”59 by detractors, and “concordances of many closelying notes” or “secundal harmonies” by their more pretentious admirers, became celebrated as “tone clusters,” the term Cowell devised for them in 1921. The playing technique as such, which Cowell probably discovered the way countless other children discover it, went perhaps a decade further back. Cowell notated it for the first time in Adventures in Harmony, a “novelette” for piano written (or written down) in 1913, when the composer was fifteen or sixteen, at the request of his piano teacher, who was a devoted member of the Halcyon temple.
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    FIG. 5-8 Henry Cowell.

  


  


  
    The first piece Cowell composed after he joined the temple himself was The Tides of Manaunaun, first played in the summer of 1917 as part of the music to accompany a Halcyon pageant called The Building of Banba, a dramatization of the Irish creation myth. The “story according to John Varian,” printed above the music when it was published in 1922, recounts that

  


  
    Manaunaun was the god of motion, and long before the creation, he sent forth tremendous tides, which swept to and fro through the universe, and rhythmically moved the particles and materials of which the gods were later to make the suns and worlds.

  


  


  
    The music consists of a jiglike tune in the natural minor mode (hence identifiably “Irish”), accompanied by forearm clusters spanning two octaves.

  


  
    The split-level effect, one hand confined to traditional modes and scales, the other to clusters, was dictated by the motivating poetic idea, which Cowell and Varian represented in many variants. Another Halcyon tone-cluster piece, Voice of Lir, portrayed the father of the gods, whose commands for creating the universe were only half understood since he had only half a tongue. Therefore, according to Varian’s legend, “for everything that has been created there is an unexpressed and concealed counterpart.” This simple dichotomy between the precisely formed and the inchoate was a “natural” for depiction in the usual Cowellesque way, playing simple folk tunes against clusters. Cowell’s apparent nonchalance with regard to stylistic discrepancy, and his indifference to (or at least his unironic acceptance of) the seeming mélange of “advanced” and “regressive” techniques, is another indication, like those we have encountered in Ives, that maximalism (especially, perhaps, when practiced by Americans) could stand entirely apart from the aesthetic of modernism.

  


  
    But there was another side to Cowell. Another poetic idea motivated another kind of cluster music, the “futurist” kind, stimulated by a short trip to New York in the fall of 1916, where he met another notorious maximalist of the day, the phenomenally long-lived Leo Ornstein (1893–2002). Ornstein, an immigrant from Russia, made music that celebrated—or at least was obsessed with—speed, aggression, and the mechanization of modern life. He gave sensational piano recitals at which he assaulted audiences (to their great delight) with modestly clustery pieces bearing titles like Suicide in an Airplane (1913, Ex. 5-22b) and Wild Men’s Dance (1915, Ex. 5-22a). These pieces were as of then the most spectacular musical responses to the call put out by the futuristi, a boisterous group of Italian artists headed by the poet Emilio Marinetti (1876–1944) and the painter Luigi Russolo (1885–1947), for an “Art of Noises” that would replace all conventional music as the appropriate sonic representation of the machine age.

  


  
    A title like Wild Men’s Dance (later amended to Danse sauvage) might sound more like primitivism than futurism, but as the composer and Cowell scholar Michael Hicks has observed, “in musical terms, futurism and primitivism are the same,”60 quoting as clincher Ornstein’s own avowal that he used clusters in his futuristic compositions to “project the dark brooding quality” that for him characterized “prehistoric man.” Cowell provided another confirmation when he changed the title of one of his compositions from the futuristic Dash to the primitivistic Tiger.

  


  
    In a spirit of friendly competition with Ornstein, Cowell produced Dynamic Motion (1916, Ex. 5-23), which at first he announced to audiences as an evocation of the New York subway. It brought him publicity—“at the finish,” one reviewer reported in 1922, “three women lay in a dead faint in the aisle and no less than ten men had refreshed themselves [illegally, Prohibition being then in force] from the left hip”61—and eventual patronage, which enabled him to launch his important publishing activities. But for Cowell, futurism was a passing fling. His predilection, like Ives’s, was more for the pastoral and spiritual mode than the urban, materialist one. As his career went on, he retreated considerably from his maximalist phase, seeking (as he put it to a reporter in 1955) “an amalgamation of the techniques introduced from about 1908 to about 1930, combined with the familiar elements, producing a literature with more substance, but less individual distinctions.”62 By then he was far from alone, as we shall see.

  


  
    EX. 5-22A Leo Ornstein, Danse sauvage
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    EX. 5-22B Leo Ornstein, Suicide in an Airplane
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    EX. 5-23 Henry Cowell, Dynamic Motion, mm. 1–18
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    But his “retreat” was already in full swing by the 1920s, for which reason Cowell is often taken less than seriously by historians in the romantic-modernist tradition. Only his cluster pieces are treated as “historic,” and even then the “futuristic” ones are given preference over the “Celtic” ones, despite the evidence that this weighting reverses Cowell’s own scale of values. He has been overridden, or overruled, by “history”—which is to say, by historians. Having an inkling that this would be the case, Cowell began backdating his early compositions very much the way Ives has been accused of doing, assigning The Tides of Manaunaun, for example, to 1912, which gave him a clear year’s priority over Ornstein, and ensured his place in the history books.

  


  
    Yet was it a retreat? Was the up-to-dateness of Dynamic Motion clearly superior, artistically, to what may seem the quaintness of The Tides of Manaunaun? As early as 1933 the critic Nicolas Slonimsky called Cowell’s Celtic pieces “audaciously conservative.”63 It was an apt characterization, and one that would go on describing Cowell until his death thirty-two years later. The clever contradiction in terms betrays many ambivalences; and so did Cowell’s own behavior, as when he told his interviewer that “substance” (that Ivesian word!) does not depend on “individual distinctions,” but at the same time rewrote his autobiography so as to polish his innovative image.

  


  
    But then the very same ambivalence haunted the very outset of this chapter, with its contradictory quotations from Emerson. It had a long history in America, where—as Hicks has noted, echoing an insight voiced a century and a half earlier by Alexis de Tocqueville in De la démocratie en Amérique (Democracy in America, 1835)—there has always been felt a contradictory yet “insatiable need to be both an individual and a conformist, selfsufficient yet bound to the canons of civilization.”64 But it was also an ambivalence, born of modernism and its conflicting demands, that would presently be felt throughout the world of art.

  


  


  CHAPTER 6

  Inner Occurrences (Transcendentalism, III)


  SCHOENBERG, WEBERN, AND EXPRESSIONISM; ATONALITY


  


  
    Art is the cry of distress uttered by those who experience at first hand the fate of mankind. Who are not reconciled to it, but come to grips with it …. Who do not turn their eyes away, to shield themselves from emotions, but open them wide, so as to tackle what must be tackled. Who do, however, often close their eyes, in order to perceive things incommunicable by the senses, to envision within themselves the process that only seems to be in the world outside. The world revolves within—inside them: what bursts out is merely the echo—the work of art.1

  


  


  
    —ARNOLD SCHOENBERG (1910)

  


  REJECTING SUCCESS


  
    I the middle of chapter 1 we stole a glance at a tiny song, Erwartung (“Anticipation”), by Arnold Schoenberg, composed in 1899 (Ex. 1-9). Its purpose there was to illustrate Jugendstil, “decadent” sensuality at its prettiest. It also illustrated the device of “the smallest link”—the use of half-step neighbors to create “color chords” that had no theoretical “textbook” standing as harmonic entities, but that were justified by the logic of voice leading. Compared with the gigantic symphonies of Mahler or the bloated one-act operas of Strauss, its immediate companions in that chapter, the song seemed modest in the extreme. There was little in it to suggest that its composer would eventually take transcendental maximalism to its furthest, most threatening extreme, or that as a pedagogue he would play an unparalleled role in its dissemination.
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    FIG. 6-1 Arnold Schoenberg, by Egon Schiele.

  


  


  
    Schoenberg’s whole career was fraught with ironies, contradictions, and ambiguities, beginning with the paradox that one of the outstanding academic music theorists and composition teachers of the twentieth century was himself self-taught. By the time he wrote Erwartung the Vienna-born Schoenberg had had little musical instruction beyond the violin lessons, starting at age eight, that were typically thrust on middle-class Jewish boys. Later he taught himself cello and played in amateur quartets and orchestras. His early composing consisted of imitating the violin duos he was assigned as a child, and arranging pieces to play with his companions. He had some informal instruction in harmony from one of his playing partners, but when it came to composing in “classical” forms, he had to look them up in an encyclopedia.

  


  
    In 1895, Schoenberg, then working as a bank clerk, showed some of his early efforts to Alexander von Zemlinsky (1871–1942), a young conservatory-trained composer who was conducting one of the amateur orchestras in which Schoenberg played. Zemlinsky gave his friend a few lessons in counterpoint and some general advice, and that was the extent of Schoenberg’s “formal” training. A string quartet that Schoenberg wrote while consulting with Zemlinsky (who later became his brother-in-law) was accepted for performance in 1897. With that, lessons came to an end. Zemlinsky having declared him an equal, from then on Schoenberg lived the life of a professional, albeit usually unemployed, composer.

  


  
    He earned his living over the next several years by conducting amateur choruses and orchestrating operettas (never having had any official instruction at all in conducting or orchestration), and in his spare time composed two works that are now recognized as masterpieces. One was Verklärte Nacht, op. 4 (“Transfigured night,” 1899), a tone poem scored, unusually, not for orchestra but for string sextet, as if Schoenberg were deliberately casting himself as heir to both the “New German” tradition of programmatic composition in the spirit of Liszt, Wagner, and Strauss, and the “Classical” chamber-music tradition of Brahms.

  


  
    Its program followed the plot of a narrative poem by Richard Dehmel, the same poet who wrote the text of the song Erwartung. Vienna’s leading “decadent,” Dehmel enjoyed a reputation for daring subject matter and Verklärte Nacht was no exception. It tells of a magnanimous man who forgives the woman he loves illicitly for becoming pregnant by her lawfully wedded but unloved husband. In Schoenberg’s musical interpretation, the man’s promise to accept the child as his transforms the anguished mood of the tone poem’s D-minor beginning into a radiant D major that gleams with the starlight of natural and artificial harmonics.

  


  
    Though certainly up-to-date, the music of Verklärte Nacht was in no way ahead of its time. Nevertheless, it achieved a scandalous reputation when the very conservative Wiener Tonkünstlerverein (Vienna Musicians’ Club), which had sponsored the performance of his early quartet, rejected the tone poem for containing what its jury considered to be a compositional error (Ex. 6-1): a chord that might arguably be analyzed as a dominant-ninth chord in “fourth inversion” (ninth in the bass), but which—like the “color chord” in the song Erwartung—is better justified as the product of voice leading by semitones in all voices in contrary motion.

  


  
    At least Schoenberg claimed that the score was rejected for this reason, in an essay he wrote almost half a century later (from which the example, asterisk and all, was taken).2 It seems at least as likely that it was rejected because of its risqué subject matter. But whatever the reason for it, this experience seems to have equipped Schoenberg with the resentment and the sense of alienation that a modernist giant needs. From then on, in a transformation that dated almost precisely from the turn of the century, it became a point of pride and principle with Schoenberg and his pupils (like Berg, whose early aggregate harmony was discussed in chapter 4) always to be pushing the envelope of stylistic and technical innovation.

  


  
    EX. 6-1 Offending passage from Arnold Schoenberg, Verklärte Nacht
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    Even so, like any “maximalist’s,” Schoenberg’s expressive aims remained those of his forebears, and were readily recognizable as such even when his stylistic and technical means were selfconsciously advanced. That is why the other masterpiece of his early years, a vast cantata called Gurrelieder (“Songs of Gurre”) for five solo voices, a speaker, three male choruses, a double (eight-part) mixed chorus, and an orchestra containing four flutes, four piccolos, five oboes, seven clarinets, three bassoons, two contrabassoons, ten horns, seven trumpets, seven trombones, four harps, twelve percussionists, and strings to match, was such a great success when it was finally performed.

  


  
    Based on a volume of poems by the Danish romantic writer Jens Peter Jacobsen that purported to retell a set of Nordic myths like the ones in Wagner’s Ring (but in a “decadent” erotic manner reminiscent of Tristan und Isolde), the work was composed over the course of a single year (March 1900-March 1901). The orchestration took much longer. Schoenberg worked on it until 1903, when, despairing of ever getting the work performed, he turned to other projects. He did not return to it until 1910, by which time his reputation had grown to the point where a performance could be secured. He completed the scoring in 1911, and the work was finally heard the next year.

  


  
    It was received with amazement and delight by a public already used to Mahler and Strauss. The self-taught composer exhibited astounding mastery of every branch of compositional technique, not excluding counterpoint (for the gigantic final chorus is cast as a double canon). Having put himself so thoroughly through the mill, he now appeared to many as virtually the miller-in-chief. One who thought so was Richard Strauss, who had exerted his influence on Schoenberg’s behalf after seeing the first orchestrated excerpts from Gurrelieder as early as 1901. He secured a government stipend to see the younger man through the task of scoring the colossal work, and then got Schoenberg his first teaching job (the first of many) at a private conservatory in Berlin.

  


  
    But by 1912, Schoenberg’s style had undergone a remarkable metamorphosis, and he no longer thought Gurrelieder a representative (or a particularly valuable) composition. He famously refused to acknowledge the audience’s applause, preferring alienation to acclaim. He offended his erstwhile benefactor Strauss as well, publicly chiding him for failing to make a comparable stylistic advance. His intransigent stance became a modernist paradigm. Combined with his awesome technical command and his increasingly prestigious teaching posts, it invested Schoenberg with a moral authority that made him influential out of all proportion to the frequency with which his music was ever performed.

  


  EXPRESSION BECOMES AN “ISM”


  
    The problem with Gurrelieder, so far as Schoenberg was concerned, was not merely its public appeal but its very public (“extrovert”) orientation. Mythic pageantry was certainly a viable and time-honored manifestation of romanticism, but Schoenberg’s artistic isolation had wed him to an older and, he thought, truer romantic attitude. Indeed, Schoenberg’s was an updated and intensified version of the original German romantic attitude, the one associated musically with Beethoven (as interpreted by critics such as E. T. A. Hoffmann), and with the “Schubert circle.”

  


  


  
    These early romantics saw the highest, most serious purpose of art in expressing and achieving a unique human subjectivity, the quality they described as Innigkeit, “inwardness.” Only through artistic creation—or, failing that, through artistic empathy—does one truly become a person, according to this very pure romantic view. But only an art that is uniquely personal can be the vehicle through which true personhood—a truly “inner” expressive freedom or “autonomy”—is achieved and communicated. Such art was by nature very difficult both to create and to understand, since it demanded the resolute avoidance of traits that made artworks (and their creators) seem similar to one another rather than different and unique. In a word, it demanded the rejection of conventions.

  


  
    The task that confronted artists who returned to this goal a hundred years after Beethoven and Schubert was more difficult yet, since the stylistic departures that distinguished the work of the early romantics had long since become conventional. Even the music that had seemed to mark the furthest extreme of originality and personal idiosyncrasy at the beginning of the century—Mahler’s and Strauss’s—had become socially accepted and (in Schoenberg’s view) conventional by 1911, when the composer wrote to the painter Wassily Kandinsky, then a close friend, a famous letter that reads today like a public manifesto: “One must express oneself! Express oneself directly! Not one’s taste or one’s upbringing, or one’s intelligence, knowledge, or skill. Not all these acquired characteristics, but that which is inborn, instinctive.”3

  


  
    As Schoenberg came to see it, all that Gurrelieder had displayed, with its gaudy orchestration and ostentatious counterpoint, was taste, intelligence, knowledge, and skill. Worse, the emotions so stunningly portrayed—the amorous ecstasy, the blasphemous rage, the ghostly horror, the glorious elation—were not Schoenberg’s but those of Jacobsen’s characters. They were “anyone’s” emotions, and they were expressed in terms that anyone could have learned from models in Wagner and Strauss. Nor were the oratorio’s plot and action, being external to the emotions, a valid subject for art, which to be authentic must henceforth concern itself, Schoenberg now decreed, with “the representation of inner occurrences”4 alone.

  


  
    Schoenberg first used this phrase in a lecture he delivered in 1928, to account for the unprecedented turns his art had taken since the time of his early and (he now thought) spurious success. It was his definition of “expressionism,” a term that over the course of a decade or so had become fairly common as a describer of contemporary German art, and that is now part of the standard art historian’s vocabulary. It is less often used in connection with music; but when it is, it is invariably applied to Schoenberg. As long as he accepted it himself, however belatedly, it seems fair to adopt it here, especially as his outburst to Kandinsky, quoted above, was perhaps the best capsule summary ever made of expressionist aims.

  


  ART AND THE UNCONSCIOUS


  
    It seems an even better one, and even more exactly suggests the difference between expressionism and the earlier (“Hoffmannesque”) romantic concept from which it grew, when the sentence that immediately precedes it is reinstated. “Art,” declared Schoenberg to Kandinsky, “belongs to the unconscious!”5 He was using, as we would now say, a “buzzword.” Expressionism, especially as preached and practiced in Schoenberg’s Vienna, cannot be fully understood apart from the psychoanalytical movement that sprang up at the same time and in the same place. Both movements had the same compelling if paradoxical aim: to explore the human unconscious, in the one case through scientific inquiry, in the other through art.

  


  


  
    But how can one consciously do that? According to Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), the founder of psychoanalysis, the “inner occurrences” that conditioned human subjectivity, and therefore provided the most authentic subject matter for expressionist art, were governed by emotions, drives, and wishes of which the human subject was unaware, often because they were socially unacceptable and therefore repressed from consciousness. Thus the expressionist artist’s subversive task was to portray something—or rather, the results of something—that was hidden not only from others but even from the one doing the portraying.

  


  
    As Schoenberg put it in a program note accompanying one of his most radical expressionist works, Five Orchestral Pieces, op. 16 (1909; first performed in London in 1912), “the music seeks to express all that swells in us subconsciously like a dream.”6 Even before one asks how one is to make such subject matter intelligible or communicable, and even before one shudders at the thought of the nightmares such art might communicate, one has to ask how such a subject matter can even be apprehended by the artist’s own conscious creative faculty. How can one express what is unknowable?

  


  
    That is the expressionist version of the old romantic conundrum of “absolute music”—music that describes the indescribable and expresses the inexpressible—updated for the psychoanalytical age. Absolute music achieved this feat, in Hoffmann’s inimitable phrase, by becoming the “secret Sanskrit of the soul.” Schoenberg faced an even harder task. Sanskrit, the ancient liturgical language of the Hindus, a dead and distant tongue that for Hoffmann symbolized everything esoteric, was after all a “natural language,” a real medium of communication. To realize the demands of expressionism without compromise would entail the old philosophers’ riddle of a “private language,” a manifest contradiction in terms. Or was it? Could one, truly recording one’s “inner occurrences” and doing full justice to their uniqueness, utter anything but nonsense? Can something truly and totally unique ever be communicated?
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    FIG. 6-2 Sigmund Freud’s study at his house in Maresfield Gardens, London, 1938–1939.

  


  


  
    It would be better to leave these inevitable paradoxes to one side for now. We will have to return to them—repeatedly—because Schoenberg’s work posed with particular urgency and clarity the cursed question of intelligibility, alias “comprehensibility” (to use the word he himself preferred) or “accessibility” (to use more recent critical language). It is a question that has always dogged modernist art, and in the wake of Schoenberg’s influence the question achieved the dimensions of a crisis. But first we must trace the process through which Schoenberg—courageously? quixotically?—attempted to meet the impossibly contradictory demands that art and history, as he envisioned them, were making not only on him, but on all artists who aspired to authenticity.

  


  “EMANCIPATION OF DISSONANCE”


  
    In later life, Schoenberg liked to say that the musical explorations that made him notorious were thrust upon him against his will. Generalizing from what he perceived to be his own experience, he made bold to assert that “Art is born of ‘I must,’ not ‘I can.’”7 There was a certain pomposity to the claim. It smacked of Hegel’s “world-historical” figure, the unconscious or unwilling servant of history’s grand design. But there was a kernel of biographical truth in it as well. It is a fact that a period of severe psychological disturbance immediately preceded Schoenberg’s most radically maximalist phase. In 1906–1907 he suffered a major depression, one of several such periods that made his creative output sporadic. (The catalogue of no other comparably productive composer includes so many unfinished works.) His wife, neglected, deserted him and their two small children for a lover, the expressionist painter Richard Gerstl, who committed suicide when she returned to Schoenberg (the composer having also seriously if briefly contemplated taking his own life).

  


  


  
    This turbulent episode has often been singled out as the catalyst of Schoenberg’s new and radical idiom. While it may be doubted whether the composer’s emotional and marital upheavals could in themselves have furnished him with musical ideas, let alone a theory of art, the extremity and the sheer violence of the style that emerged—for many, its most compelling aspects—may well have been conditioned by the extremity and violence of the emotions for which Schoenberg now sought an expressive or confessional outlet. The specific means through which Schoenberg sought to realize these ends, however, were conditioned by his knowledge and experience as a musician.

  


  
    With Schoenberg, equally important and influential as a composer and as a music theorist and pedagogue, we have a unique opportunity to compare theory with practice, particularly at this early phase of his career when he incorporated his most radical artistic ideas directly into his theoretical writings. The most important of these was the Harmonielehre (“Textbook of harmony”), which appeared in 1911 as the distillation of nine years of teaching experience, during which time his pupils had included Alban Berg (1885–1935) and Anton von Webern (1883–1945), who as composers would join Schoenberg in his quests and are now regarded as forming, with him, what amounts to an expressionist “school” (sometimes referred to as the “Second Viennese School” by those who have sought to put them in a direct line of succession from the “school” of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven).

  


  
    The Harmonielehre is a basic course. It begins like any other harmony textbook with elementary instruction on major and minor scales, triads and inversions, progressions, modulations, and the like. Its final section, however, deals with what was at the time avowedly experimental material; and this concluding portion begins, very significantly, with a brief chapter, “Consonance and Dissonance,” in which that most categorical harmonic distinction is boldly relativized. The first two sentences in this chapter declare the expressionist bias of the whole book: “Art in its most primitive state is a simple imitation of nature. But it quickly becomes imitation of nature in the wider sense of this idea, that is, not merely imitation of outer but also of inner nature.”8 Schoenberg’s discussion of consonance and dissonance is actually a veiled description of his own recent music, cast artfully (and perhaps ironically recalling the Wagnerian slogans of old) as a speculation on what the future may have in store. The difference, he asserts, is only a matter of degree, not of kind. Consonance and dissonance are no more opposites than two and ten are opposites, as the frequency numbers (i.e., the measurable ratios of the overtone series) indeed show; and the expressions “consonance” and “dissonance,” insofar as they signify an antithesis, are false. It all simply depends on the growing ability of the analyzing ear to familiarize itself with the remote overtones, thereby expanding the conception of what is euphonious, suitable for art, so that it embraces the whole natural phenomenon.

  


  
    What today is remote can tomorrow be close at hand; it is all a matter of whether one can get closer. And the evolution of music has followed this course: it has drawn into the stock of artistic resources more and more of the harmonic possibilities inherent in the tone.

  


  
    So if I continue to use the expressions “consonance” and “dissonance,” even though they are unwarranted, I do so because there are signs that the evolution of harmony will, in a short time, prove the inadequacy of this classification.9

  


  
    Dissonances, Schoenberg proposes, are simply “the more remote consonances.” It is a first step toward liberating musical thinking from convention—“from one’s taste or one’s upbringing, or one’s intelligence, knowledge, or skill,” as Schoenberg put it to Kandinsky the same year that the Harmonielehre was published—and opening it up to “that which is inborn, instinctive.”

  


  
    Schoenberg called the logical conclusion (and the practical result) toward which such thinking aimed the “emancipation of dissonance.”10 The term has excellent political “vibes,” especially when one considers that it is the composer, rather than “dissonance” itself, that is liberated by such a turn. As far as dissonance itself is concerned, it is not so much liberated as conceptually erased. (What are the implications of such erasure for listening? Is the listener liberated along with the composer? Let us repress these questions for now, on Freud’s assurance that what is repressed must inevitably return.) As the concluding chapters of the Harmonielehre confirm, the first result of the “emancipation of dissonance” is the composer’s absolution from the obligation to resolve complex harmonies into simpler ones.

  


  THEORY AND PRACTICE


  
    So much for the theory. To observe it in practice, we can return to the harmonic progression we encountered at the beginning of the song Erwartung. Such progressions, in which “color chords” arise from the use of multiple neighbor tones, occur time and again in Schoenberg’s early songs. The one in Ex. 6-2 comes from Der Wanderer (“The wanderer”), op. 6, no. 8, a Nietzsche setting that dates from 1905. In the context of E-flat major, the unusual chord achieves both its intelligibility and its poetic effect from its easily apprehended relationship to the tonic triad.

  


  


  
    EX. 6-2 Arnold Schoenberg, Der Wanderer, Op. 6, no. 8, mm. 9–11
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    Six years later, in the Harmonielehre, Schoenberg suggests that such chords no longer need justification by voice leading. In a passage that is famous for its sardonic wit, he cites some strong dissonances in one of Bach’s motets that conservative musicians (he calls them “aestheticians,” upholders of beauty) would surely decry in a modern composition, and a celebrated example from Mozart’s G-minor Symphony (Ex. 6-3). He notes that in all cases they are products of “nonharmonic tones” on their way to resolution; but he takes special satisfaction in pointing out that Mozart’s chord (almost exactly like the ones cited in Ex. 6-2 from Schoenberg’s own music), which functions as an “incomplete neighbor” (that is, an appoggiatura), lacks a preparation.

  


  
    EX. 6-3 Arnold Schoenberg, Harmonielehre, examples 232 and 233
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    Casting himself in solidarity with Mozart, Schoenberg speculates on what prompted such licenses. Mozart emerges in Schoenberg’s description as something of an expressionist himself, creating “according to the laws of his nature” despite the protests of the uncreative upholders of convention. But more significant, perhaps, is Schoenberg’s assertion that a continual evolution in musical style led from Mozart’s innovations to his own, making them not only predictable but inevitable—which is another way of saying that they were necessary. Whereas even in Mozart “such harmonies have been used almost exclusively where they can be explained as passing tones and the like,” for the composer of the present, “they are henceforth just chords”; and he adds, even more ominously, that “they are only superficially annexed to the old system, for they are judged according to a different principle, according to their origin, and are not referred to roots.”11

  


  
    Why ominously? Because if such chords are no longer dependent for their understanding and use on their relationship to functional harmonies (i.e., harmonies with roots), and if they can succeed one another with all the freedoms of consonances, then the whole system of functions, undergirding what at least since the seventeenth century had provided music with its “tonality,” becomes moot. And indeed, one of the closing chapters in the Harmonielehre—significantly, it is the first chapter in which Schoenberg cites his own works as examples—bears the title über schwebende und aufgehobene Tonalität (“On Fluctuating and Suspended Tonality”).

  


  
    The former, fluctuating tonality, is a key that is suggested though never fully established through a cadence, and is therefore inherently unstable. The prime example, unsurprisingly, is the Prelude to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. Suspended tonality, for which Schoenberg cites precedents in “classical development sections,” is a situation in which no key at all is forecast. Rather than harmony, what holds such music together will be the coherence of the thematic material: its motivic consistency “creates the opportunity for such harmonic looseness through its characteristic figurations.”12

  


  ATONALITY?


  
    These are the conditions under which music becomes, in a word that has become standard terminology over Schoenberg’s objections, “atonal.” Schoenberg objected to the word because its connotations were purely negative: merely to say what something is not is a far cry from saying what it is. He preferred to call his music “pantonal,” suggesting a single transcendent, all-encompassing tonality rather than the mere avoidance of custom, but the term failed to catch on. Other candidates that have been proposed over the years—“contextual,” “motivic”—have fared even less well. Like “Gregorian chant” and “English horn,” “atonal music” is one of those historically sanctioned misnomers we have to live with. Resigning ourselves to it, however, should not dull our perception of its inadequacy or its disadvantages.

  


  


  
    The greatest disadvantage has been the creation of a spurious and very misleading antonym—“tonal music”—that has arisen in the wake of the polemics surrounding “atonality.” The term never existed (because it never had any reason to exist) during the “common practice” period it ostensibly describes. Its crude lumping effect has all too often discouraged precise distinctions and clear conceptualization.

  


  
    For one thing, the polemical question “tonal vs. atonal” often intrudes needlessly into discussions of consonance vs. dissonance, or of chromatic vs. diatonic, and confuses the issues. The definition of tonality rests neither on levels of consonance nor on degrees of chromaticism, but on the functional differentiation of scale degrees. If high chromaticism is taken as a sign of atonality, then the Prelude to Tristan und Isolde might be regarded as an example (or, perhaps, a harbinger) of atonality, when in fact few compositions depend more clearly or crucially on functional distinction between the dominant (in this case endlessly prolonged) and the tonic (in this case excruciatingly withheld).

  


  
    Similarly, if high dissonance is taken as a sign of atonality, then the “horror fanfares” in the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony might be regarded as an example or a harbinger of atonality, when in fact their whole effect depends on our recognizing an actual collision between the tonic and the diminished seventh on its leading tone (a common substitute for the dominant that preserves and even intensifies its functional tendency). In fact, both Wagner’s composition and Beethoven’s (indeed, Wagner and Beethoven themselves) have been advanced as harbingers of atonality by those intent on giving Schoenberg’s practices a historical justification. Such a tendentious exploitation of the term is already evidence of its deleterious potential: calling Beethoven or Wagner “atonal” hardly enhances our understanding of them, or even of Schoenberg.

  


  
    But now consider a composition based entirely on the whole-tone scale (as Ex. 2-8, Debussy’s “Voiles”, comes close to being). As long as it remains within the confines of the scale it will contain no chromaticism, and its dissonance can only be relatively mild, since minor seconds, major sevenths, and even perfect fourths are excluded from its vocabulary. And yet (as we learned in chapter 2) the whole-tone scale, which contains neither perfect intervals nor semitones, and in which all the steps are equal, can assign no functional differentiation to its degrees and support no traditionally functional cadences. Thus traditional tonal relations can be effectively challenged without any chromaticism or dissonance, while a high level of chromaticism and dissonance can actually serve to enhance our awareness of tonal functions.

  


  
    Everything depends on how chromaticism, or dissonance, or any other musical characteristic, is handled. And that signals another danger. Terms like “tonal” and “atonal” are often mistakenly thought to refer to inherent qualities of music rather than compositional practices, and (as in the case of consonance and dissonance) to place in categorical opposition what is better viewed on a continuum. Can we actually draw a categorical line between “tonal” and “atonal” and pinpoint its crossing with precision? Do we know what we mean when we say that one piece (or even one composer) is more or less “tonal” than another? Are we stating a fact or making an interpretation?

  


  
    As our present discussion of Schoenberg’s music continues, and in chapters to come, it should become evident that in music, as in so many other arenas, a priori insistence on black-and-white distinctions is intellectually counterproductive. It hinders observation, desensitizes the mind to nuances and ambiguities, and reduces analysis to crude pigeonholing, lowering rather than enhancing its cognitive benefit. Experience teaches us that life is lived (and art is created) in infinite shades of gray.

  


  
    So to understand what Schoenberg meant when he spoke of his breakthrough into a “pantonal” idiom, one where tonality is permanently fluctuating (or permanently suspended), we need to evaluate the relevant musical procedures and their results, but we also need to inquire further as to the reasons why Schoenberg—both as a musician and, more generally, as an artist—felt the need for just these procedures. Only in this way will we end up with a precise and positive concept and avoid the intellectual black hole into which empty negative categories like “atonality” can beckon us.

  


  “CONTEXTUALITY”


  
    One strategy might be to observe a single motivic entity operating in Schoenberg’s music both in a context where it has differentiated degree functions and in one where it does not. A clue toward finding such a motive comes from a composition by Berg, a Kammerkonzert (“Chamber concerto”) for violin, piano, and thirteen wind instruments, which he composed in 1923–1925 and offered to Schoenberg as a belated fiftieth-birthday present. It opens with a five-bar motto in which Berg, using the German pitch-letter associations familiar from the famous BACH cipher (B[image: Image]-A-C-B), encoded Schoenberg’s name, Webern’s name, and his own name as musical themes played respectively by the piano, the violin, and a French horn from the accompanying band (Ex. 6-4):
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    EX. 6-4 Alban Berg, motto from the Kammerkonzert
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    Berg’s compliment to his teacher, as he pointed out in a letter, hinged on the fact that the notes in the names of Webern and Berg are all included in that of Schoenberg (a feature that the later musical development would make conspicuous).13 But he was not the first in the Schoenberg circle to use the pitch-letter code to construct thematic material. Schoenberg himself had long made a habit of it. And what is more, he often used his own name for the purpose, as if signing his work. Indeed, he may have got the idea in the first place from being an enthusiastic amateur painter. Alternatively (or simultaneously), the cipher of his name may have symbolically or superstitiously embodied for Schoenberg the essence of his singular identity, the “inborn, instinctive self” which (as we know from his letter to Kandinsky) he regarded as the true subject matter of any artist’s—any true artist’s—art.

  


  
    Varieties of the motif with which Berg began his Chamber Concerto can be found in many of Schoenberg’s early works. Since most of the time he used only the six tones derived from his surname—E[image: Image] (“Es” in German), C, B (“h” in German), B[image: Image] E, G—this particular group of notes is often informally called the “Eschbeg set” in the voluminous analytical literature that has grown up around his work. Perhaps its earliest occurrence (Ex. 6-5) was sighted by the music analyst Allen Forte in one of the songs from Schoenberg’s op. 6 (the set from which Ex. 6-2 above is also drawn).14 It is the beginning of the third item in the opus, Mädchenlied (“The maiden’s song”) to a poem by Paul Remer, composed in October 1905.

  


  
    In this early instance, every note in the Eschbeg set can be assigned a function within the signature key of E minor, which is why E[image: Image] and B[image: Image] are spelled D[image: Image] and A[image: Image]. That, plus the fact that this is the earliest known occurrence of the set, plus the presence in the passage of a single note that is foreign to the set (the F[image: Image] in the right hand on the second beat of m. 1), might seem to weaken the argument that Schoenberg was employing his signature set as a pitch source “with premeditation” (to use the precise vocabulary of criminal law). On the other hand, the frequency with which the set occurs from this point forward in Schoenberg’s work has been cited by some as sufficient evidence of his premeditation, even the first time.

  


  
    EX. 6-5 Arnold Schoenberg, Mädchenlied, Op. 6, no. 3, beginning
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    But there is no need to insist upon or argue the point. Even if we concede that this early occurrence was coincidental (or, to take the middle ground, that his early unpremeditated use of the set might, on reflection, have prompted Schoenberg’s later premeditated usages), the passage still affords us the comparison we seek between functional and nonfunctional—or if you must, “tonal” and “atonal”—deployments of the same group of tones, so that we may discover the particular (“positive”) properties of “atonal” syntax.

  


  
    For the nonfunctional counterpart we can turn to one of Schoenberg’s most famous compositions, the last movement of his Second String Quartet, op. 10 (1907–1908), the work with which his “expressionist” style is often said to begin. As he had previously done in Verklärte Nacht, he transferred to the chamber medium devices more often found in contemporary orchestral music. Following the example of Mahler, who had ended his Second Symphony with two movements in which the instrumental ensemble suddenly accompanies the singing of a text, Schoenberg added a soprano solo to the concluding movements of the Second Quartet, singing poems by Stefan George (1868–1933), Germany’s leading avantgarde poet.

  


  
    The slow movement, a theme and variations in a very chromatic but still functioning G[image: Image] major, incorporates a setting of “Litanei,” a quasi-religious poem about renunciation. It ends with a prayer, “Kill my longings, close my wounds, take my love away and grant me Thy peace!” The quartet’s finale could be understood as the answer to the prayer. It is a setting of a much longer poem called “Entrückung,” a highly poetic noun of George’s invention that comes from the verb entrücken, which simply means “to remove” or “to carry off.” The new noun might be translated as “transport” or “rapture” or (most literally) “swept-awayness.” Both the poem’s title and its famous opening line, “I feel the air of another planet,” have become emblems of the musical departure Schoenberg intended his setting both to symbolize and to enact.

  


  
    As shown in Ex. 6-6 (given in Alban Berg’s transcription for voice and piano) ‘Entrückung’ begins with some word-painting involving both an explicit external gesture and an esoteric “inner” meaning to which, after our discussion of the Eschbeg set, we can gain privileged access. Schoenberg described the outer side of it in a program note he wrote to accompany a recording issued in 1949. The arching “arabesques” (curving lines) that are passed up from cello to viola to the violins, representing “the departure from earth to another planet,” suggest the experience of “becoming relieved from gravitation—passing through clouds into thinner and thinner air.”15

  


  
    EX. 6-6 Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV (Entrückung), arr. Berg, m. 1
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  TONAL OR ATONAL?


  
    That much is fairly obvious. What the composer withheld from this description, possibly because it would have required too technical an explanation for a record sleeve, is the really crucial matter: each one in the initial series of arabesques, minus its first and last notes, is a transposition of the Eschbeg set, Schoenberg’s musical signature, leaving no doubt as to exactly whose consciousness is being buffeted through space, and focusing attention not merely on the buffeting but on the consciousness itself, that is, the “inward,” subjective experience.

  


  


  
    The exactness of the transpositions—as it happens, through an ascending circle of fifths—shows the composer treating this crucial musical configuration far more explicitly as a motif, a discrete and basic melodic shape, than he had done previously. Ex. 6-7 shows the untransposed Eschbeg set, economically represented so that its constituent pitches ascend within the narrowest possible intervallic confines. (Forte calls this manner of representing a pitch-class set the “best normal order”; it is very useful for making comparisons.) The four transpositions at the start of Entrückung, all similarly displayed, follow the original set.

  


  
    EX. 6-7 Transposition of the “Eschbeg” set in Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV(Entrückung)
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    EX. 6-8 Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV (Entrückung), arr. Berg, mm. 21–26
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    The interval of transposition between the pitch level of original Eschbeg set and that of the first arabesque is the same—a perfect fifth (=seven semitones, hence t7)—as the interval separating the arabesques from one another: additional evidence that the original set was the conceptual point of departure (and implying that the “transport” begins already some way off the ground). The notes that sandwich the Eschbeg set at the extremities of each arabesque are also motivically significant. As indicated in parentheses at the end of each line of Ex. 6-7, the final note of each arabesque, transposed to the pitch level of the original set, supplies the note corresponding to the composer’s first initial, A, making the signature more complete (“A. Sch[ön]be[r]g”). And the beginning notes of each arabesque, defining the ascent by fifths, together comprise a transposition of the opening phrase in the voice part (Ich fühle Duft …, Ex. 6-8), calculated so that if the two four-note groups are laid side by side, an unbroken series of ascending fifths is the result, suggesting a direct continuation by the voice of the spiritual ascent announced by the strings:

  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    In the third measure, the four-note group to the left of the vertical line, consisting of the respective opening pitches of the four string arabesques, is turned into an explicit motive in the “left hand” staff of Berg’s keyboard transcription (Ex. 6-9). It is sequentially repeated there three times (the last sequential repetition falling one note short—note well which note!—of completion). Three measures later it is back for another sequential treatment, in diminution and “permuted” (that is, with its pitches presented in a different order: E[image: Image]–A[image: Image]–(E[image: Image])–F–B[image: Image] instead of F–E[image: Image]–A[image: Image]–B[image: Image]). In m. 9 (left-hand staff) it is transposed for the first time to the pitches-/C-G-D-A/- on which the voice will eventually make its entrance (Ex. 6-10).

  


  
    Is the music “atonal”? Ex. 6-10 seems to say no. The cello’s G and C pizzicati under the sustained D-A fifth in the viola in m. 9 are expanded into sustained bass fifths (G-D in m. 13 and C-G at the end of m. 15) that fairly scream “Cadence!” But the very necessity of “screaming” in this context underscores the arbitrariness of the cadential gesture. The big V-I in C, like the “big Five-Ones” in Mahler’s Second, seem to be little more than a “terminating convenience”16 (to borrow a term from the music analyst Pieter van den Toorn), rather than a true functional “outcome” of the music that preceded it.

  


  
    EX. 6-9 Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV (Entrückung), arr. Berg, mm. 3–6
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    EX. 6-10 Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV (Entrückung), arr. Berg, mm. 9–15
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    Elsewhere, despite the ample use of the circle of fifths (a “tonal” mainstay if ever there was one), the sense of tonal function (or of tonal “attraction”) is attenuated to what seems the vanishing point. For one thing, the circles of fifths tend to go in the “wrong” direction—not the centripetal “V-I” direction but the other way, centrifugally, as if perpetually seeking the next dominant. For another thing, the circle is “real,” as the language of fugue writing would put it, rather than “tonal.” That is, all the fifths are perfect, so that the implied complete circle is closed not after a diatonic seven progressions but a full chromatic twelve. For a third, until m. 13 no tone is allowed to assume the function of a dominant root. The B[image: Image] that might have functioned as a leading tone over the initial G[image: Image] in Ex. 6-6 is withheld from the first arabesque. Not until the crest of the second arabesque does it appear (spelled as C); and, as a note-count will verify, it is the twelfth pitch class out of twelve to arrive, so that there is little chance of the ear’s connecting it with the initial G[image: Image] in any harmonically functional manner.

  


  
    Finally, and this is particularly interesting, when the C finally arrives toward the end of the second arabesque in Ex. 6-6, the ear has likely been conditioned by the first arabesque to interpret the note as an appoggiatura rather than a potentially functional “harmonic tone.” How is that possible in a harmonically “functionless” context? Simply by the rhythm and contour of the melodic writing, which apes the shape of an appoggiatura—a leap from upbeat to downbeat, landing on a tone that moves by step in the direction opposite to the leap.

  


  
    The music that formed the immediate historical background to Schoenberg’s expressionistic idiom was particularly rich in expressive appoggiaturas (or Seufzer, “sighs”—look back at Ex. 1-7, from the Adagio in Mahler’s Tenth!), and it is clear that Schoenberg intended such associations to remain in force. His radical style very effectively demonstrates the extent to which melodic shapes may continue to suggest local, quite conventional harmonic implications even in the absence of explicit harmonic functions—or rather, it demonstrates the extent to which our listening is always laden with unconsciously learned (or “picked-up”) theory that the canny composer (who has also picked it up) is free to exploit. The question “tonal or atonal?” is thus not only a question about composing methods. It is also a question about listening habits and strategies.

  


  
    The voice part, too, is riddled with appoggiaturas—even more conventionally expressive in the presence of a text. Measures 38, 39, and 40 all contain “sigh” figures to enhance the emotional impact of the poet’s rueful appeal to “thou radiant, beloved specter, caller-forth of all my anguish” (Ex. 6-11a). There is an ineluctable sense that the A[image: Image], C[image: Image], and F resolve respectively to A, C, and E as dissonance resolves to consonance, even in the absence of any confirmation from the actual harmony. And then, in mm. 54–55 (Ex. 6-11b), all at once there is confirmation. The resolution of D to C[image: Image] establishes a dominant chord just as it would in Mahler or Strauss: it is as if Schoenberg were twisting a dial to bring the key of F[image: Image] in and out of focus.

  


  
    EX. 6-11A Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV (Entrückung), arr. Berg, mm. 38–40
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    EX. 6-11B Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV (Entrückung), arr. Berg, mm. 51–55
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    The coda, which begins with the voice repeating its opening motive in agreement with a shimmering F[image: Image] major triad (Ex. 6-12), is kept pretty well in focus by the use of tonic and dominant pedals. The movement, in its implied progression from tonal indefiniteness to regained definition, demonstrates the location of “tonality” and “atonality” on a contextual continuum, and the impossibility of drawing a categorical line between them. Even when there is no obvious return to “functionality,” Schoenberg’s expressionistic music often ends with unmistakable cadential gestures, usually involving half-step progressions that continue, just as they had been doing in Mahler and Strauss, to provide (on a “local” if not a “global” level) a sense of tonal motion and closure.

  


  
    EX. 6-12 Arnold Schoenberg, Quartet no. 2, IV (Entrückung), arr. Berg, mm. 100–105
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  A LITTLE “SET THEORY”


  
    For a final demonstration we can turn to the first of Schoenberg’s Sechs kleine Klavierstücke, op. 19 (“Six little pieces for piano,” 1911), a set of tiny, aphoristic piano pieces in an idiom that finally seems purged of all “tonal reference” (Ex. 6-13). No single pitch emerges from the texture with sufficient frequency to suggest itself as a candidate tonic; fifth relations are not salient; major or minor triads are not in evidence, nor are dominant-seventh chords. It would appear that the whole conventional vocabulary of music has been suppressed in favor of a private language.

  


  


  
    And yet even if a familiar vocabulary is missing, there still remain vestiges of a familiar syntax. There are significantly recurring harmonies: both in the middle of m. 3 and on the downbeat of m. 5 are chords that could be cumbersomely described (in “tonal” terms) as a minor seventh chord without a fifth and with a major seventh along with the minor seventh. In m. 5 the four notes are F–A[image: Image]–E[image: Image]–E while the corresponding notes in m. 3 are C-E[image: Image]–B[image: Image]–B (the last note being the first in the righthand melodic figure that enters after a sixteenth rest). The same harmony, expressed as an arpeggio or melodic succession, is also heard at the very beginning of the piece in the left hand.

  


  
    EX. 6-13 Arnold Schoenberg, Sechs kleine Klavierstücke, Op. 19, no. 1
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    A similar example comes in the middle of m. 2, where we find a distinctive chord—a tritone atop a perfect fourth—that we have already encountered in Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, where it was so prevalent that we ended up calling it the Rite-chord. Its appearance in m. 2 is prefigured as the harmonic sum, so to speak, of the last three notes in m. 1 (the F[image: Image], interestingly, being the upward resolution of a downward-leaping appoggiatura). As an arpeggio, it reappears at the beginning of m. 8 in inverted form, the tritone now below the perfect fourth rather than above. Note, too, that the righthand triplet at the beginning of m. 5 consists of the same intervals compressed into the “best normal order”: flip the E[image: Image] and D into a seventh, put the A in the middle, and the result is another Rite-chord.

  


  
    For a third example, compare the three-note chord in the left hand in m. 1 with the long-sustained chord in the right hand that lasts from the downbeat of m. 15 virtually to the end of the piece. It may not be immediately apparent that the one is the intervallic inversion of the other, but putting both chords into “best normal order” will make their relationship clear. The closest possible spacing of the notes in the first chord is B–D[image: Image]–E, a major third beneath a semitone; a similar operation at measure 15 produces D[image: Image]–E–[image: Image]–G[image: Image], a semitone beneath a major third. And once we have noticed this much, we can notice the many transposed occurrences of the same harmony (or “intervallic set”): the first arpeggiated righthand chord in m. 7, the three righthand thirty-second notes in m. 8 (B[image: Image]–D–A) that follow the arpeggiated Rite-chord we have already noted, and so on.

  


  
    One could go on noting correspondences like these almost indefinitely. Sometimes they resemble traditional contrapuntal devices: in m. 2, for example, the right hand melody (or rather its descending component) is mirrored in diminution by the thirty-seconds in the left hand. At other times they are purely harmonic: at the end of m. 5 (left hand) and in m. 7 (right hand) an augmented triad is the second chord in a pair, suggesting a cadential approach. Elsewhere (m. 3, left hand; last measure, both hands) multiple neighbors suggest cadences, just as they had done in early songs like Erwartung and Der Wanderer, now even in the absence of a tonic. One might even go so far as to suggest that the use of multiple neighbors lends the final chord in the piece the de facto status of a tonic even though it is not (as Schoenberg often put it) a “codified” harmony.

  


  
    Contextual relationships like these arise, to use Schoenberg’s own expression, from “working with the tones of a motive”17 —that is, a group of notes with a distinctive intervallic profile. But the relationships we have been tracing, while numerous and cumulatively impressive, are not the whole story, or even the most significant part of it. The story as it stands shows Schoenberg working, even in a piece of only seventeen measures’ duration, with a great many scattered motives. What justifies such a procedure if we assume (as anyone coming out of the intellectual and artistic traditions in which Schoenberg’s style developed would have had to assume) that a piece of music should be “all of a piece”? Is there any principle by which all the scattered observations we have been making can be related?

  


  
    For an answer, look once again at the chord in the middle of m. 3 (C–E[image: Image]–B[image: Image]–B), one of the first musical events we noted in taking the piece apart. If we refer it to Ex. 6-5, from Schoenberg’s Mädchenlied, op. 6, no. 3 (a “tonal” song in E minor), we may note, to our possible surprise, that all of its tones are found there. And that means (if we recall the significance of Ex. 6-5 in the argument of this chapter) that all its tones belong to the “Eschbeg set,” Schoenberg’s musical signature. They are, in fact, the first four notes of the set with their order rearranged (as 2–1–4–3). And if we continue to survey the righthand melody in m. 3, we encounter all the remaining tones, even including the A that provides the composer’s first initial, so that the set assumes its complete “A. Schbeg” form.

  


  
    The implications of this observation are far-reaching. To begin with, all of the relationships we have traced to the chord in m. 3—the chord in m. 5, the left-hand melodic phrase at the very outset—are likewise traceable (through transposition) to the “A. Schbeg” (or “Aschbeg”) set. And that also means that any other group of tones that can be derived as a transposed or untransposed subset from the “Aschbeg” set are related (or at least “relatable”) to all the other ones. That includes virtually all the musical configurations we have noted. They are all related to one another, if the “Aschbeg” set is regarded as the nexus.

  


  
    To demonstrate this we have to put the “A. Schbeg” set in its “best normal order.” In the order of Schoenberg’s name the constituent tones are A–E[image: Image]–C–B–B[image: Image]–E–G. The closest possible spacing of these tones is G–A–B[image: Image]–B–C–E[image: Image]–E. If we call G “zero” and count by semitones, the Aschbeg set looks like this: 0 2 3 45 8 9. Now we are ready to compare the other pitch configurations we have noted to the Aschbeg set. The fourth-tritone configuration, noted in m. 1, m. 2, and m. 8 (among other occurrences) reduces to 0 1 6. This configuration can be “mapped” onto the numerical form of the Aschbeg set by adding 2 to each of its members: 2 3 8. Each of the resulting numbers can be foundinthe Aschbegset.

  


  
    This can easily be put in more familiar musical terms. All that the numbers really mean is that if you start on the A (= 2), you can construct a fourth-tritone chord out of the notes of the Aschbeg set: A–B[image: Image]–E[image: Image] which if spaced B[image: Image]–E[image: Image]–A is an exact transposition of the chord in m. 3. Similarly, the third + semitone configuration that we traced in m. 1 (left hand) and m. 15 (right hand), when placed in best normal order (/0 1 5/), can be mapped onto the Aschbeg set by adding 3: 3 4 8(the numbers corresponding to B[image: Image]–B–E[image: Image] a transposition of the D[image: Image]–E–G[image: Image] in m. 15).

  


  
    Did Schoenberg do all this “math”? Of course not. He needed only to have the Aschbeg set in mind as his starting point, select subsets from it, and transpose them as he wished. It is we who need the math to demonstrate (or at least plausibly propose) the first premise, namely that Schoenberg had the Aschbeg set in mind as his starting point. There are other ways of showing (or proposing) this as well. The piece actually begins with a very slightly modified Aschbeg set, consisting of the first two notes in the right hand and the left-hand part up to the three-note chord we have already analyzed from another perspective. The sum of all these pitches is “Aschbeg” minus the B[image: Image] and with a G[image: Image] in its place. The G[image: Image] is not really as much of a deviation as it may seem. Its enharmonic equivalent, A[image: Image] is “As” in German: the first two letters of Aschbeg.

  


  
    There are at least two more complete Aschbegs embedded in the music of op. 19, no. 1. The left-hand part of m. 7, plus the pickup at the end of m. 6 and the first right hand note in m. 8, amounts to Aschbeg transposed down a semitone. The most hidden or “occult” occurrence of the set is found in m. 5. It needs to be illustrated with an example, since it crosscuts three of the polyphonic voices delineated in Schoenberg’s notation. It should be emphasized, though, lest anyone suspect it to be fortuitous, that the pitches involved are all contiguous (see Ex. 6-14).

  


  
    EX. 6-14 “Aschbeg” set in Arnold Schoenberg, Sechs kleine Klavierstücke, Op. 19, no. 1, m. 5
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  GRUNDGESTALT


  
    Never before have we devoted so much space to analyzing so little music. It was a necessary extravagance, matching the extravagant intricacy of the composition. That intricacy was mandated by Schoenberg’s famously contradictory aims, according to which a spontaneous impression had to be undergirded by a very deliberate, even cerebral, process of control. On the one hand, Schoenberg aimed to compose “expressionistically,” as if by primitive instinct, avoiding all trace of established or uncritically accepted routine; and on the other, he felt a strong obligation to compose “responsibly,” unifying his composition “organically,” according to the standards set by the masters he revered. The result was an “athematic” music, as Schoenberg called it, in which there were no obvious tunes—and no obvious “received” formal design—on the musical surface, but in which there was a teeming “subcutaneous” profusion of complex motivic work.

  


  


  
    What unified the composition was no longer a theme in the traditional sense but what Schoenberg called the Grundgestalt or “basic shape”: a motivic complex that could serve as a source or quarry for everything that happened in the composition (or at least everything that happened in the pitch dimension). All melodic shapes, all harmonies, all contrapuntal textures were to be derived from it by the composer—and therefore, at least theoretically, deducible through analysis, which thus constitutes a test of the composer’s success (or, even more strongly, of his ethics).

  


  PSYCHOLOGICAL REALISM


  
    So there we have some more questions to be repressed for the time being, while we delve further into Schoenberg’s repulsive yet fascinating psychological terrain. The word “repulsive” here is not an esthetic judgment but (as the epigraph atop this chapter already suggests) a statement of fact. The use of art—sometimes didactically, sometimes voyeuristically—to explore what was ugly or obnoxious was another longstanding project that expressionism brought to a head; and it should come as no surprise that Schoenberg’s most extreme essay in the expressionist vein should have been a portrait of a sexually obsessed madwoman to set alongside counterparts in Wagner and Strauss and vastly outstrip them.

  


  


  
    In creating it, Schoenberg brought musical expressionism to its Far Out Point—which in effect meant bringing German romanticism itself to its final shriek. Considering that for a century or more art had been defined as inherently romantic, and music as the most essentially romantic of the arts, the magnitude of Schoenberg’s achievement—or at least of his attempt—has to be regarded as “historic.” It is what won for Schoenberg his devoted disciples and his enormous authority, and also what insured that his name would remain a lightning rod for controversy second only to Wagner’s.

  


  
    Schoenberg’s madwoman was the protagonist of a twenty-five-minute “monodrama”—a one-act opera with a single character—that he composed, at white heat, between 27 August and 12 September 1909. Like the early song through which we first encountered Schoenberg’s name (and very likely in tribute to it) the opera was called Erwartung, “Expectancy.” But whereas the early song, in keeping with the fashion of its time, described an expectation (and gave a foretaste) of sensual pleasure, the new opera, subtitled Angsttraum, or “Nightmare,” depicted a prolonged foreboding of psychic horror, the kind of maximalized emotional tension without hope of relief for which only “emancipated dissonance”—dissonance with no possibility of resolution—seemed capable of providing an adequate symbolic medium.

  


  
    Like the exiled Wagner some sixty years before, Schoenberg achieved this aggressive technical and expressive breakthrough in creative isolation, not to say seclusion. Like The Ring, Erwartung had to wait many years for its first performance, which took place in Prague (by then no longer in Austria but the capital of Czechoslovakia) in 1924—all of which further enhanced Schoenberg’s prophetic aura and gave the music, when finally heard, the force of revelation to its devotees.

  


  
    The weird libretto was of a sort no established writer of the time would have agreed to write. It was composed at Schoenberg’s request by a family friend of the Zemlinskys named Marie Pappenheim (1882–1966), an avocational poet who had recently come to Vienna from Pressburg (now Bratislava in Slovakia) to study medicine, eventually becoming a well-known dermatologist. The disjointed, often ungrammatical monologue she came up with has often been compared with the sort of emotionally overwrought running babble an “analysand” or patient in psychoanalysis might utter from the couch in “free association.”

  


  
    That was surely no coincidence. Marie Pappenheim’s brother, the psychiatrist Martin Pappenheim, was an early follower of Freud, and her cousin Bertha Pappenheim was the notorious “Anna O.,” arguably the first analysand. A patient of Josef Breuer, Freud’s mentor and early collaborator, Bertha Pappenheim underwent a celebrated but later bitterly contested cure from hysteria by means of hypnosis and “recovered memory.” Whether true memories or merely fantasies and hallucinations produced through hypnotic and autohypnotic suggestion, the therapeutic results of Bertha Pappenheim’s “talking cure,” when written up by her therapist in “The Case of Anna O.,” were a medical and literary sensation. It was the ongoing (indeed, still-raging) controversy over the reliability of hypnotically induced results that led Freud to modify the method so as to replace hypnosis with the fully conscious talk therapy known as free association.

  


  
    But it was precisely the ambiguity of psychic phenomena, the impossibility of distinguishing with certainty between recalled (or even lived) experience and fantasy, the very pitfall that compromised the “Case of Anna O.” scientifically, that Marie Pappenheim now sought to exploit artistically in the libretto she fashioned for Schoenberg. Its dramatic situation is simplicity itself; the ramifications to which it leads are unfathomable. A woman (nameless, like most characters in expressionist drama) finds herself at the edge of a wood, anxiously looking for her lover. At the end of the opera she stumbles on his corpse and immediately begins a jealous rant that leaves us wondering whether she has murdered him.

  


  
    The whole drama consists of her “inner occurrences,” as Schoenberg would say, a compound of immediate sensation, memory, fantasy, and hallucination. At the end, as in contemporary literary experiments with the “stream of consciousness,” we are left to wonder whether what we have witnessed is “real,” a dream, or a psychotic symptom. (In keeping with this irreality and uncertainty the Metropolitan Opera in New York once staged Erwartung with a set that contained, in addition to the phantasmagorical moonlit forest, a grand piano to suggest that perhaps the distraught protagonist had never left her parlor—or else perhaps that, stumbling through the real forest, she imagines herself all the while at home.)

  


  
    Like the other fin-de-siècle madwomen we have met, Schoenberg’s “Frau” symbolized, in her violent loss of emotional control, the imagined consequences of the stresses to which modern civilization subjects its members, and also the displaced response of men threatened by the emancipation of the weaker sex. Thus, like most fin-de-siècle art (and like psychoanalysis, for that matter), it expressed a crucial ambivalence, using a radically innovative approach, and a vocabulary of extreme modernity, in order to critique, or even indict, the modern world.

  


  
    The indictment was much stronger than before. Previous manifestations of the madwoman theme, whether in the operas of Strauss or the ballets of Stravinsky, had camouflaged it with the exotic trappings of antiquity (classical, biblical, primitive), enhancing its voyeuristic allure and distancing it from its uncomfortable contemporary relevance. Schoenberg and Pappenheim gave it a raw, unvarnished treatment that laid its social and psychological message bare. Neither Stravinsky’s Chosen One nor Strauss’s title characters have any interior life. They are not “subjects.” We see them act, we witness their drives and compulsions, but we are not privy to their reflections. (Indeed, it would have contradicted the whole primitivist assumption to allow the Chosen One to have any such thing as a reflection.) Schoenberg’s madwoman is nothing but reflection; we are left unsure whether indeed she has an external life to match her inner turmoil. Her intense subjectivity coupled with her namelessness allows her to represent both an autonomous contemporary psyche in all its unfathomable complexity, and an archetypal Every(wo)man. Through the prism of Schoenberg’s opera, Salome and The Rite of Spring themselves assume a clearer focus as cultural symptoms.

  


  
    Indeed, Schoenberg made the parallels between his opera and its German antecedents inescapable. Where the woman imagines kissing her dead lover, Schoenberg forces the listener to recall Strauss’s necrophiliac Salome (Ex. 6-15). And when she lets out the one word—“Help!”—that she unambiguously speaks (or shrieks) aloud rather than to herself, Schoenberg literally quotes a similar frenzied moment from the part of Kundry, the madwoman in Wagner’s Parsifal and the progenitor of the whole fin-de-siècle line (Ex. 6-16).

  


  
    EX. 6-15A Richard Strauss, Salome, mm. 319–320
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    EX. 6-15B Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, mm. 263–264
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    The scenario consists of four scenes separated by little orchestral interludes during which the singer leaves and reenters the stage. They are chiefly distinguished from one another, again in a manner typical of expressionist theater, by lighting effects. The first scene is bathed in moonlight; the second takes place in “blackest darkness.” The third has a split stage (one side dark, the other moonlit), and the last is illuminated in multicolored light. They can be taken as representations of states of consciousness (Freud’s conscious “ego” vs. the unconscious “id”). It is during the “black” second scene that the woman has a presentiment of the grisly end, mistaking a log in her path for the dead body she will find (although she is not yet consciously aware of the presentiment). All of this, moreover, can be taken as a metaphor of music itself—or at least of Schoenberg’s music, if we remember his avowal to Kandinsky that art must express the instinctive and the inborn, the part of ourselves that is wholly unconscious and uncorrupted by convention.

  


  
    EX. 6-16A Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, mm. 190–195
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    EX. 6-16B Richard Wagner, Parsifal, Act II, “Lachte!”
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    But how “unconscious” is the music that represents this instinctive or reflex state? Webern, Schoenberg’s devoted pupil and spokesman, insisted that, as a representation of unconscious and irrational thought, Erwartung contained no thematic repetitions or developments—that is, nothing of musical “logic.” Both in its flow of pitches and rhythms and in its coloring, the work represented, in Webern’s view

  


  
    an uninterrupted succession of sounds never before heard; there is no measure of this score that fails to display a completely new sound-picture, and so this music flows onward, giving expression to the most hidden and slightest impulses of the emotions.18

  


  


  
    This description has set the tone for many others, and for ever more extravagant claims, such as the music theorist Robert Morgan’s contention that the speed with which Schoenberg composed Erwartung suggests that the opera in all its complexity of design “surfaced directly—without intervention of conscious control—from the composer’s innermost subliminal thought processes,” and that the music therefore “almost completely defies rational musical analysis.”19

  


  
    These remarks exemplify the hyperbole that has always surrounded Schoenberg’s achievement, itself a testimony to its benchmark-setting maximalism. And yet a close look at virtually any measure of the score will tell another story—the story already implied by our analysis of the tiny piano piece, op. 19, no. 1, but projected on a vast scale. What made it possible for Schoenberg to compose his opera so quickly, as that close look will immediately disclose, was an extremely high degree of melodic and harmonic consistency. The material out of which Erwartung was assembled, though often tendentiously characterized by the composer and his disciples as a sea of possibilities even more limitless than Wagner’s, turns out to have been in fact quite limited, as effective composing always demands. In other words, the composer created his own rules but then followed them scrupulously.

  


  ATONAL TRIADS


  
    To demonstrate this, we need only take a melodic and harmonic inventory of the opening measures (Ex. 6-17) and spot-check the rest. And our inventory will start right off with something familiar. The very first harmony in the score, consisting of the three notes played before the first bar (a melodic quarter-note upbeat in the bassoon and an accompanying fourth that comes in on the last sixteenth), turns out to be an inversion of the same Rite-chord we have already spotted in the little piano piece, and which can be sighted in any number of early Schoenberg scores. (Transpose the accompanying fourth up an octave, as in Ex. 6-18a, so that it is above the bassoon’s G[image: Image] rather than below it, and the more familiar voicing of fourth + tritone will appear.)

  


  


  
    The harmony is just as pervasive in Erwartung as it had been in The Rite. It is Schoenberg’s basic harmonic building block, in fact, providing his music with a sonic norm much as the triad had always done in “common-practice” harmony. So from now on it will make some sense to call it the “atonal triad,” not only because of its prevalence but also in reference to its structure. Just as the triad is a superimposition of thirds, so this chord is a superimposition of fourths; and just as triads may superimpose thirds of the same kind or of different kinds, so can “fourth-chords.” When the thirds in a triad are of different kinds, moreover, the harmony can be inverted: the difference between the major and minor triads in common practice is defined according to whether the major third is below or above the minor third. Similarly, atonal triads like Schoenberg’s can be inverted according to whether the augmented fourth is below or above the perfect fourth. And just as ordinary triads can be extended by “stacking” more thirds atop the basic pair to make seventh and ninth chords, and so forth, so the atonal triad may be extended by stacking alternating perfect and augmented fourths above the basic pair. We have already seen this happen (and seen it extended to the maximum) in the sketches for Ives’s Universe Symphony (Fig. 5-6).

  


  
    All of these potential features (many of which Schoenberg later codified in his Harmonielehre) are immediately actualized in Erwartung. The left-hand component of the downbeat chord that immediately follows the initial harmony is an atonal triad with the augmented fourth on the bottom—a “major” atonal triad, if you will. But the melodic B that the chord accompanies can be construed as an extension of the chord according to the principles just described: it stands a tritone above the top note of the atonal triad, producing a four-note harmony that alternates augmented and perfect fourths. And now note that that flute figure that comes in immediately afterward continues the alternation with an E a fourth above the B, and a B[image: Image] a tritone above the E. (The E[image: Image] at the end of the flute figure, preceded by a sort of “leading tone,” could be added to the configuration if desired. And the choice of A for the bass of the next chord can now be rationalized as well: it too is an extension of the same series of fourths and tritones.) Thus we are observing the interpenetration of the horizontal and vertical dimensions that the “emancipation of dissonance” made possible; but we are also observing the extreme normative limitation that Schoenberg is voluntarily placing on his “emancipated” harmonic and melodic materials. The harmony of Erwartung, to a remarkable degree, consists of chords alternating fourths and tritones, ranging all the way from the basic three-note unit we are now calling the “atonal triad” to extensions of six notes or more. The series of chords in the second measure offers immediate confirmation of this generalization. In transcribing them for piano, Schoenberg had to prune them radically; they are spelled out in full in Ex. 6-18b. Particularly telling is the way the melodic D is suspended over a harmonic shift that embeds it in two successive extended atonal triads. Atop the first it stands at the distance of a perfect fourth, and above the second the distance expands to a tritone; in context, the effect is analogous to that of a modal mixture.

  


  
    EX. 6-17 Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, Op. 17, mm. 1–7
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    The pervasiveness of the atonal triad and its extensions can be corroborated in almost any bar of Erwartung. It supports many if not most of the important vocal entrances, starting with the first: the harmony at the first sung note is an inversion similar to the one noted at the very beginning. It is sorted out in Ex. 6-18c, where the voice’s C[image: Image] appears as the “tenor.” The relationship is confirmed and clarified at the next harmony, where the voice straightforwardly plays bass extension to an atonal triad represented in the piano’s righthand part. By contrast (or complement), at the next important voice entrance (m. 7) it plays “soprano extension” to an atonal triad represented in the left-hand part.

  


  
    EX. 6-18A Atonal triads and extensions in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung
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    EX. 6-18B Atonal triads and extensions in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung
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    EX. 6-18C Atonal triads and extensions in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung
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    The ultimate extension of the atonal triad, as we have already learned from Ives, is the aggregate harmony, the full chromatic gamut sounded as a chord. This famously happens at the pianissimo ending of Erwartung, where a series of chromatically ascending six-note extensions is met by a chromatically descending series. The two lines become a fuzzy stretto, with different groups of instruments moving at different rates of speed, so that ultimately a sonically saturating glissando effect is achieved, only to be suddenly cut off, sans ritardando and sans crescendo, at curtain’s fall.

  


  
    This striking effect has supported many interpretations. The most obvious one is dramatic, or rather representational: a musical rendering of being emotionally engulfed, or even, perhaps, of fainting dead away. Another, equally convincing, interpretation (which in no way contradicts the first) is technical. It was memorably described by the pianist and critic Charles Rosen in a short handbook on Schoenberg. “The saturation of musical space,” Rosen suggested, “is Schoenberg’s substitute for the tonic chord of the traditional musical language.”20 By characterizing “the saturation of chromatic space” as “a fixed point toward which the music moves, as a point of rest and resolution,” Rosen ascribed to it a “closure” function (which, of course, is what he meant by calling it a substitute tonic in the first place). The idea had profound implications for Schoenberg and his notion of “pantonality,” and we will come back to it.

  


  CROSSING THE CUSP


  
    But first we need to investigate the other pervasive motif in Erwartung, which first appears as the three notes (C[image: Image]–A[image: Image]–D) that initiate the lyrical oboe line in mm. 1 – 2, and reappears in transposition as the last three notes of the same phrase (E–C[image: Image]–B[image: Image]). The two notes that come in between, G and D[image: Image], replicate the same motif when combined with the E that follows them, thus producing a pair of overlapping (or “imbricated”) statements (Ex. 6-19a). This motif consists of a semitone and a minor third enclosed within a major third. Its “best normal order” is 0 1 4, with the semitone beneath the minor third. But like the atonal triad, it can appear in the score with either interval on top (or to put it more formally, it has an inversional equivalent). And it can be varied (or distorted) in other ways as well.

  


  


  
    In one guise or another, then, this motif inhabits virtually every measure of the score. At the end of m. 4, for example, it is found both at the end of the voice part and also as the nervous staccato ostinato running beneath. Stretched out as if on a rack, its intervals expanded to sevenths and tenths, it comes at the end of m. 6 (F–D–C[image: Image]). A comparison of the staccato bass chords in m. 1 and the bass arpeggio in m. 3 will show a version of it (A–C–C[image: Image]) crossing the cusp between harmony and melody, and it is followed in m. 3 by a transposition (G[image: Image]–B–C) that maintains a common tone (Ex. 6-19b). All of these procedures become standard means of composerly navigation as the music unfolds. Particularly telling are the settings, like the one at mm. 301–302 (Ex. 6-19c), where the motif and its inversion are both multiply embedded in a single melodic line (sometimes even further reinforced by the accompaniment).

  


  
    EX. 6-19A Melodic motif in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung
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    EX. 6-19B Melodic motif in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung
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    EX. 6-19C Melodic motif in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung
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    In 1967 Herbert Buchanan, a doctoral candidate in musicology at Rutgers University, published a short article, “A Key to Schoenberg’s Erwartung (Op. 17),” that took nearly everyone by surprise.21 He had discovered that the closing measures of the opera contained a quotation, encompassing both text and music, lengthy and literal enough to be obvious to anyone alerted to its presence (and in fact almost immediately repeated), from an early song of Schoenberg’s: Am Wegrand (“By the roadside”), op. 6, no. 6 (1905). (The relationship had previously been noted in a footnote to Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno’s book Philosophy of New Music (Philosophie der neuen Musik, 1949), but as Adorno’s work was as yet untranslated and little known in the American academy, Buchanan may well have found it independently.) What was surprising about the discovery was not only the fact that it seemed to contradict the opera’s reputation for “athematicism,” but also the fact that the song in question, although it was composed only four years earlier than the opera, was quite conventional (or “tonal”) in harmonic design. Even in its operatic recycling, the passage in question can be analyzed perfectly straightforwardly in D minor (Ex. 6-20).

  


  
    EX. 6-20A Arnold Schoenberg, Am Wegrand, mm. 3–4
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    EX. 6-20B Arnold Schoenberg, Am Wegrand, mm. 22–24
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    EX. 6-20C Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, mm. 411–412
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    As the example shows, the quotation from the song in the opera is not exact. Rather it is a conflation of two spots. The opening voice melody in Ex. 6-20a is transferred to the orchestral bass in Ex. 6-20c, and the voice countermelody in Ex. 6-20b is transferred to the orchestra in Ex. 6-20c and accompanied in the operatic voice part by a modified transposition of itself that descends in alternating semitones and minor thirds, so that it consists almost entirely of imbricated 0 1 4 motifs or inversions thereof (Ex. 6-21a).

  


  
    Meanwhile, the middle voice or harmonic filler in the orchestra part is also saturated with 0 1 4 motifs. The first beat contains the motif labeled “b” in Ex. 6-21a (D–F–C[image: Image]); the second contains a new motif “f” (F–F[image: Image] –A), a transposed permutation of “b”; between the second and third beats motif “b” reappears, as does motif “f” in the fourth beat (Ex. 6-21b). And finally, the orchestral bass, which as we know is a direct quotation from Am Wegrand, a song in D minor, contains a four-note group in which the 0 1 4 motif and its inversion are imbricated (Ex. 6-21c).

  


  
    Thus motif b/b’ in Ex. 6-21c, which on its original occurrence in Am Wegrand had been invested with tonal functions (another way of saying that its constituent pitches were identifiable as degrees 7[image: Image]–1–2–3 in D minor) has been abstracted to serve, throughout Erwartung, as a basic melodic shape or Grundgestalt with only contextual harmonic significance. Its progress from the one (functional or “tonal”) status to the other (contextual or “atonal”) one might seem to symbolize Schoenberg’s progress, as he then conceived it (or at least as he later described it), over the hump from his “tonal” to his “pantonal” period. That could well have been his reason for interpolating the quotation from the older song. The unanswerable question, already broached, is whether he consciously mined a tonal piece for a motif to abstract and as it were “denature,” or whether memories of Am Wegrand were stirred when Schoenberg found himself playing so extensively with the tones (or, more precisely, with the intervallic relationships) of one of its characteristic motifs.

  


  
    EX. 6-21A 0 1 4 motif in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, m. 411, voicepart
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    EX. 6-21B 0 1 4 motif in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, m. 411, figuration
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    EX. 6-21C0 1 4 motif in Arnold Schoenberg, Erwartung, m. 411, bass
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  MUSICAL SPACE


  
    But now the repressed questions must be faced. Why was it desirable to denature tonality? Why was emancipation of the dissonance a necessary step? Unrelieved dissonance suited certain dreadful or turbulent moods, all right, of a kind then favored by many artists, especially German ones. But other moods—joy, serenity, contentment, anything “positive”—were seemingly put off limits. Were they no longer suitable for artistic representation? Did they merely reflect a “false consciousness” that it was the duty of true artists (“who do not turn their eyes away,” in the words of our epigraph) to unmask? And why was motivic saturation so desirable, especially when (as we have seen) its exacting compositional requirements could seem to contradict the “instinctive” creative freedom Schoenberg proclaimed?

  


  


  
    As long as we view Schoenberg solely as an “expressionist,” a dealer in emotions, these questions will continue to disturb us. But there was another, equally potent and equally distinguished component in Schoenberg’s Romantic legacy that he consciously sought to maximalize: the legacy of the Sublime. Alongside his fascination with “inner [that is, psychic] occurrences” was an equally strong interest in spiritual transcendence and the possibilities of representing it in art. From a rationalist perspective the two impulses—psychological realism vs. occult revelation—can seem to be in contradiction. From a more accommodating perspective that regards psychic phenomena as emanations from a spiritual source (or as “microcosmic” reflections of the “macrocosm”), they can be viewed as complementary. It is when we adopt this complementary perspective that Schoenberg’s musical innovations (or rather, his motivations toward them) become coherent.
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    FIG. 6-3 Wassily Kandinsky and Schoenberg with their wives, Nina and Gertrud, at Pörtshach on the Wörthersee, 1927.

  


  


  
    Significantly, the most unambiguous expressions of Schoenberg’s interest in the occult are found in his correspondence with Kandinsky, the early abstract painter, who justified his own artistic radicalism in terms of his religious strivings, and who summarized his theories in a book entitled über das Geistige in der Kunst (On the Spiritual in Art), published in 1912. In a letter to Kandinsky dating from the same year, Schoenberg proclaimed “a unity of musical space demanding an absolute and unitary perception”22 (his italics) to be his creative ideal. And he associated this aim with a book that both he and Kandinsky worshipped at the time, Honoré de Balzac’s philosophical novel Séraphîta (1835), “perhaps the most glorious work in existence,” as the musician gushed to the artist.
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    FIG. 6-4 Emanuel Swedenborg.

  


  


  
    The long central chapter in Séraphîta is an imaginary (and fanciful rather than historically accurate) exposition of the teachings of the occult philosopher Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772), as related to Wilfrid, a man of thirty, and Minna, a girl of seventeen, by an androgynous ethereal being with whom both are in love and who in the last chapter ascends to an angelic state. The two lovers, who are left to share the love they bore for the angel, are privileged to witness the assumption and are vouchsafed a vision of heaven:

  


  
    Wilfrid and Minna now understood some of the mysterious words of the being who on earth had appeared to them under the form which was intelligible to each—Séraphîtus to one, Séraphîta to the other—seeing that here all was homogeneous. Light gave birth to melody, and melody to light; colors were both light and melody; motion was number endowed by the Word; in short, everything was at once sonorous, diaphanous, and mobile; so that, everything existing in everything else, extension knew no limits, and the angels could traverse it everywhere to the utmost depths of the infinite.23

  


  


  
    This vision is what inspired Schoenberg toward his integrated musical space. Many details in Balzac’s heavenly depiction found echo in Schoenberg’s musical theorizing. Where in Balzac’s heaven “colors were both light and melody,” Schoenberg’s Harmonielehre contained a famous speculation on the possibility of composing “tone-color melodies” (Klangfarbenmelodien) that would add another dimension of integration to his utopian musical universe, with timbre playing a role normally assigned to pitch.24

  


  
    The closest he came to realizing it was in the third of the Five Orchestral Pieces, called “Farben” (colors), where very slowly changing harmonies shimmer with dovetailed instrumental voicings that cause the timbres of sustained tones to shift subtly before one’s ears. (In private, Schoenberg habitually referred to his famous color-piece as “Morning by a Lake”; in 1949, he finally added the title to the score.) But it was not just a vision that Schoenberg wanted to transmit. He also wanted to convey an experience—Wilfrid and Minna’s experience in ascending to Séraphîta’s abode, where “everything existed in everything else.” As we already know from his quartet setting of Stefan George’s Entrückung, Schoenberg regarded his musical breakthroughs in spiritual terms—very much as an “ascent to a higher and better order,”25 as he put it in a letter to Nicolas Slonimsky, another Russian correspondent. He viewed “pantonality” very much as Balzac presented Séraphîtus/Séraphîta. Surmounting the major/minor dichotomy, voiding all distinctions between particular keys, was for him an achievement comparable to embodying androgyny or double gender. Pantonal music, like Balzac’s angel, was a perfected being. To Webern he confided that pantonality, like androgyny, “has given rise to a higher race!”26

  


  
    Like Scriabin’s, then, and like Mahler’s and Ives’s, Schoenberg’s was a Weltanschauungsmusik, a music that embodied a spiritual “worldview” or universal existential revelation. And it was this in addition to being a music of primal unconscious emotional expression and a music of unprecedented motivic integration. Indeed, as we are about to see, it was the spiritual Weltanschauung that provided the conceptual link between the emotional expression, which depended on the emancipation of dissonance, and the motivic integration, which the same emancipation made possible. One of the most overdetermined musical visions at a time of many visionary extremes, Schoenberg’s was the most complex and far-reaching maximalism of them all, and by far the most lastingly influential.

  


  
    Thus the most important (or at least the most fundamental) thing that the emancipation of dissonance vouchsafed was not the expression of catastrophic emotions, though that was a spectacular byproduct, but the achievement of a fully integrated musical space, in which the “horizontal” and “vertical” dimensions were at last made equivalent, and (to recall Balzac), everything musical could exist in everything else. Only by emancipating the dissonance, Schoenberg argued, could musical practice become fully adequate to the musical imagination. “Every musical configuration,” he wrote,

  


  
    every movement of tones has to be comprehended primarily as a mutual relation of sounds, of oscillatory vibrations, appearing at different places and times. To the imaginative and creative faculty, relations in the material sphere are as independent from directions or planes as material objects are, in their sphere, to our perceptive faculties. Just as our mind always recognizes, for instance, a knife, a bottle, or a watch, regardless of its position, and can reproduce it in the imagination in every possible position, even so a musical creator’s mind can operate subconsciously with a row of tones, regardless of their direction, regardless of the way in which a mirror might show the mutual relations, which remain a given quality.27

  


  


  
    In other words, as long as composition was constrained by rules of consonance and dissonance, or by harmonic functions, “horizontal” ideas like melodies could not always be “vertically” represented, as chords. And a harmonic progression would no longer mean the same thing (whether “syntactically” or “semantically”) if it were played in reverse, or if all or some of its intervals were inverted. Imagine a G-major triad followed by a C-major triad. In the context of the key of C major this can mean “the end.” But if reversed it can mean anything but that. And if inverted, so that the G-major triad were a C-minor triad, and the C-major triad an F-minor triad, it would all of a sudden (in the same tonal context) lose its syntactical significance altogether and pick up instead a terrific freight of emotion.

  


  
    If the voice leading were strictly reproduced, moreover, the inversion would be a syntactic anomaly. And if, perchance the G-major chord were a dominant seventh, and the inversions (instead of reproducing the original voice leading) took the respective chord roots as their axis, the result would be a syntactic absurdity (Ex. 6-22).

  


  
    EX. 6-22 A “tonal” cadence inverted
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    These trivial examples, or a slightly less trivial one once published by the music theorist Joseph Schillinger, who both reversed and inverted the opening phrase of Bach’s F-major keyboard invention (Ex. 6-23) will suffice to establish that in “tonal” music, musical space is neither reversible nor invertible without distortion or loss of meaning. But as our analyses both of Erwartung and of op. 19, no. 1 have already demonstrated, thanks to the emancipation of dissonance in Schoenberg’s expressionist music the horizontal and the vertical are indeed interchangeable and inversions are functionally equivalent. Musical space has been unified, or equalized in every dimension, so that musical objects and ideas (i.e., motifs and their derivatives) can now be “reproduced,” just as the mind can imagine them, “in every possible position, … regardless of their direction.”

  


  
    EX. 6-23 Joseph Schillinger’s inversion of the subject of Bach’s F-major Invention
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  “BRAHMINISM” REVISITED


  
    It is certainly possible to view this as a “purely” musical advance, without justification on expressionist or spiritual grounds. In that case it would be a maximalization of the sort of contrapuntally saturated textures we have found in Brahms (particularly in his chamber music), textures that had already become an object of virtual fetish worship on the part of “Brahmin” critics and music lovers. Motivic saturation could also be seen as a historical advance from the point of view of the New German School, recalling their insistence that the general tendency in music history was toward the integration of form and content, with Wagner’s “endless melody,” a musical texture in which everything was “thematic” (that is, based on meaning-bearing leitmotifs) setting the standard. Once again Schoenberg could be seen as the synthesizer of the Brahms-Wagner antithesis, which gave him a special importance within a historical narrative based on “dialectics.” (But see the epilogue to this chapter for a critique of this historical claim.)
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    FIG. 6-5 Alban Berg and Anton Webern, spring 1912.

  


  


  
    One of the first to argue in this way on Schoenberg’s behalf was his pupil Alban Berg, in an article called “Why Is Schoenberg’s Music So Difficult to Understand?” Like the Chamber Concerto it was a fiftieth-birthday offering to his teacher, first published in a “Festschrift” or celebratory volume devoted to Schoenberg in 1924. The article consists mainly of an analysis of Schoenberg’s “official” First Quartet (op. 7), not the one performed under Zemlinsky’s auspices in 1897, but one composed in 1905, in which Schoenberg asserted that he had achieved “a direction much more my own.”28

  


  
    Berg, undoubtedly on Schoenberg’s authority, associated this new direction with the quartet’s unprecedented level of motivic saturation. There was “hardly any” material in the quartet, he claimed, even in its accompanimental figuration, its ornamental details and textural “fillers,” that cannot be traced to its germinating motifs. Having quoted the first ten measures of the quartet, Berg noted that he had in fact supplied the reader with the whole hour-long quartet in nuce (in a nutshell). That made the music more difficult to understand than any other contemporary music because comprehending its luxuriance required more cognitive work from the listener. And, Berg provocatively averred, it also made the music better than any other contemporary music. Such “unheard-of excess” of motivic richness, unifying the music in all its “harmonic, polyphonic and contrapuntal domains,” had not previously existed “since Bach.”29 But the claims did not stop there. The emancipation of dissonance, Berg implied, made it possible to eliminate that “hardly any” and produce a music in which literally every note, whether melodic or harmonic, was “thematic.” If the manner of the First Quartet was better than what had been before, then the manner of the Second Quartet was better yet, and so on into the music contemporaneous with Berg’s essay. The “progress” claim, coupled with the more-than-implied “Brahmin” snobbery of the title, made Berg’s essay immediately controversial, and the controversy has not subsided to this day.

  


  
    The reason controversy has never subsided had to do not only with the brashness of the rhetoric, but also with the sheer impressiveness of the technical achievement, which made Schoenberg’s music such an influence on other composers and music theorists even as audiences continued to find it difficult and, in the opinion of many “laymen,” unrewarding. It is certainly not the aim of a book like this to resolve controversy, nor is there room for the kind of close analysis it would require of an hour-long composition fully to sustain Berg’s thesis. And yet the only evidence given thus far of the remarkable motivic consistency made possible by “emancipating the dissonance” has been a two-page piano piece lasting perhaps a minute, and a very general description of an opera that, like any opera, can claim coherence on the basis of its plot and text even without considering the music in detail.

  


  
    As a parenthesis, then, let us replicate Berg’s experiment, so to speak, with one of Schoenberg’s emblematic expressionist compositions: “Vorgefühle” (“Premonitions”), the first of the Five Orchestral Pieces, op. 16, composed with characteristic speed in May 1909, shortly before Erwartung. Specifically, let us consider the whole piece in the light of Ex. 6-24, a reduction of its first three measures, which (we may propose) foreshadows the whole piece in nuce, as study of the full score will confirm.

  


  
    EX. 6-24 Reduction of Arnold Schoenberg’s Vorgefühle, mm. 1–3
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    Such a detailed comparison will indeed show that literally every note in the orchestral piece, “in all its harmonic, polyphonic, and contrapuntal domains,” can be referred to Ex. 6-24, which could therefore be asserted as the composition’s Grundgestalt. But Ex. 6-24 already betrays numerous motivic interrelationships. The first three sixteenth-notes in the running bass, to begin with, are an arpeggiation of the “atonal triad” at the downbeat of m. 2, which in terms of sounding duration counts as the main harmony in Ex. 6-24. Its “best normal order” is 0 1 6.

  


  
    The next three notes in the bass are an arpeggiation of the second chord in m. 1, which is a transposition of the chord that is held by the bassoons, and then the trombones, through the whole second half of the piece. Its constituent intervals could be represented in best normal order as 0 4 5 (or, transposed up a semitone, as 1 5 6. And the final chord in Ex. 6-24, the only one that contains four notes, is the sum of the two already tabulated: its constituent intervals could be represented as 0 1 5 6. Not only that, but it too is explicitly arpeggiated in the running bass (the last two notes in m. 2 and the first two in m. 3).

  


  
    The remaining two chords (the first in the piece and the one between the two repeated atonal triads in m. 2) are both presented as neighbors to the longer-sustained harmonies, proceeding to them in a way that should by now look habitual with Schoenberg, by semitones in contrary motion. Remarkably enough, these two chords, obviously “ornamental” in duration and function as implied by voice leading, are the only traditionally consonant harmonies in evidence. The one in the middle of m. 2, though wearing an enharmonic disguise, is actually an E-major triad. Thus the structural functions of consonance and dissonance seem to have been effectively (and perhaps parodistically) reversed. The one remaining harmony that will be found to play an important role in the composition, an augmented triad, may be found in the conjectural Grundgestalt as given in Ex. 6-24 by connecting (or collecting) the rhythmically prominent notes in the top voice: F, A, C[image: Image]. Thus local or contextual pitch “hierarchies” (ad hoc assignments of relative importance) continue to play a role in determining the syntax of the music.

  


  MAXING OUT


  
    And yet Berg’s article, written long after the fact, was an anachronistic measure of Schoenberg’s achievement. By 1924, as we shall see, “purely musical” values were staging a strong comeback; but in the heyday of early twentiethcentury maximalism, they could never have sustained the kind of claims Schoenberg himself was making for his “pantonality.” The reason why the spiritual or spiritualist element has taken a back seat in discussions of Schoenberg to the seemingly contradictory discourses of “expressionism” and “pure music” (between which it had originally provided the necessary mediating link) has partly to do with changing fashions: occult matters greatly declined, and abstract or “structural” matters greatly surged after World War I as standards for validating or evaluating art. But it also has to do with Schoenberg’s notoriously spasmodic artistic production. The masterwork that would have given supreme expression to his spiritual concerns remained unfinished, and is little known.

  


  


  
    Late in 1912, Schoenberg was seized with the idea of composing an operatic trilogy on the subject of Balzac’s Séraphîta, the philosophical novel that so excited his imagination. Again he turned to Marie Pappenheim for the libretto. Alternatively, and concurrently, he planned a vast choral symphony in emulation of Mahler’s Eighth (the “Symphony of a Thousand”), which was itself a maximalization of Beethoven’s Ninth. The earliest surviving sketch for the symphony, dated 27 December 1912, is a recitative labeled “seraphita.” The culminating movement, for which the text was finished in January 1915, would have been a counterpart to the mystical final chapters of Balzac’s novel, which contained the vision of heaven.

  


  
    This text contained several plain or covert paraphrases from Balzac, of which one—the Archangel Gabriel’s opening speech, “Whether right, left, forward or backwards, up or down, one has to go on without asking what lies before or behind”—resonates as well with Schoenberg’s description to Kandinsky of his “absolute and unitary” musical space, the original stimulus for the emancipation of the dissonance. We know its musical setting not from the symphony finale, which Schoenberg never wrote, but from the sketches of a work that eventually took its place in his creative agenda: Die Jakobsleiter (“Jacob’s ladder”), another grandiose oratorio that would have been something to set beside Gurrelieder, and which he started to compose in 1917.

  


  
    The music leading up to Gabriel’s Balzac-inspired opening line is given in Ex. 6-25a. It begins with an ostinato derived from a six-note “row of tones,” as Schoenberg put it, that alternated half steps and whole steps from a starting point on C[image: Image]. (This strict alternation of tones and semitones makes Schoenberg’s row a segment of what we now call the octatonic scale, of course, but there is no evidence that he conceived it that way.) To achieve the heavenly unity he sought, Schoenberg intended to base all the themes in the oratorio on this “row,” which (whether by coincidence or design) begins with the same D-minor scale-segment (C[image: Image]–D–E–F) that he had previously mined from Am Wegrand for use in Erwartung. (It comes back in the second half of Die Jakobsleiter to represent the voice of “the liberated soul.”)

  


  
    The maneuver that made the opening of Die Jakobsleiter demonstrably a musical representation of Balzac’s heaven was the immediate combination of the ostinato drawn from the octatonic segment with the complementary hexachord (F[image: Image], A, B[image: Image], B)—that is, the remaining six tones necessary to complete the aggregate. Like the octatonic hexachord from which Schoenberg derived the opening ostinato, this hexachord is also invariant when inverted, and can therefore represent or actually display the equivalency of “up and down, right or left, forward or backward.”

  


  
    Schoenberg demonstrated these properties by presenting the second hexachord as a pair of the 0 1 4 motifs so familiar from Erwartung, the one quite conspicuously the inversion of the other (Ex. 6-25b). They are sounded piecemeal but then sustained in the winds while the strings continue to sound the first hexachord as an ostinato running beneath.

  


  
    As soon as the two wind chords have been completed in the higher register and are being sustained there, the string ostinato running beneath accelerates into a rhythmic diminution, which is then treated as a stretto. That is, different instruments enter in counterpoint with different orderings of the six tones of the hexachord, so calculated that after six such entries all six constituent tones are continuously present in the texture. Chalk up another aggregate simultaneity to go with Scriabin’s and Ives’s!

  


  
    Just as in the Acte préalable (the ultimate exhibit in chapter 4) or the Universe symphony (the ultimate exhibit in chapter 5), we now have a completely saturated and completely symmetrical—which is to say a completely unitary, completely invariant, and functionally quiescent—musical space. And like its companions, Schoenberg’s construction exists and was motivated not simply as a technical feat but as a metaphor for a spiritual vision, a Weltanschauung. Or rather, to put it at once more boldly and more truly in terms of its conception, like Scriabin and Ives, Schoenberg was using his music here as a medium of occult revelation—a representation or even an enactment of an “ascent to a higher and better order.”

  


  
    When the origin of atonality in a transrational, uncanny discourse is recognized, and its nature as a medium of occult revelation is grasped, both its heritage and its reason for being are clarified. It emerges as the outcome of a hundred years of romantic striving for sublime utterance. Die Jakobsleiter, with its religiously symbolic aggregate harmony, stands along with the grandiose torsos of Scriabin and Ives at the end of the line that began with Haydn’s “Chaos” and Beethoven’s Ninth. Erwartung, with its culminating aggregate symbolizing emotional overload, had already pressed to a seemingly unsurpassable limit the capacity of music to underscore and intensify dramatic catharsis—the purging power of terror. No wonder Schoenberg had to give up his attempt to surpass the unsurpassable. His failure to complete Die Jakobsleiter, like Scriabin’s to complete the Mysterium or Ives the Universe, was emblematic of a predicament in European culture. Maximalism had maxed out.

  


  
    Unless, that is, it went in the other direction.

  


  AT THE OPPOSITE EXTREME


  
    The idea of the “aggregate” or full chromatic gamut as symbolizing closure, or (more practically) as providing the opportunity for it, is curiously corroborated at the opposite end of the temporal and expressive scale by a number of pieces of extraordinary—indeed unprecedented—brevity. Among the most curious yet (backhandedly) characteristic products of the maximalist impulse, they bore a relationship to Beethoven’s Bagatelles (or Schubert’s Moments musicaux) comparable to the relationship that Gurrelieder or Die Jakobsleiter bore to the Ninth Symphony. They provided an arena in which Schoenberg, and even more enthusiastically and committedly his pupil Webern, could strive for the maximum in compression—“every glance a poem, every sigh a novel,” as Schoenberg put it in a preface he contributed to the first edition of Webern’s Bagatelles for string quartet, composed in 1911–1913 but only published in 1924. Even at the tiny end, determined extremism of this kind is a mark of the maximalist impulse.

  


  


  
    EX. 6-25A Arnold Schoenberg, Die Jakobsleiter, mm. 1–8
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    EX. 6-25B Complementary hexachord and derivative harmonies
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    Ex. 6-26 contains three such pieces, composed for increasingly elaborate performing media. The first is the sixth and last of Schoenberg’s Kleine Klavierstücke, op. 19, composed in June 1911, and conveying (as the composer remarked one day) the emotion he felt at Mahler’s funeral in May. It is nine measures long. Next comes the fifth of Webern’s six Bagatelles, op. 9, composed a year or two later. It goes on for twelve measures; but as they are half the length of Schoenberg’s measures, the piece is actually shorter. Finally comes the fourth of Webern’s Five Pieces for Orchestra, op. 10, which lasts only six measures at a faster tempo, and is the shortest of all. (Webern exceeded its brevity only once, in a five-measure piece for cello and piano composed in 1914.)

  


  
    These microscopic pieces all share a principle of structure (if such a word may be used to describe something so short). Webern put it best, or at least most vividly, in a memoir about the writing of the Bagatelles:

  


  
    I had the feeling here that when all twelve notes had gone by, the piece was over …. In my sketchbook I wrote out the chromatic scale and crossed off individual notes. Why? Because I had convinced myself: this note has been there already. It sounds grotesque, incomprehensible, and it was unbelievably difficult. The inner ear decided quite rightly that the man who wrote out the chromatic scale and crossed off individual notes was no fool.30

  


  


  
    Webern exaggerated slightly. No piece, whether by him or by Schoenberg, was ever over after a single round through the twelve pitch classes. But the three pieces chosen for Ex. 6-26 come close.

  


  
    If, adopting the method Webern described, one wrote out the notes of the chromatic scale and crossed them off as they occur, one would note the gradual accumulation of the twelve in Schoenberg’s piano piece (Ex. 6-26a). The pair of chords that open it, and which together comprise a hexachord (half the chromatic gamut), form a ground that lasts until m. 6, against which the remaining pitches are gradually set off—D[image: Image] and E as an expressive “sigh” figure in m. 3, B[image: Image] as an extension of the fourths in the second “ground chord” in m. 5, immediately followed by D and G[image: Image].

  


  
    EX. 6-26A Arnold Schoenberg, Kleine Klavierstücke, Op. 19, no. 6

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The twelfth and last pitch, C[image: Image], comes in m. 7, after the ground chords have cleared. The single line of which it is a part, marked “with very tender expression,” has the character of a recitative, perhaps. In any case it is a transition to the last pair of bars, in which all twelve pitches are quickly “recapitulated,” and which ends with a final sounding of the ground chords. They are clearly a coda. So despite its brevity, the piece has a clearly delineated, and by no means untraditional, formal structure; and that structure is articulated by means of the gradual introduction and exhaustion of the chromatic gamut, just as Webern implied.

  


  
    The profusion of expression marks corroborates the impression of traditional “romantic” expressivity. In Webern’s Bagatelle (Ex. 6-26b) they are even more profuse. Every note carries detailed performance directions, and an extraordinary range of tone colors (pizzicato, tremolando, sul ponticello) is employed, recalling Schoenberg’s call for Klangfarbenmelodien. Crossing off the pitches, we note the first “exhaustion” with the first violin’s A in m. 7. Starting the next count with the next note, G, we note the next closure in the whispered pizzicati in m. 11 (again A, one of the two notes plucked together, can be called the last pitch), followed by a rest. The remainder, again, is coda; and again the pitches are “recapitulated” faster than they had been “exposed.”

  


  
    Perhaps the most remarkable feature of this miniature is its tonal organization, reminiscent in microcosm of others we have seen. The opening measure fairly proclaims its symmetry. The ascending second in the second violin scrapes the insides of the major third sustained by the viola and cello. To continue the implied contraction would mean a convergence on D, the very note that appears in the first violin in m. 2. Reversing our perspective now, moving out from the axis D to C[image: Image]/D[image: Image] and thence to C/E, we have reason to expect B/F to follow—and these are exactly the new pitches introduced by the first violin and viola on the downbeat of m. 3. And our next expectation, for B[image: Image]/G[image: Image], is immediately fulfilled by the next pair of new pitches, played as a double stop by the first violin at the end of m. 4 and then sustained.

  


  
    EX. 6-26B Anton Webern, Sechs Bagatellen Op. 9, no. 5
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    Only three pitches remain, and they are supplied in mm. 6-7. True, they are not introduced in precisely the order that our outward symmetrical expansion would imply: A[image: Image] comes before, not after A. But we have good corroborating evidence of Webern’s symmetrical conceptual layout at the very end, when D, the note identified in the first two bars as the axis pitch, returns to close the piece. It is the “tone center” in the newly literal sense we have already encountered in Strauss and Debussy, and will encounter again, maximalized, in the work of the Hungarian composer Béla Bartók, Webern’s contemporary.

  


  
    Finally, the “orchestral” piece (Ex. 6-26c): as if to compensate for its profusion of colors, it is the most austerely economical with pitches. The reason for putting the word “orchestral” in quotes has to do with Webern’s use of solo strings rather than sections, so that the piece is actually scored like chamber music, for nine instruments “one on a part.” Crossing off our pitches as before, we note the first completion in the trumpet’s “concert B” (notated as C[image: Image] for a trumpet in B[image: Image],) in m. 2. For the first time since we have been counting, by the way, the twelve pitches have been introduced without any repetitions.

  


  
    EX. 6-26C Anton Webern, Fünf Stücke Op. 10, no. 4

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The second count begins with the second “concert A” in the clarinet in m. 2 (again notated for an instrument in B[image: Image], thus as B). Again the pitches accumulate without any redundancies (and with the clarinet’s trill in m. 5 supplying both the eighth and the ninth pitches). Only the last phrase, in the solo violin (to be played “as if exhaling”), which supplies the twelfth pitch (B[image: Image]), indulges in the luxury of a few redundant tones. Its first note, A[image: Image], had already been played (as G[image: Image]) by the trombone; its last three pitches, more poetically, could be understood as starting another go-round that trails off into silence.

  


  
    Given such extreme parsimony, the three notes contributed by the snare drum are somewhat enigmatic. Since they neither reinforce the beat, like a traditional percussion part, nor coincide with the attacks of any other part, they have to be understood as another melodic phrase in counterpoint with the rest. An even more vivid instance of Klangfarbenmelodie takes place in the second piece from the set, in which a tiny triangle tremolo takes over directly from a phrase played by the solo first violin in artificial harmonics, tremolando. One clearly has the sense that a single melodic line, in a single approximate “color,” has passed from the range of definite pitch into that of indefinite.

  


  
    It often happens that hostile reviewers seem to sense the implications of radical novelties better than those who affect a more tolerant, less committed stance. Lawrence Gilman, whose important review of Ives’s Concord Sonata helped make the history of that piece, performed a similar service in the case of Webern’s Five Pieces for Orchestra. Reviewing the New York premiere in 1926 and perhaps thinking to make fun, he nevertheless captured its claustrophobic expressive intensity better than any contemporaneous writer. Unlike most of his fellow reviewers, Gilman knew romanticism when he heard it, however attenuated. “Men of our generation,” he began,

  


  
    aim, in such extreme cases as that of Webern, at a pursuit of the infinitesimal, which may strike the unsympathetic as a tonal glorification of the amoeba. There is undeniably a touch of the protozoic: scarcely perceptible tonal wraiths, mere wisps and shreds of sound, fugitive astral vapors, though once or twice there are briefly vehement outbursts, as of a gnat enraged. The Lilliputian Fourth Piece is typical of the set. It opens with an atonal solo for the mandolin; the trumpet speaks as briefly and atonally; the trombone drops a tearful minor ninth. (The amoeba weeps.)31

  


  THE IVORY TOWER


  
    After three quarters of a century one can appreciate the intelligence that informed Gilman’s sally. (Most contemporary critics failed to detect any expressivity in atonal music; they heard in it nothing but an outrageous and inexplicable—and therefore insulting—style.) At the time, Schoenberg and his pupils did not recognize good will from any critical corner. Their embattled (or “alienated”) posture—another maximalized inheritance from romanticism, though not often recognized as such—was widely imitated by modernists who otherwise had little in common with them. “The customer is always wrong” became an implicit motto.

  


  


  
    What made the Viennese version of alienation so influential was Schoenberg’s, and his disciples’, willingness to act upon it. Immediately upon the end of the First World War, in November 1918, they organized a sort of concert bureau. They called it the Verein für musikalische Privataufführungen, or Society for Private Musical Performances. It was subsidized by subscriptions, by the contributions of its members, and by occasional donations from wealthy or aristocratic patrons. Its offerings were not advertised in the papers, and critics were never invited. Indeed, anyone buying tickets was treated with automatic suspicion. One had to promise never to write about the performances for publication. Nor were subscribers informed of the programs in advance (so as to insure “equal attendance at every meeting”). Even applause was forbidden, as if in church.

  


  
    Not only the public but the performers, too, were watchdogged. The Society’s Statement of Aims, written by Berg with Schoenberg’s approval, included the proviso that

  


  
    performers will be chosen preferably from among the younger and less well known artists, who place themselves at the Society’s disposal out of interest in the cause; artists of high-priced reputation will be used only so far as the music demands and permits; and moreover that kind of virtuosity will be shunned which makes of the work to be performed not the end in itself but merely a means to an end which is not the Society’s, namely, the display of irrelevant virtuosity and individuality, and the attainment of a purely personal success. Such things will be rendered automatically impossible by the exclusion (already mentioned) of all demonstrations of applause, disapproval, and thanks. The only success that an artist can have here is that (which should be most important to him) of having made the work, and therewith its composer, intelligible.32

  


  


  
    Such an idealistic statement does contrast baldly with the commercialism (and “commodification”) that had by the early twentieth century become pervasive in the economy of all the arts, and that has only mushroomed since. The benefits of self-subsidy, moreover, were tangible: the performances given by Schoenberg’s Society before its tiny coterie audience, thanks to its mandated insistence on adequate rehearsal, were legendary in their accuracy; especially difficult pieces were often repeated within programs, and in successive programs as many as six times.

  


  
    Such a venture could only be short-lived. The Society’s first concert took place in December 1918; by the end of 1921 it had fallen victim to the rampant inflation that plagued the economies of war-torn Europe. Within that short period, though, it managed to present 117 concerts at which 154 contemporary compositions by a wide variety of composers were given a total of 353 performances. And Schoenberg, though he ran the Society dictatorially and earned for that reason some ill will, seems to have been genuinely altruistic in his motives. He did not allow any performances of his own music until the second season, and devoted so much time to the enterprise that he completed no work of his own during the whole period of the Society’s existence.

  


  
    Still, none of the Society’s seemingly revolutionary aspects—the resolute shunning of publicity, the intransigent pecking order that placed the composer at the top of a social hierarchy, the pious atmosphere—were really new. As already noted, they were all implicit in the aesthetics of romanticism, and had been explicit in music criticism ever since Liszt, writing about John Field in the 1850s, saw fit to praise the pianist’s “indifference to the public,” whom he “enchanted … without knowing it or wishing it.”33 Field, wrote Liszt, “was his own chief audience.” All that Schoenberg’s Society for Private Performance did was to institutionalize that circumstance and enforce it with a code of etiquette.

  


  
    The irony of the situation, of course, was that the idealism expressed by Liszt and maximalized by Schoenberg, as a reaction to the commercialization of art, was the product of that very commercialization. But commercialization has gone much further since Schoenberg’s day. (For one thing, Schoenberg knew sound recording, the ultimate musical commodifier, only in its relative infancy, and did not take a stand on its potential for affecting the history of music in the twentieth century for good or ill. Needless to say, it will be a major theme in our own assessment of that history.)

  


  
    The other major, far-reaching implication of the Society’s aims and practices was an outgrowth of the neo-Hegelian esthetics first advanced (also in the 1850s) by the New German School, according to which art was valued not with reference to its consumers but only with reference to its own autonomous history. The public was at best irrelevant to this history, at worst a brake on it. Art needed protection from people. It needed the sanctuary that Schoenberg’s Society provided for it. (More recently, that sanctuary has been sought in institutions of higher learning.) This has proven to be Schoenberg’s most controversial legacy. Does the public have any legitimate claim on artists? Are artists entitled to social support without any requirement of a reciprocal social responsibility? Has society a right to expect from the artists it supports work of social value? Does protection from the public help or hinder the development of art? Does there come a point when a stocktaking becomes possible—or necessary? And if so, who decides that it is time to perform it, and who then gets to actually do it?

  


  
    Most disquieting of all for the twentieth century, the great century of democracy and totalitarianism alike, is Schoenberg’s most central precept, which he enunciated explicitly in an essay of 1946, composed in America, where for ten years he had been living as a refugee from totalitarian persecution: “If it is art it is not for everybody; if it is for everybody it is not art.”34 Can such a proposition be defended in a democracy? If not, is there something wrong with art? Or with democracy?

  


  EPILOGUE: HOW MYTHS BECOME HISTORY

  


  SCHOENBERG’S BRAHMS


  
    Recall the quotation, toward the end of Schoenberg’s “atonal” monodrama Erwartung, of the opening phrase from Am Wegrand, a song in D minor (Ex. 6-20). Although it had originated in a “tonal” context, the phrase contained a motif (or a pair of inversionally equivalent motifs) that had been serving in the opera as a Grundgestalt, a fundamental musical idea or “basic shape” that gave coherence to the harmonically nonfunctional (“atonal”) musical texture. There is no reason to suppose that the D-minor melody had been the actual source for the intervallic motif as it appears in the opera. More likely the association occurred to Schoenberg in the course of work, in response to the poetic idea or dramatic situation that the song and the opera had in common: waiting anxiously and fruitlessly for a desired person to appear.

  


  
    Nevertheless, the notion of a motif crossing over or “progressing” from a tonal to an atonal context attracted Schoenberg, because it represented his stylistic transition to atonality—the “emancipation of dissonance,” as he preferred to call it—not as an arbitrary revolution against previous musical norms but as a methodological extension. As such, it could be described as a logical, or in terms of “dialectical” history even an inevitable, outgrowth from “common practice.”

  


  
    As reflective and self-aware as any modernist, and preoccupied to the point of obsession with his place in history, Schoenberg never resolved his ambivalence on this score. At times, he represented his technical innovations as a virtual starting-over-from-scratch, even a musical bath in Lethe, the mythical river of forgetfulness. His strongest statement of this kind came in a program note he wrote late in 1909 or early in 1910 for the first performance of his Das Buch der hängenden Gärten (“Book of the hanging gardens”), op. 15, a song cycle set, like the ending movements of the Second String Quartet, to poems by Stefan George. In these songs, for the first time, Schoenberg unflinchingly maintained his “fluctuating” or “suspended” tonality, and his fully “emancipated” treatment of dissonance, right up to the double bar, withholding all tonal closure. At once aggressive and defensive, the note asserts:

  


  
    With the George-Lieder, I have succeeded for the first time in approaching an expressive and formal ideal which has haunted me for years. Up until now, I lacked the strength and self-assurance to realize it. But now that I have started definitely upon this road, I am aware that I have burst the bonds of a bygone aesthetic; and, although I am striving towards a goal which seems certain to me, I foresee the opposition which I shall have to overcome; I feel the heat of the animosity which even the least temperamental will generate, and I fear that some who have believed in me up till now will not admit the necessity of this evolution.35

  


  


  
    But even as he proclaimed his radicalism, Schoenberg’s ambivalence showed through. He simultaneously characterized his achievement as a break (a “bursting of the bonds”) and as an evolution. In later writings, evolution definitely gained the upper hand over break in Schoenberg’s self-evaluation, and he emerges ever more consistently in his own telling as a maximalist rather than a revolutionary, even as a sort of conservative, finding precedents for almost all of his stylistic departures in Wagner’s “roving harmony” and in what he called Brahms’s “developing variation” technique.

  


  
    Of the two, the Wagner connection was the one more easily perceived and conceded by the composer’s contemporaries, especially those who knew the Gurrelieder, Schoenberg’s epic (that is, “Wagnerian”) cantata. Even Schoenberg’s expressionist music had an obvious affinity to Wagner’s music, consisting as it did of a formally free (or ad hoc) web of motifs. But Wagnerian leitmotifs were heterogeneous and referential, whereas Schoenberg dealt in nonreferential (or rather, self-referential) motifs that were ideally related, in the spirit of romantic “organicism,” to a single basic shape (what Emerson called THE ONE). That is why Schoenberg especially prized his descent from Brahms, in whose techniques of thematische Arbeit (“working-out of themes”) he came to see the source of his own Grundgestalt idea.

  


  
    But of course, or perhaps even needless to say, the Brahms from whom Schoenberg descended was Schoenberg’s Brahms—a Brahms very compellingly (and influentially) reimagined in terms of the characteristics that linked their styles. Unlike his Wagnerian heritage, which he accepted as self-evident, Schoenberg very actively propounded his descent from Brahms. This gives us another opportunity to compare theory with practice. On one occasion, for example, asked in a radio talk to explain his own methods, Schoenberg responded by citing and analyzing the first theme from Brahms’s F-major Cello Sonata, op. 99, a late work (composed in 1886) that Schoenberg, a cellist himself, had known when it was new and thought difficult to understand (Ex. 6-27).

  


  
    EX. 6-27 Johannes Brahms, Cello Sonata no. 2, Op. 99, first theme, as cited by Schoenberg
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    Schoenberg emphasized the way Brahms built up the theme by gradually expanding on the initial two-note group: first by reversing its contour and contracting it to a semitone; next by disjunctly linking two versions of the falling pair, the first expanded to a whole tone, and the second (evened out to vary the rhythm) expanded to a minor third, the sum of a semitone and a whole tone; next by linking two versions of the first (ascending) pair conjunctly (so that the middle note does double duty), and expanding the interval from a fourth to a sixth (the previous third, inverted); then ascending further (the interval between the two three-note groups inverting the already-repeated ascending fourth) and varying it with a fifth in place of the sixth; and finally, summarizing everything in a five-note phrase that ascends through a fourth, a sixth, and another fourth, then falls by a fifth (an inverted fourth), with the two longest notes, F and G, representing the falling seconds from before in an expanded inversion encompassing a ninth (which is also the largest interval previously achieved, in the fourth phrase).

  


  
    We could retell this story even more “Schoenbergianly,” perhaps, by putting it in reverse. Then it would more closely resemble the painstaking analysis given above of the little piano piece, op. 19, no. 1 (Ex. 6-13). Thus, if we take the concluding five-note phrase as a Grundgestalt, we could then systematically derive every previous (and succeeding) thematic event from it. The fact that in this case Schoenberg’s practice seems to resemble his theory in reverse is significant; for his self-constructed link to Brahms was a classic case of reverse (or double-reverse) historical narration, reversing into forward motion a lineage that had originally been traced retrospectively.

  


  
    The most celebrated instance of this rhetorical ploy was another radio talk, given to mark the centenary of Brahms’s birth in 1933 and significantly titled “Brahms the Progressive.” In it, Schoenberg illustrated “developing variation” (the building up of larger musical entities from the endlessly varied repetition of smaller ones) by subjecting two themes of Brahms to a really atomistic analysis. First he showed how the theme from the slow movement of Brahms’s String Quartet in A minor, op. 51, no. 2, could be derived from the tiniest particle, a two-note scalar descent labeled “a” in the diagram he drew up when revising the talk for publication in 1947 (Ex. 6-28). Again, the closest equivalent of the Schoenbergian Grundgestalt is not so much the two-note atom, but something a bit more characteristic—say perhaps the four-note “molecule” labeled “e” in the diagram. As the accompanying legend shows, “e” rather than “a” functions in context as a nexus set, relating all the others including the last.

  


  
    EX. 6-28 Arnold Schoenberg’s diagram of Brahms’s Op. 51, no. 2 theme
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    Schoenberg’s most famous Brahms analysis is the second one in “Brahms the Progressive.” It concerns O Tod (O Death!), from Brahms’s biblical cycle Four Serious Songs, op. 121 (1896), his last important composition. Its very telling analytical diagram is shown in Ex. 6-29; what it “tells” is how much more important the idea of motivic saturation was to Schoenberg, in analyzing Brahms, than were the guiding principles of voice leading and harmony that were likely paramount in Brahms’s mind, as they would have been in the mind of any “tonal” composer.

  


  
    Note, for example, the apparent violence Schoenberg must do to the bass line in mm. 8–10 (reversing notes at will and selecting arbitrarily from the newly ordered result) in order to reproduce his motif “e,” a pair of descending thirds outlining a seventh. Even more subtly and significantly revealing are the rising thirds labeled “b” in mm. 2–5. It is doubtful whether Brahms could have considered the quarter-eighth pair labeled “b” in m. 5, where the second note is a dissonant appoggiatura, to be the motivic equivalent of the similarly labeled pairs of half notes that precede it, where all the tones are “chord tones.” Did Schoenberg really think that harmonic considerations—matters of consonance and dissonance—were no longer relevant to motivic identity in Brahms? Had Brahms already emancipated the dissonance?

  


  
    EX. 6-29 Arnold Schoenberg, analysis of “O Tod” from Brahms the Progressive
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    Surely not, nor is it likely that Schoenberg really thought he had. Indeed, the emancipation of the dissonance was the one aspect of his own practice for which Schoenberg never claimed an explicit precedent in earlier music. But in a sense the claim he made in “Brahms the Progressive” was even bolder, and certainly more controversial. Calling Brahms a progressive was nothing if not polemical, since Brahms himself opposed the idea of musical progress that was proclaimed in his own day by the “young Hegelians” of the New German School. Calling him a progressive was Schoenberg’s way of saying that Brahms, like any other great composer, served history’s design willy-nilly.

  


  
    What was progressive about Brahms, then, was the fact that he was in Schoenberg’s view a Schoenberg-in-training or a Schoenberg-in-waiting, whose motivic webs foreshadowed Schoenberg’s own in density. And to imply this much was further to imply that the emancipation of dissonance, Schoenberg’s great “bursting of the bonds,” was in a larger sense no break at all but rather the unique and necessary culmination of all previous musically progressive practice, realizing a historical tendency that Schoenberg was the first to identify and formulate explicitly, but which many historians, in thrall to his charisma, have since endorsed.

  


  ONTOGENY BECOMES PHYLOGENY


  
    So compelling was the force of Schoenberg’s musical example, for a time, that it prompted a widespread revision of music history in which Schoenberg’s backward narrative bridge from himself to Brahms was not only “reversed into forward motion” but also generalized so that it became not the story of two composers or of a specific musical technique called developing variation, but the story of “Western music” itself. To recall high-school biology class, an “ontogeny,” the individual development of a single member or representative of a type or species (here, Schoenberg) had been generalized into a “phylogeny,” the historical development of the species itself.

  


  


  
    Perhaps the first such generalizer was Schoenberg’s pupil Berg, who in “Why Is Schoenberg’s Music So Difficult to Understand?” drew a straight developmental line from Schoenberg back to Bach (but represented it as a line extending from Bach forward to Schoenberg). The most influential generalizer, however, was Schoenberg’s other outstanding pupil, Webern, a trained musicologist as well as a composer and conductor, who embodied the new historical line both in words and in musical deed.

  


  
    In a set of lectures given in 1933 (the same year as “Brahms the Progressive”) and later published as The Path to the New Music, Webern asserted that “for the last quarter of a century major and minor have no longer existed, only most people still do not know it.”36 When originally uttered aloud, that remark could only have sounded like a partisan pronouncement. But over the years the idea of the collapse of traditional tonality37 around 1907 or 1908 (the years that circumscribe the composing of Schoenberg’s Second Quartet) has been turned into a “fact,” indeed a standard cliché of music historiography.

  


  
    The phrase in italics comes from a textbook published in 1991. The event in question, tonality’s “collapse,” had by then been long accepted by historians as an empirical fact. And yet it—obviously—never took place. To believe that it did is to commit an error that often attends the very beginning of the narrative of “Western music,” namely the assumption that the rise of literacy put an end to “orality.” Similarly, the “rise” of polyphony (another famous nonevent) is often thought to have put an end to “monophony” but didn’t, any more than the “rise” of instrumental music put an end to vocal. Innovations add to the range of options available within an existing or traditional practice. They augment it, but (except in the utilitarian realm of technology) do not normally supplant it.

  


  
    So it was with Schoenbergian “atonality.” Since his time it has been an option, and a line of development that for a while commanded wide assent among modernist composers. But “tonal” music has obviously continued, both in oral and in literate practice, and still accounts for the vast preponderance of the music composed and performed in Europe and America. To claim that all of this music is based on premises that have long since “collapsed” is of course to stigmatize it. That is a rhetorical, rather than a historical, allegation. One name for it is propaganda.

  


  
    Another is myth. The bald assertion of tonality’s collapse or demise around 1908 is one of the myths of modernism, akin to Virginia Woolf’s famous sentence (in “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” an essay published in 1924) that “on or about April 1910 human nature changed.” Both statements, which plainly (and deliberately) contradict ordinary experience, are examples of “hidden history,” in which the inexplicable is explained by reference to the occult, and in which ordinary experience is tainted as evidence of limited capacity (a technique well described by Hans Christian Andersen in his tale, “The Emperor’s New Clothes”).

  


  
    To give the myth of tonality’s collapse more historical credence, another myth was invented. It, too, went through a process of progressive generalization. A textbook of 1960 put it this way: “The whole course of late Romantic music, especially in Germany, tended toward atonality.”38 Many historians have since reconsidered the one-sidedness of such a description, even of Wagner, whose Tristan und Isolde is invariably cited as the “crisis” or precipitating work. Nevertheless, by 1991, the process of generalization had gone on apace. The textbook from which the myth of tonality’s collapse was quoted continued in this fashion:

  


  
    Yet traditional tonality did not collapse all at once. The entire nineteenth century—arguably even the common-practice period as a whole—had witnessed a progressive weakening of its constructive force, along with corresponding shifts in compositional esthetic. Any effort to understand twentiethcentury music must consider its relationship to these earlier developments out of which it grew, in part as their extension, in part as a set of new departures.39

  


  


  
    These efforts have proceeded by compounding the myths just described—the hidden crisis, the “progressive weakening”—with the one cited earlier, the generalization of Schoenberg’s retrospective claim of kinship with Brahms. The product of all this mythmaking has been an artificially sequent narrative that masquerades a particular result as a general necessity. In more specialized studies, the story is narrated in greater detail, but it retains its “synecdochic” character (that is, its substitution of parts for wholes). One of its most sophisticated formulations came in an extended study by the music theorist Joseph Straus called Remaking the Past: Musical Modernism and the Influence of the Tonal Tradition, a book that amounted to a sustained gloss on “Brahms the Progressive.” The late nineteenth century is characterized there

  


  
    as a period in which motivic association, a secondary and dependent determinant of structure in the classical and early romantic eras, was elevated into a central and independent organizing principle. Recent scholarship on late romantic music (particularly that of Wagner, Brahms, Liszt, and Mahler) has concentrated more and more on what [the music analyst] Allen Forte calls “the primal importance of the motive.” In the music of this period, motivic structure waxes as tonal structure wanes.40

  


  


  
    The particular version of the historiographical myth to which Straus makes reference by invoking Allen Forte is the one that (in Straus’s words) traces “the growing importance of contextual motivic relations and their increasing independence from a tonal framework” in the music of the late nineteenth century. He calls this asserted process of development “motivicization,” and claims that it was an aspect of common composerly practice in the period we have been calling “maximalist.” To all of this commentary, one can make the same basic objection as one can make to Schoenberg’s own analysis of Brahms’s O Tod. The crucial “independence from a tonal framework” is a function not of the music analyzed—Wagner’s, Brahms’s, Liszt’s, or Mahler’s—but of the analytical technique that is brought to bear upon it.

  


  
    As Schoenberg’s purpose in anachronistically analyzing Brahms’s music was the justification of his own, so the vast historiographical and analytical literature that has grown up in the wake of “Brahms the Progressive” has had the purpose and effect of turning Schoenberg’s particular innovations into the general history of twentiethcentury music, so that “each opus” of his, in the words of the conductor Robert Craft, “is a turning point in music itself.”41 They were that because in the retrospective view of his devotees, Schoenberg was uniquely responsive (and responsible) to what the German philosopher Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, in a book of 1949, finally called “the tendency of the musical material itself” and the historical obligations it imposed.42 Webern, in his lectures of 1933, had already charged musicians who failed to recognize these obligations with “utter dilettantism.”43

  


  “MOTIVICIZATION” IN PRACTICE


  
    That characteristic resort to browbeating was surely the least attractive product of modernist mythography. There were much more attractive ones. Webern gave a fascinating practical demonstration of how historiographical ideas can be translated into composerly procedures, when in 1934–1935 he transcribed for orchestra the six-part ricercar from Bach’s Musical Offering. The most characteristic feature of the orchestration, and at the same time one of its more enigmatic traits, is the way Webern cut up (or, as music analysts would say, “segmented”) the famous “royal” theme given Bach by Frederick the Great as a subject for improvisation. On its every appearance, the 8-measure theme is divided into seven timbrally differentiated parts, numbered for reference in Ex. 6-30.

  


  


  
    EX. 6-30 Theme from Bach’s Six-part Ricercar as segmented by Anton Webern
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    At first blush we are apt to notice nothing more than the seemingly arbitrary shifts of timbre. We may be inclined to write it off as another attempt at Klangfarbenmelodie, “tone-color melody,” or attribute it to Webern’s penchant for what was sometimes called his “pointillism,” with reference to the French postimpressionist painterly technique of applying color in little daubs that contrast close up but blend when viewed from afar. When all the voices get going in Webern’s scoring, and with all the countersubjects given a treatment just as pointillistic as the subject gets, the kaleidoscopic effect is indeed entrancing.

  


  
    But a closer look reveals something else as well. The colors do not only contrast; they also recur in a consistent pattern whenever the theme is sounded. Thus segments 1 and 5 are assigned to the same instrument on every appearance of the theme (first the muted trombone, then the flute, then the bass clarinet, then the English horn, and so on), as are segments 2 and 6 (first the muted horn, then clarinet, muted trombone, “open” horn, etc.). The constant use of the harp as a doubling instrument in segments 4 and 7 consistently associates them with one another, as well as with segment 2, which uses the color the harp doubles in segment 4, and segment 3, which uses the color doubled by the harp in segment 7. (Sharp-eyed readers will notice that the assignment of the cello to motif 6 and bassoon to motive 7 in the sixth line of Ex. 6-30 reverses the established pattern. The example is accurate: the apparent “error” was Webern’s.)

  


  
    If we now notice that the two segments doubled by the harp (4 and 7) are identical in pitch content (E[image: Image] descending to D), we have made an association between color and motif—the first of many. This observation turns out to coincide with Webern’s compositional strategy, as we learn in a letter he sent the conductor Hermann Scherchen, who was preparing the first performance in 1938. “My instrumentation attempts to reveal the motivic coherence” of the ricercar, he wrote.44 Knowing this much prompts an analytical strategy. Replacing the word “segment” with “motif,” then, we may survey Webern’s achievement thus:

  


  
    • The next logical step is to observe that the two motifs associated by harp-doubling with the two identical ones, namely 2 and 3, also consist (like motives 4 and 7) of descending semitones.

  


  
    • Turning our attention next to all the motifs that share the color doubled by the harp in segment 4—namely segments 2, 4, and 6—we notice a pair of subtle interrelationships. First, motifs 4 + 6 reproduce motifs 6 + 7 in reverse order. Second, motifs 2 and 4 connect over an augmented second, which is the inversion of the diminished seventh at the end of motif 1, surely the most characteristic interval in the theme.

  


  
    • Not only that, but the contents of motifs 2 (G + F[image: Image]) and 4 (E[image: Image] + D) can be replicated within motif 1 at a transposition of a fourth (or fifth, depending on direction): C, B, A[image: Image], G; and now remember that the second entry (or “answer”) in a fugue or ricercar is at that very transposition, so that the next time motif 1 is heard, it will use the pitches of motifs 2 and 4.

  


  
    • And of course anything said about motifs 2 + 4 can also be said about motifs 2 + 7.

  


  
    • Meanwhile, motifs 3 + 7 (associated by color) equal motifs 3 + 4 (associated by contiguity), and also equal motifs 2 + 3 at a transposition of a second. Putting this another way, one can say that motif 3 is to motif 2 what motif 4 (or 7) is to motif 3. And is it a coincidence that motifs 3 + 2, or 4 + 3 are transpositions of the famous B-A-C-H cipher?

  


  
    • And by the same token, motif 5, which covers four descending half steps, equals motifs 2 + 3 + 4(= 7).

  


  
    • Finally, motif 1, the longest of the motifs and the most characteristic, being the famous Kopfmotiv or head motif of the royal theme, summarizes all the intervallic relationships we have noted in the others. Its extremes, C and B, encompassing a descending semitone, reproduce the contiguous contents of motifs 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7; and its third and fourth notes (G + [image: image]) invert the same interval. Its final interval inverts the nexus of motifs 2 and 4 (associated by color). Its second and fifth notes coincide with the odd interval (a diminished fourth) that defines the contour of motifs 4 + 5, which fill the interval in by a scalewise chromatic descent; and the consonant fifth that stands at the extremities of the opening key-defining triad is inverted and sequentially repeated in motif 6.

  


  
    Since everything that happens later can be derived from it, motif 1 can be defined as the Grundgestalt of the ricercar, and all the succeeding motifs—indeed the whole ricercar—can be viewed as its “developing variations.” Our heads may be swimming at this point the way they were on concluding the analysis of Ex. 6-13, the first tiny piano piece from Schoenberg’s op. 19. And no wonder, for by dint of his atomistic rescoring of the ricercar Webern has managed to cast Bach, as Schoenberg had already cast Brahms, as a Schoenberg-in-training. Even more to the point, not a few decades but a full two centuries of music history have been cast as prelude to the emancipation of dissonance, which finally freed from all irrelevant constraints the kind of motivic writing Webern has elevated to a primary compositional objective of Bach’s, and an immanent feature of his music (which it took Webern’s interpretation fully to “reveal”).

  


  
    And yet it should be clear by now that what we have witnessed has been less a revelation than a revision of Bach’s priorities, and that the historical precedent that Webern has cited was in fact of his own ingenious devising. It should also be obvious that refuting the historical claims made by composers or arrangers does not amount (in itself, anyway) to a refutation, or even so much as a comment, on the artistic value of the work they have produced. As listeners, we are perfectly free to welcome Webern’s commitment to pseudohistorical fiction (to put it as bluntly as possible) if we take pleasure in the artistic result.

  


  
    As historians, we are obliged to be more wary. But we are also obliged to take note of the fiction, since once it was adopted it made real history. Like the dicta of the old New German School, of which it was in its way a maximalization, this strain of tendentious twentiethcentury music historiography became in its own right a significant and influential aspect of twentiethcentury musical thought. As many of the chapters that follow will attest, it has had a decided impact on the histories of composition, performance, and audience reception, none of which can be fully understood without reference to it.

  


  
    Mere refutation, then, can never suffice to dispel a mythology. Attention must be paid. The myths must be accounted for, above all as sociological phenomena with ramifications leading beyond music, and beyond esthetics, into matters of general philosophy, history, and politics. 

  


  


  CHAPTER 7

  Social Validation


  BARTÓK, JANÁČEK


  WHAT IS HUNGARIAN?


  
    Of all the non-Germanic nations within the polyglot Hapsburg Empire, the Hungarians—or Magyars, to name them in their own exotic tongue of proud Central Asian descent—were the most successful in maintaining a distinct political, linguistic, and cultural identity during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They had a history of independence, and an indigenous dynastic aristocracy—recall the Eszterházy family, Haydn’s employers—whose hereditary rights the Austrian rulers were for the most part careful to respect. In return for that respect they earned loyalty. For many Magyars, Austrian suzerainty meant liberation and protection from the Turks. It also promised the reunification, even the enlargement, of the old Hungarian kingdom, a process that was completed in 1711.

  


  


  
    The Austrian emperor was at first only nominally the king of the Magyars, who maintained their traditional social administration, centered on large and politically autonomous baronial counties and estates like Eszterháza. Ironically enough, real political strife with the Austrians only began with the reformist reign of Joseph II (r. 1765–90), often regarded as the most liberal of the Hapsburg emperors; for among Joseph’s reforms was the centralization of the imperial government, which threatened the autonomy of the Hungarian counties. (Among other things, the proposed reforms would have made German the only legal language in the empire.) The solution sought by the Hungarian nobles was a constitution that would guarantee their rights as citizens. Thus Hungarian nationalism was joined in an especially conspicuous way with political liberalism—or at least what passed for liberalism within a basically feudal context.
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    FIG. 7-1 Lajos Kossuth, by Francis d’Avignon.

  


  


  
    Matters flared briefly into armed conflict in 1849. Lajos (or Louis) Kossuth (1802–94), a zealous politician unsatisfied with the parliamentary government granted by the Austrians the previous year (in which he was the finance minister), declared a Magyar republic with himself as president. He was beset with rebellions from the large German, Slavic, and Romanian minorities, who felt secure under Austrian imperial rule and feared repression at the hands of Magyar nationalists. These uprisings, plus the intervention of Russia on the side of its sister empire, forced Kossuth into exile—and into legend as a martyr to the cause of freedom. He lived on for more than forty years, mainly in England and Italy. A fiery orator, he made several lucrative speaking trips to the United States, where he was billed as the Hungarian Patrick Henry or Nathan Hale. Shortly before his death he was given amnesty, which he refused. Nevertheless, his body was returned to Budapest and given a heroic burial.

  


  
    For a while after Kossuth’s attempted revolution, Hungary suffered reprisals and was ruled like an occupied territory. That only made nationalistic aspirations seethe. A compromise—the great Ausgleich, or settlement—was reached after the Austrian crown suffered a military defeat at the hands of the Prussians in 1866, and needed to regain the loyalty of its minorities. Hungary was granted its own constitution, its own parliament, its own legal code in its own language, its own currency and postal system, and what is more, political dominance over many of the other non-German parts of the empire, including Slovakia, the Balkan regions of Slovenia and Croatia, Transylvania (a partly Romanian-speaking district in the Carpathians) and Ruthenia (where the local population spoke Ukrainian). All of these territories and more were now administered not from Vienna but from Budapest.

  


  
    The emperor Franz Joseph I, already in the nineteenth year of his reign, came to Budapest to be separately crowned King of Hungary in 1867, and his empire officially became “Austria-Hungary.” His title became “Seine kaiserliche und königliche Majestät” (“His imperial and royal majesty”) in specific recognition of Hungary’s nearly coequal status, and “k.u.k.” became the official designation of all the centralized institutions that remained, notably the armed forces. Yet although it was widely heralded as a victory for the Hungarian nation, the Ausgleich once again mainly served the political and economic interests of the nobility and the haute bourgeoisie (“urban elite class”).

  


  
    As long as Austria-Hungary lasted, the voting population of the Hungarian sector never exceeded six percent, and the proportion of titled aristocrats to the total population was the highest in Europe. The Ausgleich did not still bourgeois nationalism; indeed, Hungarian nationalism became a complicated and contentious thing, with many classes within a rigidly stratified society claiming to be the “true” Hungarian nation. Self-avowed nationalist politics covered the whole political spectrum from aristocratic reaction to revolutionary socialism.

  


  
    Like its political counterpart, cultural nationalism and its reflections in the arts burgeoned and fermented as the turn of century approached, and reached in the early decades of the new century a maximalist phase that looked like a modernist revolution. In music, the change was especially pronounced: a new model of “Hungarianness,” entailing a new source in folklore and a new musical style, was advanced, and correlated with other, more cosmopolitan manifestations of modernist style. In no other country did modernism so successfully ally itself with domestic (as opposed to exotic) nationalism. The qualification is necessary because we have encountered a seemingly similar alliance in Russian music like Stravinsky’s. But that was an alliance of expedience, made strictly for export purposes, and addressed a foreign audience. The new Hungarian product arose in response to needs at home, and had far less to do with the merchandising of exoticism.

  


  
    The old Hungarian nobility had long “possessed” (i.e., patronized and cultivated) a distinctive music, the so-called magyar nóta (“Hungarian tune”), which in educated Hungarian circles was regarded as a stylistic emblem of the national identity. It was also recognized abroad by composers, at first chiefly Viennese, who occasionally imitated it for effect, and by their audiences, who relished it as the style hongrois (“Hungarian style”). It was also known, especially abroad, as the “Gypsy style,” because outside of Hungary (and in Hungarian urban centers as well) it was known mainly through performances by Gypsy violinists, whose distinctive playing style—heavily inflected with emotionally laden sforzandos, glissandos, and rubatos—was an integral part of the experience.

  


  
    Ex. 7-1 begins with an actual magyar nóta, written down in a manner that tries to convey something of its performance style and published as a piano solo in 1832. (Only the righthand part, containing the melody, is given.) Like most published magyar nótak, it has two linked parts, slow (lassú) and fast (friss). Next comes a little garland of Viennese imitations (of either the lassú or the friss), beginning with a pair of extracts from the earliest famous one, the “Rondo all’ongarese” (“Rondo in Hungarian style”) that caps a piano trio by Haydn, first published in 1795.

  


  
    From these examples, many (though not all) of the characteristics of the style hongrois can be deduced: dotted rhythms, syncopations, augmented seconds, distinctive cadence patterns, and so forth. Apart from the cadence patterns, perhaps, none of these characteristics were uniquely the property of the style hongrois. Like most stylistic “signifiers,” it was not a single trait but a pliable cluster. That gave it great flexibility: two melodies could be equally obvious exemplifications of the Hungarian cluster without necessarily having any specific traits in common.

  


  
    EX. 7-1A Magyar nóta and style hongrois, Ignác Ruzitska, Búcsuzó és friss magyar (Farewell and Fast Hungarian)
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    EX. 7-1B Magyar nóta and style hongrois, Franz Joseph Haydn, Rondo all’ongarese, the last minore (piano right hand)
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    EX. 7-1C Magyar nóta and style hongrois, Franz Schubert, “Great” Symphony in C, II, mm. 160–166 (oboe)
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    EX. 7-1D Magyar nóta and style hongrois, Johannes Brahms, Hungarian Dance no. 5 (1869), mm. 33–48 (Primo right hand)
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    Of course there was also a native Hungarian “school” of composers who employed the magyar nóta style in works cast in the larger vocal and instrumental forms of European art music. One was Mihály Mosonyi (1815-70), who was given the name Michael Brand at birth, but who translated it into its Hungarian equivalent as an act of patriotism. He composed two symphonies, a piano concerto, a large number of chamber and piano works, and three operas, all with the avowed purpose of “creating, alongside the German, Italian, and French currents in music, a fourth world-famous style, the Hungarian,”1 but he never gained the sort of international reputation that would have realized such an ambition.

  


  
    By common consent the “national composer” of Hungary during the nineteenth century was Franz (or Ferenc) Erkel (1810-93), an opera specialist, whose “historical dramatic opera” Bánk bán (1861) occupied a hallowed place in Hungarian culture analogous to that of Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar in Russia. The patriotic play by József Katona on which it was based, written in 1815, was twice banned by the Austrian censors for the way it used a thirteenth-century revolt against foreign infiltration as an allegory of contemporary Hungarian resistance to the Hapsburgs. Ex. 7–2 shows the climax of a tragic duet between the title character (heroic tenor), and his doomed wife Melinda. The magyar nóta idiom here assumes a high dramatic posture, in which the dominating musical figures are descending dotted sequences typical of Gypsy violin music, and “noble” short-long rhythms derived from the distinctive accentual patterns of the Hungarian language.

  


  
    EX. 7-2 Franz Erkel, Bánk bán, Act II, scene 1, duet
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    Inevitably, though, the greatest figure associated with the style hongrois in the nineteenth century, and its chief ambassador to the world at large, was Franz Liszt. Although he was surely the most cosmopolitan of all musicians, and the adopted standard bearer for the New German School with its universalist agenda, Liszt was nevertheless of Hungarian birth, and eager to take creative (and commercial) advantage of the fact. Most of his compositions in the style hongrois were virtuoso vehicles—nineteen Hungarian Rhapsodies, a Hungarian Fantasia with orchestra, and the like—in which he translated the Gypsy violin idiom, just as he had the Paganini idiom, into perfect keyboardese (replete with tremolo effects to evoke the accompanying cimbalom or Hungarian dulcimer).

  


  
    Later in life, Liszt occasionally used the idiom more “seriously,” as in a set of Hungarian Historical Portraits for piano (composed between 1870 and 1885) dedicated to seven Hungarian patriots (including Mosonyi, but not the still-banned Kossuth), or the grandiose Hungarian Coronation Mass for soloists, chorus, and orchestra, expressly composed for the separate crowning of Franz Joseph in 1867. The Hungarian coloring in the Mass is most pronounced precisely at the most solemn moment, the Benedictus, where (following the exalted example of Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis) Liszt entrusted a wordless prayer (already heard in the Offertory) to the solo violin (Ex. 7-3).

  


  
    Previously, Liszt had written (or had his companion, Princess Sayn-Wittgenstein write) a substantial book, Des bohémiens et de leur musique en Hongrie (1859, published in English as The Gipsy in Music), in which he characterized the style hongrois as “a great movement” in art, on an expressive and formal par with all other European musics. This was one of the classic statements for music of Johann Gottfried von Herder’s early Romantic ideal—or the old Herderian ambivalence which insisted on assigning equal value both to the specific idiosyncrasies and to the common humanity of all particular cultures. The purpose of writing the book was to explicate an exotic idiom that European audiences might find baffling, and at the same time to celebrate and demonstrate its universal validity. The chief merit of the music, and for a romantic there could be no higher one, was its immediacy and authenticity of expression. “In the very act of passing the bow across the violin-strings,” Liszt enthused, “a natural inspiration suggested itself; and, without any search for them, there came rhythms, cadences, modulations, melodies and tonal discourses.” The Gypsy violinist “revealed that golden ray of interior light proper to himself, which otherwise the world would never have known or suspected.” Hungary’s role, in Liszt’s view, was nurturing rather than creative; but that was enough to make the Gypsy idiom truly Hungarian.

  


  
    The Gypsy art can never be separated from Hungary, whose arms it must forever bear on seal and banner. To Hungary it owes a life passed entirely within its limits and in its atmosphere. To Hungary also the attainment of its virility and maturity are due, dependent as these were upon appreciation of its noble elements. It has also Hungary to thank for supply of its greatest needs—comprehension and sympathy. The haughtiness of its rhythms, their imposing dignity and sudden cries, remindful of those of a startled steed at sound of the trumpet—all from the very first, went straight to the Hungarian heart.2

  


  


  
    EX. 7-3 Franz Liszt, Hungarian Coronation Mass, violin solo from Benedictus
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    Jonathan Bellman, a historian of the style hongrois, has pointed out that by attributing the actual origin of the magyar nóta to the Gypsies, rather than just its propagation through performance, Liszt committed an offensive error in Hungarian eyes. As Bellman put it, “Hungary only understood the rhythms, in Liszt’s view—it did not produce them.”3 And yet the Hungarian language, in which every word (even foreign ones) are pronounced with a strong accent on the first syllable, seems the obvious source of those “haughty rhythms” Liszt celebrated. Liszt, who was brought up speaking German and who made French, the international tongue of European aristocracy and diplomacy, the vehicle of his mature career, was never fluent in the vernacular of the country of his birth and may not have been equipped to appreciate its relationship to the music he described. But he got the part about haughtiness right; for that is the aristocratic posture par excellence, and as we know, the magyar nóta was most actively patronized and promoted by the Hungarian gentry or small-landowner class.

  


  A CHANGE OF COURSE


  
    We do not need to adjudicate this old controversy about the origins of the magyar nóta. What is significant to us is the tension its lurking presence contributed to the new, maximalizing phase of Hungarian musical nationalism, the chief protagonist of which, Béla Bartók (1881–1945), was the most famous Hungarian-speaking composer Hungary ever produced. Bartók began his career in the selfconscious image of Liszt, as a virtuoso pianist committed both to Hungarian nationalism and to the advancement of all the most “progressive” ideas in the music of his time. Both aspects of Bartók’s creative agenda were equally pertinent to his eventual preeminence among Hungarian musicians.
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    FIG. 7-2 Bartók collecting songs from Slovak peasants in 1907.

  


  


  
    The work that brought him his first celebrity was a symphonic poem, Kossuth, composed in 1903 and first performed the next year. Its self-evident patriotic associations were enhanced, at the time of its premiere, by renewed tensions between Hungarians and Austrians, sparked by Hungarian demands that their language be used equally with German with in the “k.u.k.” army, and that Hungarians be given equal opportunity to command. The composition embodies a kind of narrative of the 1848–1849 revolution, in which the Austrians are represented by a grotesque distortion of Haydn’s famous imperial anthem (“Gott, erhalte Franz den Kaiser”), and Kossuth (by extension, the Hungarians) by a melody in the noblest magyar nóta style (Ex. 7-4).

  


  
    EX. 7-4 Béla Bartók, Kossuth, opening theme
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    A list of the self-evident Hungarian characteristics of this theme would begin with the “haughty” accompanying rhythms, and go on to include dotted pairs on every downbeat (some of them ornamented by breaking the short note into two thirty-seconds as notated), the use of the raised fourth degree (D[image: Image]), the “crowded” upbeats (four sixteenths, quintuplets, eventually sextolets as well), and so on. But as the Hungarian-born Bartók scholar Judit Frigyesi has emphasized, equally important is the fact that Bartók has fashioned an “endless,” motivically evolving melody out of these materials, of a kind that is never found in popular music, but only in the most advanced “post-Wagnerian” symphonic compositions like the tone poems of Strauss and the early symphonies of Mahler.4

  


  
    There are indeed many specific resonances in Kossuth with Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben (“A hero’s life,” 1898) and the first movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony, which (as we may recall from chapter 1) represented a Todtenfeier, a heroic funeral. The appropriateness of these resonances for glorifying a Hungarian national hero is obvious, and so the “progressive” aspect of Bartók’s achievement was a full partner in its nationalistic agenda. In the view of Hungarian modernists, their country’s coming of age as a musical nation demanded both its possessing the particularity of a national style and its meeting the universal standard of modernity.

  


  
    The problem was that by the end of the nineteenth century, the style hongrois, in Bellman’s words, “was ubiquitous as entertainment music,” and “through familiarity had lost much of its quality of strangeness.”5 Both its commonness and its associations with café genres could only devalue it in the eyes (and ears) of modernists. As long as musical nationalism implied the use of the magyar nóta idiom, or what Bartók described as “popular art music,” it could only impede the development of a universally viable Hungarian modernist music. As Frigyesi puts it, there seemed to be a barrier between “national” and “serious” music.6 The contradiction gave rise to a dilemma.

  


  
    The solution that Bartók hit upon, together with his fellow composer-nationalist and frequent collaborator Zoltán Kodály (1882–1967), might at first seem paradoxical. They strove for universal viability by seeking a more authentic “Hungarianness.” Kodály, who had a rural upbringing, had long been aware that the peasant music of the Hungarian countryside was of an altogether different style and character from the magyar nóta. He began to study it seriously, published his first articles about it in 1904, began making collecting expeditions in 1905, and in 1906 earned a Ph. D. in literature with a dissertation on the stanzaic structure of Hungarian folksong. Meanwhile, partly as a result of a chance encounter with a peasant singer, partly in emulation of Kodály’s activities, Bartók also began transcribing peasant songs.

  


  
    In 1906, the two composers issued an epoch-making anthology, Magyar népdalok (“Hungarian folksongs”), consisting of twenty transcriptions with piano accompaniment, the first ten arranged by Bartók, the rest by Kodály. The preface, signed by both but written by Kodály, expressed the hope that, once provided with access to them, the Hungarian public “might get to like” authentic folksongs.7“If only these primordial expressions of the spirit of our people would meet with even half the affection they deserve!” the editors exclaimed. But these “primordial expressions” of Hungarianness were something even Bartók had only encountered in adulthood. They were not his “native music.” Even for him they were an acquired taste.
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    FIG. 7-3 Bartók and Kodály with the Waldbauer-Kerpely Quartet, March 1910 (photograph by Aladár Székely).

  


  


  
    And so the preface ended on a pessimistic note: “The overwhelming majority of Hungarians are not yet Hungarian enough, no longer naive enough and not yet cultured enough to let these songs touch their hearts.” And indeed, the anthology sold only 150 copies in twelve years. The epoch that it marked was slow in coming, reforming the editors themselves, and other members of the nation’s musical elite, long before it did the general public. Throughout his life Kodály grumbled that in Hungary those who were cultured were not Hungarian and those who were Hungarian were not cultured. What might have been a racist complaint in other contexts was in this case a particularly forthright statement of the dilemma facing Hungarian modernists, who wanted equally to be national on the peasant model and to be sophisticated, which implied urbanity. It was a dilemma that pervaded every aspect of their creative lives, and would haunt their legacies.

  


  
    As always, reform proved to be a two-way street. Bartók summed up the import of the new folk idiom he and Kodály had discovered, in sharp and somewhat sneering contrast to the older style hongrois, in a memoir dating from 1918:

  


  
    Its expressive power is amazing, and at the same time it is devoid of all sentimentality and superfluous ornaments. It is simple, sometimes primitive but never frivolous. The more valuable part was in the old ecclesiastical or old Greek modes, or based on more primitive pentatonic scales, and the melodies were full of the freest and most varied rhythmic phrases and changes of tempi, played both rubato and giusto [in strict time].8

  


  


  
    But in their zeal, Bartók and Kodály considerably exaggerated the simplicity of the music in the course of arranging it for publication, so that it would conform to their modernist aesthetic ideals. In 1938, when they could afford a less polemical approach (and when Bartók had the use of a low-speed phonograph that made them easier to transcribe), they reissued the collection with the “superfluous ornaments” they had originally suppressed reinstated (see Ex. 7-5). Also typically exaggerated or mistaken was Bartók’s assumption that the unusual diatonic structure of the peasant melodies represented survivals of medieval or even ancient Greek modes. There is no need to assume such historical connections between diatonic scales, simply because they do not conform to those of the major/minor key system.

  


  
    But these inaccuracies and equivocations were born of the composers’ wish to justify a change in their own composing style. Creative fervor temporarily gained the upper hand over scholarly scruples. As Bartók put it in a slightly later (1921) version of the same memoir,

  


  
    The outcome of these studies was of decisive influence upon my work, because it liberated me from the tyrannical rule of the major and minor keys …. It became clear to me that the old modes, which had been forgotten in our music, had lost nothing of their vigor. Their new employment made new rhythmic combinations possible. This new way of using the diatonic scale brought freedom from the rigid use of the major and minor keys, and eventually led to a new conception of the chromatic scale, every tone of which came to be considered of equal value and could be used freely and independently.9

  


  


  
    So the primary value of the rediscovery of the old was the possibility it created of achieving the new, yet without any loss in national specificity (which alone could guarantee “authenticity”). The simple peasant music, precisely because it was little known and previously uncultivated by composers of “art music,” offered modernists greater scope for creative appropriation than the ornate and highly stylized magyar nóta, which had its own tradition in art music, and which therefore carried a heavy baggage of associations, including some (to urban commercial genres, to the reactionary nobility, etc.) that nationalists of Bartók and Kodály’s generation had to reject.

  


  
    Exhilarated by his breakthrough, Bartók eagerly began to theorize about the proper relationship between “peasant music” and “modern music,” eventually arriving at a three-tiered prescription that he published in a Budapest music magazine in 1931. Excerpted and laid out in tabular form, Bartók’s schema looks like this:

  


  
    1. We may, for instance, take over a peasant melody unchanged or only slightly varied, write an accompaniment to it and possibly some opening and concluding phrases. This kind of work would show a certain analogy with Bach’s treatment of chorales. Two main types can be distinguished among works of this character:

  


  
    a. In one case accompaniment, introductory and concluding phrases are of secondary importance, and they only serve as an ornamental setting for the precious stone: the peasant melody.

  


  
    EX. 7-5 Two versions of no. 1 from Bartók/Kodály, Magyar népdalok
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    b. It is the other way round in the second case: the melody only serves as a “motto” while that which is built around it is of real importance. In any case it is of the greatest importance that the musical qualities of the setting should be derived from the musical qualities of the melody.

  


  
    2. Another method by which peasant music becomes transmuted into modern music is the following: the composer does not make use of a real peasant melody but invents his own imitation of such melodies. There is no real difference between this method and the one described first.

  


  
    3. There is yet a third way in which the influence of peasant music can be traced in a composer’s work. Neither peasant melodies nor imitations of peasant melodies can be found in his music, but it is pervaded by the atmosphere of peasant music. In this case we may say, he has completely absorbed the idiom of peasant music which has become his musical mother tongue. He masters it as completely as a poet masters his mother tongue.10

  


  
    The last, and obviously most important (because most creative) manner of assimilation is—perhaps deliberately—the most vaguely expressed, since the greatest vagueness imposes the fewest limits. It seems clear, though, that what Bartók is describing is related to what, with reference to Stravinsky in chapter 3, was termed “neonationalism,” the adoption from folklore not of thematic material but of style characteristics, abstractly conceived. Bartók’s reference to the “mother tongue” is significant, precisely since he recognizes that urban composers like himself do not learn the idiom of peasant music from their mothers but must master it through deliberate application, as an adult learns a foreign language. So the “Hungary” that this music, composed according to Bartók’s precepts, represents is no real Hungary but an idealized Hungary constructed by combining rural (or “primitive”) raw material with the most sophisticated, urbane techniques of elaboration and development: the Hungary of the liberal utopian imagination.

  


  
    And just because it was liberal, and because it was utopian, Bartók’s musical nationalism, unlike any we have seen before, was pluralistic and all-embracing in a manner recalling the eighteenth-century philosophy of Herder, the original romantic nationalist. Bartók studied, and in his creative work assimilated, the folk music not only of the Magyars, but of all the peoples who inhabited “greater Hungary”—Romanians, Slovaks, Bulgars, Croats, and Serbs—and even ethnically remoter peoples like the Turks (distantly related linguistically to the Magyars) or the Arabs of North Africa (coreligionists to the Turks), both of whose musics Bartók researched on location, and about which he published treatises. He was reviled for the catholicity of his musical range by narrower nationalists; and eventually Bartók felt impelled to leave a Hungary that had allied itself politically with the German Nazis, the most virulently narrow nationalists of all. He may be justly viewed as the last of the Herderians, in contrast to the—sadly—more typical twentiethcentury nationalists who had betrayed Herder’s pluralistic legacy.

  


  A PRECARIOUS SYMBIOSIS


  
    Bartók almost immediately began incorporating the melodies of peasant songs into his original compositions, alongside modernist explorations of a kind familiar to us from the work of other composers. The two lines of development were kept in a kind of symbiosis thanks to what could be called Bartók’s neonationalist credo, his insistence “that the musical qualities of the setting”—that is, the original composition—“should be derived from the musical qualities of the melody.” His unique synthesis was the result of an unerring eye for musical qualities latent in the folk material that could be brought into conformity with the modernistic concepts that attracted him.

  


  


  
    He was, in short, as committed a modernist and a maximalist as any of the composers whose work we have been tracing in the last few chapters, but he felt a need unfelt by the others to justify his stylistic predilections to his social conscience. Grounding in folklore provided a social validation for his art, just as it did for German artists a hundred years before, who remade their art in the spirit of Herder’s romanticism. Bartók and the rather less maximalistically inclined Kodály were the only European modernists who remained faithful to this strain of romanticism at a time when it was the complementary strain—the egoistical strain that justified its ways solely on grounds of fidelity to one’s own unique subjective self—that captured the imaginations of the Germans.

  


  
    Bartók never openly opposed his social conscience to Schoenberg’s arbitrary “instinct,” but there are passages in his writings that allude to social matters under cover of “nature.” In the romantic view an “authorless” folksong was the product of impersonal nature rather than human subjectivity: hence the implicit superiority of the new Hungarian music. In an article of 1928, written at the request of E. Robert Schmitz and his Pro Musica Society in New York (already encountered in chapter 5, under the name “Franco-American Musical Society,” as the sponsors of Charles Ives’s quarter-tone music), Bartók undertook to answer the questions, first, “whether contemporary music of Hungary and the contemporary music of other countries have any points in common,” and second, “whether contemporary Hungarian music differs from that of other countries.”11 After tracing in some detail the process, which we will trace below, whereby novel harmonies and tonalities could be milked from the “musical qualities of the melody,” Bartók summed up by conceding that “many other (foreign) composers, who do not lean upon folk music, have met with similar results at about the same time—only in an intuitive or speculative way, which, evidently, is a procedure equally justifiable.” But, having already injected a slightly ironic tone with the word “evidently,” Bartók played his trump card. “The difference,” he added immediately, “is that we created through Nature.”

  


  
    And several paragraphs later, Bartók allowed himself to spell out the implicit negative critique just a bit:

  


  
    One point, in particular, I must again stress: our peasant music, naturally, is invariably tonal, if not always in the sense that the inflexible major and minor system is tonal. (An ‘atonal’ folk music, in my opinion, is unthinkable.) Since we depend upon a tonal basis of this kind in our creative work, it is quite self-evident that our works are quite pronouncedly tonal in type.12

  


  


  
    So there it was at last, a social prescription: unless modern art music, however maximalistic, rested on a “natural” basis, by which Bartók meant something that would now be more likely called a social basis, its style would be “unthinkable.” Composers and their audiences had to speak a common language, and that language had to be determined by “nature”—that is, a social consensus that subsumed the individual. The same assumptions encompassed and motivated aspects of Bartók’s professional activity that set it sharply at odds, both esthetically and ethically, with the work of his Viennese contemporaries. He wrote, for example, a wealth of pedagogical piano music designed to train musicians from childhood in the idiom of contemporary music; and here he was especially careful to keep the nexus between peasant music and modern music clear. Kodály’s pedagogical work was even more extensive than Bartók’s; many regard it as his most important achievement.

  


  
    The idea of Schoenberg, Berg, or Webern writing music for training children, or incorporating folklore into their work except as an ironic invocation of “innocence,” is as unthinkable as was the idea of an “atonal folk music.” Bartók and Kodály, in keeping with the traditions of the Hungarian urban intelligentsia from which they had emerged, maintained, alongside their modernist nationalism, a sense of social mission that was regarded elsewhere as inimical to stylistic progress. Most twentiethcentury artists were impelled (or compelled) to choose between these goals. Even Kodály did, eventually. Only Bartók, among the century’s universally recognized maximalists, attempted to fuse them. That makes him, for historians, a uniquely interesting “phenomenon.”

  


  
    The crucible in which Bartók tried in most concentrated fashion to work out his maximalized peasant-song idiom was a set of fourteen innocently titled Bagatelles for piano (op. 6), composed in May 1908. The set contains everything from straightforward harmonized folk song to modernistic experiment; but within its confines (and with a sidelong glance or two at other works) it is possible to show the relationship between the one extreme and the other with special clarity. Simplest by far, apparently, is Bagatelle no. 4 (Ex. 7-6a), nothing more or less than a song Bartók himself had recorded on a phonographic cylinder from the singing of a peasant the year before (Ex. 7-6b), harmonized in a sort of “impressionist” style. The words show it to be a sort of cowboy’s lament:

  


  I was a cowherd,

  I slept by my cows;

  I awoke one night,

  Not one beast was in its stall.


  


  
    To designate this setting as “impressionist” in style is to call attention to the prevalence of seventh chords in the harmonization, often moving in parallel À la Debussy. Bartók may well have thought of his setting that way, since 1907, the year in which he collected the song on which he based his bagatelle, was also the year in which he discovered the piano music of Debussy—a discovery that Bartók compared, in terms of its impact on his development, to his discovery of peasant song itself.

  


  
    Just as salient to the analytical eye is the resolute diatonic purity of the setting (apart from the deliberately jarring chromaticism at the ends of the third and fourth phrases). There are no leading tones in evidence, as there were even in Bartók’s 1906 folksong harmonizations. That means that there can be no real dominant chord, since the dominant of D minor, by definition, is an A-major triad. Instead, we have a harmonization not in the conventional minor but in an unaltered “Aeolian mode” or natural minor. In that mode all the primary chords are minor (i, iv, v) and the secondary chords are major (III, VI, VII) or diminished (ii°).

  


  
    EX. 7-6A Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 4
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    EX. 7-6B Song model for Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 4
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    This means that in the second phrase, for example, which is a reharmonization of the first with added sevenths, all the primary harmonies are “minor-minor” seventh chords (/03 7 10/). What is, at least in retrospect, the most characteristically Bartókian aspect of that harmony is the fact that its constituent intervals, counting from the top or bottom, are a palindrome—m3, M3, m3—which means that to count from the top is the same as counting from the bottom. The chord is inversionally symmetrical. And Bartók enhances the inversional symmetry of his harmonization even further when he can—in m. 4, for example, where he adds a ninth to the VII chord (on C) so that its intervals, too, become palindromic: M3, m3, m3, M3.

  


  
    Between the minor-minor seventh chord and the dominant ninth we may observe in passing an important distinction between two types of symmetry: those with an odd number of elements in which there is a single axis (like the M3 in the minor-minor seventh) as opposed to those with an even number of elements in which there is a double axis (like the m3/m3 pair in the dominant ninth). We will return to this point later, for it will assume enormous importance for Bartók as he maximalizes the style we are in the process of discovering. Another little point that will become bigger concerns the one chromatic touch in Bagatelle no. 4: the G[image: Image] and F[image: Image] that decorate the cadences in mm. 8 and 12. Together they are a kind of double chromatic neighbor encircling the fourth degree of the scale, so that instead of proceeding from the fifth degree to the third through two whole steps (T-T) we proceed by an alternation of semitones and whole tones (S-T-S). That, too, is a symmetrical arrangement of intervals, indeed a “symmetricalized” one.

  


  
    Like its predecessor, Bagatelle no. 5 (Ex. 7-7a) is based on a folk song that Bartók collected himself, this time one of Slovak origin (that is, from the northernmost province of what was then “Greater Hungary”). Ex. 7-7b shows the original tune as Bartók transcribed it, in a collection that remained unpublished until 1970. (The words are sadder than Bartók’s quick setting might immediately suggest: “Hey, before our door the jilted lad plants a wild rose.”) Once again the harmonization insists (even more emphatically than in the previous bagatelle) on the intervallically symmetrical minor-minor seventh chord as primary consonance.

  


  
    But this time the melody, too, is cast in a mode (the “Dorian”) that is intervallically symmetrical. It is the only diatonic mode that retains all its intervals when inverted. (See Ex. 7-8a; the other diatonic modes are related by inversion as follows: major inverts to Phrygian, minor to Mixolydian, Lydian to “Locrian.”) And as Bartók apparently discovered (or at least demonstrated in his music) earlier than Stravinsky, the Dorian mode, conceived as a pair of symmetrical T-S-T tetrachords placed a whole step apart, can interact easily with the octatonic scale, conceived as a pair of similar tetrachords placed a half step apart (see Ex. 7-8b; either tetrachord can be held in common while the other is transposed).

  


  
    EX. 7-7A Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 5, mm. 1–19
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    EX. 7-7B Song model for Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 5
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    EX. 7-8A Dorian inversional symmetry
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    EX. 7-8B Dorian/octatonic interaction
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    Bagatelles 4 and 5 both conform to the method labeled “1a” in the extract given above from Bartók’s essay on the relationship between peasant music and modern music. The original tune in both cases occupies the foreground, the composer’s additions, however imaginative and suggestive, being merely the “ornamental setting for the precious stone.” Before proceeding with the Bagatelles into more abstractly stylized territory, we can savor the difference between the ornamental style labeled “1a” and its counterpart, “1b” (in which “the melody only serves as a ‘motto’ while that which is built around it is of real importance”), by comparing Bagatelle no. 4 (Ex. 7-6a) with a piece written a year later, the second in a set of Four Dirges for piano, which Bartók published (as op. 9A) in 1912 (Ex. 7-9a).

  


  
    It is not immediately evident that the dirge is based on the same folk melody as the bagatelle, but Ex. 7-9b, which reconstructs their relationship, will make it clear. The dirge melody is constructed by omitting all tones from the folk tune that do not conform strictly to a pentatonic scale, and making up for their absence with neighbors and internal repetitions. In addition, even rhythms have been made uneven to enhance the prevalence of “noble” Hungarian short-long patterns. The tune, in short, has been rendered folkier than the folk; or rather, it has been recast to conform to a set of theoretical abstractions, the first step in “utopianizing” folklore and rendering it fit for modernist use.

  


  
    Thereafter the tune is developed in various ways: through enharmonic modulations, by altering its intervals, and (most interestingly) by allowing its predominant structural interval to multiply. That interval is the perfect fourth, which begins the melody and also (in the dirge) brings its first and last phrases to an end. Beginning in m. 31 a variant of the melody is played (Ex. 7-9c) that begins as if splicing the beginning and ending fourths together (mm. 31–32) and repeating the same little symmetrical stack of fourths a couple of measures later (m. 34).

  


  
    This is one simple instance of one of Bartók’s most pervasive neonationalist techniques: mining his tunes for harmonic symmetries and exploiting them in both the horizontal and the vertical dimension. The technique led him to many of the same harmonies we have seen in the “atonal” (or pantonal) works of Schoenberg and his pupils, but in the case of Bartók it is often possible to trace the novel harmonies back to a specific folk-melodic source, showing the process to have been less speculative than empirical. In the middle of Bagatelle no. 7 (Ex. 7-10), there is a long melodic passage consisting of the same superimposed perfect fourths we have just observed in Dirge no. 2, a harmony about which Schoenberg speculated in a famous passage from his Harmonielehre, and used with striking effect in his Chamber Symphony, op. 9 (1906). But Bartók’s stacks of fourths encompass exactly five notes, which if compressed into “best normal order” (as defined in chapter 6) would coincide exactly with the pentatonic (“black key”) scale, the scale to which (according to Bartók) all the oldest Hungarian peasant songs conformed.

  


  
    EX. 7-9A Béla Bartók, Four Dirges, Op. 9a (1912), no. 2, mm. 1–29
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    EX. 7-9B Béla Bartók, Four Dirges, Op. 9a (1912), no. 2, mm. 1–14, compared with folk tune in EX. 7-6B
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    EX. 7-9C Béla Bartók, Four Dirges, Op. 9a(1912), no. 2, mm. 31–37
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    EX. 7-10 Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 7, mm. 49–70
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    The fourth-melodies, especially when accompanied as they are in Dirge no. 2 and Bagatelle no. 7 by dissonant harmonies (often involving a “white key/black key” opposition), are among Bartók’s most elemental modernistic abstractions from folklore. The next stage of abstraction for Bartók, as it was also for Schoenberg, was the “verticalization” of melodic formations, precisely as happens in Bagatelle no. 11 (Ex. 7-11a), where the fourths now occur not as successions but as vertical piles. The immediate juxtaposition of fourth chords at the tritone, as happens in mm. 14–15, introduces another sort of symmetry to the mix, one that will recall the alternations of perfect fourths and tritones that we have already observed in the work of Schoenberg, Stravinsky, and Ives. With Bartók the essential harmonic unit is not the three-note “atonal triad” or “Rite-chord” as it was with Schoenberg or Stravinsky. Rather, it takes the form of a four-note unit consisting of two fourths at the tritone, as happens melodically at the very climax of Bagatelle no. 11 (Ex. 7-11b).

  


  
    EX. 7-11A Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 11, mm. 1–18
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    For its harmonic extension (or “verticalization”), see Ex. 7-11c, the coda of Bagatelle no. 8. The harmonies suspended there over the tonic pedal look like pairs of tritones at the minor ninth (=semitone); but that is the inversion of the “four-note unit” at the climax of Bagatelle no. 11 (Ex. 7-12). In either case, the harmony can be described as the atonal triad plus its inversion, analogous to an ordinary triad expanded to include both the major and the minor third. As we will see, it is the “Bartók chord” par excellence. For reasons that will emerge later, it is often called the “Z-tetrachord” by analysts.

  


  
    EX. 7-11B Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 11, mm. 55–60
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    EX. 7-11C Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 8, end
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    EX. 7-12 “Z-tetrachords” in Béla Bartók, Bagatelles, Op. 6, nos. 8 and 11
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    For the ultimate in Bartókian symmetry, at least as expressed within the Fourteen Bagatelles, consider the second item in the set (Ex. 7-13). Bagatelle no. 2 was a recital favorite of the composer, who often played it as an encore and recorded it more than once. The catchy opening is a demonstration of “axial symmetry,” where in every interval is invertible around the same “axis pitch,” in this case A. The opening dyad, A[image: Image]B[image: Image], is A ± one semitone. The third BG, with which the left-hand melody begins, is A ± two semitones. The next interval in the left hand, CG[image: Image], is A ± three semitones, and so it goes: D[image: Image]F = A ± 4 and DF[image: Image] = A ± 5. The whole complex, reminiscent of a similar array that governed the harmony of Salome by Richard Strauss, Bartók’s early hero (see chapter 1), is summed up in Ex. 7-14. Not that Bartók was the only composer to “inherit” the technique from Strauss: we have already spotted it, in more rudimentary form, in Webern’s fourth Bagatelle for string quartet (Ex. 6-26b).

  


  
    But in the fifth measure of Ex. 7–13 comes an interesting deviation. As Ex. 7–14 shows (and as we may remember from Salome), any axis pitch—that is, the point where two chromatic scales in contrary motion intersect at the unison or octave—will have a counterpart at the tritone (that is, the other place where the scales will so intersect). That point is reached at the end of the Bagatelle’s fourth measure with the high E[image: Image] in the left hand, to be followed (we can only expect) by another E[image: Image] an octave below to complete the pattern. Instead, Bartók writes E[image: Image][image: Image]. The unexpected note might either be viewed as a “wrong note” joke or as a sort of deceptive cadence. Either way, an unstated (or unreached) goal is acknowledged.

  


  
    EX. 7-13 Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 2
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    But this is momentous. Implying a goal in advance is something that in our experience only “tonal” harmony, with its preassigned functions and directed motion, can do. Bartók’s axial symmetry has managed to do the same: it has identified E[image: Image] with a function that can be either fulfilled or evaded. And of course the axis itself, the A about which there has been so much to say, has been similarly implied rather than sounded outright. And yet its ruling presence is felt “behind the scenes” just the way an implied tonic (like the A major or minor triad that is forecast but never sounded through the whole Prelude to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde) can rule in absentia in tonal music. Axial symmetry, then, can be construed (or deployed) as an alternate form of functional tonality that takes the chromatic scale rather than the circle of fifths as its basis.

  


  
    EX. 7-14 Axial symmetry in Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 2
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    And just as harmonic functions can furnish a form-defining trajectory for tonal music (most basically, the binary form with its movement from tonic to dominant and back by way of a Far Out Point), so can the reciprocal axes in a symmetrical array. That is precisely how Bartók’s Bagatelle no. 2 is laid out. The cadence on E[image: Image], evaded in m. 5, is finally made (in a conventional “tonal” way) in mm. 7–8. The section thus inaugurated plays with another symmetrical formation that encompasses both A and E[image: Image]: namely the 0 3 6 9 circle of minor thirds with which Bartók had been familiar since encountering it in the music of Liszt. All the triadic roots in mm. 8–12—E[image: Image], C, and F[image: Image]—are drawn from it. Only one member, A, is withheld; and that, of course, is to forecast it as the final goal of the bagatelle’s tonal trajectory.

  


  
    The approach could not be neater. Beginning in m. 17 the music begins to stutter on the dyad ED, which is eventually played (mm. 18–21) as a pulsing harmonic interval like the A[image: Image]B[image: Image] pair at the outset. And just as the original dyad initiated a regular expansion to approach the E[image: Image] pole, so the ED dyad and its consequences point us back toward A—an A that, whimsically, is never allowed to materialize (except disguised as B[image: Image][image: Image] resolving to A[image: Image]). An evasive action similar to the one in mm. 5–6 is employed in mm. 20–23 to skirt the A and prepare a return, instead, of the A[image: Image]B[image: Image] dyad from which the piece had taken off. The coda reproduces the first 6 measures with registers adjusted, and the D[image: Image] from mm. 5–6, which makes consonances with both A[image: Image] and B[image: Image], is allowed to end the piece as a specious tonic—a sort of “tonal” pun.

  


  A BIT OF THEORY


  
    As in the case of Schoenberg, whose creative methods were later explained by analysts using concepts (like the rudimentary “set theory” we explored in chapter 6) that the composer never knew or needed, so Bartók’s symmetrical structures were rationalized long after his death according to “paradigms” or models with which he was probably unfamiliar as such. The fact that analytical methods are sometimes anachronistic does not necessarily lessen their appropriateness or their explanatory potential (or else we would have long since stopped using Roman numerals to label chord functions in Bach or Mozart). As explained with reference to Schoenberg, we often need them in order to infer and then demonstrate to our own satisfaction the premises on which the composer was relying a priori.

  


  


  
    A case in point is a handy method devised by the composer George Perle (b. 1915) to represent symmetrical arrays like the one Bartók employed in the second Bagatelle, and more importantly, to compare them. It may already have occurred to the reader that, with its “pluses and minuses” arranged around a stationary center, axial symmetry À la Bartók or Strauss or Webern is a “zero-sum game.” That is, whatever is added on one side is taken away on the other, so that the “sum”—in this case A (or E[image: Image])—does not change. If that sum could be represented numerically, there would be a means of classifying axes, of measuring progressions from one to another, and (most important, analytically) of assigning any interval or chord one may chance to encounter to its potential place within a symmetrical array.

  


  
    The trick is done by numbering the pitch classes from an arbitrary starting point on C (like the “fixed doh” of French-style solfège, or sight-singing technique), thus,
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    and then calculating the sums of the two chromatic scales whose intersections define the symmetrical array. That is what is done in Ex. 7-14b. The array in Ex. 7-14a begins with one of the points of intersection: 2 As. A being nine semitones above C, the sum of two As is 9 + 9, or 18. But since we are dealing with idealized pitch classes rather than actual pitches, we need to conceptualize everything within a single ideal octave; hence 12 is subtracted from all sums 12 or above, since 11 defines the limit of an octave, after which “zero” comes again. Thus the index number or “sum” of our two As is 6. And so is the index number for the reciprocal point of intersection, the two E[image: Image]s (3 + 3), around which the same series of dyads take their place but in the opposite order.

  


  


  
    As Perle’s method represents them, all axes (points of intersection between chromatic scales in contrary motion) have the same index numbers as their reciprocals. In other words, whereas with individual pitches we assume “octave equivalency,” in the case of axes we assume “tritone equivalency,” thus:

  


  TABLE 7.1
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    The odd index numbers belong to arrays in which the chromatic scales in contrary motion cross without actually intersecting on unisons or octaves. Whereas the intervals in an intersecting array like the one in Ex. 7–14 are limited to the intervals that contain an even number of semitones, namely M2/m7, M3/m6, and aug4/dim5 in addition to the octave/unison (0), the intervals in a nonintersecting array, like the one in Ex. 7-15, will have the complementary set—m2/M7, m3/M6, P4/P5—in which all the intervals contain an odd number of semitones. As noted above, a symmetrical array can have either a single or a dual axis, depending on whether it contains an odd or even number of members. Thus the array of dual axes and their tritone reciprocals (taking the minor second as the axis since it is closest to the unison) will look like this:

  


  TABLE 7.2
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    EX. 7-15 A representative “odd” array (sum 7)
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  SYMMETRICAL FUGUE, SYMMETRICAL SONATA


  
    To show how thoroughly (and literally) the relationships mapped out in these charts and diagrams could function as an alternative tonal system (easily grasped by the ear without the help of charts or diagrams), we can look ahead to two of Bartók’s best-known works, composed considerably later in his career. Once their basic outlines were established in the music he composed around 1908, his methods served him faithfully to the end, making his style a remarkably consistent one over the whole course of his creative life.

  


  


  
    We will start with the later of the two, Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta, composed in 1936 on commission from Paul Sacher (1906–99), a Swiss conductor who had married into a wealthy industrial family and paid many famous composers to write music suitable for the organization he led, the Basel Chamber Orchestra. We will start with it because its first movement, remarkably, projects the selfsame tonal trajectory as Bagatelle no. 2 of 1908, but over a far longer span of time and with far from whimsical effect.

  


  
    Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta is a four-movement composition comparable in that respect to a traditional symphony. Its movements, however, possibly in keeping with the fact that it was commissioned by a chamber orchestra whose main business at first was performing an eighteenth-century repertoire, are in a slow-fast-slow-fast sequence more reminiscent of an old Italian concerto grosso. The fast movements are distinctly “neonationalist” in style, being cast in a modernistic idiom obviously based on folklore. The third movement is typical of a genre Bartók called “night music”—not, however, in the sense of the eighteenth-century convivial notturno or serenade, which was aristocratic party music; nor in that of the Chopinesque nocturne, which was a dreamy mood piece; but in the sense of a night spent camping outdoors, in proximity to enigmatic, indefinable sounds of nature.

  


  
    The night music in Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta is particularly noted for its pioneering use of the timpani glissando, a technique made possible only a few years earlier when improved models of pedal timpani became available. (Bartók’s first use of this uncanny effect, possibly the first by anyone, was in his Cantata profana of 1930, a setting of a folk legend in verse, where it accompanies a magical transformation.) In Ex. 7-16a, which reproduces the first page of the score, the timpani glissandos are cast in dialogue with another typical Bartók night sound, a nattering diminution-augmentation or accelerando-ritardando effect on a single note, here played by the xylophone. (The first partial use of this effect in Bartók’s music, indeed his first “night piece,” is found—not surprisingly—in that same remarkable set of Bagatelles, op. 6, the crucible of Bartók’s maximalistic style; see Ex. 7-16b.)

  


  
    Against this background, the violas enter with a melody that in its chromaticism is obviously no folk tune, but which nevertheless bears traces of “Hungarianness” in its rhythm, its tiny accented notevalues on the beat aping the short tonic stress patterns of Magyar speech as if placing a human “figure” against a landscape. Accompanying the viola melody is a sustained tremolo in the lower strings that sounds the tritone C/F[image: Image] as a pedal that will last until m. 16. Although we must again tantalizingly postpone pursuit of its ramifications, it is worth noting one more fact: the pedal tritone, plus the xylophone pitch (F) and the pitches of the timpani glissandos (B/F[image: Image])—in other words, all the pitches that accompany the “Hungarian” melody—together form what has already been cryptically identified as a “Z-tetrachord.” Now compare Ex. 7-16c, drawn from a later passage in the third movement, where the rustling night sounds (represented by a murmured cacophony of simultaneous arpeggios or glissandos from celesta, harp, and piano) reach their peak. The pedal, now in the double basses and timpani, has moved to a doubled E[image: Image], while the glissandos pit black-key pentatonic scales, of which E[image: Image] is a member, against various scales from which it stands out: white-key pentatonic, whole-tone, white-key glissandos. Without implying that Debussy would have necessarily recognized or sanctioned it, the texture here could be aptly characterized as maximalized “impressionism.”

  


  
    EX. 7-16A Béla Bartók, Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta, III, mm. 1–10
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    EX. 7-16B Béla Bartók, Bagatelle, Op. 6, no. 12, mm. 1–8
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    EX. 7-16C Béla Bartók, Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta, III, 1 after letter [image: Image]
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    Putting the pedals together—C/F[image: Image]+ E[image: Image]—and noting that they make up a diminished triad, we might be tempted to relate the harmony here to the 0 3 6 9circle of minor thirds that is so familiar by now from its use by Liszt, Ravel, and Stravinsky, all composers with whose works Bartók was enthusiastically familiar, and that we have already observed in Bagatelle no. 2. But where Liszt, Ravel, and Stravinsky would most likely have integrated the circle of thirds with its octatonic scalar extension (a technique to which Bartók was certainly no stranger), we now have another, uniquely Bartókian context with which to ally it—namely, the “sum 6” symmetrical array already displayed in Ex. 7-14, where E[image: Image] is one of the axes along with A, and where the C/F[image: Image]G[image: Image] pair is situated right between the axes on both sides.

  


  
    Excellent evidence that this was Bartók’s own way of conceptualizing the harmonic symmetry that his pedals expressed can be found in the notation of the glissandi in Ex. 7-16c, especially the upward-sweeping white-key glissandos in the piano part. Ex. 7–14 was introduced in conjunction with the Bagatelle no. 2 and used the note-spellings found there, including F[image: Image] in place of the more usual E, presumably so that the expansion from F[image: Image]/D to the axis octave E[image: Image] could be represented as a pair of leading-tone resolutions, as in a traditional augmented sixth chord. The F[image: Image]–D spelling is retained in Ex. 7-16c.

  


  
    But anyone encountering that passage in the context of a performance of Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta, or a sequential perusal of the score, would have had even better evidence that Bartók conceptualized its tonality in terms of the “sum 6” array in Ex. 7-14; for the implications of that array are worked out both systematically and startlingly over the course of the first movement. Perhaps in response to the concerto grosso idea (also reflected in the occasional concertante writing for keyboard instruments and string soloists in the fast movements), Bartók cast the movement as a fugue. Here is how he described it, in his own dry and halting English, in the preface to a revised edition of the score, published after he had already taken wartime refuge in America:

  


  
    On certain principles fairly strictly executed form of a fugue, i.e. the 2nd entry appears one fifth higher, the 4th again one fifth higher than the 2nd, the 6th, 8th and so forth again a fifth higher than the preceding one. The 3rd, 5th, 7th, etc. on the other hand enter each a fifth lower. After the remotest key—E flat—has been reached (the climax of the movement) the following entries render the theme in contrary movement until the fundamental key—A—is reached again, after which a short Coda follows.13

  


  


  
    For the sake (he evidently thought) of clarity, Bartók’s description emphasizes the procedural similarity between his fugue and the familiar textbook rules of fugue writing. A traditional fugue begins with “an entry one fifth higher,” and so does Bartók’s. But his fugue keeps on mounting higher—and plunging lower—by fifths, as may be seen in Ex. 7-17a, which shows the start of the process: violas starting on axis-pitch A, the third and fourth violins entering at the fifth above (E), the cellos at the fifth below (D), the second violins another fifth above (B). A “maximalized fugue,” then? Yes, but to leave it at that would do scant justice to the plan. To take it all in at once, and also see its relationship to the other music of Bartók that we have looked at, we need a diagram (Diagram 7–1 shown following Ex. 7-17a). Numbers in parentheses in Diagram 7–1 refer to the measures in which each entry of the subject takes place; numbers in brackets show the relationship of each vertical pair to the axis pitch as in Ex. 7-14.

  


  
    EX. 7-17A Béla Bartók, Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta, I, mm. 1–15
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  [image: Image]


  


  
    DIAGRAM 7-1

  


  


  
    By pairing the entries at the upper fifth with those at the lower fifth, as in the diagram, we can see that Bartók’s “fugal” procedure is in reality another way of projecting the same “sum 6” symmetrical matrix from which Bagatelle no. 2 had been derived, but doing it in a grand way that covers an imposing span of time and invokes a long and distinguished fugue-writing heritage that it, in effect, caps. Each of the pairs in the diagram above has its counterpart in Ex. 7-14.

  


  
    The crucial theoretical point that Bartók’s fugue thus demonstrates is the way in which the circle of fifths can be mapped onto the chromatic scale (the “circle of semitones”), the only other interval cycle to exhaust all the pitch classes, so as to traverse the same progression from an axis pitch to its reciprocal. The achievement of E[image: Image] (Ex. 7-17b), which takes place in both the ascending and descending “voices” as conceptualized in the diagram, provides the same tangible sense of climax as the continually foreshadowed but evaded E[image: Image]s had done in the bagatelle. That sense of climax or completion conditions the same out-and-back tonal trajectory, utterly different yet wholly analogous to the out-and-back trajectories of tonal music. The much-truncated coda, which begins with the upbeat to the fourth measure of Ex. 7-17b in the cellos and basses with the subject in inversion, spells out the idea of axial symmetry in as many ways as Bartók could think of. At the very end (Ex. 7-17c), in a summary that manages to be both grave and witty, the two violin parts play the second phrase of the subject, covering exactly the range between the primary axis (A) and its reciprocal (E[image: Image]), in note-against-note counterpoint with its inversion. It is almost as if they were actually performing a slightly abbreviated version of Ex. 7–14 itself.

  


  A NEW TONAL SYSTEM?


  
    Among Bartók’s most impressive achievements were his six string quartets, all of them very elaborate major works, and all very different from one another. They were composed between 1908 and 1939, a period that encompassed virtually his entire mature career in Europe. Bartók’s intense cultivation of the genre, one of the emblems of the European “classical” tradition, attests to his concerns both for synthesizing the particularly national with the universal, and for conceiving the universal in terms of tradition and advancement in equal measure.

  


  


  
    EX. 7-17B Béla Bartók, Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta, I, mm. 56–64
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    EX. 7-17C Béla Bartók, Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta, I, mm. 86–88
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    The Fourth String Quartet (1928), completed six years earlier than Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta, is often looked upon as the culmination or far out point of Bartók’s maximalistic explorations. It brings his preoccupation with symmetry to a peak that encompasses two musical dimensions: both the “vertical” dimension of harmony, as in the works we have already considered, and the “horizontal” dimension of form as it unfolds in time. In it he deployed for the first time the all-encompassing symmetry of “bridge form,” as he called it, meaning the casting of the constituent sections in a movement (like the nocturnal slow movement of the Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta) or even the constituent movements in a full-length “classical” composition like a string quartet, in the form of a palindrome.

  


  
    Like several of the works that followed it (including the Fifth Quartet, the Second Piano Concerto, and the Concerto for Orchestra composed in America), the Fourth Quartet contains five movements, in which a unique central movement is flanked fore and aft by neighbors of similar character, while the outer movements draw on a common fund of thematic or motivic material. But when representing the form schematically (as in his preface to the Fourth Quartet), Bartók did not designate the sections simply as ABCBA as one might label the sections of a rondo, but rather ABCB’A’, to denote his concern that there be a dynamic forward momentum as well as a sense of return, as in the classical sonata form. To quote László Somfai, the leading Hungarian Bartók scholar, despite all its “quasi-geometrical symmetry,” Bartók’s bridge form “is not static: it does not return to its origins but progresses towards a cathartic outcome,”14 which of course implies a drama.

  


  
    In the Fifth Quartet and the Second Concerto, the middle movement is a wild scherzo flanked by slow movements (the first lyrical, the other stunned and immobile). In the Fourth Quartet (as in the Concerto for Orchestra) the arrangement is just the opposite: the central movement is an almost motionless “night music”. In the Quartet this central movement is replete with a Hungarian speech-song intoned by the cello that first alternates, then joins, with nature sounds (prominently including bird calls) against a backdrop of impassively sustained harmonies. The flanking movements in the Fourth Quartet and the Concerto for Orchestra are scherzos. In the Quartet each scherzo is a coloristic tour de force as their performance directions declare: Prestissimo, con sordino in the fore position, Allegretto pizzicato in the aft. (Here Bartók first used the technique of snapping the string against the fingerboard—designated with [image: image]—that all string players now call the “Bartók pizz,” although it had been anticipated as early as 1673 by the Austrian violinist composer Franz von Biber to imitate cannon-fire in a Battalia for strings.)

  


  
    The relationship between the outer movements in the Quartet is most vividly grasped by taking a peek at their respective last pages, which are self-evidently similar (Ex. 7-18). The concluding phrases, marked pesante (weighty), are virtually identical. The last movement, however, is no mere reprise of the first. The similar conclusions are reached by differing trajectories; and even on the last pages a closer look reveals telling contrasts of detail. All the motifs on the last page of the quartet (Ex. 7-18b) are diatonic, while those at the end of the first movement (Ex. 7-18a) begin as segments of the chromatic scale and approach the diatonic conclusion only at the very end. The chromatic segments may be found in the finale, too, and dominate its middle, so that the final movement makes a longer, more systematic and decisive approach to a diatonic conclusion that the first movement only briefly foreshadows. Thus even at this preliminary, fairly superficial stage we may discern a sense of ongoing motivic development and resolution linking the outer movements.

  


  
    But the shared material that unites them actually lies, so to speak, beneath the motivic threshold. A very quick spot survey of the finale will prepare us for a close analysis of the first movement, the longest and most elaborate of the five. (The possibly misleading fact that there are more than twice as many measures in the finale should be balanced against its faster tempo, its two-beat rather than four-beat measure length, and its much lower density of detail.) The finale’s very first harmony (Ex. 7-19a) can be our starting point. It contains a thrice-doubled C and a G that is duplicated even more amply (six times in all; though like the C it is sounded in only three octaves). This strongly reinforced fifth is obviously being projected as a “normative” sonority, analogous to a tonic. And indeed there is no measure that does not contain it somewhere until m. 57. But its absence is fleeting. It reasserts itself dramatically in m. 75, and is thereafter again omnipresent for a while, but in conjunction with its counterpart at the tritone, the fifth F[image: Image]/C[image: Image]. That already rings a Bartókian bell (and a Stravinskian one as well, if we recall Petrushka from chapter 3).

  


  
    EX. 7-18A Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I, end
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    EX. 7-18B Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, V, end
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    EX. 7-19A Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, V, m. 1
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    EX. 7-19B Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, V, m. 11
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    But let us return to Ex. 7-19a and take note of the two “foreign” pitches, F[image: Image] and D[image: Image]. They are the equivalent of the F[image: Image]/C[image: Image] just described, but their unusual spelling on their first appearance alerts us that something unusual yet strangely familiar may be afoot. A sharped note tends upward, a flatted one downward; so again we may have a case of neighbors scraping, as it were, the insides of an interval. This assumption is confirmed in a long passage beginning in m. 11 (Ex. 7-19b), in which the cello adds both neighbors simultaneously (the note-spelling now looking especially bizarre) to the viola’s normative fifth in the same register.

  


  
    In Ex. 7-19c, moreover, which begins at m. 31, the neighbor harmony is transferred to the inner voices, while the outer ones play a theme that consists of the fifth and its neighbors strung out as a sort of arpeggio (identified, when sighted in the Bagatelles, as the “Z-tetrachord,”), in which semitones alternate with fourths (or, as Bartók sometimes insists in his spelling, with augmented thirds). In m. 37 another variant appears, in which the lower G is replaced by a G[image: Image] and the tune approaches a “Hungarian” pentatonic mode. At the pickup to m. 48 yet another variant appears, this time accompanying the normative fifth (now weirdly spelled with a B[image: Image]) and the neighbor tones (spelled with an ordinary C[image: Image] in place of the weird D[image: Image]). The changed spellings suggest a reversal of the perspective. Now it is the original normative interval, spelled as the augmented third G/B[image: Image], that is playing the role of double neighbor to a newly normative F[image: Image]/C[image: Image].

  


  
    EX. 7-19C Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, V, mm. 31–53
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    So C(B[image: Image])/G and F[image: Image]/C[image: Image](D[image: Image]) are in a kind of harmonic stalemate. That much, as the reference to Petrushka reminds us, is nothing new. We’ve seen it before in Ravel, too, and it even arises occasionally in the work of RimskyKorsakov, since it arises “naturally” out of octatonic relationships based on the 0 3 6 9 circle of minor thirds. (When C/G is at “0,” F[image: Image]/C[image: Image] will be at “6”.) Indeed, Bartók confirms this common heritage at m. 44, when A and E (at “9”) take over briefly as the normative fifth, providing a halfway house between C/G and F[image: Image]/C[image: Image]. Indeed, almost the entire pitch content of the first section of the movement can be referred to the same octatonic scale that provided the basic tonality in the second tableau of Petrushka—namely, the one that can be constructed out of triads on C, E[image: Image], F[image: Image], and A, and that can be represented in numbers (with C as “zero”) as 0 1 3 4 6 7 9 10.

  


  
    Of the “missing” pitches 2 5 8 11 (=D, F, G[image: Image]A[image: Image], B), only the G[image: Image]A[image: Image] figures prominently in the music we are surveying, first as a complementary neighbor to G in Ex. 7-19b, and later, in a single melodic appearance (m. 38), as the result of a transposition. The rest appear before m. 90 only as embellishments to the accompanying ostinato rhythm: the F in the cello as a neighbor to E at m. 44; the D only as part of a folk-primitivistic slashing-the-open-strings effect in the viola (also at m. 44). The B never appears at all, which makes its sudden prominence, beginning in the viola part at m. 90, such an event (Ex. 7-19d). Marking a sudden modulation, just as in traditional “tonal” music, it serves to articulate an important formal division.

  


  
    But something else is happening as well. The superimposed fifths (or “Z-tetrachord”) C/G + C[image: Image]D[image: Image]/F[image: Image], whether appearing as an ostinato harmony or as a melodic phrase, are “overdetermined” in this music. It is a subset of the octatonic scale, as it would be in Stravinsky or Ravel, but the alternating use of each constituent fifth as a neighbor scraping the insides of its counterpart recalls the thoroughgoing symmetrical arrays that are uniquely Barttók’s. If we were to continue the pattern implied by the progression from C/G to D[image: Image]/F[image: Image] (that is, adding a semitone to the bottom and subtracting one from the top), the next interval to appear would be D/F, followed by D[image: Image]/E, an axis pair.

  


  
    EX. 7-19D Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, V, mm. 90–101
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    But we’ve been there before: it is all laid out in Ex. 7-15, our “representative ‘odd’ array” expressing “sum 7.” Notice now how our two “Z-related” fifths function within the array: as “contiguities,” or immediate successions on either side of the reciprocal axis—first “forward,” so to speak, with C/G before D[image: Image]/F[image: Image], then “backward.” Another way of expressing the relationship would be to note that they exchange places on opposite sides of the reciprocal axis. The C/G and D[image: Image]/F[image: Image] are in second place (±2) following each axis pair respectively, and the D[image: Image]/F[image: Image] and C/G are in third place (±3).

  


  
    There is yet a third way of viewing their relationship. Turn back to p.393 and look at Ex. 7-15c, which has not been discussed or even mentioned up to now. It simply shows the two halves of Ex. 7-15a superimposed. The familiar Z-tetrachord now comes as a discrete harmony in positions 3 and 4 (its two forms being related, so to speak, by inversion: two fourths superimposed at the tritone vs. two fifths). But the same harmony also comes at the ends, as the sum of the two axis pairs (again expressed in inversion: two semitones superimposed at the tritone vs. two major sevenths). The remaining harmony, at positions 2 and 5, is a diminished seventh chord that sums up the 0 3 6 9 symmetry associated with the octatonic scale. For a final demonstration of the “overdetermination” of Bartókian symmetry, note that the Z-tetrachords at positions 1+3 (or 4+6, their inversions) sum up the contents of the octatonic scale laid out a few paragraphs above, and the chord at positions 2 and 4 is the complementary collection of “missing” pitches.

  


  
    From this we may draw one final “theoretical” conclusion (or rather, make one more a priori generalization) before going back to the music. Just as two different Z-tetrachords appear in Ex. 7-15c, a summary of the harmonic relations of a single “odd” (or dual-axis) symmetrical array, so any one Z-tetrachord will appear in two such arrays. And just as the two Z-tetrachords within a single array stand at the distance of a minor third (easiest to see in Ex. 7-15c if position 1 is compared with position 4, or 3 with 6), so the two arrays between which a single Z-tetrachord can function as a pivot or bridge will have “sum” numbers that differ by 6 (representing the tritone).

  


  
    Thus, in Ex. 7–20 (following a demonstration first published by the Bartók scholar Elliott Antokoletz15), each of the Z-tetrachords in Ex. 7-15c is written out four times, in permutations that show how it may be laid out around four different dual axes of symmetry, each located at a distance of a minor third from its neighbors. The index or “sum” number of each axis semitone is entered so as to confirm the observations made in the previous paragraph, which link Bartók’s symmetrical scheme with the transposition routines already associated with “octatonicism” in the works of Stravinsky, Ravel, and RimskyKorsakov, and, behind them all, Bartók’s revered compatriot Franz Liszt. An even simpler demonstration of that association is the bare fact that the sum of the two Z-tetrachords in question, or any two found in the same symmetrical array, is the octatonic scale itself (see Ex. 7-20c).

  


  
    But now it is time, once and for all, to ask why they are called “Z” tetrachords. The answer to that question, along with a peek at Bartók’s maximalism at its far out point, will emerge from a brief but comprehensive stab at analyzing the first movement of the Fourth Quartet. The very first measure (see Ex. 7-22) contains the telltale clue (as if we needed one by now) that the movement is based on a symmetrical array. A glance at the two violin parts, moving out from a semitone or “compound semitone” (minor ninth) to an augmented second, tell us that, and also specify the semitone E/F as one of the axes. Ex. 7-21a shows the whole array, set out in two tiers like Ex. 7-15c.

  


  
    The first phrase in Ex. 7–22 (mm. 1–2) is constructed almost entirely out of the intervallic relationships presented in Ex. 7-21a. Besides the semitone E/F and the augmented second E[image: Image]/F[image: Image] in the violins (positions 1 and 2 in the top staff of the array), there is the sixth C/A in the cello (position 5) and the concluding simultaneity B/B[image: Image] in the second violin and cello (position 6). Position 3 (the fourth G/D) also comes as a simultaneity in m. 2 (cello and first violin). The second phrase (mm. 3-4) replays it all on the lower staff of Ex. 7-21a, beginning with the two violins on A/C (position 2) and B/B[image: Image] (position 1), and then the viola entry on A[image: Image] against the first fiddle’s C[image: Image]. The viola then proceeds to A/C (position 2) expressed as a sixth, to mirror the cello’s sixth in m. 1.

  


  
    EX. 7-20 Permutations of the Z-tetrachord
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    EX. 7-21 Symmetrical arrays for Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I
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    At the pickup to the fifth measure, the cello repeats the last three notes played by the first violin, but in typically reversed order, asserting a “horizontal” axis of symmetry to go with the vertical ones we have been investigating. Its descending third is then imitated by the other three instruments, each entering a semitone above the last and holding the final note so that a maximally dissonant cluster, which sets the tense or angrily agitated tone that will persist throughout the movement, is built up and tied over the bar.

  


  
    EX. 7-22 Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I, mm. 1–22
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    That cluster, however, is no “mere” cluster. It is one of the most important motives in the movement, so important that it was christened “X” or “the X set” by George Perle in a very influential article, “Symmetrical Formations in the String Quartets of Béla Bartók,” published in 1955.16 That article, one of the first to unlock the secrets of Bartók’s symmetrical arrays, made the X-set famous along with its counterpart the Y-set, which follows immediately on the second eighth of m. 6. As the “X-set” was a four-note cluster encompassing three semitones, so the “Y-set” was an equally elemental particle, a cluster of three whole tones. Since both sets contained four notes, they are now more commonly known as the X and Y tetrachords.

  


  
    Both, obviously, are intervallically (hence inversionally) symmetrical. The middle semitone of the X-tetrachord is its dual axis of symmetry; the whole-tone cluster has an unplayed single axis between its middle pair of notes. Thus, as Ex. 7–23 shows, the axis of symmetry for the first X-tetrachord in the quartet (m. 5) is C[image: Image]/D, while the axis for the first Y-tetrachord (m. 6) is C[image: Image]D[image: Image]. And as the cello part in m. 7 shows, the characteristic motif whose progress from chromatic to diatonic is in effect the story of the quartet, originates as a rhythmicized “horizontalization” of the X-tetrachord, initially played for maximum dissonance against an accompanying Y-tetrachord. But the Y-tetrachord is just as frequently “horizontalized.” Many of the longer melodic phrases in the movement can be parsed into alternating X’s and Y’s (see Ex. 7-23c).

  


  
    The passage in mm. 7–11 of Ex. 7–22 pits the two symmetrical hexachords one against the other with increasing speed, while in mm. 11–12 the quartet pairs off into two duos at the octave, demonstrating the symmetry of the X-tetrachord by playing it against its inversion from a common starting point at C[image: Image]D[image: Image], the axis of the Y-tetrachord. But of course these inversionally equivalent motives are also palindromic, having a pitch succession that is the same reading front to back or back to front. Just as in Schoenberg’s atonal utopia, in Bartók’s symmetricalized musical space there is “no absolute up or down, right or left.” Bartók, too, has “emancipated the dissonance,” and with similar effect. But his musical utopia is not “pantonal.” There are definite normative harmonies, which can be departed from, returned to, progressed between, and embellished; and so, despite everything, a sense of pitch hierarchy is maintained.

  


  
    And there is a sense of closure at m. 13, brought about in a way that recalls the ending of Schoenberg’s Erwartung: a cluster covering the tritone B[image: Image]–E, which amounts to two conjunct X-tetrachords interlocking on their common point of origin, C[image: Image]D[image: Image], and filling in the space of the original Y-tetrachord (see Ex. 7-23d). That space is exactly half of the total available musical space, leaving the other half in reserve for “complementation,” thus allowing for further harmonic movement.

  


  
    The air having been cleared by the cluster chord and the following two-beat rest, the music at m. 14 has the effect of a new theme. It is none other than what we have already encountered as the main theme of the last movement, the one that, together with its transpositions, exhausts an octatonic scale. So it does here. Note well the outer limits of the theme at its two transpositions: in the second violin, beginning at the pickup to m. 16, the limits are defined as the tritone C[image: Image]/G; in the first violin, beginning at m. 17, the limits are the tritone G[image: Image]/D.

  


  
    The same limits are described “inside out” (i.e., D/A[image: Image]) by the viola, beginning at the pickup to m. 19. On repetition, the viola connects the A[image: Image] to a high D[image: Image] that comes down via a G, thus combining in one line the two tritones expressed by the two violin parts. The first violin takes a cue from this at mm. 20–21, with a line that turns the viola’s tritones inside out again, combining the tritone G[image: Image]/D going up with the tritone G/C[image: Image] coming down. In m. 22, the first violin plays a variant that is entirely confined to the two tritones (compare mm. 31–34 in Ex. 7-19c from the last movement).

  


  
    EX. 7-23 X-and Y-tetrachords
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    But this configuration, of course, is none other than our “Z-tetrachord,” and now we have an inkling into the origin of the term. It was coined by Leo Treitler, an eminent music historian who was then a graduate student in composition at Princeton University, in an article of 1959, “Harmonic Procedure in the Fourth Quartet of Bela Bartók.”17 Treitler demonstrated the functional equivalence of this harmony, which (as we have already noted) is inversionally symmetrical at multiple axes, with the “X” and “Y” tetrachords already named by Perle. This cumulative process of discovery, in which the work of various scholars contributed toward the elucidation of Bartók’s symmetrical arrays and the tonal system to which they gave rise, was one of the notable detective stories of twentiethcentury musicology.

  


  
    Once discovered as a discrete harmony, the Z-tetrachord revealed fascinating properties. As a look back at Ex. 7–21 will confirm, the Z-tetrachord that Bartók gradually introduces over the span of mm. 18–22 in the first movement of the quartet is deeply embedded in the structure of the “sum 9” array, where it is labeled “Z2.” It is the sum of the intervals in positions 3 and 4, whether one reads the top staff, the bottom staff, or the two staves as a simultaneity. It is, in effect, the inversional-cum-palindromic fulcrum or balance-point of the array. And the X-tetrachord is just as deeply embedded in the array: it is the sum of the intervals in positions 1 and 2, as well as positions 5 and 6 in any one staff. And the content of the tetrachord as it is first displayed as a harmony (m. 5) corresponds exactly to the intervals in positions 1 and 2 on the upper staff of the “sum 3” array (Ex. 7-21b).

  


  
    Now that we know the story of the tetrachords’ christening, and are armed accordingly with some insight into their shared properties, we can appreciate what happens in the long passage beginning in m. 48 (Ex. 7-24a), characterized by dogged sequences of mirror writing and by one of the most widely imitated aspects of Bartók’s maximalistic quartet manner: grinding glissandos in contrary motion. The latter take over in m. 75 and drive the movement to a peak of harmonic tension. Every harmony from m. 75 to m. 93 (see Ex. 7-24b for its beginning) consists of one of the three symmetrical tetrachords. As Treitler noted in his article of 1959 (building on an observation that Perle had published four years previously), “the z-group is related to the y as the latter is to the x; i.e., the y expands to the z [as the x expands cadentially to the y].” But when Z proceeds to Z, the relationship can be described as “octatonic complementation”: the two will always be found in complementary positions in a symmetrical array, their sum being an octatonic scale (see Ex. 7-25, an analytical reduction of Ex. 7-24b).

  


  
    EX. 7-24A Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I, mm. 48–57
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    EX. 7-24B Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I, mm. 75–82
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    EX. 7-25 Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I, octatonic complementation (“Z to Z progressions”) in mm. 75–82
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    Beginning at m. 83, the “horizontalized” version of the X-tetrachord begins insinuating itself into the chordal texture, leading to a conspicuous reprise ten bars later of the movement’s opening phrases, juxtaposed with horizontalized X-tetrachords and mirror glissandos of even greater compass than before (Ex. 7-26). One recognizes in this section the return of many of the opening gestures, including the modified reintroduction of the Z-tetrachord. (See Ex. 7-27 for an illustration of the process, in which some extra notes are interpolated that can be referred equally to the octatonic or to the “folk” pentatonic scale.) It is surely no accident that the Z-tetrachord in violin II now corresponds to the sum of the axes in Ex. 7-21b.

  


  RETREAT?


  
    The movement, in fine, breaks down into a fourpart scheme: mm. 1–49, mm. 50–93, mm. 93–126, mm. 126–160. All of the observations we have been making—the “bithematic” structure of the first section; its thematic correspondences with the third; the seeming dissection of the music into its elementary particles in the second; the integration of elements from the second section within the otherwise “recapitulatory” third; the significantly modified tonal scheme of the third; to which we may now add the quickened tempo and percussive address of the last—conspire to produce an impression of a symmetrically reinterpreted “sonata form” as the composers of the nineteenth century had inherited it from Beethoven, replete with exposition, development, recapitulation, and coda.

  


  


  
    EX. 7-26 Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I, mm. 93–104
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    EX. 7-27 Béla Bartók, Quartet no. 4, I, reintroduction of Z-tetrachords after reprise (mm. 112-114)
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    That format does not correspond exactly to any modern historian’s description of sonata form. Such a description, based on a historical investigation of its origins and genealogy in the eighteenth century, must emphasize the sonata’s descent from the earlier binary form (which means interpreting it chiefly in harmonic or “tonal” terms). But the conservatory textbooks of the nineteenth century interpreted the form, based chiefly on its thematic content, as “ternary” or “ternary plus coda.” This was the model Bartók inherited, learned, and adapted.

  


  
    All of this raises some important and interesting historical questions—or are they merely “historiographical” ones? In keeping with the “modernist” spirit as defined in chapter 1, a spirit that unquestionably drove much of the musical thought of the early twentieth century, our discussion of Bartók has emphasized his most maximalistic devices, and these at their peak period of concentration. This peak period, it has probably been noticed already, came significantly later with Bartók than it had with Schoenberg, who was an older composer than Bartók, or with Stravinsky, who was his almost exact contemporary. And that partially explains the curious fact that Bartók’s most maximalistic phase simultaneously entailed a reaffirmation of fidelity to “timeless” musical standards, as exemplified by the fugue and the sonata, genres that the early twentiethcentury maximalists since Mahler had made a point of ignoring. (And even Mahler had made a point of modifying his deployment of sonata form in accordance with the post-Wagnerian precept that “content must create its own form.”).

  


  
    As we are about to discover, the turn back toward the timeless or the “classic” was perhaps the dominant esthetic swerve of the so-called “interwar” decades, the 1920s and 1930s, a period in the history of twentiethcentury music that is often christened “neoclassical.” To a certain extent it was characterized by its protagonists (and to a much larger extent by their critics or detractors) as a retreat or even a regression: a pullback from the brink or abyss—or, from the detractors’ point of view, from responsibility to one’s historical obligation.

  


  
    One would hesitate to apply such a term to so aggressively, even recalcitrantly discordant a work as the first movement of Bartók’s Fourth Quartet, let alone a work so intricately realized on premises so novel as to require the combined efforts of a generation of scholars to crack its code. It hardly seems to be shrinking back from anything. And if it evokes a form that textbooks purvey as a sort of exemplary musical behavior, it does so in a way that implicitly challenges the form to embrace a novel, almost feral dynamism. One would be hard put to deny its composer’s commitment to the technical advancement of his art, even at the risk of its comprehensibility to a nonprofessional audience.

  


  
    And yet if we compare the Fourth Quartet of 1928 with the Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta of 1936, we might be tempted to question that commitment after all. And as we shall see later, were we to compare the works Bartók composed in America during his last five years of life with those of his maximalistic peak, we might be even more inclined to wonder at his creative path, if our model of composerly responsibility is founded on notions of progress and technical advancement.

  


  
    Bartók, it seems, could not have believed in those “progressive” notions to compose the way he did in the last decade or so of his career—but in that case, how is one to explain his maximalistic phase? Is it fair to describe the move away from it as a retreat, or is that a necessarily (and therefore superfluously) prejudicial term? Can one move forward in time yet backward in “history”? These paradoxes and contradictions indeed became a crux—a problematical moment—in the history of twentiethcentury music. The way in which historians, critics, and composers have dealt with it provides another example—actually, a whole heap of examples—of historiography’s impact on history. From this point on, that crux and its impact will be one of our predominating themes.

  


  THE OLDEST TWENTIETHCENTURY COMPOSER?


  
    Here is how Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno (1903–69), the musical philosopher whom we met in chapter 6 as an advocate of Schoenberg and his pupils, managed to “salvage for history” a composer he admired, but one whose music failed to keep up with the pace of Viennese innovation. Perhaps significantly, the composer in question, Leoš Janáček (1854–1928) was, like Bartók, a member of one of the outlying non-Germanic populations within the old empire of which Vienna was the center and capital. “Where the evolutionary direction of Western music failed to be realized fully,” wrote Adorno,

  


  


  
    as in some of the rural regions of southeastern Europe, tonal material could be used, until quite recently, without shame. One thinks of the magnificent art of Janáček: all its folkloristic tendencies clearly must be counted part of the most progressive dimension of European art music. The legitimation of such music from the periphery is based ultimately on the fact that a coherent and selective technical canon emerges from it. Truly exotic music, the material of which, even though it is familiar, is organized in a totally different way from that of the West, has a power of alienation which places it in the company of the avantgarde and not that of nationalisti creaction.18

  


  


  
    Although Adorno was arguing from a position that he identified as “progressive,” it is painfully easy now to perceive the smug ethnocentric bias that informs it—and it becomes even easier if we switch the terms around. What is permitted to Janáček (or Bartók, whose music is discussed nearby) would be thought unworthy of a German, Adorno implies, for the task of German music is to represent “the West” (and even “humanity”) in general terms. Moreover, the authenticity of Janáček’s “magnificent art,” which Adorno quite wrongly assumed to have been the product of a rural or agrarian society, is measured entirely in terms of its appeal to urban Germans, for whom it is exotic (and therefore “alienated”), rather than in terms of its appeal to the composer’s compatriots, the group to whom it was actually directed in the first place, the educated and urban strata of Czech society. Germany, or rather the German-speaking urban centers with their emotionally self-absorbed upper-middle class, remained for Adorno the measure of all things. That in itself was evidence of its (and his) emotional self-absorption.

  


  
    Meanwhile, the very definition of alienation—the loss or renunciation of fellow-feeling in the wake of emotional stress or social injustice—proclaims its irrelevance to artists like Janáček, the object of Adorno’s ostensible praise, who saw right through it. “Not everyone understands a fellow man,” Janáček told a London audience in 1926:

  


  
    Once an educated German said to me: “What, you grow out of folk song? That is a sign of a lack of culture!” As if a man on whom the sun shines, on whom the moon pours out its light, as if all that surrounds us was not a part of our culture. I turned away and let the German be.19

  


  


  
    But of course this statement, too, must be unpacked. The man who made it was at the age of seventy-one just beginning to enjoy “world” celebrity after half a century of strictly regional (and not even “national”) fame. That is one of the reasons why Janáček had such a strangely shaped career, one that made him by a fairly wide margin the oldest composer who is customarily (and rightly) treated as a representative “twentiethcentury” figure, alongside contemporaries young enough to be his children or even his grandchildren. He was older than Mahler or Richard Strauss, but his music is more often (and more tellingly) compared with that of Debussy, Stravinsky, or Bartók. Part of the reason for that was its determined anti-Germanism.

  


  
    The attitude toward culture (and nature) with which Janáček countered the cosmopolitanism of “educated German” taste was (like Bartók’s) akin to the relativistic attitudes first put forth by Herder, an educated German, a century and a half before to counter the cosmopolitan universalism of Enlightened France. But like everyone else who has figured in the last several chapters, Janáček participated in the suddenly quickened tempo of stylistic change that seized European composers around the turn of century. That made him a modernist. And he applied his radically renovated technique to an intensified or radicalized pursuit of traditionally accepted expressive tasks, which made him a maximalist. The remarkable difference was that he accomplished all of this at a singularly advanced age.

  


  
    One of the major factors contributing to what may seem his retarded development was indeed the place of his birth, but not for the kind of reason that would typically occur to an “educated German” like Adorno. Janáček was a Moravian—a member, that is, of what was even within Czech-speaking society a slighted minority. Moravia, the central farming area of what became Czechoslovakia in 1918, is bounded on the west by the more urbanized Bohemia, and on the east by “Magyarized” Slovakia. (Since the division of 1993, Moravia has been the eastern portion of the Czech Republic.) Brno (called Brünn in German), Moravia’s industrial center and its one large town, was under Austrian rule even more a Germanized city than Prague, the Bohemian (later the Czech) capital. It was officially a German-speaking city before 1918, and a predominantly German-speaking one even after, as long as Janáček was alive.

  


  
    Janáček, born into the Czech-speaking family of a village schoolmaster, was sent for his education to a monastery in Brno, and after more advanced studies in Prague, Leipzig, and Vienna, he returned there and settled down to a lifelong career as music teacher and choral conductor in the Moravian capital. In 1881 he founded the Brno Organ School under the auspices of the Society for the Promotion of Church Music in Moravia, served as its director for thirty-eight years, and continued on the staff until his seventieth birthday. He was Brno’s most prominent musician, but as of his sixtieth birthday, in 1914, he was almost completely unknown outside of that city. Even in neighboring Bohemia he was thought of as an insignificant provincial, a “hick.” That is what retarded his career. The earliest work of Janáček’s that is now a world repertory item, the opera Její pastorkyňa (“Her stepdaughter”, known outside the Czech lands by the name of its title character, Jenůfa), composed between 1895 and 1903, could not get a hearing in Prague until 1916, twelve years after its Brno premiere, when the composer was sixty-two. When it finally did reach the Czech capital it made such a sensation that it was immediately picked up (in German translation) by the Vienna Opera, and made its way in short order as far as America, where it was staged (in 1924) by the Metropolitan Opera in New York.

  


  
    Its chief appeal to early audiences was less its folkish exoticism (by then an old story) than its effectively shocking treatment of a violent plot, very much in the naturalistic spirit of the “verismo” operas of Mascagni and especially Puccini (Janáček’s close contemporary). In act I a jealous lover slashes the title character’s face; in act II her stepmother kills her illegitimate child. Act III contains the novel and emotionally potent turn that made the opera so successful: the crime is discovered, the stepmother condemned, but both she and the lover receive forgiveness from the title character, who marries the man, now sincerely contrite, who had slashed her, acting not in the spirit of martyrdom but in that of mature empathy and Christian reconciliation.

  


  
    The opera, as a result, cannot easily be read as a social criticism (and might today merit some feminist criticism on its own account). Ultimately it did not threaten the traditionally patriarchal values of its audience, and it was further aided in its foreign conquests by the presence in the title role of a fashionable singer, Maria Jeritza (1887–1982), a great Vienna favorite who, as it happened, was a native of Brno. By 1924 she was “the Metropolitan’s most glamorous and beautiful star”20 (according to The New Grove Dictionary of Opera), and Janáček’s opera was staged there as her novelty vehicle. It did not immediately hold the stage outside of Central Europe.

  


  
    But its international success, however fleeting in the short run, stimulated its formerly pent-up composer into a frenzy of creativity. In the twelve years that remained to him after the Prague premiere of Jenůfa, Janáček wrote five more operas: Výlet pana Broučka do XV. stoleti (Mr. Brouček’s Excursion to the 15th Century, 1917), a patriotic comedy after a fantasy novel by Svatopluk Čech, composed to greet the impending proclamation of independent Czechoslovakia; Kát’a Kabanová (1921), another realistic tragedy after the classic play The Storm by the Russian dramatist Alexander Ostrovsky; Příhody Lišky Bystroušky (“The adventures of little foxy sharp-ears”, usually translated “The cunning little vixen,” 1923), after a series of whimsical captioned drawings published in a Prague newspaper; Věc Makropoulos (“The Makropoulos affair”, 1925) after a surrealistic play by Karel Čapek, whose futuristic satire R. U. R. was the source of the word “robot,” one of the few international borrowings from a Slavic language; and Z mrtvého domu (“From the house of the dead”, 1928), after a grim novel of prison life by Fyodor Dostoyevsky.

  


  
    In addition to these operas, between the ages of sixty-two and seventy-four Janáček wrote a large concert setting of the Slavonic Liturgy, Glagolská mše (“Glagolitic mass”, 1926); a major song cycle, Zápisník zmizelého (“The Diary of One Who Disappeared”, 1919); several orchestral works including a Sinfonietta (1926) composed for an outdoor national sports rally; a dozen chamber works including two string quartets and two chamber concertos for piano (one of them, Capriccio for piano left-hand, flute, and brass sextet, written for a one-armed veteran of the First World War). It seemed virtually a life’s work crammed into a dozen years, testifying to a revived and rejuvenated creative vitality without precedent or counterpart in the work of any other composer. (In a unique case like this one looks for as many biographical explanations as possible: another that is often cited in connection with Janáček’s late explosion of creativity is an invigorating infatuation with a much younger woman who seems not to have reciprocated his passion, but served passively as a stimulant to the composer’s fantasy life.)

  


  
    This amazingly varied body of late work was united by the composer’s newly maximalized style—more evidence, perhaps, of Janáček’s access of self-confidence in the aftermath of belated success. His maximalism, typically, was what attracted to Janáček the interest of historians; but it was differently motivated from the other maximalisms we have noted, and had different consequences. Uniquely, it never took an abstract turn. Unlike any of the other maximalists (save Ives) whose music we have examined in detail, Janáček never tried to generalize his new methods into a rationalized compositional technique. Indeed he decried such efforts as leading to music that “depends on just notes and ignores man and his surroundings,” or music that “seeks only an acoustic quality.”21 This put Janáček at odds even with Bartók, who was very much driven, at a certain point in his career, to generalize his socially validated innovations into a systematic technique. The act of generalization, Janáček believed, was inimical to social validation, precisely because it put social reception at risk. Of all the latterday Herderians, he was surely the most orthodox in his insistence that his music be accessible to the population on whose natural artifacts it drew.

  


  
    And that is why Janáček is generally classified as a folklorist. He never disavowed the category. In his youth he made the same kind of expeditions into the field that Bartók would later make. With an older collaborator named František Bartoš (1837–1906) he published large collections (“Bouquets”) of Moravian folk songs with piano accompaniment in the 1890s. One of the most abundant genres in his catalogue of works is that of folksongs arranged for male chorus, which he produced in quantity for his own choirs to sing. As late as 1926 he observed that “if I grow at all, it is only out of folk music ….”22

  


  
    But it is nevertheless something of a misnomer, for it applies only to the earlier portion of his career, and wholly fails to account for his maximalist phase, the very period that Adorno was so eager to ascribe to Janáček’s “progressive folkloristic tendencies.” The list of late operas given above, unlike a comparable list covering the first four decades of Janáček’s career, is not confined to Czech subject matter to which collected folklore might have been appropriately applied. Two are adaptations from Russian literature and have Russian settings, and The Makropoulos Affair, while nominally set in Prague, concerns an international opera diva, who knows but renounces the secret of eternal life (a “universal” subject if ever there was one), and her very urbane circle of acquaintances.

  


  
    The subjects of these operas did not grow out of folklore at all, and neither did the music that provides their ambience. That music grew out of a natural element that Janáček valued even more than folklore as a wellspring for art. To complete now the sentence of which the first half was quoted two paragraphs earlier, Janáček declared in 1926 that he grew out of “folk music, and out of human speech,” the most basic expressive element of all, which (in Janáček’s passionately held view) underlies all folklore, as well as all cultivated art.

  


  SPEECH-TUNELETS


  
    Janáček’s veneration of speech as thought-and-feeling-made-incarnate gets down beneath the level even of Herder’s original argument about human linguistic diversity, and in fact somewhat contradicts it. The thoughts and feelings to which language gives access are the common emotional fund of humanity. What is linguistically diverse is the means of expression, which inevitably influences the thing expressed but is not tantamount to it. That is why Janáček felt he could express and intensify through a music based on Czech speech the thoughts and feelings of Russian merchants and prisoners, or an international opera diva of French birth, and through that music communicate universal feelings to international audiences. But full expressive intensity in any language could only be achieved through maximum (that is, maximalized) particularity—in Janáček’s case a music more closely based on the rhythms and intonations of the Czech language than any previous music had ever been based on any language.

  


  


  
    Janáček planted the seed of his maximalist style around 1897 when he began jotting down what he called nápěvky mluvy—literally “speech-tunelets”23 (as translated by Michael Beckerman), better known in English as speech melodies—in notebooks. It seems significant that the beginnings of his interest in notating speech melodies should have roughly coincided with the end of his folksong collecting activity. The one effectively replaced the other as essential bearer, for Janáček, of musical truth. Folk song was the highly stylized and already generalized product of what at the level of speech was fully specific and particular.

  


  
    The melodic curves and rhythms of speech, though dictated to a large extent by the conventions of language, were also influenced by spontaneous emotion, and by a person’s individual identity. They were, in Janáček’s words, “windows into a person’s soul.”24 He obsessively jotted down whatever distinctive speech he heard around him as a potential model for his music—even, notoriously, the last words of his dying daughter—and advocated the method for others as well. It was “objective” and “scientific” evidence for what most composers tried to capture vaguely and subjectively. Janáček began carrying around stopwatches and even more exact time-measuring devices like “Hipp’s chronoscope,” which gave readings of very short durations. His obsessive behavior gave him a local reputation for eccentricity that caricaturists were quick to capitalize on (see Fig. 7-4).

  


  
    FIG. 7-4 Janáček with his stopwatch (caricature by Hugo Boettinger, 1928).
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    In a series of published articles Janáček demonstrated with examples what he thought of as his most significant discovery, the fact that speech melodies revealed subliminal thoughts and emotions unexpressed by the words alone. Some of these articles took the form of interviews in which the words of Janáček’s interlocutor were furnished with musical notations. One such musically recorded conversation took place, at Janáček’s request, with Bedřich Smetana’s daughter, whom he interviewed in 1924, her father’s centennial year. Janáček asked her to recall something her father had said, in hopes that it would disclose a distinctive speech pattern that might help account for the greatness (as well as the Czechness) of Smetana’s music. The only phrase she could come up with after forty years was a remark her father had made while leafing through the score of one of his operas: “All this will be appreciated eventually” (Ex. 7-28).

  


  
    EX. 7-28 Bedřich Smetana’s speech melody as recalled by his daughter and notated by Leoš Janáček
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    “The register of the Maestro’s speech would probably have been an octave lower,” Janáček remarked, but assured the reader that “the rhythm of the evenly pulsing beat and the melodic flow would be authentic,” and then added, in triumphant italics: “This is probably how Bedřich Smetana used to speak.”25 And yet, as Janáček knew better than anyone, Smetana’s was not typical Czech speech. Its evenly pulsing beat was evidence of Smetana’s having learned Czech as an adult, after his basic speech pattern had been formed on German. Native Czech speech is rhythmically distinctive in a manner that it became Janáček’s obsession to capture; and that is what chiefly gave his later music its maximalist edge. This was the fundamental musical “discovery” that made a modernist of him.

  


  
    Actually, of course, it was no discovery at all, just as it was no “discovery” to observe that a speaker’s tone of voice can contradict the uttered words. Anyone sensitive to irony (indeed, anyone who has been caught in a lie) knows that much; and anyone who speaks the Czech language knows its two most distinctive rhythmic/dynamic properties (both of which it shares with Hungarian). According to the first, a word in Czech can have only one accent, and it all but invariably comes at the beginning. The second is a strongly marked distinction between short and long syllables that is independent of the stress pattern. The Czech diacritic resembling the French “acute accent” is placed over long syllables. When the syllable so marked is not the first syllable, stress and length fail to coincide; the word is “syncopated” in a manner that anyone learning Czech as an adult finds difficult at first to grasp and imitate.

  


  
    A good illustration is the name Janáček itself. Faithfully rendered in musical notation (as in Ex. 7-29, which reproduces an example from John Tyrrell’s history of Czech opera26), it looks (particularly in [image: Image] time) like something out of a late score by Janáček himself. The reason why it looks typically Janáčekian is that before him composers did not set the Czech language with such fastidious attention to its rhythms, whether it was because (like Smetana) they spoke—and heard—the language imperfectly, or because (like Dvořák) they set verse librettos that imposed on the words a “foreign” rhythm.

  


  
    EX. 7-29 “Janáček” as a speech tunelet
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    Janáček, too, began his operatic career setting that kind of libretto. After 1916, however, when the success of Jenůfa gave him the courage of his musical convictions, he insisted on a laconic prose style that would not interfere with the natural rhythms of the language—and that meant writing his librettos himself, so loath were most professional writers to sacrifice the elegance of imported verse forms. To illustrate the fanatical care with prosody that arose out of Janáček’s conviction that “objectively” rendered speech patterns were an infallible register of human subjectivity, and to gauge the impact of that “scientific” purism on his later music, John Tyrrell set up an ingenious musicological experiment, contrasting the text setting in two versions of the composer’s earliest opera, Šárka (1887–88), the first dating from long before the “discovery” of speech melodies, the other from 1918, at the beginning of the composer’s maximalist adventure.27 Ex. 7–30 shows two of Tyrrell’s most revealing specimens:

  


  
    In Ex. 7-30a, the word “Přemysle” is contracted into a triplet so that its last syllable will not fall on a downbeat and thus pick up an unwanted musical stress. Even more striking is the elongation of the second syllable in “velký,” so that it lasts seven times as long as the accented first syllable. In the earlier setting, only the accent had been faithful to the word’s normal pronunciation, not the relative length of the syllables, which is the more distinctively Czech index of fidelity. The result of both changes is to make the line remarkably varied, and at the same time remarkably asymmetric, in rhythm. Symmetry is even more graphically violated in Ex. 7-30b.

  


  
    EX. 7-30 Comparative settings from Janáček’s Šárka
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    There was only one previous composer who used rhythms as finicky as these in operatic music, and for a similar reason. That was Musorgsky, the radical Russian “realist” whose lifetime overlapped somewhat with Janáček’s, and whose music was surely known to the Czech composer. (Boris Godunov was a repertory opera in Czech theaters beginning in 1910.) Janáček’s interest in Russian culture and his familiarity with it are attested, as we have seen, by the literary sources of two of his late operas. Such a “Pan-Slavic” interest, it is worth adding, was common among Czech patriots who resented Austrian rule.

  


  
    Yet it would be rash to assume that Musorgsky was a decisive “influence” on Janáček, and not only because Janáček denied it. Composers are rarely forthcoming or trustworthy on this question; but the fact that Janáček publicly claimed in 1903 that Jenůfa was the first opera ever written to a prose libretto strongly suggests that he was unfamiliar as of that date even with Boris Godunov, which has a lengthy and famous comic scene set quite conspicuously (and groundbreakingly) to prose. (For what it is worth, Janáček is not known to have attended a performance of Musorgsky’s opera until 1923.)

  


  
    Traces of Janáček’s interest in speech melody extend further back than his maximalist years, and the most distinctive aspect of his prosody—namely, the fastidious syncopations arising out of the noncoincidence of stress and length in Czech—can have no counterpart or precedent in Musorgsky because the feature has no counterpart in Russian. Most of all, Janáček’s use of speech rhythms became far more pervasive in his music than in Musorgsky’s, and led to a far more radical (and a far more general) recasting of his style. If Musorgsky was an influence on Janáček, then, Janáček was all the more impressively a maximalist.

  


  
    So profound and formative was Janáček’s dependence on Czech speech rhythms that it remained evident in his music even when there was no speech. It pervaded his instrumental music, too, and the instrumental component of his operas, informing every musical level with the dramatic significance of speech. That is perhaps the operas’ greatest distinction. But to appreciate it in context a preliminary instrumental example may be useful. Ex. 7–31 comes from is a little piano piece, Listek odvanuty (“A blown-away leaf”), originally composed for harmonium in 1901 and eventually published in a set called On an Overgrown Path (Po zarostlém chodničku) in 1911. Ostensibly a folkloristic piece, it is really a study in long unstressed “syllables.” To accommodate them the basic duple meter of the melody in the second strain is distended to [image: Image]; never played, however, just “waited out.”

  


  
    EX. 7-31 Leoš Janáček, A Blown-away Leaf (from On an Overgrown Path, no. 2), mm. 1–17
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  A MUSICODRAMATIC LABORATORY


  
    Rhythms like these pervade Janáček’s later operas, in vocal and instrumental parts alike. Indeed, the orchestral part, which provides the essential continuity in these declamatory works, consists largely of ostinatos drawn from key vocal phrases (along with leitmotifs of a more conventional kind). It is sometimes wrongly assumed that these ostinatos are drawn directly from life, by way of the composer’s speech-tunelet notebooks. Rather, they are drawn from the librettos, as mediated by the composer’s own imagined speech. Kat’a Kabanová, the first opera wholly conceived after Jenůfa’s Prague premiere, was the great laboratory of Janáček’s maximalist technique.

  


  


  
    The title character, Katerina Kabanová (Katya for short), is a merchant wife in a Volga town, who takes a lover during her husband’s absence on a business trip, confesses in shame, and, hounded by her vindictive mother-in-law, kills herself in despair. The concluding portion of the last scene contains the lovers’ last meeting, the suicide, and its aftermath. It is fairly self-contained, but knowledge of the origins of two of its themes is needed for a full grasp of its musical and dramatic properties, and their relationship to speech melody.

  


  
    The first (Ex. 7-32a) is the opera’s main leitmotif, first heard at the very beginning of the overture. It consists simply of eight thwacks on the kettledrum, four on the dominant and four on the tonic. Although its aural effect is “duple-metered,” it is always notated in triplets so that when it appears in counterpoint with other thematic material it sounds as though it is moving at a slower tempo than the rest. This rhythmic effect enables it to intervene portentously at fraught moments of the drama to sound an “implacable” note of doom. It is especially prone to appear whenever Katya’s music soars lyrically aloft, to quash it. At the beginning of act III it is finally given an “objective” referent in the thunder accompanying the storm that gave Ostrovsky’s original play its title.

  


  
    EX. 7-32A Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, motifs, timpani motif
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    The other motif is one that is developed at the beginning of the final scene from another idea planted early on. The first Allegro theme in the overture gives a preview of the music that accompanies the husband’s departure on his business trip in act I (Ex. 7-32b). On the surface it is merry traveling music, set for flutes and oboes, accompanied by the characteristic sound of Russian sleigh bells. Closer inspection or longer acquaintance reveals the hidden resonance of the menacing timpani motif at its beginning (marked “X”). And as the opera unfolds, the myriad repetitions of the group marked “Y” invest that group, too, with a dramatic significance that accords with its resemblance (surely no accident) to the beginning of the Dies Irae, the old funeral chant that had carried a grisly baggage of associations through the whole nineteenth century, ever since Berlioz had quoted it in the Symphonie fantastique.

  


  
    EX. 7-32B Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, motifs, Allegro theme
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    At the beginning of the final scene, the husband and a servant rush on stage in pursuit of Katya, who has already confessed her sin and fled. They shout her name to a speech-tunelet that reverberates in the orchestra at three levels of diminution (Ex. 7-32c). The tunelet is then immediately subjected to an expressive chromatic transformation that becomes the next orchestral ostinato (Ex. 7-32d).

  


  
    EX. 7-32C Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, motifs, “Katérino!” with its accompaniment
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    EX. 7-32D Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, motifs, chromatic transformation and ensuing ostinato
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    Another example is found in the last measure of Ex. 7-32d, when the oboe immediately picks up the speech tunelet “Bude zle!” (“There’ll be trouble,” or “You’ll be sorry”). As an instrumental motif, the phrase haunts the music that follows; but it had already appeared in the orchestra at the very beginning of the scene, in advance of (and disguising!) its derivation from a speech-tunelet (Ex. 7-32e). Thus speech pervades the music even before it is heard as speech, and relates dramaturgically to the more “purely” melodic aspects of the music as well.

  


  
    Turning now to the concluding scene and following the musical-dramatic development in the process of its unfolding, we may observe similar transformations of speech-tunelets into orchestral motifs at every turn. One happens almost immediately (Ex. 7-33a), when Katya’s obsessive “At’ vidím cokoli, at’ slyším cokoli” (“All I see around me, all I hear around me”), reverberates in the orchestra as if illustrating the thought. But the most impressive and dramatically significant instance occurs at the Moderato that immediately follows, where the tunelet arising out of Katya’s wishful line, “Snad, kdybych s ním mohla žít” (“Ah, if only I could live with him”) is immediately echoed in a phrase that, gently rocking in alternation with its descending counterpart, accompanies the whole last meeting of the lovers (Ex. 7-33b).

  


  
    EX. 7-32E Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, motifs, Curtain (Opona/Vorhang) Music
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    Although the resemblance is patent, neither the pitch sequence nor the rhythm of the tunelet is exactly paralleled by the ostinato. The rhythm has been adjusted, possibly, to recall in its regular long-short-short-long pattern the rhythmic palindromes (or “mirror-rhythm,”28 as Tyrrell calls it) of Moravian folk songs. If so, it must have been an unconscious impulse that guided the composer’s fancy, since Moravian folklore would seem to have little to contribute to the expressive ambience of an opera set in Russia. To identify Janáček’s music with it here creates a “problem.” Taking a closer look at the words to which the original tunelet is set in Ex. 7-33a, however, we notice that the last vowel in the triplet (s ním) carries the mark of lengthening, so that when pronounced idiomatically by a Czech singer, its rhythm would already approach that of the orchestral ostinato. It is likely that Janáček notated the orchestral part differently from the vocal so as to indicate to the instrumentalists something of the rhythm the singer would produce “instinctively.” All the closer, then, are the implicit bonds between the music at all its levels and the contours and rhythms of Czech speech. Speech, with all its attendant and automatic emotional expression, pervades the ambient music in which the characters live and breathe.

  


  
    EX. 7-33A Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, Act III, scene 2, obsessive reverberations of speech tunelet

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 7-33B Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, Act III, scene 2, transformation of speech tunelet into love music
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    As Boris, her lover, prepares to take his final leave of her, Katya begins to hallucinate, hearing an offstage chorus that sings to an unearthly vowel that Janáček directs be “somewhere between U and O,” representing “the sighing of the Volga” into which she will soon be hurling herself (Ex. 7-34a). The pentatonic motive thus introduced, which shares many intervals with the complex of motives quoted in Ex. 7-32, participates along with them at the opera’s grisly climax, where all of these motivic relationships reach an epitome (Ex. 7-34b). The last human voice is the mother-in-law’s, icily dismissing the horrified onlookers with thanks for their attention. Her music is based on Ex. 7-32b, with an extra emphasis on the “Y” motif, associated with the Dies Irae. Following that, a stormy little orchestral fantasy brings the opera to a close, bluntly juxtaposing the “X” and “Y” motives against the “Volga sigh,” while the ostinato repetitions of “Y” ineluctably recall the obsessive repetitions of Katya’s name at the beginning of the scene (Ex. 7-32c).

  


  
    Katerina’s final page of music (Ex. 7-35), beginning where she hearkens dementedly to the singing of birds, seems suddenly, and startlingly, to resemble a traditional mad scene in the romantic vein of Donizetti. Like Lucia di Lammermoor, Katya withdraws right before the dénouement into a fantasy world represented by the dulcet music of an accompanying flute. But no sooner is the comparison made than it turns ironic. The romantic mad scene in bel canto operas was always their most ornately “musical” moment. Dementia was depicted, and its fascination conveyed, through lavish ornamentation and roulades.

  


  
    EX. 7-34A Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, Act III, scene 2, “Sighing of the Volga”
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    EX. 7-34B Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, Act III, scene 2, end
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    Meanwhile, it would be difficult to imagine music more starkly denuded than the mad scene in Janáček’s opera. The vocal writing is straight syllabic declamation, as sedulously modeled on speech as ever. The bird song consists of a typical ostinato phrase, repeated like an obsession but never embellished or even varied, except to distend it by the use of dissonant skips. It is accompanied by a harsh percussive tattoo drawn from the notes of the Volga’s “sigh.” This demonstratively stripped-down, barren sonority is the nub of Janáček’s maximalism. What is maximalized is laconicism, “plain speech” deliberately void of “poetry” in the name of “unvarnished truth”—the realist or naturalist strain in nineteenth-century literature and literature-influenced music brought to a peak (or perhaps one should say a nadir). All during his astonishingly fertile final decade, Janáček was becoming increasingly obsessed with spareness, and with a bluffness of expression that was virtually without precedent.

  


  
    He began ruling his own staves rather than using manufactured music paper for his orchestral scores lest he be seduced by all those empty bars to pad his orchestration. He began deliberately flouting schoolroom rules of voice leading (rules that, unlike Musorgsky perhaps, he knew as well as any composer) to lend his music a rough-hewn or “primitive” texture. The climactic love music quoted in Ex. 7-33b is a vivid case in point: even at this tender moment the music must borrow a bit of honest clumsiness from the deliberately unprepared [image: Image] chord with which it begins, and from the deliberately skewed intervals (augmented second against augmented fourth in contrary motion) with which it proceeds.

  


  
    In From the House of the Dead, his last opera and almost his last work, Janáček brought artlessness to an extreme in his depiction of sensibilities hardened and distorted by prison life. In Ex. 7-36a, a [image: Image] chord is approached by leap in similar motion, and proceeds, again in inelegant similar motion, to another voicing of the same dissonant harmony. Ex. 7-36b is an ostinato that accompanies one prisoner’s rueful narration of the brutal crime for which he was sentenced. An unprepared [image: Image] chord ascends in similar motion to the next harmony without resolving its dissonance, and descends, also in similar motion and without resolution, to a [image: Image] chord that is supposed to mark the cadence (not to be confused, of course, with a “cadential [image: Image]”). On its repetition the ostinato is accompanied by an ersatz “tonic pedal” on E[image: Image] that jars wretchedly with the soprano E.

  


  
    EX. 7-35 Leoš Janáček, Kát’a Kabanová, Act III, scene 2, Katerina’s suicide
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    FIG. 7-5 Janáček, page of the autograph manuscript for From the House of the Dead.

  


  


  
    EX. 7-36A Leoš Janáček, From the House of the Dead, Act III, 6 before fig. [15]
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    EX. 7-36B Leoš Janáček, From the House of the Dead, Act III, ostinato at fig. [26]
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    Both in Ex. 7-36b and at various points in the final scene from Kát’a Kabanová, the harmony is tinged with whole-tone effects. Janáček was attracted to Debussy’s music and studied Pelléas et Mélisande, which as an essay in prose-setting especially interested him. Nevertheless, his whole-tone usages seem more indebted, yet again, to Russian music, where, in the wake of Glinka’s Ruslan and Ludmila the whole-tone scale was usually associated, as it is in Janáček, with evil or horror. Rather than cooling the emotional temperature, as whole-tone harmony did for Debussy, it remained for Janáček, as it had been for the Russians, an emotional stimulant.

  


  RESEARCH VS. COMMUNICATION


  
    But then so was everything in Janáček. His music, however novel its ways and means, always avidly sought popular appeal, and the composer measured his success in terms of his popularity. His role model, he was unabashed to admit, was Puccini. (Indeed, few commentators have failed to notice that the title character’s first entrance in act I of Kát’a Kabanová, not yet singing but accompanied by her soaring leitmotif, directly parallels the analogous moment in Madama Butterfly.) Despite Adorno’s wishful attempt at “coopting” him, alienation simply was not this composer’s bag. He was as enthusiastic a communitarian as a modernist could be. As a result, his historical prestige has suffered. Many twentiethcentury histories of twentiethcentury music omit him altogether, or write him off in spite of everything as an insignificant regionalist. Janáček made his comeback into history during the 1950s, when he was rediscovered (first in England) not in the classroom but in the opera house, largely thanks to the efforts of Charles Mackerras (b. 1925), a conductor who had studied in Prague with Václav Talich (1883–1961), Czechoslovakia’s outstanding orchestra director.

  


  


  
    Prestige attaches itself more readily to the esoteric than to the popular. It has been the lonely modernist’s chief consolation, and it has been as avidly sought by some as social acceptance has been sought by others. One cannot imagine Janáček setting up a Society for Private Performances or writing a fawning letter to a potential aristocratic patron lauding “the fairest, alas bygone, days of art when a prince stood as a protector before an artist, showing the rabble that art, a matter for princes, is beyond the judgement of common people.”29 That is what Schoenberg wrote, in 1924, to Prince Egon Fürstenberg, the bankroller of a contemporary music festival in the South German town of Donaueschingen. The attitude it encapsulates is the one to which the term “elite”—or, more balefully, “elitist”—is now often applied. It regards art as both the product of elite circumstances and the creator of elite occasions.

  


  
    The dichotomy between the elitist model epitomized by Schoenberg and the populist model epitomized (practically alone among modernists) by Janáček has been perhaps the most contentious issue in twentiethcentury music and musical politics. Few composers have been as singlemindedly committed to an extreme position as have these two. Most have been ambivalent, susceptible to both pulls. Bartók was one. The thrust of this chapter has perhaps too easily suggested a grouping of Bartók with Janáček against the Vienna Schoenberg circle, the one group associated with the spirit of particularism as against the other’s universalism, or with the provinces as against the capital, or with the cause of vulnerable national minorities as against the tyranny of the powerful cosmopolitan majority. The ivory tower might seem the “natural” prerogative of one group, social validation the “natural” requirement of the second.

  


  
    But Bartók was torn, like all educated Magyars, both between the universal and the particular and between the elite and the popular. He could be contrasted with Janáček as easily as with Schoenberg, depending on the vantage point from which we choose to view him. Like Janáček but unlike Schoenberg, he sought inspiration in folklore. But like Schoenberg and unlike Janáček, he felt the urge to generalize and systematize his innovations. Like Janáček but unlike Schoenberg, he claimed simplicity as a virtue. But like Schoenberg and unlike Janáček, he saw virtue as well in abstraction, which led him, at times, to write music not easily followed by nonprofessional audiences. His music, too, creates elite occasions, and he knew it. He once discouraged a correspondent from performing some of his more difficult works “in places where the level of music is like that of the provincial towns of Hungary,” since they “will merely deter listeners who do not have the necessary level of preparation.”30 He was well aware that he was appropriating from “simple” people the basis for an art that excluded them, and at times it troubled his conscience. For all his fascination with symmetry, this was an asymmetry he could not reconcile.

  


  
    Placing Bartók and Janáček in opposition usefully shifts the ground of contention a little from its usual terrain. A composition like Bartók’s Fourth Quartet, with its systematically worked out symmetrical schemes and not always obviously expressive (therefore “alienating”) dissonance, implicitly upholds a model of composition driven as much by “research” as by the urge to communicate. The research model implies further an emphasis on the making of the artwork rather than on its effect, and, ultimately, an emphasis on the rights of the autonomous creative individual rather than those of the receiving community. Observing all of this in Bartók, we are observing it within the “camp” identified, in broadest and crudest terms, as the “socially committed” one. And that should suffice to show how uselessly broad and crude such terms can be. 

  


  


  CHAPTER 8

  Pathos Is Banned


  STRAVINSKY AND NEOCLASSICISM


  THE “REAL” TWENTIETH CENTURY BEGINS


  
    On the evening of 18 October 1923, Aaron Copland, an American then finishing up a two-year stint as a composition student in Paris and about to turn twenty-three, happened in on a concert at which the latest work by Igor Stravinsky was to have its premiere. For thirteen years, since the unveiling of the Firebird ballet, and especially since the scandalous opening night of The Rite of Spring in 1913, Stravinsky’s name had been synonymous with “savage” Russian (read: semi-Asiatic) maximalism at its most exotic, obstreperous, even orgiastic. It had been only four months since the first performance of a new ballet, Svadebka (“The peasant wedding,” presented in Paris as Les noces villageoises), seemingly a starker, lither version of The Rite, in which the dancers were accompanied by vocal soloists and a chorus singing, sometimes shouting, fierce or bawdy ritual songs whose texts had been collected by folklorists, accompanied by a clangorous “orchestra” consisting of nothing but four pianos and a monster assemblage of percussion.

  


  


  
    Like everyone else present that October night in Paris, Copland was in for a shock. Almost twenty years later, still marveling at it, he recalled “the general feeling of mystification that followed the initial hearing”, of the new work, an octet for winds (flute, clarinet, and pairs of bassoons, trumpets, and trombones). “Here was Stravinsky,” he wrote,

  


  
    having created a neoprimitive style all his own, based on native Russian sources—a style that everyone agreed was the most original in modern music—now suddenly, without any seeming explanation, making an about-face and presenting a piece to the public that bore no conceivable resemblance to the individual style with which he had hitherto been identified. Everyone was asking why Stravinsky should have exchanged his Russian heritage for what looked very much like a mess of eighteenth century mannerisms. The whole thing seemed like a bad joke that left an unpleasant aftereffect and gained Stravinsky the unanimous disapproval of the press.1

  


  


  
    And yet, looking back in 1941, Copland could report an even bigger surprise:

  


  
    No one could possibly have foreseen, first, that Stravinsky was to persist in this new manner of his or, second, that the Octet was destined to influence composers all over the world in bringing the latent objectivity of modern music to full consciousness by frankly adopting the ideals, forms, and textures of the preromantic era.2
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    FIG. 8-1 Stravinsky, Svadebka (Les Noces), Royal Ballet, London.

  


  


  
    Indeed Copland, although he did not know it yet, was seeing his own future. Stravinsky’s Octet seemed to usher in a new creative period, not only for Stravinsky but for European and Euro-American “art music” generally. It is commonly called Stravinsky’s neoclassical phase; and though like most catchphrases it will require a lot of qualification and amendment, it contains enough truth to make it useful. Moreover, as Copland could already see in 1941, and as we can see much more easily now, while Stravinsky’s huge prestige made his sudden recourse to “eighteenth-century mannerisms” a more newsworthy event than anybody else’s could have been at the time, the move as such was far from unprecedented, either within Stravinsky’s own work or in the wider world of music. The musical manifestations, meanwhile, were symptoms in turn of a pronounced general swerve in the arts that reflected a yet greater one in the wider world of expressive culture.

  


  
    The history of twentiethcentury music as something esthetically distinct from that of the nineteenth century begins not at the fin de siècle, then, but here, in the 1920s. As with anything so big and brusque and sweeping, we will have to funnel in on it, returning to Stravinsky’s Octet, and to some other bearers of the new esthetic wind, only after we have taken some account of the wider cultural terrain. Copland’s evaluation of the Octet can serve as our guide to the issues, though. He associates the new manner with “objectivity,” and with the deliberate adoption of a “preromantic” stance, announced externally by the unexpected resurrection of “eighteenth-century mannerisms.” In the Octet, in short, three separate (or at least separable) tendencies in the culture of the early twentieth century suddenly came together in a “crux”—a compelling cluster or knot. Our first task will be to unpack it.

  


  PASTICHE AS METAPHOR


  
    The feature of the Octet that most forcibly impressed early listeners (especially composer-listeners) like Copland—namely the “pastiche” element that impressed him as a “mess of eighteenth-century mannerisms”—was actually its least distinctive or necessary aspect, however useful it was as an attention-grabber, and however durable it has proved as a superficial mark of “neoclassicism.” The deliberate imitation or revival of “ancient” or obsolete musical styles for specific emblematic or expressive purposes has a history that goes back at least as far as the Renaissance. Opera was born out of one such revival, associated with the northern Italian academies of the late sixteenth century.

  


  


  
    An even more literal attempt to revive ancient music was musique mesurée à l’antique, a music rhythmicized according to the meters of ancient Greek poetry, through which musicians who shared the aims of the French poet Jean-Antoine de Baïf (1532–89), or who belonged to his Académie de Poésie et Musique, tried to duplicate the feats of what the Greeks called ethos, the direct influence of music on morals and behavior. Ex. 8-1, by Claude Le Jeune (d. 1600), set to a vers mesuré by Baïf himself, not only imitates the Greek quantitative meter but also adopts the “chromatic tetrachord” (half step, half step, minor third) as described by the theorist Aristoxenus in the fourth century BCE.

  


  
    The result may not be authentic Greek music; in fact, with its triadic harmony and conventional “Renaissance” counterpoint, we can be sure that it bears no stylistic resemblance at all to any ancient original. But, like Stravinsky’s Octet as described by Copland (which neither he nor anyone else ever confused with actual eighteenth-century music), it also bore scant resemblance to the styles listeners at the time regarded as normal for contemporary music. A listener unaware of Le Jeune’s expressive or “ethical” purpose would have been in the same predicament Copland was in when confronting Stravinsky’s Octet. It would have produced (indeed, was in part designed to produce) mystification.

  


  
    By the late eighteenth century, composers had a sufficiently historical or “modern” sense of changing musical fashion to enjoy stylistic pastiche as a form of exoticism. Mozart may have been the earliest composer to write what might be called “epicurean” or “gourmet” parodies of outmoded styles, notably those of Bach and Handel, whose music he discovered late in life at the Viennese salon of Baron van Swieten: yet another reason for attributing to Mozart the earliest truly “modern” (or even modernist) musical sensibility. Whereas Haydn discovered Handel as the national composer of England during his visit of 1795, and imitated his grandiose oratorio style in The Creation (Die Schöpfung) and The Seasons (Die Jahreszeiten) for purposes of religious edification, Mozart composed a keyboard suite in the style of Handel (K. 399) as early as 1782, for no other purpose than sensory delectation—aural “deliciousness.” Mozart also wrote imitation “Baroque” music for ritual use, especially in his Masonic cantatas and his Requiem, and echoed it parodistically in the last act of The Magic Flute, which contains a little chorale setting that mimics the style of Bach’s then very little known church cantatas. One of his best known pastiches is a Gigue, K. 574 (Ex. 8-2), that (to keep up the culinary metaphor) adds a maximum of chromatic spice to the Bach-Handel recipe.

  


  
    EX. 8-1 Claude Le Jeune, Qu’est devenue ce bel oeil (Le printemps, no. XXX)
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    EX. 8-2 W. A. Mozart, Gigue for piano, K. 574
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    “Delicious” neoclassicism begins with Mozart, then, and continues thereafter in an unbroken, albeit minor, stream. Simply as pastiche, Stravinsky’s Octet was part of that stream. And if pastiche were all that it was, it would never have had the major influence that Copland rightly attributed to it, no matter how formidable the composer’s prestige. For “delicious” pastiche or stylistic parody was by then a part of every concertgoer’s experience. In certain contexts, imitation eighteenth-century music had even become something of a nineteenth-century specialty.

  


  
    The chief context, easily guessed, was the theater, where the setting could call for it. One of the most popular morceaux de concert (concert pieces—“morsels”—extracted from operas or ballets) in the late-nineteenth-century orchestral repertory was the entr’acte or curtain music before the second act of Mignon, an opéra comique by Ambroise Thomas (1811–96), the very respectable director of the Paris Conservatory. An adaptation of a novel by Goethe (Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre or “The Education of Wilhelm Meister”) that is set in the late eighteenth century, the opera concerns the adventures, mainly amorous, of a stage-struck youth who falls in with a troupe of traveling players.

  


  
    The entr’acte (Ex. 8-3) is in the form of a gavotte, a sprightly court dance of the seventeenth or early eighteenth century with a distinctive upbeat figure, known to nineteenth-century musicians primarily thanks to its presence in many of Bach’s instrumental suites. Thomas’s gavotte precedes, and sets the tone for, a boudoir scene that was considered very risqué. After the entr’acte had become popular in its own right, Thomas interpolated into the scene a “rondo-gavotte” (Me voici dans son boudoir / Et je sens mon coeur battre d’espoir, or “Here I am in her boudoir, and I feel my heart beating with hope”) based on its familiar strains. The character who sings it, moreover, was recast from a tenor to a boyish contralto “in trousers” to make the part, the situation, and the music seem even sexier by virtue of androgyny.

  


  
    EX. 8-3 Ambroise Thomas, Mignon, Entr’acte to Act II, mm. 9–25
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    “Delicious” here takes on a new connotation, now covering any sort of sensual delight. And “the eighteenth century,” invoked by countless nineteenth-century writers and playwrights as a time at once of sybaritic innocence and of aristocratic guile, became a sort of fairyland or sexual playground, no different in principle from the romantically imagined “Orient.” That sexualized eighteenth century found a new metaphorical referent in “period” music harmonized and orchestrated as flavorsomely as possible, not at all for the sake of stylistic authenticity, but for the sake of that metaphorical resonance with sensuality.

  


  
    This strain of fake eighteenth-century music as soft-core nineteenth-century pornography reached its maximalist phase in a pair of operas by Richard Strauss and Hugo von Hofmannsthal. They followed directly on the same team’s Elektra and are often viewed by historians as an unfortunate stylistic retreat from the composer’s far out point. In the first of them, Der Rosenkavalier (“The cavalier of the rose”, 1911), the curtain goes up on a pair of naked women in bed (one of them a “boy,” but without his trousers). The title of the second, Ariadne auf Naxos (“Ariadne on the Isle of Naxos”, 1912, rev. 1916), deliberately evokes one of the most distinguished libretto traditions of the old mythological opera seria, one that went all the way back to Monteverdi and included works by Handel, Galuppi, Sarti, and Riccardo Broschi, the brother of Farinelli, the great castrato.

  


  
    Strauss’s Ariadne began life as a musical play-within-a-play to cap a revival of Le bourgeois gentilhomme, Molière’s farce about a rich status-seeker’s pretensions to aristocratic manners. The deflation of an opera seria by a troupe of masked comedians was a metaphor for the social incongruity of Molière’s comic situation. In its final, fully operatic form, Strauss’s work is still an opera about operas and all their esthetic and (sometimes scandalous) social subtexts, rather than a straight dramatization of its ostensible subject.

  


  
    Its prologue features some backstage amorous byplay involving the pretty coloratura soprano from the comedy troupe and the ostensible composer of the opera seria who is cast, by now predictably, as a delicious boy-toy in trousers. So Strauss’s “neoclassical” operas turn out not to have been such a retreat after all. Their social and sexual conceits are even more “avantgarde” than the ones in Strauss’s earlier, stylistically sensational operas (in which upsetters of social or sexual proprieties are duly punished), and the eighteenth-century stylistic veneer is an integral part of their “decadence,” masking or excusing an otherwise socially unacceptable (if aristocratic) “libertinage.” Meanwhile, the nineteenth-century eighteenth-century pastiche had ridden the coattails of morceaux de concert like Thomas’s, or of operatic and ballet suites and divertissements, to an independent status as nineteenth-century instrumental music. The independent keyboard or orchestral suite, unattached to a theatrical source or prototype, became its main vehicle. Originally modeled on the Bach keyboard and (especially) orchestral suites, some of which were published for the first time in the Bach-Gesellschaft (Bach Society) edition beginning in Bach’s centennial year of 1850, the genre spread far and wide and even had its specialist composers.

  


  
    One of the earliest such pieces was a Suite for piano, op. 38 (1855), by the Russian piano virtuoso Anton Rubinstein. It had ten movements: Prelude, Minuet, Gigue, Sarabande, Gavotte, Passacaille, Allemande, Courante, Passepied, Bourrée. But even if the Bach keyboard suites were Rubinstein’s obvious model, what he actually produced was not an imitation Bach keyboard suite. For one thing, it was an encyclopedic compendium that did not follow its Prelude with the normal sequence of dances that Rubinstein knew perfectly well from the actual suites of Bach. And for another, much more important, thing, the cultivation of an “olden style” had always prompted, and was meant to prompt, a great deal of chromatic or quasi-“modal” harmonic piquanterie that was as plainly anachronistic to its practitioners as it is to us now, just as the “folk” or “oriental” styles of the time were knowing, sophisticated inventions whose credentials did not at all depend on their authenticity. In all cases it was the pretext for modern harmonic, melodic, and (in the case of orchestral music) timbral invention that justified pastiche and cinched its popularity with audiences.

  


  
    The earliest specialist composers of orchestral suites were Germans: the long-lived Franz Lachner (1803–90), who in his youth had been a friend of Schubert’s, and Joachim Raff (1822–82), who had been a pupil and disciple of Liszt (and had his earliest experience with the orchestra as the ghost-orchestrator of Liszt’s early symphonic poems). Between them, Lachner and Raff wrote eleven orchestral suites between 1861 and 1881. Next in line was the Frenchman Jules Massenet (1842–1912), who in his more usual guise of opera composer wrote an Ariadne opera packed even fuller of eighteenth-century parodies than Thomas’s Mignon. Between 1865 and 1881 Massenet composed seven suites caractéristiques for orchestra, less concerned with the archaic sort of “stylization” than with the exotic (Scènes hongroises, 1871; Scènes napolitaines, 1876; Scènes alsaciennes, 1881). He did write at least one conspicuous bit of fake old music, however: a curiously titled Sarabande du XVIe siècle (“A sarabande of the sixteenth century”), somewhat overshooting the mark, in 1875.

  


  
    In that same year Pyotr Chaikovsky, Rubinstein’s most famous pupil and a composer with whom Stravinsky would later avidly claim kinship, wrote the first of his four orchestral suites. It contains two “neobaroque” movements: an opening Introduzione efuga avowedly “in Lachner’s manner”3 (five of Lachner’s seven suites having fugues, not usually regarded as much of a nineteenth-century genre, as either first movement or finale), and a concluding Gavotte (Ex. 8-4), recognizable as such from its kinship with Thomas’s famous rondo-gavotte, even if it does not have the characteristic two-quarter pickup that was the actual eighteenth-century gavotte’s most distinctive feature. It ends with a blazing reprise of the fugue subject from the first movement, a mixture of genres that could never have occurred in the eighteenth century, but which epitomizes the “culinary” aspect of nineteenth-century pastiche, for which stylistic or generic traits were so many “ingredients” for subtle blends and striking juxtapositions.

  


  
    Chaikovsky’s Fourth Suite, op. 61 (1887), brought things full circle. Subtitled Mozartiana, it consisted of orchestrations of four items by Mozart (one of them, the sacred chorus Ave verum corpus, K. 618, mediated through Liszt’s keyboard transcription). The opening movement is none other than the Gigue for piano, quoted in Ex. 8-2, which was already a pastiche. Chaikovsky’s orchestral treatment, which matched the piquanterie of Mozart’s own harmonization, was a compliment from one master chef to another, and a commemoration of a Mozart (rather different from the one normally worshipped by the romantics) who shared Chaikovsky’s taste and gift for delectable, often retrospective parody.

  


  
    In its way, Chaikovsky’s Mozartiana was a harbinger of the so-called silver age of Russian culture, a massive resurgence of aristocratic taste that began in the 1890s and lasted until the 1917 revolution. It valued above all what was fantastic, decorative, and life-(or lifestyle-)enhancing in art, rather than what was personally expressive or “sincere” or “true to life” (those ideals being the vulgar hallmarks of the bourgeoisie). For all of this, too, an assumed eighteenth-century style (what Russian artists then called the “Versailles” style) was the prime esthetic metaphor. Russia was its natural home because Russia, as the last surviving autocratic or “absolutist” empire in Europe, was in effect the last great eighteenth-century state. The Russian silver age was in effect the last great flowering of European court art.

  


  
    EX. 8-4 Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, Gavotte from Suite no. 1, mm. 35–54
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    Chaikovsky’s major contributions to the Versailles style (or “Imperial” style, as cultural historians call it now) were his next-to-last opera and his next-to-last ballet, both performed for the first time in 1890. The opera, Pikovaya dama (“The queen of spades”), was a fantastic, surrealistic retelling of a famous ghost story by Pushkin, in which the setting was deliberately pushed back to the eighteenth century to enable the composer to write a pastiche divertissement. (One of its ingredients, a Sarabande in a deliberately “incorrect” four-quarter time, combined both metaphors—the delectable and the disquietingly unreal—in a single ironic gesture.) The ballet, Spyashchaya krasavitsa (“The sleeping beauty”), was based on a “Mother Goose” tale by the French fabulist Charles Perrault (1628–1703), an authentic “Versailles” author, and set a standard for opulence and sensuous beauty that Sergey Diaghilev, the Russian impresario who first presented Stravinsky to an astonished Paris, strove all his life to equal.

  


  CRACKING(JOKES) UNDER STRESS


  
    Again we have come full circle, back to Stravinsky, whose pastiche Octet took Aaron Copland, and many others, by surprise in 1923. Placed against the background of early-twentieth-century maximalism, the surprise was genuine. But given the background we have just traced, it might almost seem predictable. What made it so influential just then? Or to ask the question another, possibly more suggestive way, what made it so timely? The answer lies in a tension that had been dogging maximalist or modernist art from the beginning—that is, ever since those terms have been appropriate describers of artistic aims or artistic products.

  


  


  
    Our definition of maximalist art has emphasized the continuation of traditional aims by radically intensified means. Our definition of modernism has emphasized “high self-regard and selfconsciousness” (to quote from chapter 1), and “urbanity in every meaning of the word from ‘citified’ to ‘sophisticated’ to ‘artificial’ to ‘mannered.’” From the very beginning, it was obvious that the stance described by modernism was very much at variance with the “traditional” aims of art, if by tradition we mean the romantic tradition, which valued spirituality, sincerity, naturalness, spontaneity, and a host of other qualities that cannot stand the presence of irony (as anything as self-aware as modernism must imply).

  


  
    This is a tension that maximalist artists had to bear. Some bore it more gracefully than others. Some, notably the French composers of Satie’s and Debussy’s generation, more willingly sacrificed romantic values, to the extent that their art has been described as “dehumanized.” (And recall that among the works that demonstrated their dehumanizing commitment to modernism in chapter 2 were already a couple of pastiche sarabandes!) Others tried tenaciously to have it both ways: to be fully modern, but also fully spontaneous and spiritual and self-expressive. Most conspicuous among these, of course, were artists in the German tradition like Mahler—but even more so the artists, like Schoenberg and Webern, to whom the epithet “expressionist” is applied. That tension or divided consciousness was among the things that drove their art—which, as we have seen, took maximalism to the max—to its extremes.

  


  
    And yet the irony inherent in modernism could not always be denied or repressed, and in at least one work of Schoenberg’s it gained the upper hand. Not by accident, perhaps, that one work, Pierrot lunaire (“Moonstruck Pierrot”, 1912), became the one work of Schoenberg’s maximalist phase to achieve real popularity despite—or more likely because of—its apparent atypicality within his output. Its absence from the discussion of Schoenberg in chapter 6, which placed sole emphasis on the sincerely self-expressive and spiritualist aspects of his work, has surely been a glaring one for anyone who knows it. Now it is time to make good the omission, as the tension between the modern and the romantic approaches its crisis.

  


  
    The lengthy subtitle of Pierrot lunaire, Schoenberg’s op. 21, is worth quoting, for it is as succinct a description of this very eccentric piece as one is likely to come up with: “Thrice seven poems from Albert Giraud’s Pierrot lunaire (translated by Otto Erich Hartleben), for a speaking voice, piano, flute (alternating piccolo), clarinet (alternating bass clarinet), violin (alternating viola) and cello.” The source was a then-famous collection (published in 1884) of fifty little poems by a Belgian poet whose real surname was Kayenbergh, all of which concern the antics of the title character, Pierrot. The proverbial whiteface clown whose persona as ever-hopeful but always disappointed lover originated as one of the masked roles in the old commedia dell’arte, Pierrot became a key figure of romantic pathos thanks to the legendary portrayals of the role by the great Parisian mime Jean-Baptiste-Gaspard Deburau (1796-1846).

  


  
    Giraud made a show of going back to a preromantic source by casting his Pierrot poems as “rondels,” adapting to his purpose one of the stiffly stylized late-medieval “fixed forms.” Every one of Giraud’s poems has thirteen lines divided 4 + 4 + 5, of which the first and second come back as the seventh and eighth, and the first comes back again as the last. The use of this strict archaic format, as well as the focus on a masked character and his erratic doings, already recall the esthetics of ironic pastiche as briefly surveyed earlier in this chapter. Giraud’s poems inhabited an odd, rather remote corner of the symbolist domain that crosscut the funny-peculiar and the funny-haha.
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    FIG. 8-2 Pierrot Lunaire ensemble at the first performance, 16 October 1912: left to right, K. Essberger, clarinet and bass clarinet; Jakob Malinak, violin and viola; Schoenberg; Albertine Zehme, Sprechstimme; Eduard Steuermann, piano; Hans Kindler, cello; H. W. de Vries, flute and piccolo.

  


  


  
    Schoenberg greatly increased Giraud’s already considerable ironic distance by resorting to the weird device of melodrama—dramatic recitation to musical accompaniment—rather than conventional singing for his Pierrot settings. This, too, was an eighteenth-century pastiche of a sort, for that was the century in which the melodrama was invented and chiefly flourished. (The earliest use of the device on record is by the Austrian composer Johann Ernst Eberlin in 1753; the first “classic” of the genre is Pygmalion by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, probably written in 1762.) Like many minor genres, melodrama had a specialist composer: Georg Benda (1722–95), a member of a famous Bohemian family of musicians, who worked mainly in Prussia. His first and best-known melodrama (Ariadne auf Naxos, as it happens) was first performed in 1775 and imitated by many composers, including Mozart.

  


  
    Many German romantic operas, including standard repertory items like Fidelio and Der Freischütz, made occasional use of melodrama, so that it maintained a presence in German theaters, and especially in Vienna, long after its vogue had passed. At the very end of the nineteenth century, the period that formed the immediate background to Pierrot lunaire, there was a sudden flare-up of interest in it. In 1897, at his publisher’s request (thus as a frankly commercial venture), Richard Strauss made a melodrama setting of—or rather, wrote a piano accompaniment to—Enoch Arden, a long, sentimental narrative poem by Alfred, Lord Tennyson. But several literary-minded composers, mainly German and Czech, took a more serious view of the genre’s possibilities, seeing in it a means for insuring maximum realism and verbal clarity despite the presence of music.

  


  
    As was typical of Germans, they saw their use of melodrama as the fulfillment of history’s mandate. “Our modern opera is taking a path that must lead to the melodrama,”4 wrote one of its new enthusiasts, Engelbert Humperdinck (1854-1921). “With the dominant endeavors of our time, which no one can avoid, to bring reality to the stage, one must find a form that is suitable to this trend, and in my opinion the melodrama is that form.” Humperdinck is best known not for his melodramas but for his first opera, Hänsel und Gretel (1893), a work for children based on the famous Grimm fairytale, in which folksongs are given a very skillful Wagnerian treatment. Ever since its premiere it has been a perennial Christmas favorite in many countries. It could be that it was his willed infatuation with melodrama that prevented Humperdinck’s later stage works from achieving comparable popularity.

  


  
    In any case, Humperdinck’s melodramas are the ones that stood closest to Schoenberg’s, because he was the first to control (or at least try to control) the speaker’s part by the use of a relatively full musical notation that specified both rhythm (exactly) and pitch (approximately). Previously, the words of a melodrama were simply entered above the musical staff. In eighteenth-century works (and also in Strauss’s Enoch Arden), the recitation and the music tended to alternate, as in an “accompanied” recitative, so that there were few problems of coordination. Where the speaker recited along with continuous music, the usual objective was nothing more than to arrive at the end of the passage together. Ex. 8-5, from Humperdinck’s opera Die Königskinder (“The king’s children”, 1910), shows his new method: what looks like an ordinary folklike tune, of a kind that abounds in Hänsel und Gretel, is notated with little xs in place of noteheads, turning the notes so marked into what Humperdinck called Sprechnoten (“speaking-notes”).

  


  
    EX. 8-5 Engelbert Humperdinck, Die Königskinder, from Act I
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    As the composer explained, the Sprechnoten “are used for the purpose of indicating the rhythm and inflection of intensified speech (the melody of the spoken verse) and for placing these passages in agreement with the accompanying music.” As usually interpreted in performance, the notation directs the singer (or speaker) to aim for the notated pitch according to the notated rhythm, but immediately to begin sliding toward the next pitch, as one’s voice does in normal speech. Schoenberg probably picked up the idea directly from Humperdinck; there are little passages of melodrama in Schoenberg’s Gurrelieder (on which he began work in March 1900), notated precisely according to Humperdinck’s method.

  


  
    In Pierrot lunaire the practice is characteristically (that is, “expressionistically”) maximalized. Schoenberg transferred the xs from the noteheads to the stems, so that he could apply the technique to half notes and dotted halves. That unnatural slowing down of the tempo of the speaking voice (Sprechstimme), the bizarre expansion of its range by the use of enormous melodic skips, and the extreme chromaticism that replaced Humperdinck’s (or the early Schoenberg’s) folksiness, greatly changed the effect of the melodrama. It now connoted a kind of dementia, “tales told by an idiot, signifying nothing,” expressionism ironically mocking itself.

  


  
    This perception was greatly enhanced by the accompanying chamber ensemble, modeled incongruously (but in fact very shrewdly) on the sound of a cabaret orchestra. It turned the whole sensation of Pierrot lunaire into one of a deranged nightclub act at the furthest (hence most ironic) remove from the churchy ivory tower environment Schoenberg’s advanced music otherwise inhabited. Early performances, conducted by the composer, featured Albertine Zehme, the actress who commissioned the work and to whom it is dedicated, who declaimed the poems alone onstage under a spotlight, dressed not as Pierrot but as Columbine, the garishly beckoning femme fatale figure in the old masked comedy, and with the orchestra concealed behind a screen. Audiences found it titillating, and after a remarkable initial Berlin “run” to full houses, Schoenberg found himself with a relatively lucrative road show on his hands. He and Frau Zehme toured the piece for more than a decade.

  


  
    Its popularity caused the composer’s reverent disciples some consternation. One of them, Egon Wellesz, declared himself “suspicious of people who know only Pierrot lunaire, and admire Schoenberg on the strength of this one work,” and even a little suspicious of the single advanced composition by Schoenberg “that may have a certain effect on even an unpracticed hearer.”5 No fair enjoying dessert without eating your peas! And pay no attention to the jokes, Wellesz seems to be insisting in particular. By and large the grim literature that has grown up around the embattled figure of Schoenberg and his works has followed this advice. But the jokes are plentiful, they are often pretty good, and they constitute what was surely the timeliest and culturally most significant aspect of the score. That unanticipated popularity, suspicious or no, has something important to tell historians.
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    FIG. 8-3 Pierrot Lunaire, poster for the preview (by invitation) and the public premiere.

  


  


  
    Ex. 8-6 shows the first quatrain of Mondestrunken (“Moondrunk”), the first in the set of twenty-one melodramas and one of Schoenberg’s most famous compositions, at least in terms of the frequency with which it has been described and analyzed in print. It sets the scene for all the hallucinatory verses to come, showing the “poet” Pierrot swilling “the wine that through the eyes is drunk,” that is, the moonlight that makes him rave. In the unrhymed singing translation given below, the refrain lines are set in italics to show how they return not only here but in every one of Giraud’s rondels. On each recurrence their meaning is somewhat altered by the context.

  


  
    The wine that through the eyes is drunk,

    at night the moon pours down in torrents,

    until a spring-flood overflows

    the silent far horizon.

  


  
    Desires, shuddering and sweet,

    are swimming through the flood unnumbered!

    The wine that through the eyes is drunk,

    at night the moon pours down in torrents.

  


  
    The poet, whom devotion drives,

    grows tipsy on the sacred liquor,

    to heaven turning his enraptured gaze

    and reeling, sucks and slurps

    the wine that through the eyes is drunk.

  


  
    The music is very easy to analyze, since its all-important Grundgestalt—the intervallic shape or “cell” that provides the melodic and harmonic raw material—is presented at the very outset in the form of an ostinato in the piano part. It may be very easily traced throughout the piece, sometimes literally repeated, sometimes varied through interpolations (piano right hand in mm. 5-6), intervallic alteration (piano right hand in m. 16) or sequences. Chords to which it directly gives rise are easily spotted (e.g., piano in m. 10).

  


  
    The reason why the derivation of chords from ostinato tune is so easy is that the first five notes of the ostinato are drawn from a single whole-tone scale, to which the first note plucked on the violin also belongs, thus completing it. We may recall from the previous chapter that completion, whether of a limited set like the whole-tone scale or of the whole chromatic “aggregate,” was an important criterion of coherence for Schoenberg in composing his “pantonal music.” The ubiquitous “atonal triad” makes its anticipated appearances in the harmony (beginning with the piano in m. 7, second beat), and is also subtly prefigured in the ostinato. The ostinato’s last two notes, C[image: Image] and G, can either of them combine with the initial G[image: Image] and the D that falls on the second strong beat to make atonal triads (D–G[image: Image]–C[image: Image] or G[image: Image]–D–G).

  


  
    That much is straightforward. But as soon as the voice part is reckoned into the analysis, perplexity and ambiguity prevail. Counting both the piano and the violin parts, the opening ostinato contains nine different pitches, leaving three to complete the aggregate. All three are introduced by the voice part; two of them, A and B, are the first notes the voice “sings,” while the remaining note, F, is given a prominent rhythmic placement (at the beginning of m. 6), and is the longest note the voice has “sung.” Schoenberg, characteristically, is making something of a production out of the first aggregate-completion.

  


  
    But the importance attached to the specific pitches A, B, and F is flatly contradicted by the Sprechstimme technique, especially considering that Frau Zehme, for whom the settings were written, was notoriously unconcerned with the niceties of pitch, and especially considering that Schoenberg claimed later that despite his fastidious notation, he neither expected nor wanted any greater exactness from the speaker. This may be confirmed by listening to a recording Schoenberg made of Pierrot lunaire, with a different singer, in 1940. Corroboration of another sort can be found in a later melodrama, Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte, for speaker, piano, and string quartet, composed in 1942. Here Schoenberg contented himself with a much cruder notation for the speaker, in which only a single staff line is used, and the notes are placed either on it, above it, or below it, to denote rough high, middle and low registers. In the preface to the score, Schoenberg claimed that this notation would have sufficed for Pierrot as well, and that he should have used it then to avoid misconceptions about his intention.

  


  
    Thus a seemingly important feature of the tonal organization as represented by the score turns out to be entirely chimerical when it comes to actual sound. Schoenberg, so often meanly accused of writing mere Papiermusik (“on-paper music”) or Augenmusik (“music for the eyes,” not the ears), here does it on purpose and, it would seem, in jest. A much more thoroughgoing irony of this kind, and a much funnier one (in a bewildering sort of way), is found in Der Mondfleck (“The moonspot”), no. 18 in the cycle of twenty-one:

  


  
    A snowy fleck of shining moonlight

    on the back side of his smart new frock coat,

    so sets forth Pierrot one balmy evening,

    in pursuit of fortune and adventure.

  


  
    Sudden—something’s wrong with his appearance,

    he looks round and round and then he finds it

    —a snowy fleck of shining moonlight

    on the back side of his smart new frock coat.

  


  
    Hang it! thinks he: a speck of plaster!

    Wipes and wipes, but it won’t vanish!

    On he goes, his pleasure poisoned,

    rubs and rubs till almost morning at

    a snowy fleck of shining moonlight.

  


  
    EX. 8-6 Arnold Schoenberg, Pierrot lunaire, no. 1, Mondestrunken, mm. 1–18
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    Now here (Ex. 8-7) is an analyst’s delight: a strict canon at the octave between the violin and the cello, a freer canon (or perhaps a sort of fugue) at the twelfth between the clarinet and the piccolo, and in the piano part a harmonized version of the clarinet-piccolo canon, in doubled notevalues (that is, at half the tempo), with the parts inverted, and with a third voice entering in the middle of the texture an octave below the first entry of the subject, so that the orthodox tonal relations of a fugue (E answers B answers E, or I-V-I) are scrupulously maintained. Not only that, but (as shown in Ex. 8-7) in the middle of m. 10 the string and wind parts reverse direction, producing a perfect melodic and rhythmic palindrome, while the piano continues to develop its fugue!

  


  
    It is enough to boggle the mind, and it has elicited a lot of awestruck hyperbole, like Charles Rosen’s announcement that Der Mondfleck “is one of the most elaborately worked out canons since the end of the fifteenth century.”6 But how elaborately “worked out” is a canon or a fugue that is written in a style that recognizes no distinction between consonance and dissonance, so that harmonically speaking, literally anything goes? The essence of counterpoint has always been its “dissonance treatment.” That, and that alone, is where the skill is required and displayed. What makes Bach’s Musical Offering or Art of Fugue the astonishing tours de force that they are is not just the complexity of the texture, but the fact that that complexity is achieved within such exacting constraints. Take away the constraints and you have rendered the tour de force entirely pointless.

  


  
    But of course Schoenberg knew that perfectly well—much better than his humorless admirers. Look again at the text: it is all about frenzied but pointless activity. That is a perfect description of an elaborate contrapuntal texture with “emancipated dissonance.” Or to put it the other way around, an elaborate contrapuntal texture with emancipated dissonance is a perfect metaphor for the urgent but ineffectual efforts Pierrot is making. (Notice, too, some traditionally comic word painting: the instrumental parts go into reverse just when the text describes Pierrot “looking round and round.”) From a bogus masterpiece of counterpoint, Der Mondfleck becomes a genuine masterpiece of self-mocking irony. (Once, to a pupil, Schoenberg cracked that “now that I’ve emancipated dissonance, anybody can be a composer.”) Most pertinent of all, perhaps, to the discussion with which this chapter began is the fact that this most ironically distanced item in Pierrot lunaire is the very one that musically (as well as textually) parodies archaic forms. Once again pastiche has served as metaphor for an ironic modernist sensibility. From the unlikeliest of quarters, it seems, namely the “expressionist” camp, we have confirmation of Ortega y Gasset’s diagnosis of modern art (first quoted in chapter 2) as “play and nothing else,” and therefore as “invariably waggish” or jesting, because its primary concern is with style, the “how” rather than the “what” of art. And that, Ortega suggests, is why modern art “avoids living forms” but instead, making an end run around the immediate past, claims kinship with the imagined eighteenth century. “The imperative of unmitigated realism that dominated the artistic sensibility of the last century,” Ortega wrote, including all art that aspires to direct communication of feeling,

  


  
    must be put down as a freak in aesthetic evolution. It thus appears that the new inspiration, extravagant though it seems, is merely returning, at least in one point, to the royal road of art. For this road is called “will to style.” But to stylize means to deform reality, to derealize; style involves dehumanization. And vice versa, there is no other means of stylizing except by dehumanizing. Whereas realism, exhorting the artist faithfully to follow reality, exhorts him to abandon style. An enthuasiast of realist painting, groping for the suggestive word, will declare that it has “character.” And character, not style, is distinctive of nineteenth-century art in all its media. The eighteenth century, on the other hand, which had so little character, was a past master of style.7

  


  


  
    EX. 8-7 Arnold Schoenberg, Pierrot lunaire, no. 18, Der Mondfleck, mm. 9–11
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  BREAKING WITH TRADITION


  
    Ortega was writing in 1925, two years after Stravinsky brought forth his Octet, when the big change in sensibility that he was describing was (or seemed) a fait accompli. In 1912, it did not yet look that way. Pierrot lunaire, as the quotation above from Wellesz already implied, seemed an exceptional work within Schoenberg’s output, even a somewhat deviant one. It had been commissioned from an outside party, after all; it did not arise “spontaneously” out of his own artistic imagination. And, at the time, its commitment to irony was not as obvious as it may appear today.

  


  


  
    Stravinsky, who attended one of its “first run” performances as Schoenberg’s guest, had mixed feelings about Pierrot. On the one hand he admired the instrumental writing enormously, and even imitated it a bit in his next work (three songs on Japanese poems accompanied by a small chamber ensemble with piano like the one in Pierrot.) But on the other hand he thought it esthetically outmoded, comparing its wallowing in the macabre with what he called the “Beardsley cult,”8 implying that Schoenberg was still under the influence of the paintings and drawings of the British “decadent” artist Aubrey Beardsley (1872–98), whose most famous work was a set of gruesome illustrations to Wilde’s Salomé, on which Strauss based his most overtly “decadent” opera (see Fig. 1-6).

  


  
    What as of 1912 was a widely resisted “call”—that modern artists give unambiguous preference to irony over sincerity—had by 1925 become the order of the day, to resist which could seem downright backward. This was a much more significant rupture than the one created by maximalism, which however it impressed audiences with its radical means, nevertheless remained faithful to its (and their) immediate esthetic heritage. The ironic break meant—for the first time—the rejection of the immediate past, a true break with tradition. Artists were now against something as well as for something. The break created divisions and dissension among artists as well as between artists and audience. If we insist on maintaining the fiction that a new century is a new age, then the triumph of the “ban on all pathos,” as Ortega called it, was the true beginning of the twentieth century for art.

  


  
    One of the clearest and most eloquent spokesmen for the ban was the English poet and critic Thomas Ernest (or T. E.) Hulme (1883–1917). In a series of articles published near the end of his short life, he articulated better than anyone else what the new movement was against, and why. In one, called “Romanticism and Classicism,” he put things in bluntly political terms: “It was romanticism that made the revolution; they who hate the revolution hate romanticism.”9 In another, “Modern Art and Its Philosophy,” he brought up matters of religion. Romanticism, he argued, was the culminating phase of humanism, the fatal hubris “which is the opposite of the doctrine of original sin: the belief that man as a part of nature was after all something satisfactory.” He went on:

  


  
    The change which Copernicus is supposed to have brought about is the exact contrary of the fact. Before Copernicus, man was not the center of the world; after Copernicus he was. You get a change from a certain profundity and intensity to that flat and insipid optimism which, passing through its first stage of decay in Rousseau, has finally culminated in the state of slush in which we have the misfortune to live.10

  


  


  
    In place of the decadent moral flabbiness Hulme saw in romanticism, which valued exactly what seemed to him least valuable in humanity (namely, its transient and irrational feelings), he called for a return to “the dry hardness which you get in the classics.”11 And one way of recapturing that was to emulate classical “stylization,” as Stravinsky seemed to do in his Octet. Even before he wrote that work, in fact, Stravinsky had been coopted (as we would now say) by the increasingly antiromantic factions that were springing up in England and France, and made their involuntary standard bearer.

  


  
    Perhaps the first to do this was the French critic Jacques Rivière (1886–1925), the editor of La nouvelle revue française, an artistically avantgarde but politically conservative and aggressively nationalistic literary forum. In his reviews of Stravinsky’s early ballets, Rivière promoted the composer from the status of mere musician to that of exemplary artist for France, where neoclassical sentiments merged inextricably with nationalistic ones. When everyone else was exclaiming at the orgiastic dissonance of The Rite of Spring, marveling at Stravinsky’s âme slave (“Slavic soul”) and the sublime terror his music evoked, Rivière called The Rite “the first masterpiece we may stack up against those of impressionism,” for the following reasons:

  


  
    The great novelty of The Rite of Spring is its renunciation of “sauce.” Here is a work that is absolutely pure. Nothing is blurred, nothing is mitigated by shadows; no veils and no poetic sweeteners; not a trace of atmosphere. The work is whole and tough, its parts remain quite raw; they are served up without digestive aids; everything is crisp, intact, clear and crude. Never have we heard a music so magnificently limited. If Stravinsky has chosen those instruments that do not sigh, that say no more than they say, whose timbres are without expression and are like isolated words, it is because he wants to enunciate everything directly, explicitly, and concretely. His voice becomes the object’s proxy, consuming it, replacing it; instead of evoking it, he utters it. Thus Stravinsky, with unmatched flair and accomplishment, is bringing about in music the same revolution that is taking place more humbly and tortuously in literature: he has passed from the sung to the said, from invocation to statement, from poetry to reportage.12

  


  


  
    What Rivière called for in these prescient articles of 1913, without yet actually naming it, was a new sort of neoclassicism that had little or nothing to do with the fairyland type the romantics had enjoyed. Rather than a “delicious” or a “culinary” pastiche, Rivière called for a “denuded” or “stripped-down style” (style dépouillé) of unprecedented plainness. The first critic who seriously applied the word “neoclassical” to a work of Stravinsky (or anyone else, for that matter) had this sort of “dry hardness” in mind, rather than a gratifying stylistic soufflé.

  


  
    That critic, Boris de Schloezer (1881–1969), was like Stravinsky a Russian exile in Paris. The article in which he used the word was published in 1923, the year of the Octet, but nine months before its first performance. It concerned a different work, Stravinsky’s Symphonies d’instruments à vent (“Symphonies [or concords] of wind instruments”), a memorial to Debussy that had created a big stir in 1920 when its amazingly “stripped down” concluding section, arranged for piano, had been published in the appendix to a Debussy commemorative issue of a French music magazine (Ex. 8-8). What made the Symphonies “neoclassical” for Schloezer, thence for many others, was the assumption that it was

  


  
    only a system of sounds, which follow one another and group themselves according to purely musical affinities; the thought of the artist places itself only in the musical plan without ever setting foot in the domain of psychology. Emotions, feelings, desires, aspirations—this is the terrain from which he had pushed his work. The art of Stravinsky is nevertheless strongly expressive; he moves us profoundly and his perception is never formularized; but there is one specific emotion, a musical emotion. This art does not pursue feeling or emotion; but it attains grace infallibly by its force and by its perfection.13

  


  


  
    These words were arguably irrelevant to the poetic conception of the Symphonies d’instruments à vent as a memorial piece or tombeau for Debussy that demonstrably mimics the liturgical contents of a Russian Orthodox panikhida or funeral service, just as Rivière’s description of The Rite was arguably irrelevant to its original concept. Nevertheless, these writings about Stravinsky are of great historical moment, not only for what they tell us about the reception of Stravinsky’s music, but because they had an enormous impact on the composer himself. They “influenced” him decisively toward his own brand of neoclassicism, of which the Octet was probably the first fully conscious manifestation. Stravinsky immediately became an ardent propagandist for the new esthetic, giving it an especially strong expression in some famous fighting words uttered in the heat of esthetic battle during the 1920s and 1930s. In his autobiography, Chronicles of My Life (1936), he summed it all up by saying that “music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to express anything at all, whether a feeling, an attitude of mind, a psychological mood, a phenomenon of nature, etc.,” and went on to claim that

  


  
    expression has never been an inherent property of music. That is by no means the purpose of its existence. If, as is nearly always the case, music appears to express something, this is only an illusion and not a reality. It is simply an additional attribute which, by tacit and inveterate agreement, we have lent it, thrust upon it, as a label, a convention—in short, an aspect unconsciously or by force of habit, we have come to confuse with its essential being.14

  


  


  
    Three years later, lecturing at Harvard University, Stravinsky inveighed against Wagner and his Gesamtkunstwerk or “total work of art.” The Wagnerian system, he railed, despite all the claims made for it as the bearer of music’s historic destiny, “far from having raised the level of musical culture, has never ceased to undermine it and finally to debase it in the most paradoxical fashion.”15 And that is because Wagner, more than any other romantic composer, had yoked music, “a purely sensual delight,” to “the murky inanities of the Art-Religion.”

  


  
    EX. 8-8 Igor Stravinsky, Symphonies d’instruments à vent, final section as published in Revue Musicale
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    Stravinsky’s first pronouncements of this kind came almost immediately after Schloezer’s article about his Symphonies, and almost certainly in response to it. In a program note that accompanied performances of the Symphonies in the late 1920s and 1930s, Stravinsky described it as entirely formalist and transcendent—that is, without “extramusical” content of any kind. It was, he wrote, no more and no less than an arrangement of “tonal masses, sculptured in marble, to be regarded objectively by the ear.”16 Like any number of other modern artists, Stravinsky had been brought round, over the decade between 1913 (The Rite of Spring) and 1923 (the Octet) to a view of art that completely sacrificed sincerity to irony. Rivière and Schloezer had helped him get there. We are always influenced by those who praise us, especially when the praise is so intelligent, so hyperbolic—and so timely. Stravinsky did what was necessary to keep that praise coming.

  


  THE END OF THE “LONG NINETEENTH CENTURY”


  
    But nobody’s words are ever as eloquent as events, and over that crucial decade events had completely transformed the world that European and American artists knew. The First World War, known simply as “The Great War” until there was a Second, was one of the most horrific watersheds in European history. It put a dismal end to what many historians in its wake have called “the long nineteenth century,” which had begun with another watershed event, the French Revolution, which Hulme, and modern neoclassicists in general, so abhorred. What had united the long nineteenth century were its optimism and its faith in progress, and these were the Great War’s first and most permanent casualties.

  


  


  
    To call it a “world” war is of course a Eurocentric conceit, although its territory spread wider than that of any previous war, with battles fought in parts of Asia and Africa as well as Europe, and with the United States belatedly joining in (marking America’s first participation in a war fought on foreign soil). But a “great” war it surely was, indeed the greatest ever, if greatness is measured in terms of awful numbers. It smashed four empires: the ancient Austrian one, the recent German one, the farflung Ottoman Turkish one, and the huge but contiguous Russian one (which however would soon be reconstituted as the Soviet Union). It was the first war to be fought not only on land and sea, but also in the air. It was the first war to witness the use of machine guns, tanks, aerial bombing, and poison gas. It was the first modern war to include episodes of genocide (particularly of Armenians at the hands of the Turks in 1915 on suspicion of conspiring with the Russians).

  


  
    But even the “legitimate” military carnage was on a scale never before imaginable. Of the four most heavily engaged belligerents, the British lost a million men (out of an adult male population of some twenty million), the Russians and French 1,700,000 each, and the Germans and Austrians more than three million combined. The total war dead approached nine million. Measured against the puny proximate cause of the war—Austria’s avenging the assassination of the emperor’s nephew and heir by a Serbian nationalist—and the benefits it secured (despite all the rhetoric, none at all), these futile losses produced a desperate and irreparable disillusionment. “This is not war,” an Indian soldier conscripted to fight with the British wrote home after being wounded, “it is the ending of the world.”17 Another writer, even more chillingly, compared it to “the guillotining of a world.”18

  


  
    The worst episode, the Battle of the Somme (July to November 1916), where 70,000 British soldiers were killed (20,000 in a single day) and 170,000 wounded, “marked the end,” in the words of John Keegan, the war’s most eminent historian, “of an age of vital optimism in British life that has never been recovered.”19 That despond was by no means confined to the British; they, after all, were on the winning side. Last to lose their optimism, of course, were the politicians and generals who managed the struggle. As another historian, Tony Judt, comments, they “were in a war they had not expected and did not understand; but the insouciant enthusiasm with which they sent hundreds of thousands of young men to their death retains its power to shock and nauseate a century later.”20

  


  
    The wave of shock and nausea produced by the Great War reverberated keenly but for the most part indirectly in the arts, chiefly in the form of irony, black humor, and cynicism. Indeed, irony has been the one indispensable ingredient in practically all European art ever since—and a lot of American art as well, although America’s late entrance in the Great War, its relatively light losses (some 114,000), and the prestige its soldiers and its president Wilson were accorded in the aftermath, spared its population and its artists the immediate slough of despond and allowed the persistence of an optimism that registered particularly, as we will see, in the 1920s.

  


  
    The triumph of Ortega’s “ban on all pathos” is only understandable in the context of the encompassing disillusionment of Europe. It cast a retrospective pall over all the seriously spiritual and exalted art the previous century had produced. All rhetoric of hope and glory now seemed a lie. “The plunge of civilization into this abyss of blood and darkness,” wrote Henry James,

  


  
    is a thing that so gives away the whole long age during which we have supposed the world to be, with whatever abatement, gradually bettering, that to have to take it all now for what the treacherous years were all the while really making for and meaning is too tragic for any words.21

  


  


  
    The only thing to do was laugh, or at least scoff. “The more revolting it was, the more we shouted with laughter,” wrote the war correspondent Sir Philip Gibbs in a book of 1920 pointedly titled Now It Can Be Told. That laughter was

  


  
    the laughter of mortals at the trick that had been played on them by an ironical fate. They had been taught to believe that the whole object of life was to reach out to beauty and love, and that mankind, in its progress to perfection, had killed the beast instinct, cruelty, blood-lust, the primitive, savage law of survival by tooth and claw and club and ax. All poetry, all religion had preached this gospel and this promise. Now that ideal was broken like a china vase dashed to the ground. The contrast between That and This was devastating. The wartime humor of the soul roared with mirth at the sight of all that dignity and elegance despoiled.22

  


  


  
    Even after the sardonic laughter had died down, dignity and elegance, beauty and love, and especially progress to perfection remained under suspicion. They were now regarded, one and all, as lies. Hence the preference, keenly if as yet wishfully noted by Rivière in Stravinsky even before the war, for the matter-of-factly said over the rhapsodically sung, for fact over feeling, for reportage over “poetry.” As Ernest Hemingway put it in A Farewell to Arms (1929), “abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the dates.”23 Surveying the language of poetry before and after the Great War, the literary critic Paul Fussell noted the unlamented demise of “high” diction, the kind in which—

  


  
    A friend is a comrade

    Friendship is comradeship, fellowship

    A horse is a steed, or charger

    The enemy is the foe, or the host

    Danger is peril

    To conquer is to vanquish

    To attack is to assail

    To be earnestly brave is to be gallant

    To be cheerfully brave is to be plucky

    To be stolidly brave is to be staunch

    Bravery considered after the fact is valor

    The dead on the battlefield are the fallen24

  


  
    —and so on, in favor of the plain and “ugly” language of poets who can no longer muster belief in what Hemingway derided as the “abstract words.” (Fussell names T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land of 1922, “with its rats’ alleys, dull canals, and dead men who have lost their bones.”) The point holds true, maybe truer even, if one compares the grandiose work of the musical maximalists we know—Strauss, Mahler, Scriabin, Schoenberg, Stravinsky, and perhaps especially Ives (who like other Americans carried prewar optimism into the postwar world, or tried to)—with the modernist music we shall be encountering from here on. The maximalists went into a profound eclipse: Mahler was banished from the active repertory (except in a few places particularly associated with him, like Vienna, New York, and Amsterdam) until the 1960s, when Ives, too, was rediscovered (or rather, wholly discovered for the first time). Scriabin has yet to make a full comeback. The contrast can best be observed, perhaps, in the work of composers like Stravinsky and Schoenberg, whose prime creative years straddled the divide. They became the harbingers of the great disillusion.

  


  VITAL VS. GEOMETRICAL


  
    But there was yet another factor that produced the triumph of irony—Ortega’s “dehumanization”—in modern art. Our best entrée to it will come through the visual arts rather than literature; and once again T. E. Hulme (who—now it can be told—perished in the trenches at Passchendaele in 1917, one of England’s unlucky million) can be our guide. In accounting for the death of naturalism in twentiethcentury art (a death he enthusiastically hastened to abet), Hulme invoked a pair of terms that had first been introduced into art history by the German scholar Wilhelm Worringer in a book called Abstraktion und Einfühlung (“Abstraction and empathy”, 1908).

  


  


  
    The terms are “vital” (whence “vitalism”) and “geometrical.” Worringer had posited them as the poles of an ever-swinging pendulum. The sentimental “slush” that had seeped into art (and politics) over the course of the long nineteenth century, Hulme argued, was due to an excess of vitalism, the view of art that equated its beauty with its power to evoke a pleasurable empathy. Any work of art that a vitalist finds beautiful can only be

  


  
    an objectification of our own pleasure in activity, and our own vitality. The worth of a line or form consists in the value of the life which it contains for us. Putting the matter more simply we may say that in this art there is always a feeling of liking for, and pleasure in, the forms and movements to be found in nature.25

  


  


  
    But when we lose our capacity to exult in the world and our place in the order of things—or in other words, when we lose our optimism—we shall incline toward the “geometrical” art, the kind which, Hulme clairvoyantly predicted, was going to gain ascendancy in the twentieth century. It was art that “most obviously exhibits no delight in nature and no striving after vitality. Its forms are always what can be described as stiff and lifeless.”26 Hulme associated such art with the “tendency to abstraction”—not the kind of fuzzy grandiloquent “abstractions” that Hemingway derided as false sentiment, but just the opposite, the kind of abstraction associated with geometrical archetypes: something realer than the real, superhumanly real. For “dehumanization,” make no mistake, aimed higher, not lower, than the human.

  


  
    “What is the nature of this tendency?”27 Hulme asked, rhetorically. “What is the condition of mind of the people whose art is governed by it?” His beautifully lucid answer, in “Modern Art and Its Philosophy,” is indispensable to any understanding of the music that followed, and repudiated, the long nineteenth century. “While a naturalistic art,” Hulme wrote,

  


  
    is the result of a happy pantheistic relation between man and the outside world, the tendency to abstraction, on the contrary, occurs in races whose attitude to the outside world is the exact contrary of this.

  


  
    In art this state of mind results in a desire to create a certain abstract geometrical shape, which, being durable and permanent, shall be a refuge from the flux and impermanence of outside nature. The need which art satisfies here, is not the delight in the forms of nature, which is a characteristic of all vital arts, but the exact contrary. In the reproduction of natural objects there is an attempt to purify them of their characteristically living qualities in order to make them necessary and immovable. The changing is translated into something fixed and necessary. This leads to rigid lines and dead crystalline form, for pure geometrical regularity gives a certain pleasure to men troubled by the obscurity of outside appearance. The geometrical line is something absolutely distinct from the messiness, the confusion, and the accidental details of existing things.

  


  
    That messiness and confusion were most apparent in music when it came to the expression of irrational subjective feeling, the very thing that romantic artists gloried in. So subjective expression (and freedom of expression) became the bête noire, the hated “black beast” of postwar esthetics, as already hinted in several extracts from the writings of the postwar Stravinsky. Hostility to the arbitrariness and unpredictability to which subjective expression gives rise, and the refuge that artists (and others) sought in the Necessary and the Immovable can be observed not only in music composition but also, possibly even more vividly, in musical performance.

  


  
    A great change in the performance style of all European classical music, regardless of age or origin, followed the Great War. The ban on pathos was translated directly into a ban on two practices that symbolized pathos in musical performance: tempo rubato (spontaneous, unnotated variation in tempo) and similarly unnotated fluctuations in dynamics. Play with variable tempo and dynamics and you are playing “romantically.” That is how all music was played up until the 1920s, as early phonograph recordings testify. No music is played like that any more, not even romantic music. All music is played “as written,” within a hierarchical chain of command (composer to editor to performer, with an additional step when a conductor is employed) that takes all initiative away from the person actually producing the sounds.

  


  
    Stravinsky can again be our witness. In his Harvard lectures of 1939, he drew a radical distinction between two kinds of performance, which he called “execution” and “interpretation.” Between them, he warned, “there exists a difference in make-up that is of an ethical rather than of an esthetic order.”28 Execution is “the strict putting into effect of an explicit will that contains nothing beyond what it specifically commands.” Interpretation is the expressive input from the performer that goes beyond what the text explicitly prescribes, and it is “at the root of all the errors, all the sins, all the misunderstandings that interpose themselves between the musical work and the listener and prevent a faithful transmission of its message.” Stravinsky heaps scorn on what in 1939 was not yet quite as bygone a performance style as it has since become:

  


  
    The sin against the spirit of the work always begins with a sin against its letter and leads to the endless follies which an ever-flourishing literature in the worst taste [that is, “vitalist” music criticism] does its best to sanction. Thus it follows that a crescendo, as we all know, is always accompanied by a speeding up of movement, while a slowing down never fails to accompany a diminuendo. The superfluous is refined upon; a piano, piano pianissimo is delicately sought after; great pride is taken in perfecting useless nuances—a concern that usually goes hand in hand with inaccurate rhythm.29

  


  


  
    The literalness on which Stravinsky is insisting, and (taking the long view a book like this encourages) which represents the ultimate triumph of the literate tradition over the oral (which is where pupils learn to make unnotated nuances by imitating their teachers), is the most durable and tangible result of the postwar triumph of dehumanization. In place of seemingly arbitrary decisions symbolizing the influence of emotion (which are not really arbitrary, of course, but which are maintained by oral tradition) one “takes refuge,” as Hulme would say, in what is Necessary and Immovable, namely the written text, which thus becomes even more of a sacrosanct and timeless monument than ever. What is written, in its relative permanence, becomes Holy Writ.

  


  SOME MORE TROUBLING POLITICS


  
    The authoritarian control thus vested in the text (and behind the text, in the composer) has obvious political parallels, and there is no evading its relationship to the rise of totalitarianism in postwar Europe. That relationship was not a direct or causal one. Neither brought about the other, nor does an antiromantic compositional style or performance practice necessarily commit a musician to totalitarian politics. To cite a famous counterexample, one of the most influential literalists among twentiethcentury performers, the conductor Arturo Toscanini (1867–1957), who so famously exhorted the musicians he led to play Com’è scritto (“Just as written”), was famous for his opposition to the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, and later to the German dictator Adolf Hitler. Conversely, some totalitarian regimes, notably the Soviet dictatorship in Russia, would support the production of “vitalist” or neoromantic music as a palliative influence on the population.

  


  


  
    And yet T. E. Hulme did state it as a general axiom that “they who hate the revolution hate romanticism”; and the general level of correlation between “neoclassical” esthetics and totalitarian politics is high enough to suggest that both were, at least in considerable part, responses to a common stimulus in the destructive chaos of the Great War and its immediate aftermath. Ortega y Gasset, the great theorist of dehumanization, was also one of the architects of Spanish fascism and a sworn enemy of democracy. His most famous book, The Revolt of the Masses (1929), argued that an intellectual minority must always be in a position to exercise control over the uneducated majority so as to preserve civil order. Merely to note this much, of course, would be to imply guilt by association, a tactic as unreliable as it is unfair. But Ortega himself drew the connection between his esthetics and his politics in the very essay from which all our previous quotes from him have come.

  


  
    Modern art is hated, he argued in “The Dehumanization of Art,” because it is socially divisive. But where a humanitarian like Tolstoy would curse it for that reason, Ortega blesses it:

  


  
    Through its mere presence, the art of the young compels the average citizen to realize that he is just this—the average citizen, a creature incapable of receiving the sacrament of art, blind and deaf to pure beauty. But such a thing cannot be done after a hundred years of adulation of the masses and apotheosis of the people. Accustomed to ruling supreme, the masses feel that the new art, which is the art of a privileged aristocracy of finer senses, endangers their rights as men. Whenever the new Muses present themselves, the masses bristle.

  


  
    For a century and a half the masses have claimed to be the whole of society. Stravinsky’s music or the plays of [Luigi] Pirandello [1867–1936, another apostle of the new irony] have the sociological effect of compelling the people to recognize itself for what it is: a component among others of the social structure, inert matter of the historical process, a secondary factor in the cosmos of spiritual life. On the other hand, the new art also helps the elite to recognize themselves and one another in the drab mass of society and to learn their mission which consists in being few and holding their own against the many.

  


  
    A time must come in which society, from politics to art, reorganizes itself into two orders or ranks: the illustrious and the vulgar. That chaotic, shapeless, and undifferentiated state without discipline and social structure in which Europe has lived these hundred and fifty years cannot go on. Behind all contemporary life lurks the provoking and profound injustice of the assumption that men are actually equal. Each move among men so obviously reveals the opposite that each move results in a painful clash.

  


  
    If this subject were broached in politics the passions aroused would run too high to make oneself understood. Fortunately the unity of spirit within a historical epoch allows us to point out serenely and with perfect clarity in the germinating art of our time the same symptoms and signals of a moral revision that in politics present themselves obscured by low passions.30

  


  
    These are fighting words on behalf of the most barefaced elitism we’ve encountered yet—an elitism that, many would argue, has been thoroughly discredited by the subsequent historical record—a record that includes previously unimaginable atrocities carried out by powerful elites against the powerless. The question that remains unresolved is whether art that was once so promoted can be divorced from the politics and subsequently enjoyed in a “purely” esthetic way, or whether (as Ortega actually implies) art is always, or inevitably, the “stalking horse”—the benign cover or concealment—of politics.

  


  
    Those who would argue that art, inhabiting a realm of its own, is politically neutral and innocent, must contend with Stravinsky’s assertion that questions of musical performance are “of an ethical, rather than of an esthetic order.” For ethics, unlike esthetics, is not so easily detached from politics—that is, from the actual or symbolic ordering of society. And given that much, can one fully separate Stravinsky the musician from the man who gave the following statement to a reporter from a Rome newspaper, right before an audience with Il Duce (“The Leader”) himself in 1930?

  


  
    I don’t believe that anyone venerates Mussolini more than I. To me, he is the one man who counts nowadays in the whole world. I have traveled a great deal: I know many exalted personages, and my artist’s mind does not shrink from political and social issues. Well, after having seen so many events and so many more or less representative men, I have an overpowering urge to render homage to your Duce. He is the savior of Italy and—let us hope—the world.31

  


  


  
    Many extenuating circumstances could be mentioned: Stravinsky, a Russian aristocrat by birth, had been uprooted and disinherited by the Bolshevik revolution and (like Schoenberg, as quoted in the previous chapter) sought the protection of a prince who now, through no fault of Stravinsky’s, suffers history’s contempt for deeds as yet undreamt of when Stravinsky gave his interview. Does Stravinsky now deserve to share in that contempt? Are artists who enjoyed the patronage of this century’s bloodsoaked dictators stained with the blood that soaked them? If so, what about the tyrants of the past and the artists whom they patronized? Shall we hold Louis XIV’s misdeeds against Lully? Louis XV’s against Rameau? Is Michelangelo answerable to the Lutherans for the policies of the popes who commissioned his idolatrous images?

  


  
    But of course Stravinsky could have chased or chosen other patrons, and his enthusiasm for Mussolini’s authoritarian politics seems to have been at the time sincere. Does that mean, as embarrassed biographers sometimes write, that he was politically “naive”? Or is naïveté simply the name we give retrospectively to the backing of losers? One writer has “excused” Stravinsky for his attraction to Mussolini (which led him, in other press interviews, to profess personal loyalty to the Duce and even call himself a fascist32) by suggesting that anybody might have been “bamboozled” by the sort of flattering attention Mussolini paid the composer. But of course by the 1920s Stravinsky was the most famous composer alive; flattering attention was paid him everywhere.

  


  
    In back of all these questions is the most troubling and durable one of all: how is artistic excellence, which always comes at a high price, to be reconciled with ideals of political and social equality? Who is to pay for “the art of the few,” when the few who used to pay are no longerable to do so, and when the many wield unprecedented political and economic power? Many have argued that “high art” has been living, since the First World War, on borrowed time. It is not hard to find evidence to back this argument up, and we will certainly be sifting it in the chapters to come (along with counterarguments and counterevidence).

  


  
    If the argument is true, though, then it follows that the art, specifically the musical works, that will henceforth supply the subject matter of this book are engaged in a holding or rearguard action against an inexorable historical tide that can only be reversed if the progress of democracy is reversed. Putting it this way puts the cultural authenticity of “classical music” sorely in question (especially if democracy is regarded as unquestionable). Whatever the answers may be, and of course we will sample many, the question has been in the back of every thinking musician’s mind since the 1920s.

  


  AND NOW THE MUSIC


  
    Turning at long last to Stravinsky’s Octet, the work that started this tortuous discussion of sinister subtexts and convoluted circumstances on its way, we may be relieved—or dismayed—to find that, taken on its own terms, it is such an innocently diverting little piece. But of course to say that much is already a joke—or at least an exercise, like everything else in this chapter, in irony.

  


  


  
    For nothing ever comes “on its own terms,” and nothing can be taken that way. History provides everything with a context. And nothing, therefore, can ever be truly innocent (of history, that is). Copland’s bewildered reaction to the piece—not the sort of reaction one normally has to an innocent diversion—has already established that much for us. What bewildered him was not “the music itself” but the context in which he heard it: a concert at which a Stravinsky premiere (i.e., if past performance was anything to go by, a scandal) was about to take place. Hearing an innocent little diversion rather than the expected shock was of course a shock; and as Copland tells us, it led to a press scandal after all.

  


  
    EX. 8-9 Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, I, mm. 1–4
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    Or again—“on its own terms” the Octet’s opening gesture, a trill in the two bassoons—Ex. 8-9, given like all the other citations from the Octet in piano reduction to avoid possible confusion about pitch on account of the transposing clarinet and trumpet parts—is courtly, decorous, charming. But those terms again depend on context: what is courtly, decorous, and charming in a work signed “Mozart” is brash and polemical in a work signed “Stravinsky” (at least the first time). So music can be listened to “on its own terms” only by listeners who are ignorant of historical contexts. Ignorance is bliss, one may retort. But even then, the context provided by ignorance is not neutral or transparent, since my ignorance is conditioned by my interests and predilections, or by their absence, and will differ from yours. “Listening to music ‘on its own terms,’” then, can never be written without the use of “scare quotes”—the quotation marks that turn whatever is inside them into its opposite, or that at least put the statement and its negation on equal terms. The name of that game, of course, is irony. Listeners play it too.

  


  
    The three movements of the Octet have time-honored Italian titles (Sinfonia, Tema con variazioni, Finale), more mock decorum masking a somewhat anxious commitment to the Necessary and the Immovable in the face of the world’s disarray. “Sinfonia,” to a historian, connotes an opera overture, the “cradle of sonata form.” And sonata form is the form this music takes, for the first time in Stravinsky’s work since his graduation piece, a conventional symphony (opus 1, also—coincidentally?—in E[image: Image] major) that he wrote under RimskyKorsakov’s direction in 1905–07 just to prove that he could. Here again Stravinsky is proving that he can, or that he (and we) still can, even after those explosive prewar ballets; and, going further, asserting that he not only can but must—and so must you. “He declares that he is creating a new epoch with this,” wrote a fellow Russian émigré, Serge Prokofieff, to a friend back home, “and that this is the only way to write nowadays.”33 Prokofieff was skeptical; to him Stravinsky’s neoclassical music sounded like “Bach with smallpox.”34

  


  
    Jealous rival though he was, Prokofieff was on to something. Stravinsky once described his pastiche procedure in works like the Octet as a revival of “the constructive principles” of “eighteenth-century classicism.”35 But perhaps it would be a truer description to call it a revival of certain aspects of the phonology and morphology of eighteenth-century music, as a linguist might say (phonology being a vocabulary of usable sounds and morphology the combination of sounds into distinctive and characteristic patterns), but with constructive principles that bear the mark of Stravinsky’s older neoprimitivist style, with its static ostinatos, its stable dissonances, and its abrupt disjunctures. Thus the opening trills say “eighteenth century” without actually sounding like eighteenth-century music, because the harmony and voice leading in which they are embedded would have been impossible in the eighteenth century.

  


  
    The kind of stuttering melody that follows the bassoon trill in the flute (Ex. 8-10) is also characteristically Stravinskian rather than “classical,” but the figuration that takes over in the same instrumental part toward the end of the example again says “eighteenth century,” and more particularly, “Bach.” Melodies that move between two distinct and discrete registers, implying a sort of harmonically-driven counterpoint, are familiar to twentiethcentury musicians primarily from Bach’s sonatas and suites for solo violin or cello. The conditions that gave rise to them are of course absent in Stravinsky’s music. His flute melody is not there to supply its own “bass” and imply a harmonic progression. But even if it does not perform harmonic functions, it has a function to perform as a stylistic marker (or “morpheme”).

  


  
    EX. 8-10 Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, I, mm. 5–32
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    The Allegro moderato that furnishes the body of the first movement is so cutand-dried a “sonata form” as to be a virtual self-parody: first theme in trumpet II (Ex. 8-11a); second theme in trumpet I (Ex. 8-11b); a development (Ex. 8-11c) in which the anapestic rhythms from the accompaniment to the second theme come to the fore for a workout; and then, right on schedule, a recap (Ex. 8-11d) in which the anapests accompany the main theme. Those anapestic (short-short-long) rhythms in sixteenths and eighths also shout “Bach” to anyone who knows the Third Brandenburg Concerto, but the fragmented texture in which they disport themselves here is anything but Bachian.

  


  
    The Tema con variazioni begins (Ex. 8-12) with a little in-joke to reward those in the know about Stravinsky’s harmonic idiom and its sources (in 1923, almost nobody beyond the circle of RimskyKorsakov’s surviving pupils). The “classically” regular eight-measure theme, played ben cantabile (“singing nicely”) at the outset by flute and clarinet at the double octave, is one of Stravinsky’s longest “octatonic” melodies—that is, melodies drawn exclusively from a scale of alternating half steps and whole steps, in this case A–B[image: Image]–C–C[image: Image]–D[image: Image]–E–F[image: Image]–G. As we have observed many times, the octatonic scale reproduces itself when transposed by a minor third; so the repetition of the melody by the second trumpet beginning on E rather than C[image: Image] involves no modulation. Rather, the transposition supplies the D[image: Image] that completes the representation of the octatonic scale.

  


  
    Of course no such scale was ever employed during the eighteenth century; again Stravinsky’s “neoclassical” style shows itself to be no pastiche but an ironic mixture of styles in which everything is used with equal selfconsciousness and nothing can be taken stylistically for granted. The ironic mixture in this case is especially obvious (and especially ironic) because the “pure” octatonic melody is accompanied in a straightforwardly recognizable D minor, a diatonic scale based on a tonic note that is not even present in the octatonic scale it is accompanying. Another joke, less arcane at the time, was ending the theme, on the last beat before the double bar, with a chord in the “normally” unstable second inversion (or [image: Image] position); the prank is repeated at the very end of the Octet, to show once and for all that it is only phonology and morphology that have been borrowed from obsolete styles, not grammar or syntax or any other “constructive principle.”

  


  
    EX. 8-11A Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, I, mm. 42–48
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    EX. 8-11B Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, I, mm. 71–74
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    EX. 8-11C Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, I, mm. 88–91
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    EX. 8-11D Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, I, mm. 137–151
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    EX. 8-12 Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, II (“Tema con variazioni”), mm. 1–14
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    EX. 8-13 Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, II, variation B, final cadence
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    Thereafter it is fairly unpretentious fun and games, very much in the untroubled spirit of the divertimento, the aristocratic party music of the eighteenth-century. What is marked “Var. A” is really a linking device (Stravinsky called it the “ribbons of scales variation”) that comes as a refrain to connect the more elaborate “character” variations—that is, variations in the manner of recognizable genres. Variation B mimics a march, an inevitable choice for an ensemble dominated by brass. Its deadpan or “throwaway” final cadence (Ex. 8-13) must have especially unsettled early audiences who expected to have their ears clobbered by the composer of The Rite of Spring. Variation C is a waltz that metamorphoses smartly into Variation D, a polka, without the mediating link. The ribbons of scales return, however, to introduce the last variation (Ex. 8-14), which takes the small intervals of the theme and inverts them into large ones that give rise to more “Bachy” or “Baroquey” disjunct melodies already noted at the beginning of the Sinfonia.

  


  
    The Finale (Ex. 8-15) seems at first the most candidly “pastiched” movement of all, what with its walking bass, its resolutely contrapuntal manner, and even a couple of specific references to the Bach musicians knew best in the 1920s (that is, the Bach you practiced at the keyboard—see the first bassoon in mm. 20–22, which brings the first C-minor fugue from the Well-Tempered Clavier to mind). It is also the movement, however, that most ostentatiously refuses the syntactical norms of eighteenth-century (i.e., “tonal”) music. The C-major scale in the second bassoon that marches up a tenth and down again for thirty-two measures at the outset is as inert an ostinato as anything in The Rite, and takes little notice of its contrapuntal partners. (Compare the two bassoons at the outset and at mm. 11–12: the same ingredients differently aligned but equally indifferent as to the placement of the dissonances.)

  


  
    EX. 8-14 Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, II, variation E (fugato), mm. 1–7
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    This earnest contrapuntal start is thereafter continually mocked and subverted. The first time the whole texture, chugging in the woodwinds, is made the accompaniment to an incongruously lyrical line in the brass. The last time (Ex. 8-16), the energetic Bachian anapests from the first movement, having built up toward what seems an inevitable climax, suddenly give way to the smooth, “cool,” and unmistakable syncopated rhythms of American dance music, vintage 1923. The surprise had been telegraphed slightly, when the bass instruments (at the beginning of the example) assumed the “3 + 3 + 2” pattern endemic to Latin American dance genres like the Afro-Cuban rumba or the Brazilian maxixe. That rhythm, and its derivations, dominates the rest of the movement, finally in ironic counterpoint with a “Bachian” two-register tune, slowed down in the second trumpet to end the piece.

  


  
    This was not Stravinsky’s first appropriation of American popular music, nor was he alone. He had included a “ragtime” in a little suite to accompany a dancing princess in Histoire du soldat (“The soldier’s tale”, 1918), a play with music based on a Russian folk tale, updated and translated into French, which he wrote in collaboration with a Swiss writer to make some quick money. Some indication of what such music meant to Stravinsky, and to many other Europeans, at the time may be gained from another Ragtime, this one scored for an ensemble of eleven instruments, that he completed (or said so afterward) on the very morning of the Armistice that ended the Great War, 11 November 1918.

  


  
    EX. 8-15 Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, III (Finale), mm. 1–33
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    The American military presence in Europe from 1917, which turned the tide of the conflict and allowed it to end, made everything American wildly popular for a time. The going metaphor was borrowed from a familiar military hospital scene: New World giving Old a blood transfusion. America was young and vigorous. Its blood was healthy. Its exciting, novel, rhythmically infectious popular music was a symbol of that peculiarly determined postwar insouciance and dogged buoyancy. The use of popular music—traditionally ephemeral, humble, happy-making—fit perfectly with the new irony as well, teasing the inflated solemnity and the gaseous piety with which high art had been surrounded, and music most of all, in the prewar decades.

  


  
    Strangely enough, it fit in perfectly with Stravinsky’s Bachy style, too, as the ending of the Octet shows, and as can be readily explained “theoretically.” The characteristic “baroque” rhythms—the walking basses, the energetic anapests—all involve eighths and sixteenths, values below the level of the tactus or “felt” beat (traditionally represented by the quarter note). They are, therefore, “subtactile” pulses. Ragtime and dance-music syncopations, too (what Stravinsky and other Europeans loosely called “jazz”), relied on a well-articulated subtactile pulse—that is, the little rhythmic subdivisions to which the accented long notes were shifted in the syncopated “jazz” style.

  


  
    What is more, the rhythmic innovations of Stravinsky’s “Russian” period—that is, the period of his maximalistic folk ballets—were based on equalized subtactile pulses as well. (Recall the shifting meters of the “Danse sacrale” in The Rite, which have nothing in common but the constant underlying sixteenth-note pulse that is often unexpressed on the lurching rhythmic surface.) It is this common rhythmic feature that allowed Stravinsky to draw, with facetious “objectivity,” on such a wide assortment of seemingly unrelated idioms and yet have it all come out sounding “like Stravinsky.”

  


  PLUS SOME FAMOUS WORDS ABOUT IT


  
    That self-evident mood of facetiousness that makes the Octet so charming, once the initial shock has worn off, gave Stravinsky another avenue for ironic play. He accompanied its appearance with a mock-forbidding manifesto, “Some Ideas about My Octuor” (using the French word for octet), which he published in a London arts magazine in January 1924. (It was the first of many such publicity pieces with which Stravinsky sought to manage the reception of his work.) Originally, this spectacularly humorless little essay must have been meant as a joke at his readers’ expense, such as many French composers were then playing in accordance with the reigning postwar mood of debunkery. Stravinsky maintained the deadpan better than they, with the result that his peremptory words were taken seriously (at least by those unfamiliar with the music). Eventually Stravinsky seems to have taken them seriously himself.

  


  


  
    EX. 8-16 Igor Stravinsky, Octet for Winds in Arthur Lourié’s piano transcription, III, end
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    Serious or no, it is an excellent gloss on the whole strange notion of “objectivity” in art that carried so much weight with composers burned by the big lies of romanticism. It begins right off with the announcement, “My Octuor is a musical object.”36 And it proceeds from there to define a stance that a French contemporary, Charles Koechlin, writing in 1926, called “an art that wishes to be plain, brisk, non-descriptive, and even non-expressive”37—and therefore the only truly novel or modern movement in music. Here are a few of Stravinsky’s barked-out points, every sentence a paragraph unto itself, slightly edited to compensate for his (or his translator’s) faulty English, and numbered for ready reference:

  


  
    1. My Octuor is not an “emotive” work but a musical composition based on objective elements which are sufficient in themselves.

  


  
    2. I have excluded from this work all sorts of nuances, which I have replaced by the play of volumes.

  


  
    3. I have excluded all nuances between the forte and the piano; I have left only the forte and the piano.

  


  
    4. The play of these volumes is one of the two active elements on which I have based the action of my musical text, the other element being the tempos [Stravinsky has “movements”] in their reciprocal connection.

  


  
    5. This play of tempos and volumes that puts into action the musical text constitutes the impelling force of the composition and determines its form.

  


  
    6. I admit the commercial exploitation of a musical composition, but I do not admit its emotive exploitation. To the author belongs the emotive exploitation of his ideas, the result of which is the composition; to the executant belongs the presentation of that composition in the way designated to him by its own form.

  


  
    7. Form, in my music, derives from counterpoint. I consider counterpoint as the only means through which the attention of the composer is concentrated on purely musical questions. Its elements also lend themselves perfectly to an architectural construction.

  


  
    8. This sort of music has no other aim than to be sufficient in itself. In general, I consider that music is only able to solve musical problems; and nothing else, neither the literary nor the picturesque, can be in music of any real interest. The play of the musical elements is the thing.38

  


  
    The whole antiromantic platform passes in review. Plank 1 pronounces the ban on pathos. Planks 7 and 8 declare the formalist agenda: music is architecture in time and nothing else. Plank 6 is especially arch in its refusal to honor the romantic insistence that art and artists be “disinterested,” devoid of any ulterior motives (but especially commercial ones). Stravinsky was only one of many artists who were reclaiming their etymological identities as artisans or artificers—skilled makers and doers, and professionals—as opposed to dreamers, reformers, philosophers, priests, politicians, or saints.

  


  
    But plank 6 had another aim as well. In conjunction with planks 2–5, which describe the volumes and tempos of the composition in absolute terms of contrasted being that preclude all “becoming” or nuance, it ties the performer’s hands and proclaims the inviolability of the text. (Actually it does even more than that, explicitly equating “text” and “work” for the first time and declaring the act of performance superfluous and even maleficent: in several other planks Stravinsky equates performance with “deformation.”) Plank 3 exaggerates the case somewhat. The text of the Octet has its share of crescendos and descrescendos. But more characteristic of it are markings like “p subito” or “sempre p” or “staccato e mf sempre.” And there are frequent streams of constant note values (as in a lot of baroque music, it is true) that enforce uniformity of tempo, since there are no differences to exaggerate.

  


  
    The ultimate point in the direction of inelastic (and inexpressive) uniformity was reached in the works for piano that Stravinsky wrote in the 1920s for his own use as performer. That side career was undertaken out of necessity. Stravinsky had not only been deprived of his family inheritance by the Russian revolution, he was also deprived of the income from his most popular works because of his nationality: Russia did not sign international copyright agreements until the 1970s. The pieces he wrote for his own performance appearances were among the most severe and uncompromising of his early neoclassical pieces, partly because his piano playing, while competent, was not of a sort to compete with flamboyant virtuosos like his fellow émigré Serge Rachmaninoff (1873-1943), or even with Prokofieff. He therefore sought to make a virtue of nonflamboyance (or, to put it positively, of seriousness and assiduousness). The success he had with audiences, as we know because Rachmaninoff and Prokofieff grumbled about it in their letters, shows that he shrewdly calculated the allure of elitism. Whatever Stravinsky did was “chic.” Stravinsky wrote himself three such vehicles in quick succession: a three-movement Concerto for piano and wind band (1923–1924), a three-movement Sonata (or to be Gallicly exact, a Sonate, 1924), and a four-movement suite called Sérénade en la (“Serenade in A”, 1925). The exclusion of strings from the accompaniment to the Concerto was characteristic of Stravinsky at this time. Strings were too “humanoid” and “expressive” for his taste (especially as they were played then, with lots of throbbing vibrato and lots of portamento or sliding pitch). “Wind instruments seem to me to be more apt to render a certain rigidity of the form I had in mind than other instruments,” Stravinsky wrote in “Some Ideas about My Octuor,” especially the strings, “which are less cold and more vague.”39 The Sonate is distinguished by its expression markings—or rather, its lack of them. The first and last movements are headed, simply, [image: Image] = 112, as cold and precise and expressively noncommittal as one could wish.

  


  
    The Sérénade is a little less austere than that. Its movements have titles that give at least some indication of character, and the overall title, like “divertimento,” recalls an aristocratic eighteenth-century entertainment genre. The suite was composed on commission from a record company that thought Stravinsky’s reputation bankable (and the composer, who had made a point of “admit[ting] the commercial exploitation of a musical composition,” readily acquiesced). The contract specified that the final product would be a set of two 10-inch 78 RPM discs, played by the composer, with one movement on each side, thereby imposing a time limit of three minutes per movement.

  


  
    The third movement, “Rondoletto” (Ex. 8-17), again takes the absence of expression (or at least the absence of expression markings) to an extreme. Like the outer movements of the Sonate it carries only a numerical metronomic indication of tempo. Even more noteworthy is the absence of any dynamic marking. The whole composition implicitly unfolds at a single level of volume—the default level, or the level at which one plays without giving any particular thought to the matter (sometimes called “mezzofortissimo” by “studio hacks” who make their living sight-reading commercial jingles). The only exceptions are sforzandos, used as cadential punctuation, and a single “subito meno f.” Also spectacularly unvaried is the rhythmic motion, a nearly unrelieved stream of sixteenth notes (the only relief being those same cadential chords marked sforzando, and there are only two). Not even at the end of the piece does Stravinsky leave the modification of the tempo to the “deformer.” He “composes in” the ritardando as a series of gear shifts, from sixteenths to triplet eighths, thence to ordinary eighths and finally to quarters and halves.

  


  
    EX. 8-17 Igor Stravinsky, Sérénade en la, “Rondoletto,” mm. 1–27
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    That is “rigidity of form” and “dehumanization” with a vengeance. Indeed, Stravinsky was greatly attracted to the pianola, or player piano, which could perform with a mechanized rigidity beyond human capability (further identifying “dehumanization” with the superhuman, not the sub). He spent many hours transcribing his early works for the instrument, finally writing a piece for it directly (étude for pianola, 1917); and he did his best, as his own piano performances from the period attest, to turn himself into a walking pianola. It would appear, then, that a memento of futurismo, the maximalist worship of the Machine Age, lingered—ironically!—in Stravinsky’s “neoclassicism,” further compromising its ostensibly retrospective character. It was meant to be—and certainly did become, for a while—the music of the future. 

  


  


  CHAPTER 9

  Lost—or

  Rejected—Illusions


  PROKOFIEFF; SATIE AGAIN; BERG’S WOZZECK; NEUE

  SACHLICHKEIT, ZEITOPER, GEBRAUCHSMUSIK (HINDEMITH,

  KRENEK, WEILL); KORNGOLD, RACHMANINOFF, AND A NEW


  


  STILE ANTICO


  BREACHING THE FOURTH WALL


  
    Cynical modernism born of postwar disillusion was nowhere more pervasive than in theater, hitherto preeminently the art of illusion. “Illusionist,” in fact, was the name derisively given by the hardened modernists of the twenties to the traditional theater, which thought of itself as realistic. There was no contradiction, really. Precisely to the extent that it strove to convince spectators that the staged and scripted action they were witnessing was real, the realistic theater obviously traded in illusion. Not that anybody was ever really convinced, of course; but audiences were eager to play along with conventions, whether of romanticism or of realism, for the sake of the emotional payoff they received in return for their “willing suspension of disbelief, which constitutes poetic faith.”1 (The famous quoted phrase is by the English Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge.)

  


  


  
    One of the main conventions on which theatrical illusions of reality depended was the imaginary “fourth wall” that separated the audience from the players, who were never allowed to see through it. All illusion of reality would be destroyed the moment the players showed any awareness of the audience’s presence, let alone addressed it directly. The only traditional genres in which the fourth wall could be breached were farce and satire, which made the least pretense to realism, and even occasionally mocked it. But what was an exceptional “special effect” in traditional theater became ubiquitous, as an aspect of irony, after the Great War, when artists became compulsorily selfconscious, and art had to advertise itself as art as a pledge of good faith.

  


  
    The playwright most often cited as the protagonist of this move was Luigi Pirandello, already named for us by Ortega in a passage quoted in the previous chapter. As its very title suggests, Pirandello’s play Sei personaggi in cerca d’autore (“Six characters in search of an author,” 1921), challenges every convention of the illusionist theater, at times by ironically exaggerating them. The characters, refugees from an unfinished play, invade a rehearsal of a different play and, flagrantly breaching the fourth wall, confront the author, the actors, and the director with the request that they resolve the horrifying drama of betrayal and incest, murder and suicide in which they have become involved.

  


  
    By thus insisting (or pretending to insist) that there are levels of reality within the theatrical illusion, Pirandello blurs the line between theatrical illusion and lived reality and directly exhorts the audience to ponder what he has done. And by portraying (or pretending to portray) the characters as independent agents (and therefore human), the whole “realistic” theatrical enterprise, the conventions on which it is based, and all parties to them from author to audience, are implicitly accused of voyeurism, taking pleasure in the misery of others. Like Stravinsky, but somewhat earlier, Pirandello unmasked the esthetic illusion to expose its ethical infractions. He used art to indict art and mock its audience for complacently believing in the “vitalist” fallacy.

  


  
    But Pirandello had forerunners, and one of them was a composer. Serge Prokofieff (1891–1953), whom we met in the previous chapter as one of the “neoclassical” Stravinsky’s skeptical younger colleagues, actually anticipated Stravinsky in stylistic pastiche, and anticipated Pirandello in the ironizing game. As often happens, there was more of personal rivalry than of principled opposition in Prokofieff’s demurrers to Stravinsky. In the summer of 1917, between the two big political upheavals that shook Russia during that turbulent year (first the February revolution that toppled the tsar, then the October coup d’état that put the Soviet government in place), Prokofieff sought escape by going to a country house where there was no piano on which to experiment, and both as a lark and as an exercise to discipline his ear, writing a symphony “in the style of Haydn.”

  


  
    Needless to say, it was no such thing. Rather it was a “culinary” romp of a kind that, as we saw in the previous chapter, composers had turned out all through the nineteenth century (and particularly in Russia). Its “eighteenth-century” was the usual imaginary one, pasteurized and homogenized: Prokofieff’s third movement, for example, was not a minuet, as in any Haydn symphony, but an anachronistic gavotte (Ex. 9-1). In view of the quirky harmonic progression that breaks every rule of eighteenth-century voice leading, moreover, it is obvious that Prokofieff was prompted to write his gavotte less by the example of Bach than by the example of Ambroise Thomas or Chaikovsky, as displayed in Exx. 8–3 and 8-4.

  


  
    The “neoclassicism” of Prokofieff’s “Classical Symphony,” then, was not really modernist—another reminder that stylistic “retrospectivism” as such was neither a necessary component of neoclassicism or, when present, a sufficient one. It can amount, as in Prokofieff’s “Classical Symphony,” to nothing more than ingratiating nostalgia. Prokofieff’s next major work, however, though it was not stylistically retrospective at all, was a milestone in the postwar “neoclassical” project. And although it took the form of a genuinely funny comic opera called Lyubov’ k tryom apel’sinam (“The love for three oranges”), it was found (like Pirandello’s comedies) to be anything but ingratiating by its early audiences. “They found mockery and challenges and grotesques in my Oranges,” the composer wrote, compounding irony with irony, “while all I had done was write a merry show.”2

  


  
    EX. 9-1 Serge Prokofieff, “Classical Symphony,” III (Gavotte), in the composer’s piano arrangement
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  ART AS PLAYTHING


  
    Prokofieff wrote his merry show in New York, having joined the great wave of emigration that followed the revolutions of 1917, a disastrous “brain drain” for Russia that cost it a number of leading composers, including (besides Stravinsky and Prokofieff) the towering figure of Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) who in addition to being the most prominent Russian composer of his generation was a world-renowned piano virtuoso and an outstanding conductor as well. (The transliterated spellings Prokofieff and Rachmaninoff are those that the composers themselves adopted for professional use abroad.)

  


  


  
    Prokofieff left Russia by traveling east, so as to avoid the battlefields of World War I. He sailed from Vladivostok, a Siberian port on the Pacific, and made his way to New York by way of Yokohama, Japan, and San Francisco. He had a draft scenario for the new opera with him on board ship, given him by the famous theatrical director Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874-1940), with whom he had planned to collaborate. By the time he reached his American destination he had elaborated the libretto into its final form. Having signed a contract with an American impresario, he wrote the opera (in Russian) in 1919 in New York, for performance in 1921 in Chicago (in French).
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    FIG. 9-1 Serge Prokofieff, by Pyotr Konchalovsky (1876-1956).

  


  


  
    Prokofieff’s libretto was an adaptation of a draft by Meyerhold that was an adaptation of a commedia dell’arte scenario (that is, a blueprint for improvisation by a troupe of masked players) by Carlo Gozzi (1720-1806), a Venetian “gentleman” playwright, that was itself an adaptation of a pair of fairy tales that were published in Naples in 1634. With every telling the work became further encrusted with theatrical artifice and esthetic doctrine, so that by the time Prokofieff was through with it, The Love for Three Oranges was the epitome of “art about art,” almost more Pirandellian than Pirandello.

  


  
    The story, stemming from the old Neapolitan tales, was silly simplicity itself. An old king, to cure his son’s melancholia, oils the pavement in front of the palace in hopes that somebody will take a tumble and make the prince laugh. The victim turns out to be the dread witch Fata Morgana, who takes revenge by casting a spell on the prince, causing him to fall in love with three oranges, which he must seek though it take him to the ends of the earth. Inside the last of them, he finds the beautiful princess who becomes his bride. (The other oranges also contained fairy princesses, who shriveled up and died when the prince did not give them water in time.)

  


  
    The fiaba or theatricalized fable that Gozzi fashioned on the basis of this story was already a polemical work—the sort of tract or pamphlet in the guise of art that became suddenly popular again in the aftermath of the Great War. Gozzi’s aristocratic taste had been offended by the vulgarized theater of his day, as exemplified by modern playwrights who turned out sham tragedies, “in which you find characters hurling themselves from windows or turrets without breaking their necks, and similar miracles”3 (here we might substitute the bloated musical harangues of Mahler or Scriabin), or equally sham comedies of manners that “titillate under pretext of moral instruction” (and here we might substitute the gaudy operas of Strauss).

  


  
    The quotes are from a wholly superfluous but exceptionally detailed scene in Gozzi’s otherwise rough scenario, which he called the contrasto in terzo: a “quarrel trio” in which three characters, one of them the author’s obvious standin, for no good reason declare and debate their preferences in drama. When Meyerhold fleshed out Gozzi’s scenario for some performances in St. Petersburg in 1914, he seized upon the “quarrel trio” and expanded it to the point where it became, both temporally and spatially, the frame of the entire play.

  


  
    The spatial frame consisted of twin turrets on opposite sides of the stage, housing a collection of clowns representing a bunch of “esthetes” noisily advocating contradictory convictions about what drama ought to be. They form the onstage audience for the theater-within-a-theater in which the action takes place. This much was already a standard practice, if an unusual one, in the traditional theater when ironic distancing was called for: recall the players in Hamlet, or, more recently, the puppet show in Stravinsky’s Petrushka. But Meyerhold took it so much further than any previous dramatist as to turn the difference into one not just of degree but of kind: many theater historians regard his Love for Three Oranges as the very cradle of modernist theater.

  


  
    Meyerhold’s action began with a parade in which the actors portraying the esthetes—divided into camps of “Realistic Comedians” and “High Tragedians”—entered dueling with quills. The fight was broken up by a trio of “cranks” or eccentrics. One, restraining the Comedians, shouts: “We are fed up with your wares, contemptible farce-mongers, these four-and five-act comedies without any content at all, but with the inevitable pistol shot at the end!”4 Another, holding off the Tragedians, thunders: “We are bored to death with plays that have such a load of dreary philosophy and such a dearth of healthy laughter, to say nothing of stagecraft!” The third, pointing through the fourth wall at the audience (the real one, that is, sitting in the dark), said, “Look—they are waiting there for some actors who can show them the real thing!” The battle, thus joined, continued in an undertone, and with frequent eruptions, throughout the play. The constant comment from the onstage “audience,” and its strenuous exhortations to the actors, completely destroying any sense of theatrical illusion, furnished the play’s temporal frame.

  


  
    Meyerhold’s Love for Three Oranges, then, was perhaps the earliest application, at least in such an overwhelming dose, of the illusion-destroying “art as art” gimmickry that would within a couple of decades become a modernist cliché. What makes it historically so significant is the clarity of its descent from an eighteenth-century aristocratic model, thus connecting two important strands in what would become the heritage of postwar “neoclassicism.” Even if Prokofieff had never set it, Meyerhold’s response to Gozzi would have been a prime document of the nascent modernist manner and its sources. But since Prokofieff did set it, it becomes an indispensable link in the history of twentiethcentury opera as well.

  


  
    Prokofieff’s opera is a “document” in its own right, since Prokofieff seized upon Meyerhold’s distancing ideas and expanded them as much as Meyerhold had expanded Gozzi’s. To Meyerhold’s Comedians, Tragedians, and Cranks (the latter’s number upped to ten), Prokofieff added a couple of opera-specific groups of his own devising: “Lyricists,” forever demanding “romantic love, moons, tender kisses,” and “Empty Heads,” bent on “entertaining nonsense, witty double entendres, fine costumes.” In this way Prokofieff thought to cover every possible sort of hackneyed operatic situation and the sort of taste that demanded it.

  


  
    The running gag in Prokofieff’s Love for Three Oranges is the way in which the Comedians, Tragedians, Lyricists, and Empty Heads butt in whenever the action approaches one of their pet stereotypes to egg it on; but of course in so doing they unerringly puncture whatever mood it is that they are trying to abet. The Cranks, eager to foil all factions (but particularly the Tragedians), do more than that. They actually intervene in the plot—Pirandello-fashion, we may be tempted to say, but before Pirandello—to change its course. The audience in the theater, like Pirandello’s audience, is both entertained and given lots to ponder.

  


  
    The third scene of act III, in which the Prince opens the magic fruit and finds the princesses, would by rights have been the big “pathos scene” in the opera. It has love, it has death, and it bids fair to supply all the attendant emotions in abundance. But the onstage spectators quash everything. The three princesses come out of their oranges dying of thirst, each begging for water more insistently—exactly a major second’s worth more insistently—than the last: see Ex. 9-2. Between the appearance of the second princess and that of the third, a passing platoon of soldiers carries off the two corpses most unsentimentally. When the third princess is about to die of thirst, and the Tragedians are licking their chops at the prospect, the Cranks fetch from their turret a bucket of water, deposit it at center stage, and save Princess Ninetta’s life (Ex. 9-3). No tragedy.

  


  
    The Prince now sings at relative length of his love for the Princess: his little solo, forty measures in all, is actually the longest “aria” in the whole stingy opera. When the Princess begins to respond, the Lyricists smell a love duet in the making and shout “At last! Something romantic, sentimental!” The Cranks hiss at them to shut up. Their fight distracts the lovers from their singing. No love duet. These interferences by the “audience” on stage carry to the audience in the hall a message that Ortega, that happy theorist of “dehumanization,” would have gladly endorsed: For better or worse, the meddling Cranks affirm, the play is literally their plaything—and art is ours. That is the affable side of disillusion. Art is fun again. Expect no more from it.

  


  
    EX. 9-2A Serge Prokofieff, Love for Three Oranges, Act III, scene 3, fig. 384 (the first princess begs for water)
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  A NEW ATTITUDE TOWARD THE “CLASSICS”?


  
    Unlike so many modernist classics, then, The Love for Three Oranges is easy to enjoy once the shock of its novelty has worn off. It was one of the harbingers of that revolution in taste, begotten (it is true) of misery, that cultivated hygienic belly laughs to replace the neurasthenic wheezing of prewar “decadence,” a therapeutic against late, late romanticism’s gangrenous grandiosity. From this standpoint the emblematic moment, just as it was for Gozzi, is the scene of the hypochondriac Prince’s cure in act II. At the sight of Fata Morgana’s knobby knees and withered behind, the Prince goes into gales of laughter, represented in the music by a little set piece over an ostinato (Ex. 9-4a), and with the Prince’s “ha-ha-ha-HA” an inevitable parody of the opening unison in … need it be named?

  


  


  
    EX. 9-2B Serge Prokofieff, Love for Three Oranges, Act III, scene 3, fig. 391 (the second princess begs for water)
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    The new debunking spirit was perhaps most vivid when the objects debunked were the untouchable icons of the past. Beethoven’s Fifth came in for ribbing from many sides. Stravinsky quoted its last movement in a little Souvenir d’un marche boche (“Souvenir of a ‘Kraut’ March”) that he contributed to a lavish art book that was sold in 1915 to raise money for Belgian war relief (Ex. 9-4b). In a ballet called El sombrero de tres picos (“The three-cornered hat”), produced by Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes in 1919, the Spanish composer Manuel de Falla (1876-1946) poked more fun at it (Ex. 9-4c) when a bunch of asinine gendarmes come knocking peremptorily and “fatefully” at someone’s door.

  


  
    But as early as 1913, Erik Satie had already spoofed the Fifth’s colossal coda in a cute little piano piece with a ridiculously serious subject: “de Podophthalma,” the last of a suite of three Embryons desséchées (“Dried embryos”), music purporting to give a scientific description of marine life (Ex. 9-4d; it depicts crayfish hunting for food and incorporates the French equivalent of “A-Hunting We Will Go” in addition to the Beethoven reference). A deliberate study in pompous triviality, it passes a wicked judgment on the romantic taste for big statements in art.

  


  
    EX. 9-2C Serge Prokofieff, Love for Three Oranges, Act III, scene 3, fig. 415 (Ninetta, the third princess, begs for water)
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    EX. 9-3 Serge Prokofieff, Love for Three Oranges, Act III, scene 3, fig. 418 (Princess Ninetta gets her drink)
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    EX. 9-4A Caricature of Beethoven’s Fifth, Serge Prokofieff, Love for Three Oranges, Act I, scene 1
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    EX. 9-4B Caricature of Beethoven’s Fifth, Igor Stravinsky, Souvenir d’un marche boche
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    EX. 9-4C Caricature of Beethoven’s Fifth, Manuel da Falla, El sombrero de tres picos
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    EX. 9-4D Caricature of Beethoven’s Fifth, Erik Satie, “De podophthalma” (from Embryons desséchées, no. 3)
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    Of course to a card-carrying Frenchman like Satie, or a Russian in wartime like Stravinsky, Beethoven’s Germanness was both bait and butt. But the mood spread widely after the war, when disgust at Germany translated into disgust at artistic pretensions to weight and significance, especially in music (the “German” art par excellence, at least in its weightier manifestations). Part of the postwar cult of irony, certainly on the part of “Allied” (or, in Falla’s case, “neutral”) composers, was de-Germanification. Wagner, banned in many Allied countries during the war, did not come back immediately; and when he did, it was no longer with the sense that he bore the banner of the universal tradition in music, but very much as a German.

  


  “HOW” VS. “WHAT”


  
    Yet in the final analysis, The Love for Three Oranges, being a farce that can be read as satire, came by its irony the old-fashioned way, as did all the little spoofs quoted in Ex. 9-4. Their frostiness and cynicism had a long history in musical comedy. And Prokofieff’s ingratiating music, while modern enough and (when needed) grotesque, is audience-friendly in a manner that comedy traditionally demands. In the guise of an orchestral suite it has been a repertory piece since the time of the premiere. For all the artifice expended on it by three successive adapters, moreover, the opera makes a fairly unpretentious impression, as a farce must. Coming in 1919 (or in 1921, to give it the date of its first performance) it might well have proven an isolated experiment in “farcical maximalism” rather than a bellwether.

  


  


  
    It was only when devices of ironic distance comparable to those in The Love for Three Oranges began to show up in operas with serious or tragic or pretentious subjects, or operas by German composers who still took Beethovenesque notions of musical greatness at face value, that a “sea change” in the cultural atmosphere was incontestable. Such subjects would have received a very different sort of treatment from musical dramatists who traded unselfconsciously in empathy and sincerity—or rather, who could still trade unselfconsciously in the sort of illusions of empathy and sincerity that artists in the romantic tradition were trained to administer.

  


  
    Alban Berg’s opera Wozzeck, conceived in 1914 and composed between 1919 and 1922, is now widely regarded as the most serious and significant opera to emerge from the postwar decade. Despite its arcane harmonic idiom (“atonality” ô la Schoenberg, the composer’s teacher) and its great difficulty for performers, the opera became an immediate international hit after its Berlin premiere in December 1925, with seventeen productions in Germany and ten abroad by 1933, when performances were temporarily halted by the Nazi regime. By now it is a staple of the operatic repertory everywhere. (The last bastion of resistance, New York’s Metropolitan Opera, fell before it in 1958.) Productions of it are not newsmakers; they are expected, and accepted, the world over.

  


  
    Any attempt to account for the “unaccountable” success of this “difficult” “atonal” composition must of course begin where it began, with the story. Berg based the opera on Woyzeck, a brutal naturalistic play by Georg Büchner (1813-37), a short-lived and for a long time very obscure German writer who had been rediscovered by the expressionists. Inspired by a notorious crime story as reported in the newspapers, the play depicted the mental and moral degeneration of a miserable, much-despised soldier, who, crazed by jealousy and despair, murders his mistress. One sees the passive and dullwitted title character abused by all with whom he comes in contact—by his captain, who treats him as a personal servant; by a doctor, who employs him as a guinea pig for dietary experiments; by a conceited drum major who seduces his mistress Marie and beats him up into the bargain; and by Marie herself, who taunts him over his humiliation—until even this human block of wood is provoked to crude and tragic action.
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    FIG. 9-2 Wozzeck, autograph score page from Act I, scene 4 (Passacaglia): Wozzeck and the Doctor.

  


  


  
    Left unfinished at Büchner’s death, Woyzeck was speculatively pieced together from a sheaf of unfinished variants that even left the ending in doubt, by an editor who misspelled the title as Wozzeck thanks to the author’s difficult handwriting. It was first published in 1879 and first performed in Munich in 1913. The first Vienna performance, which Berg attended, took place the next year. Berg excerpted fifteen of its twenty-seven brief scenes and set them practically verbatim, the way Debussy set Maeterlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande. Thus rendered even more compact and concentrated than the original play, Berg’s opera traded brazenly in the kind of shocking violence made popular by the operas of the verismo school. The abject title character, moreover, and the world as seen through his increasingly demented eyes, were a natural for expressionistic—that is, luridly subjective—depiction.

  


  
    Unlike the laconic original, which made a studied attempt at deadpan reportage, Berg’s musical treatment was highly manipulative: “operatic” in the fullest (indeed, potentially derogatory) sense of the word, replete with authorial interventions in the form of orchestral interludes that commented on the action—in the Wagnerian manner, one might say, or like a Greek chorus—by the use of leitmotifs. Berg saw himself as exposing a social problem—that of society’s ill treatment of wir arme Leut, “us poor folk” as Wozzeck calls his kind in the first scene, a phrase that reverberates thereafter as a verbal leitmotif. Not only did Berg give it a musical counterpart which could function much more freely in the opera’s texture than a catchphrase can ever do in a play, but he bent every effort to acting as his title character’s defense attorney, as he frankly put it in an essay on the opera, justifying his crime through “an appeal to humanity through its representatives, the audience.”5

  


  
    The opera’s classic status testifies to the composer’s success in accomplishing these goals—not that they are at all unusual goals for an opera composer. What was exceedingly unusual was the way in which Berg went about the task, which only seemed to place gratuitous obstacles in his path. For the relationship between the humanizing music and the horrific subject is not at all direct. It is mediated through a huge and potentially distracting—or at least distancing—barrage of composerly virtuosity.

  


  
    Some of that virtuosity was of a familiar kind—brilliantly colored orchestration, mimicry of many kinds of “ambient” music (folksongs, marches, waltzes, all reflected through an “atonal” distorting mirror), intricate motivic work and leitmotivic transformations. Wagner and Strauss, too, were ostentatious musical manipulators, and Wagner’s operatic reforms succeeded at least in part because he was able to turn his project into a staggeringly impressive composerly tour de force. But the Wagnerian or Straussian virtuosity, however allied it may have been with “symphonic” techniques, was self-avowedly “liberatory.” It aimed at the destruction of “rounded” or discrete musical forms and the enabling of a new timescale based on whole acts, freeing the composer to react without “purely musical” mediation to the shape of the drama.

  


  
    Berg’s opera, in stark contrast, invokes a whole panoply of discrete (“closed”) musical forms and genres; and what is more, the forms and genres were those of instrumental music, seemingly alien and irrelevant to opera, some of them just as obsolescent as the ones Stravinsky was reviving in his piano and chamber music. The first scene of the opera, for example, in which Wozzeck is shown shaving the Captain and putting up with the latter’s self-absorbed and insensitive maunderings, is cast in the form of a grotesque orchestral suite, as follows:

  


  
    mm. 1–29: “Präludium”

    30–50: “Pavane”

    51–64: “Cadenza” (solo viola)

    65–108: “Gigue”

    109–114: “Cadenza” (contrabassoon)

    115–136: “Gavotte” (mm. 127–132 “Double I”; mm. 133-136 “Double II”)

    136–153: “Air”

    153–171: “Reprise” (Präludium in reverse)

  


  


  
    It has been pointed out time and again that, so far as the listener in the opera house is concerned, all of this information is altogether arcane and immaterial. One could go further and show that the designations do not even fit. A pavane was a sixteenth-century dance in duple meter and with three repeated strains. (Obsolete even in Bach’s day, it was the sort of esoteric item only musicologists were likely to know about in Berg’s day, except for a modish piano piece by Ravel that might conceivably have been Berg’s “source.”) Berg’s duple meter is disguised by triplets and is not consistently maintained. Instead of three strains there is something like a loose ternary form. The gigue and the gavotte, while conforming a little more to their prototypes, are still unrecognizable except to an analyst of the score who has been alerted to their presence. (The “doubles” of the gavotte, for example, do go through successive rhythmic diminutions—first to triplets, then to sixteenths and thirty-seconds—but without having recognized the gavotte one cannot know that the faster rhythms represent doubles, or even variations.) If we accept that these references to baroque dances are in-jokes, then we are back to Ortega’s ironically “jesting” art, quite at odds with the cathartic social tragedy that brought Wozzeck success in the opera house. Of course, the opening scene is largely satiric (at the expense of the idiotic Captain, who fancies himself a philosopher). But it has one very serious moment, Wozzeck’s speech about “us poor folk” (Ex. 9-5), and that moment is not exempted from the in-joke, being designated “Air” in apparent reference to Bach’s famously lyrical Air from the D-major orchestral suite with which it shares its [image: Image] time signature, and which was known separately to millions as the “Air on the G String,” after a famously sentimental concert transcription by the German violinist August Wilhelmj.

  


  
    EX. 9-5 Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act I, scene 1, “Air” (“Wir arme Leut”)
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    But if Wozzeck’s “Air” is part of the ironic or distanced substratum that haunts the scene, his actual music is treated virtually without irony, and has two moments of special poignancy. One is the setting of the first three words, which, as we know, became one of the opera’s chief leitmotifs. Characteristically for a composer in Schoenberg’s orbit, Berg treats the leitmotif (according to the principles of “emancipated dissonance”) both as a melody and as a harmony, the latter being the sum of all its notes played as a piquant and memorable “seventh chord” (minor triad plus major seventh) of a kind that never occurs in diatonic practice, hence has no classified status in “tonal” music (Ex. 9-6).

  


  
    The other special moment comes slightly earlier, at the join between the first and second doubles of the “Gavotte” (Ex. 9-7). The Captain has reproached Wozzeck for having a child out of wedlock, and therefore unbaptized. Wozzeck reminds the Captain of Jesus’s charity, quoting his words from the Bible, “Suffer the little children to come unto Me.” The whole passage is set off at a slower tempo than the rest, which becomes Noch langsamer (“even slower”) at the biblical quote, followed by a veritable spotlight of a Molto rit. at the end of the measure. The harmony comes to rest, at the last beat, on a dominant-seventh chord that is prepared (through an augmented sixth) as if it were the actual dominant of C minor, and the violins corroborate its status with a throbbing, extended G—an unequivocally “tonal” moment of repose to coincide with, and underscore, a rare moment of unfeigned human warmth.

  


  
    Both the musical effect and the attendant mood are broken by the next words from the infuriatingly obtuse Captain, accompanied by the usual busily “motivic” atonal web. But that atonal web has now been characterized, through contrast, as representing the inhumane, uncaring world that “Wir arme Leut” are forced to inhabit, as it is perceived by the opera’s tortured protagonist. Berg has turned his irony on his own “normal” musical language, which is now paradoxically branded as abnormal or subnormal in its distance from true human feeling. This brief ironic byplay, contrasting the “tonal” with the “atonal,” is redeemed at the other end of the opera with a wrenching cathartic force that must account for much of the opera’s success with audiences who could not care less about gavottes, let alone “atonality.”

  


  
    EX. 9-6 Alban Berg, Wozzeck, “Wir arme Leut” leitmotif
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    EX. 9-7 Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act I, scene 1, “Quasi Gavotte,” transition from “Double I” to “Double II”
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    That cathartic moment depends for its effect on the audience’s enduring the ugliness of the central dramatic intrigue, Marie’s infidelity with the Drum Major. It is developed over the whole course of act II, the five scenes of which are cast, according to Berg’s arcanely jesting scheme, as a five-movement symphony:

  


  
    Scene 1: “Sonata,” in which Marie, preening herself after her night with the Drum Major, nevertheless accepts money from Wozzeck to care for their child, and experiences a moment of bad conscience; Scene 2: “Fantasia and fugue,” in which the Captain and the Doctor, taunting Wozzeck, plant the first inkling in his mind that Marie has been unfaithful; Scene 3: “Largo,” in which Wozzeck confronts Marie, who is cold and defiant; Scene 4: “Scherzo,” in which Wozzeck sees Marie dancing in the arms of the Drum Major; Scene 5: “Introduction and Rondo,” in which the Drum Major beats Wozzeck and gloats over him.

  


  


  
    Having experienced the ultimate humiliation, the formerly passive Wozzeck is now ready for the retaliatory action that is displayed in act III. The relationship of the music to the action is still mediated through a scrim of ingenious technical studies, but no longer does the composer invoke arcane or “classic” genres. Rather, each scene is designated an “Invention,” concerned with some elemental musical particle. Their “abstract” musical procedures are vivid and readily apprehended along with the drama. Where in the earlier acts there had been harsh raillery and satire, there is nothing now but a headlong dash to catastrophe.

  


  
    • Scene 1, in which Marie reads from the Bible and repents, is called an “Invention on a Theme,” and takes the form of a theme, six brief variations, and a concluding “fugue” (actually just a fugal exposition), all of them duly marked off in the score, but just as easily followed by ear. The last two variations, in which Marie reads with mounting emotion, “lapse” into the key of F minor, repeating the effect already encountered in Wozzeck’s colloquy with the Captain, whereby tonal harmony underscores the moments of particular emotional warmth, as if to convey its pressure.

  


  
    • Scene 2, the most famous tour de force in the opera, is called an “Invention on a Note,” and depicts the murder, by the side of a lake. It is haunted from beginning to end by the note B, sometimes (as at the beginning) held out as a bass pedal; sometimes reiterated in a high register in a weird tone-color like string flageolets (artificial harmonics) or xylophone; or sometimes sustained in a tremolo. At the climactic moment (Ex. 9-8), when the moon rises blood-red and Wozzeck comes after Marie with a knife, the B is simultaneously sustained by the strings as a pedal in six octaves, pervading the whole range of the orchestra, and also beaten as a tattoo by the kettledrum that crescendos to the moment of the lethal deed and decrescendos to the end of the scene. Twice the note is prominently sung: first by Wozzeck, unaccompanied by the orchestra, to the word “Nothing,” when the nervous Marie asks what’s on his mind; then by Marie, screaming “Help!” as Wozzeck plunges the dagger into her throat. (This moment will resonate with the same cry in Schoenberg’s Erwartung—Ex. 6-16—in the memory of anyone who has heard it.) The entr’acte following this scene consists of two unison Bs played by the orchestra in deafening crescendos (Ex. 9-9), leading into

  


  
    • Scene 3, in which Wozzeck’s deed is suspected by the denizens of a tavern to which he has repaired. It is called “Invention on a Rhythm,” and consists of myriad repetitions of the eight-note rhythm first heard in the thundering bass drum during the entr’acte and then hacked out as the curtain goes up on “an out-of-tune upright piano on stage,” as the score specifies. The rhythm is derived from the start of Wozzeck’s shout at the climax of scene 2, Ich nicht, Marie! und kein Andrer auch nicht! (“Not I, Marie, and no one else either,” in Ex. 9-8). Probably the most arcanely “irrelevant” and inaudible musical jest in the score is the fact that the series of instrumental entrances that take place during, and contribute to, the first big crescendo in the entr’acte are spaced out according to this rhythm, something that can be discovered only by analyzing the score. As the scene progresses, the rhythm is set against itself at many different rates of speed over a basso ostinato that also consists of repetitions of it, all symbolizing Wozzeck’s mounting fear and guilt.

  


  
    EX. 9-8 Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act III, scene 2, the murder

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 9-9 Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act III, Entr’acte between scenes 2 and 3
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    • Scene 4 is an “Invention on a Six-Note Chord.” The chord that pervades it would once again have felt right at home in Erwartung: it can be construed as consisting of an “atonal triad” plus a stack of perfect fourths (Ex. 9-10). The reference may well have been intentional, since Wozzeck is depicted in this scene as gripped, like the mad protagonist of Schoenberg’s “monodrama,” by anxious forebodings. He returns to the scene of the crime, where he has left incriminating evidence behind. He finds the murder weapon and throws it into the lake, but, fearing it is too near the shore, wades out and drowns. (This climactic event was contributed by the editor who prepared Büchner’s unfinished play for posthumous publication; it could not have been Büchner’s intention, because it departs from the historical events to which the playwright was otherwise faithful, and Büchner has his Woyzeck reappear in a later scene.) The Doctor and the Captain happen by, hear ominous sounds arising from the lake, and flee. The sounds made by the waters closing in on Wozzeck are another reminiscence of Erwartung: they consist of overlapping chromatic scales at different tempos, like the final “dissolve” in Schoenberg’s opera.

  


  
    EX. 9-10 “Leitharmony” in Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act III, scene 4
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    • Scene 5, designated “Invention on an Eighth-Note Motion” depicts Wozzeck’s and Marie’s little son on his hobbyhorse, uncomprehending when cruelly taunted by a group of children with his mother’s death (Ex. 9-11). It is cast in [image: Image] meter, and the eighth notes, which represent the children at play, never let up. The harmony at the end of the scene (and the opera) is poignant: the eighth-note ostinato begins to oscillate between two chords that together contain five notes of a whole-tone scale. The remaining note, G, is played by the strings together with its fifth, D, which is not part of the whole-tone scale, but by consonantly supporting the G gives it the weight of a tonic root whose third, B, is found within the whole-tone ostinato—thus bringing the whole wretched and violent action to rest on what is to all intents and purposes an unconventionally prepared but esthetically conventional, and even placid, tonic triad. That incongruous “unearned” placidity, distilling the perspective of the dopey little boy who is left alone onstage at the end, casts an ironic pall over everything that preceded it.

  


  
    The ostensibly “abstract” inventions through which Berg shaped the scenes of act III are less overtly ironic, less obviously a jest in their relationship to the starkly naturalistic action, than those of the preceding acts. In every case, the inventive play unfolds through pressing ostinatos that symbolize through analogy the obsessions that now drive the maddened title character. By turns we are bombarded with obsessively repeated pitches, rhythms, and chords as the opera runs its obsessive, bloody course. The famous entr’acte between scenes 2 and 3—the unison crescendos on the symbolically fraught B—returns us frankly to the world of expressionism, allowing us momentarily to inhabit the mind of the deranged antihero whose head is throbbing with the memory of his crime. And surely no art was ever less ironical than expressionism.

  


  
    Yet the separation of elements—now pitches, now rhythms, now chords—is even here supremely “artful” and showy. The moment we notice the technical tours de force that constitute the portrayal (and here we can hardly help noticing them) we are put at a distance from the events portrayed in a manner that Ortega y Gasset, in his famous tract of 1925 (the year of Wozzeck’s premiere), equated purely and simply, and very approvingly, with the nature of art itself. Despite all the vividly “veristic” and “expressionistic” aspects that Berg inherited from his immediate predecessors, and even maximalized, there is also, in ironic contradiction, the same refusal (or inability) to make his art “transparent” that characterizes virtually all of postwar modernism, and that completely contradicts the aims of verismo or expressionism—and, behind them, of romanticism.

  


  
    EX. 9-11 Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act III, scene 5, end
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  PUTTING THINGS “IN QUOTES”


  
    The passage in Ortega’s essay subtitled “A Few Drops of Phenomenology” (after the branch of philosophy that inquires into the nature of appearances and perception) can help us understand Berg’s predicament. Ortega imagines a deathbed scene witnessed by the wife of the dying man, his doctor, a reporter, and a painter.6 Their various relationships to the event are analyzed in turn. The author’s conclusion is that as the four witnesses are each more detached from the event emotionally than the last, they are by the same token increasingly observant of it in all its details. It is that maximum detachment that enables the artist “objectively” to channel the emotions of the lived reality into significant form. That form then becomes, for the artist and those who truly appreciate his art as art, the object and the aim of contemplation. And that is irony at its highest and best, no longer to be simply identified with humor. It is the irony that transforms experience into art.

  


  


  
    Wozzeck is a monument to that idea—or rather, it reflects the historical moment in which that idea achieved its completest triumph over the earlier, “vitalist” view of art as a mirror reflection or reproduction of lived reality, valuable only to the extent that it transmitted to observers the feelings of a participant. Although dependent for its originating impulse on “lived” reality—in Ortega’s case the great man’s death, in Berg’s the historical crime that had first served Büchner as an inspiration—the artwork becomes a part of objective reality in its own right, with its own independent claim on our attention that arises out of its skillful making. Its effect on us is the product of the artist’s manipulation of his materials, not the “content” alone; and while that is of course true of all art, art is now under an obligation to “show its hand” and make its manipulations known.

  


  
    This applies even—or especially—to the great expressive climax in Wozzeck, where Berg made his most direct appeal to empathy. The entr’acte between scenes 4 and 5 of act III has its own place in the composer’s list of “inventions.” He called it Invention über eine Tonart, an “Invention on a Key.” It provides a true catharsis after Wozzeck’s tragic death—or rather, a catharsis to mark Wozzeck’s death as tragic—and as such is notably out of character with Büchner’s tight-lipped little play. At once a “slow waltz in the lachrymose tradition of Gustav Mahler” and a “parade of leitmotives”7 (as one critic, who rather deplored its intrusion, put it), it reaches its searing turning point at the moment shown in Ex. 9-12, where a deafening twelve-tone “aggregate sonority” suddenly gives way to an obsessively reiterated V–I bass progression in D minor, thus bringing the “invention on a key” into conformity with the obsessive-compulsive ostinato technique of the other act III inventions.

  


  
    This apparently “vitalist” interlude, in which ironic distance seems all at once to vanish, has been a focus of critical controversy. Many have resisted what they have seen as the composer’s despotic attempt to force the listener’s sympathy. George Perle has objected to the very concept of an “invention on a key” on purely technical grounds: “It is difficult to see what distinctive features are to be inferred from this title that would differentiate the movement from any other tonal composition.”8 Noting that the other inventions are based on what Berg called “unifying principles” (pitches, chords, rhythms, etc.), Perle notes that musical forms based on such principles “may be either ‘tonal’ or atonal.’ The ‘unifying principle’ implied in the term ‘key,’ on the other hand, belongs to another level of analytical discourse entirely.”

  


  
    But that is so only if the presence of a key is considered a normal (or a “default”) aspect of music; and that, of course, is not the case in Wozzeck. The act III interlude is (by several orders of magnitude) the biggest of those “tonal” moments that impinge on the atonal world of this opera at strategic intervals like comments from beyond, or without, thus setting up the biggest, most “global” irony of all: what is normal elsewhere is abnormal here and vice versa. The “normal” language of tonality can only be spoken in Wozzeck as a foreign tongue. And the necessary use of so many ironic quotation marks in this paragraph shows how thoroughly inverted or “ironized” the expressive situation has become. Tonality is only available for use here “in quotes,” the subject of special treatment in the form of a technical “invention” along with all those hidden “tonal” forms in the first two acts (the symphonies, the fugues, the gigues, and the gavottes) that turn out to be unrecognizable in the absence of tonality.

  


  
    But as soon as we respond as “normal” listeners to the stimulus of the interlude’s tonal catharsis, black and white are radically reversed. All the rest of the opera is now placed “in quotes.” The distance of its special world from the “normal” world of music becomes a part of the characterization, a metaphor for Wozzeck’s crazed condition. The reason why audiences respond to Wozzeck “despite” its atonal language turns out to be the same as the reason why atonal music has become popular in film soundtracks as a representational device. Audiences understand it in both contexts as a metaphor for physical or psychological abnormality; it symbolizes stress, aberration, horror. It consummately conveys the terror in Wozzeck; but to summon pity the composer had to resort to an “invention on a key.” In his very success with the atonal idiom, still unequaled and probably never to be surpassed, Berg exposed its limitations. There could be no greater irony, in all senses of the word. What Berg (or rather, what Wozzeck) seemed to be suggesting, unwelcome as the news might be even to Berg himself (to say nothing of his teacher), was that the “emancipation of dissonance” was meaningful only to composers, not to listeners, for whom (no matter at what point the line is drawn or how many harmonies are eventually accepted as “harmonious”) dissonance and consonance nevertheless remained, and would always remain, a meaningful (indeed, a meaning-creating) antithesis. Reaction to this uneasy suggestion—that the all-important emancipation of dissonance might be just another of the twentieth century’s utopian pipe-dreams—must inform what otherwise seems Stravinsky’s insufferably snobbish remark that “what disturbs me about Wozzeck, a work that I love, is the level of its appeal to ‘ignorant’ audiences.”9

  


  
    EX. 9-12 Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act III, Entr’acte between scenes 4 and 5 (“Invention on a Key”), climax.
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    Despite its popularity, then, or even because of it, Wozzeck remains a controversial work, both from the standpoint of its historical significance and because of the unresolved tensions between its surface action and its arcane structure. Berg himself was equivocal about the latter problem. In a 1928 talk about the opera he claimed that his recourse to “musical forms more or less ancient” was simply a way of differentiating the different scenes and thus maintaining interest. It was solely his business, he insisted, claiming in conclusion that

  


  
    No matter how cognizant any particular individual may be of the musical forms contained in the framework of this opera, of the precision and logic with which everything is worked out and the skill manifested in every detail, from the moment the curtain parts until it closes for the last time, there must be no one in the audience who pays any attention to the various fugues, inventions, suites, sonata movements, variations, and passacaglias—no one who heeds anything but the idea of this opera, which by far transcends the personal destiny of Wozzeck. This I believe to be my achievement.10

  


  


  
    And yet the published score contradicts this assertion to the extent that “the various fugues, inventions, suites, sonata movements, variations, and passacaglias” are explicitly labeled and even analyzed, so that the reader may be properly impressed with “the precision and logic with which everything is worked out and the skill manifested in every detail.” (Act I, scene 4, for example, in the Doctor’s office, is the one that contains the passacaglia to which Berg makes reference: every one of its twenty-one variations is labeled for the reader.) It was probably with reference to ostentatious analytical labels like these that the American composer Roger Sessions, writing in 1933, could ridicule “an opera whose remarkable feature when heard is its fidelity to the text, its responsiveness to every changing psychological nuance,” but which “proves on examination to be constructed in its various scenes on the external models of classic forms, without, however, the steady and consistent [‘tonal’] movement that gives these forms their purpose and their character.”

  


  
    Sessions suspected “the presence of a merely speculative element” in Berg’s music,

  


  


  
    tending to be completely dissociated from the impression actually received by the ear and the other faculties which contribute to the direct reception of a musical impression, and to produce what is either a fundamentally inessential jeu d’esprit [witticism] of sometimes amazing proportions, or a kind of scaffolding erected as an external substitute for a living and breathing musical line.11

  


  


  
    Clearly the words of an unreconstructed vitalist, these. But as we have noted many times, it is sometimes the negative critiques that offer the best perceptions into the relationship between an artwork and its time.

  


  
    While in his indignation Sessions may have exaggerated the extent to which Wozzeck could be reduced to a jeu d’esprit, he was nevertheless on to something significant about the work and about its time. Berg was fascinated by intellectual games, puzzles, ciphers, and codes of all kinds. (We have already seen an example of this predilection in his Chamber Concerto, in which the themes encode the names of Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern; see Ex. 6-4.) His music is packed with riddles and hidden symbols. Some of it (like numerological symbolism) reflected Berg’s personal superstitions; some of it had urgent autobiographical significance (like the coding of his initials and those of a secret lover in the music of his Lyric Suite for string quartet). And some of it, to be sure, was simply (merely? purely?) playful.

  


  
    George Perle, who first decoded the secret love messages in the Lyric Suite, also came across a letter to Schoenberg in which Berg wrote out a harmonic curiosity (Ex. 9-13a) that Perle rather grandly christened the “Master Array of Interval Cycles.”12 All it amounts to is a superimposition of note-rows that proceed from a common starting point by uniform intervals of increasing size. At the bottom of the array is the chromatic scale (proceeding by minor seconds); above that is the whole-tone scale (proceeding by major seconds); above that is an arpeggiated diminished seventh chord (proceeding by minor thirds); then an arpeggiated augmented triad (proceeding by major thirds), and so on.

  


  
    The array has fascinating properties indeed. Once past the initial unison, every chord formed by the superimposition is intervallically symmetrical: first a cluster of semitones, then a whole-tone aggregate, then a diminished seventh chord, then an augmented triad, and so on. And since once the tritone is passed the intervals all recur in their inverted form, the array (when pushed through twelve progressions) becomes a palindrome as well. Berg was in effect stumbling playfully on the same intersection of symmetries that (as we learned in chapter 7) was the object of Bartók’s—and, later, Perle’s—diligent research.

  


  
    And once he’d stumbled on it, it went right into Wozzeck (Ex. 9-13b), and into one of the most serious scenes at that: Wozzeck’s agonized confrontation with Marie in the middle of act II. One cannot say that the presence of this curiosity in any way compromises the seriousness of the scene as far as the listener is concerned; but its presence certainly does confirm Ortega’s diagnosis of the modern art of the 1920s as essentially “jesting,” even when serious, and therefore ironic. The very fact that Berg took delight in loading his opera with so much hidden brainy baggage—from “ancient forms” to interval arrays to number symbols and more—is an aspect of that jesting, ironic stance, and (more seriously) of the emergent divide between “research” and “communication” as composerly ideals.

  


  
    The delight that the research aspect of Berg’s work has afforded analysts—to the point where many studies of Wozzeck have completely ignored the opera’s dramatic aspect and concentrated solely on its fascinating “poetics” or making—is another symptom of that irony, and that divide. Modernist music, increasingly, meant one thing to audiences, another to professionals: the “poietic” and the “esthesic” were drifting apart. Some have regarded this as a liberation, others as a tragedy. The aspect of Wozzeck that many find miraculous is the way in which Berg managed, particularly in act III, to yoke poietics and esthesics to a common purpose. The purposes are measurably less common in the earlier acts of the opera, and there are many later modernist works in which there is no discernable connection between the two, even works in which there seems to be no discernable esthesic component at all.

  


  
    EX. 9-13A Alban Berg’s “master array”
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    Berg never approached such an extreme. His “research” (except, perhaps, in his Chamber Concerto) never became an end in itself. But the ends to which it was the means were not only communicative. In a commentary on Berg’s jeux d’esprit that was far less contentious but no less insightful than Sessions’s, the literary critic Herbert Lindenberger, who began his career with a study of Büchner, compared Berg’s “form-consciousness” in Wozzeck to other manifestations of “classicism” in the art of the 1920s. These included Stravinsky’s, of course, but also, as Lindenberger reminds us, the literary work of writers like James Joyce and T. S. Eliot.

  


  
    EX. 9-13B Alban Berg, Wozzeck, Act II, scene 3, incorporation of the “master array”
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    He quotes Eliot’s defense of Joyce’s novel Ulysses, in which (as in Wozzeck) naturalistic content is presented within, and through, a framework of recondite technical tours de force and jeux d’esprit. That frame, in Joyce’s case, was derived from Greek mythology, and in particular from Homer’s Odyssey. Joyce, like Berg, had been accused of turning art into mere wit; but Eliot suggested that his method was “a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history.”13 Lindenberger very reasonably compares Joyce’s method as described by Eliot to “the function of the tight musical forms which Berg employs to contain the chaotic and characteristically modern materials that he found in Büchner’s play.”14 This comparison brings Wozzeck within the purview of another, more famous, dictum of Eliot’s: “It is a function of all art to give us some perception of an order in life, by imposing an order upon it.”15 But what Eliot propounds as a universal principle, it is now easy enough to see, was more a symptom of an obsession peculiar to his time, a time when artists in all media, including many (like Schoenberg and Stravinsky) who regarded one another as esthetic antagonists with nothing at all in common, but all reeling together at the futility, the anarchy, the loss of faith, and the havoc wrought by the most needless and destructive of all wars, took refuge together in a consoling order they had purchased by a huge investment in irony.

  


  IRONY AND SOCIAL REALITY


  
    But did that consoling sense of order jibe with Berg’s avowed purpose, in Wozzeck, of exposing a social problem? Or was it just a palliative? And what is the point of exposing a social problem if not to do something about it? Otherwise, it could again be argued (and it certainly was argued), the exposure amounts to no more than voyeurism, no more socially useful than the titillation Puccini’s suffering heroines afforded the gawking men in the traditional opera theater. Indeed, such titillation was socially regressive, the argument went, because it was experienced (or rationalized) as pity, vice thus masquerading as virtue.

  


  


  
    That is why Joseph Kerman, among others but especially eloquently, refused to be taken in by the famous “tonal” interlude in act III. His were the dismissive comments about it (“lachrymose waltz,” “parade of leitmotives”) quoted above, and he went on from there to reproach the composer for mistaking pity for self-pity, turning what might have been a call for social action into a voluptuous wallow in self-gratifying sentiment. Kerman, writing in the 1950s, was echoing a common complaint of the 1920s, when stimulating social action through art was one of the chief orders of the day, especially in the new republics of Germany and Austria, and the young Soviet Union, where political and social revolution were the chief facts of recent history.

  


  
    One Soviet critic, Boris Asafyev, in a book about Stravinsky completed in 1926 and published in 1929, hailed his “neoclassical” phase not as a restoration of the past but as an awakening to contemporary reality. “Contemporary life,” he wrote, “demands discipline of the will and a steady concentration of all the faculties from those who wish to be in the mainstream of work and affairs and not be left standing on the bank.”16 And so does contemporary art. In contemporary music, as Asafyev described it, responses to these demands “can be seen in the striving for severity of construction, for clarity of writing, for concentration of the greatest tension within the shortest possible time, for the attainment of the greatest expression with the most economical expenditure of performing forces.”

  


  
    That already sounds like Stravinsky’s Octet, which for Asafyev did not mark a return to Bach but on the contrary “asserts the dynamics of life.” And no matter how many stylistic allusions such music made to the preromantic “classics,” those gestures were always to be read as metaphors for postromantic reality, “the impetuous current of our lives with its springy rhythms, its flying tempi, and its obedience to the pulsations of work.” Moreover, Asafyev adds, such music “has not been able to escape the influences of contemporary city streets.” Think of the end of Stravinsky’s Octet, where Bach morphs unexpectedly but, in retrospect inevitably, into a Charleston, the dance rage of the twenties.

  


  
    The legacy of romanticism, by contrast, was “hypnotic, sterile, hedonistic.” It encouraged passivity, whereas for Asafyev the goal of contemporary music was to bring the virtuosity formerly expended on casting hypnotic spells “out into the world of actuality,” which required a style “nearer to the street than to the salon, nearer to the life of public actuality than to that of philosophical seclusion.”17 Such a style exudes “energy, action, and actuality” rather than mere subjective “reflection,” which can only lead to paralysis of the will. It is “rooted in the sensations of contemporary life and culture and not merely in personal sentiments and emotions.” The reality it presents is a social, not an “inner,” reality.

  


  
    The word Asafyev keeps coming back to—“actuality” (aktual’nost’ in Russian)—was an attempt to render an untranslatable German word, Sachlichkeit, of which a literal English translation might be something like “thinginess,” since the German root, Sache, means “thing.” It conveys concreteness, alertness, objectivity, sobriety, hard reality, matter-of-factness as opposed to romantic make-believe. Since 1923, when it was coined by Gustav Hartlaub, the director of a German museum, the phrase neue Sachlichkeit (“new actuality”) had been an artistic watchword in Germany, the esthetic emblem of the fragile Weimar Republic (so called because its constitution was drafted in the East German town of Weimar in 1919) that was set up to replace the fallen German Empire with an experiment in liberal democracy. It could be taken in retrospect as a “leftist” counterpart to Ortega’s “dehumanization.”

  


  
    Until the composer flinched in act III, Wozzeck might have qualified as an example of neue Sachlichkeit. (Its literary prototype by Büchner, although it preceded the actual concept by about a hundred years, came closer to it.) But postwar Germany did not lack for unflinching composers, who in the spirit of neue Sachlichkeit invented a new kind of topical opera called Zeitoper, another untranslatable term that might be approximated as “opera of the times,” or even “now-opera.” A now-opera was an opera about things right now, rather than things eternal. It was not necessarily an opera about current events; indeed, some of the most conspicuous Zeitopern were cast as allegories. But the composer who wrote it was acting as a citizen commentator, not a priest of art whose kingdom was not of this world, and the work was valued for its contemporary relevance, not its timeless merit. It was inevitable that Zeitoper and neue Sachlichkeit, together with the related notion of Gebrauchsmusik (music for use rather than contemplation), should have arisen first in postwar Germany.

  


  
    If, as we have seen, World War I looms as a great divide even in the historiography of the victor nations, how much more a cataclysm did it seem to the losers, for whom it brought immediate political upheaval and economic chaos, the palpable legacy of “decadence.” Gebrauchsmusik and neue Sachlichkeit were not just a reaction to romanticism, but a reaction to all the forces that were seen to have precipitated the war, forces that preeminently included nationalism. Having experienced ruin, German artists, the ostensible heirs of the “mainstream”, were more suspicious than anyone else of the lie of transcendence, any promise of immortality, permanence, lasting value. Hence the cult of the perishable, the ephemeral, the transient. Hence, too, the notion of an art that was not only to be used but to be used up. Obsolescence—blithely planned obsolescence, the considered rejection of “masterpiece culture”—was the price of true contemporaneity. The chief standard bearer for all these antiromantic notions was Paul Hindemith (1895-1963), a fabulously gifted all-round musician who was an internationally acclaimed viola soloist as well as Germany’s leading composer in the 1920s and 1930s. He had begun his career as the expressionist’s expressionist, with a pair of scandalous one-act operas—Mörder, Hoffnung der Frauen (“Murderer, the hope of womankind”, 1919), which glorified rape, and Sancta Susanna (“Saint Susanna”, 1922) about sexual hysteria in a convent—that made him famous when they were condemned from Lutheran pulpits and banned in Frankfurt. These operas maintained prewar “maximalist” styles (the first “post-Strauss,” the second “post-Debussy”). Another early opera, however, Das Nusch-Nuschi (1921), showed signs of postwar irreverence for high artistic values, holding up to ridicule one of the sublimest moments in Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. It, too, caused a scandal.

  


  
    The planned-obsolescence factor first showed itself in Hindemith’s instrumental music. The last movement of his Kammermusik Nr. 1 (Chamber Music No. 1, actually a sort of symphony for chamber orchestra) was titled “Finale: 1921” and quoted a foxtrot popularized that year by a German dance band. The next year’s model, the Suite “1922” for piano, sported a “Shimmy” and a “Boston,” American dances similar to the Charleston. The composer’s own title-page cartoon (Fig. 9-3) shows a chance moment on a bustling thoroughfare (compare Asafyev’s emphasis on “the street” as inspiration).

  


  
    Urbane antimetaphysics of another sort was embodied in the music Hindemith wrote for himself to perform, epitomized in another product of 1922, the Sonata for solo viola, op. 25, no. 1. This was Spielmusik (“player’s music”), unadulterated by any higher purpose than … well, than spieling it. The activity of performing it was its content. (Again compare Asafyev’s emphasis on “energy, action, actuality.”) “I composed the first and fifth movements in a buffet car between Frankfurt and Cologne and then went straight on to the platform and played the sonata,”18 the notoriously prolific Hindemith boasted in a footnote to his enormous catalogue of works. That was turning matter-of-factness into a high artistic principle, and so was Hindemith’s zeal to insulate his music from “tiresome rubato-playing and ‘expression’-art”19 by the use of sloganeering performance directions. The fourth movement of the solo viola sonata (Ex. 9-14), set at a palpably unplayable tempo of [image: Image] = 600 − 640, carries the rubric “Frantic tempo. Boisterous. Beauty of tone is unimportant.”
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    FIG. 9-3 Title page of Hindemith’s Suite “1922.”

  


  


  
    EX. 9-14 Paul Hindemith, Sonata for solo viola, Op. 25, no. 1, IV
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  “AMERICANISM” AND MEDIA TECHNOLOGY


  
    The Zeitoper, where all of these Weimarish notions intersected and reached their peak, was ushered in, on 10 February 1927, by Jonny spielt auf (“Johnny goes to town”). The hit of the decade, if not the century, it made its composer, Ernst Krenek (1900-91), a precocious Czech-born citizen of Austria who had already written four operas, a European celebrity at twenty-six, and financially independent for the rest of his long life. During the next season, 1927–28, Jonny had forty-five productions and 421 performances as far west as Antwerp and as far east as Lemberg (now L’viv in Ukraine). By 1929 it had been performed on three continents, and its libretto had been translated into fourteen languages. “Now-opera” deserved its name: it had a prominence in the cultural life of its time matched only by the French and Italian grand operas of the nineteenth century and never equaled since, for opera soon lost its status as mass entertainment. (Krenek went on to write sixteen more operas, of which only one had more than a single production.)

  


  


  
    The title character, a Negro jazz musician who wins the girl from a dreamy postromantic German composer and steals a magic life-giving violin from a glamorous virtuoso who perishes under the wheels of a boat-train headed for America, was an obvious allegory of the New World’s triumph over the old in the wake of the exhausting war. Its “Americanism” was essentially a call to “lighten up” and live in the present. Many European conservatives were more sensitive to its implied endorsement of racial miscegenation, taking the opera as yet another symptom of what the pessimistic historian Oswald Spengler, in the title of his 1922 bestseller, called Der Untergang des Abendlandes (“The decline of the west”). Its lean, mean textures and speedy, angular music, alert and twitching with new-world rhythms, were a threat to all traditional Germanic values of “inwardness” and “depth.” Its emblematic sound is that of mechanically reproduced music (an American invention): onstage record players and radios blaring the “American” dance music associated with the title character. One of the opera’s main leitmotifs is a shimmy (Krenek wrongly labeled it a “Blues”) called Leb’ wohl, mein Schatz—roughly, “Bye-bye, baby”—played in breakneck fashion by the orchestra at what Krenek calls a schnelles Grammophon-Tempo (quick record-player tempo), leaving absolutely no time for subjective reflection (Ex. 9-15).

  


  
    An even more ironic clash between the “classical” form of a Zeitoper and its ephemeral content pervades Hindemith’s Neues vom Tage of 1929. The title, literally “News of the Day,” is what newsboys shouted on German city streets; the English equivalent would be “Read all about it!” or “Extra! Extra!” Its subject, however, is not the news of any particular day, but the idea of contemporary celebrity, sensation-mongering, publicity, and instant comment—an idea that has only grown more timely as the news media have grown ever quicker and more ubiquitous. A divorcing couple, Eduard and Laura, attract the attention of the press, which follows them everywhere, even into the bathroom. (Act II begins with the presumably naked Laura in an onstage bathtub, singing an aria about the modern miracle of indoor plumbing.) Laura and Eduard hire publicity managers and restage their quarrel nightly for the benefit of a gawking public. In the process they fall in love again, but the public insists on its own satisfaction and they must divorce as promised. The coloratura bathtub aria (Ex. 9-16) is a good example of Hindemith’s brand of musical satire, in which traditional operatic forms are held up in a kind of mutually ridiculing tandem with the shallow stuff that passes for contemporary news in an age of burgeoning media.

  


  
    EX. 9-15 Ernst Krenek, Jonny spielt auf, “Leb’wohl, mein Schatz”
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  MUSIC FOR POLITICAL ACTION


  
    The result is a kind of panorama of contemporary mores, mocking to be sure but not indignant: the opera colludes with the butts of its own satire, affording its own public the kind of titillation the libretto ostensibly condemns, and ensuring a good (yes, and lucrative) reception. Was that hypocrisy or just good fun? Here the consternation came not just from the right, as with Jonny spielt auf, but from the left as well. For in Weimar Germany there were many who felt that the newly detached and ironic brand of art that went by the name of neue Sachlichkeit, well suited as it was to social comment, had to justify its existence by virtue of a worthy social purpose, and that meant more than fun.

  


  


  
    EX. 9-16 Paul Hindemith, Neues vom Tage, Bathtub Aria
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    “I have just played you some music by Wagner and his followers,” wrote Kurt Weill (1900-50), another composer of Zeitopern, in a newspaper article published on Christmas Day, 1928, and cast as an imaginary conversation with schoolchildren:

  


  
    You saw that it had so many notes in it that I couldn’t play them all. You tried to sing along with the melody but that didn’t work. You felt that the music was making you sleepy, or even a bit drunk, affecting you like alcohol or some other drug. But you didn’t want to go to sleep. You wanted to hear music that you could understand without explanation, that you could really absorb, and with tunes that you could quickly learn. Apparently you do not know that your parents still go to concerts sometimes. This is a custom that comes from the last century, arising out of social conditions that are no longer relevant to your generation. There are again today great issues that are of concern to everyone, and if music cannot be placed in the service of the general public then it has lost its reason for being.

  


  


  
    Write this down! Music is no longer something for the few.20
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    FIG. 9-4 Kurt Weill and Lotte Lenya at Brook House, 1942.

  


  


  
    Claiming to have “started from scratch” in an effort to adapt opera to these contemporary demands, Weill names the collaborator with whom he has joined forces, a man already famous for theatrical reform: Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956), who is often named together with Meyerhold and Pirandello as one of the great destroyers of theatrical illusion. Unlike the others, Brecht had an overtly political purpose, to which Weill also subscribed. The “service to the general public” of which Weill spoke was, in his and Brecht’s view, public political education or indoctrination as a stimulus to revolutionary political action. To achieve this purpose, music had not only to change its style, renouncing the paralyzing emotional “hypnosis” that Wagner had practiced so well, but also its function within the drama.

  


  
    Brecht called his theatrical style “epic theater.” In place of an illusion of real action, epic theater incorporated narrative, montage (scenes played in counterpoint from various separately lighted areas of the stage), and direct exhortation of the audience in defiance of the fourth wall. Sets and lighting were deliberately nonrealistic, and Brecht even allowed the staging process—the work of stagehands, the moving of props, the backstage assembly areas—to be visible to the audience. The purpose of all of this was frankly didactic: Brecht and his collaborators wanted to engage the audience’s fully conscious critical faculties and rationally argue a persuasive political case. That way the audience would not be rendered passive, like a hypnotized subject, attentive only to its own feelings, but rather active, engaged with social problems, and motivated to alleviate them. The urgent purpose of the contemporary theater, these artists felt, was to break the “music trance” associated with romanticism.

  


  
    The effect of witnessing the stage machinery in action made the artificiality of the drama evident to the spectators, and enabled them to retain their critical faculties. Indeed, seeing how artificial the theater was produced an effect Brecht called Verfremdung. It is usually translated as “alienation” or “defamiliarization,” but all it really means is that the epic theater makes its action and workings as “strange” (fremd) as possible, allowing the audience a distanced perspective that enables them to keep the play and its message distinct, so that they will leave the theater pondering not the former but the latter. Making things look in the theater the way they look in life—that is, familiar—encourages us to take them for granted, to pay them no real attention. (We all know what familiarity breeds.) Making them strange, putting them at an unaccustomed distance, makes us (as Ortega also taught) newly observant and newly impressionable.

  


  
    It would be no distortion of Brecht’s purpose, and no insult to his integrity, to say that his epic theater was an instrument of political propaganda, and that therein lay its justification. “Once the content becomes, technically speaking, an independent component, to which text, music and setting ‘adopt attitudes,’” Brecht wrote,

  


  
    once illusion is sacrificed to free discussion, and once the spectator, instead of being enabled to have an experience, is forced as it were to cast his vote; then a change has been launched which goes far beyond formal matters and begins for the first time to affect the theater’s social function.21

  


  


  
    The role of music in the epic theater, according to Weill, was similar to that of the newly noticeable stagecraft. Refuting a hundred years of operatic theorizing, or at least turning his back on it, Weill declared that “music cannot further the action of a play or create its background.” So much for Verdi, so much for Wagner, so much for all who have sought to make the music of an opera a continuous and flexible ambience for dramatic action or a subliminal intensifier of feeling. Instead, Weill contended, music “achieves its proper value when it interrupts the action at the right moments,” in order (as Brecht would say) to adopt an attitude toward the action and influence the spectator’s response to it.

  


  
    The musical interruption thus serves as a jolt, to puncture whatever illusion of reality remains and reengage the full, wide-awake attention of the audience, all the better to monger the message of the play. The musical numbers that accomplish this—Weill liked to call them “songs,” borrowing from English (but pronounced “zonks” in German)—serve the same purpose that the casting of rules or teachings in rhythm and rhyme had served since time immemorial. The music makes the message memorable. But to be memorable, music must be simple and direct. In practice, this meant imitating the form, and to some extent the style, of popular music.

  


  
    Weill called this jolt or interruption-effect, borrowing from the Latin, a musical Gestus, a word combining the idea of “gesture” with that of “deed.” The proper function of music in the theater he called its “gestic character”22 (der gestische Charakter der Musik). He illustrated it in his newspaper talk by suddenly interrupting it and ordering the imaginary class of schoolchildren to “sing No. 16” (Ex. 9-17):

  


  
    EX. 9-17 Kurt Weill, “No. 16”
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    And what is this singsong “No. 16?” Weill playfully refrains from identifying it, so that in the context of the article it seems as if he were calling on a congregation to sing out of a hymnal. But most of his readers would have recognized it as one of the numbers from his big hit of the previous summer, Die Dreigroschenoper (“The threepenny opera”), even if they didn’t know that it happened to be “No. 16” in the printed score. The tune gives a fair idea of the level of simplicity at which Weill aimed, and the words (“Man lives by his wits, but off a head like yours a louse at best could live”) give the flavor of the “gestic” interruptions—cynical, even insulting sermonettes about social injustice and the audience’s complacent complicity in it. (For the “schoolchildren” he was addressing in the newspaper piece, Weill softened “louse” to “mouse.”)
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    FIG. 9-5 Brecht and Weill, Die Dreigroschenoper (Oldenburg, 1929): Maria Martinsen as Jenny.

  


  


  
    A play in dialogue with musical numbers, Die Dreigroschenoper was the second show Weill had produced in collaboration with Brecht. Like Jonny spielt auf, it was one of the legendary box-office sensations of the Weimar Republic, with over three hundred performances in a single Berlin theater during the first year of its run. By 1933, the publisher had licensed a total of 133 productions worldwide. Such a play would have been called a Singspiel in the eighteenth century. To that extent, it was an ironized return to an outmoded or preromantic genre like so much of the art of the 1920s. It even had a specific eighteenth-century model, The Beggar’s Opera (1728) by the English playwright John Gay, a satirical “ballad opera” about London lowlife in which the music had consisted of harmonized popular tunes. (Weill quoted one of them for effect, but otherwise wrote a new and original score.) The clever subtitle Weill and Brecht came up with, Songspiel, captured both its “classical” resonances and its contemporary relevance. In the original production, the “antioperatic” thrust was maintained by casting cabaret singers and dramatic actors who could more or less carry a tune in the singing roles, rather than operatically trained voices. (One of the actresses was Weill’s wife, Lotte Lenya, who supervised a famous New York revival in translation, which ran for 2,611 performances in the mid-1950s.) The original “pit orchestra” consisted of seven cabaret musicians “doubling” on a total of twenty-three instruments. The “gestus” or interruption-effect of the music was enhanced by radically changing the lighting for each song, displaying its title on a screen, and keeping the instrumentalists visible to the audience at all times.

  


  
    Die Dreigroschenoper makes a fascinating comparison with Wozzeck, since both operas had as their stated aim the exposure of a social problem—namely, society’s hypocritically “criminalizing” mistreatment of the poor. But where Wozzeck adopted a conventional attitude of pity toward its subject, allowed its audience a satisfying (or self-satisfying) catharsis that left it feeling virtuously compassionate, and clothed the drama in a prodigally—even ostentatiously—inventive musical fabric, Die Dreigroschenoper maintains a tone of unmitigated anger and sarcasm, challenging its audience’s presumption of moral superiority and indicting its complacency, while using music that (as Weill proudly demonstrated in his newspaper article) rejected the advanced musical techniques and idioms of the day as ostentatiously as Berg had embraced them.

  


  
    The act II finale, which carries the title ‘Ballade über die Frage: ‘Wovon lebt der Mensch?” (“Ballad about the question, What keeps a man alive?”) makes the comparison with Wozzeck particularly pointed, since it deals explicitly with the plight of “arme Leute” (poor folk), the quintessential Wozzeckian theme. Where the title character of Berg’s opera, though he ends a criminal, is presented as a good man more sinned against than sinning, the main character of Die Dreigroschenoper, Macheath (alias Mac the Knife), is the head of a gang of street robbers—a confirmed and dedicated (indeed a professional) felon.

  


  
    In Gay’s opera Macheath’s frank villainy is used as a witty foil to expose the hypocritical villainy of polite society. No better way is proposed, and the satire (like most eighteenth-century satire) is of the mildest, friendliest sort. In Brecht’s adaptation, Macheath’s villainy is decried as the inevitable result of social injustice. It is not humorously endorsed after Gay’s fashion, but neither is it sanctimoniously condemned. The message of the play, which Weill’s music intervenes to underscore, is that villainy must be eradicated humanely, not by zealous self-righteous punishment, but by attacking its root cause, poverty.

  


  
    The final ballad in act II takes place just after Macheath has escaped from prison. He had been fingered by a group of whores whom he has continued to patronize although married (to two women at once, it later turns out), and who have been bribed to betray him by one of his fathers-in-law not for any reason of justice but merely so that his daughter can come back home and go on working for her father without pay. The ballad (Ex. 9-18), sung by Macheath together with one of the whores who has turned him in (and who will turn around in the next act and betray him again, for money), describes the dog-eat-dog reality the “arme Leute” must confront, a world in which the idle moralizing of the well-fed has no place.

  


  
    It is sung in front of the curtain, directly to the audience. Not only does this breach the fourth wall, it amounts to a stepping out of character, as Brecht often prescribed: “the actor must not only sing,” he wrote, “but show a man singing.”23 The audience no longer feels it is watching the antics of fictional characters, but rather that it is seeing and hearing two singing actors for whom Brecht and Weill have written a harangue with no other purpose than to defy the audience’s right to pass a moral judgment on the action it has observed: “For even honest folk [yes, you!] will act like sinners/Unless they’ve had their customary dinners!” (as translated for the New York production by the American composer Marc Blitzstein).

  


  RIGHTEOUS RENUNCIATION, OR WHAT?


  
    It is obvious, of course, that the music to which this sardonic number is set, despite Weill’s avowals in the newspaper, is not music for twelve-year-olds. It is the work of a sophisticated and highly trained professional, one who had all the technique it would have taken to compose another Wozzeck, and in fact one who at first seemed headed in exactly that direction. The son of a well-known synagogue cantor, Weill was a composing prodigy and was given a training of the most elite caliber. At eighteen he enrolled in Engelbert Humperdinck’s composition class at the Berlin Conservatory. Two years later, he was accepted into a master class for young composers that was created for Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924), then the most sought-after composition teacher in Europe, at the Prussian Academy of Arts. He worked with Busoni for three years, absorbing his teacher’s ideas about what he called junge Klassizität (“young classicism” as antidote to “decadence”), but he was also attracted to the music and teaching of Schoenberg, who reciprocated his esteem to the extent of nominating him for a government stipend.

  


  


  
    EX. 9-18 Kurt Weill, Die Dreigroschenoper, “Zweites Dreigroschenfinale,” mm. 18–31
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    Weill’s early works included a symphony (1921), two string quartets (1919, 1923), a violin concerto (1924, scored like Stravinsky’s piano concerto for a wind orchestra), and most characteristically, a Sinfonia Sacra (1922) whose three neobaroque movements (Fantasia, Passacaglia, Hymnus) reflected Busoni’s neoclassical teachings most directly. The musical style that Weill employed, however, was very far from that of the early “neoclassicists,” resembling instead the “pantonal” style of Schoenberg’s expressionist phase. His first opera, Der Protagonist (1924) had a libretto by Georg Kaiser, then Germany’s leading expressionist playwright, and cemented his early alliance with the Viennese atonalists. The composer with whom the young Weill was most frequently compared, in fact, was Berg.

  


  
    So the style of Die Dreigroschenoper was the result of a deliberate, radical, and very controversial renunciation. Was it a sacrifice to social conscience, or just a commercial sellout? The work professes the former in no uncertain terms, but its great commercial success suggested the latter to many, especially artists who maintained a traditional commitment to “disinterested” romantic values. Schoenberg, the most adamant of them all, refused even to recognize a distinction between social commitment and commercial compromise, accusing Hindemith, Krenek, and Weill equally of “a lack of conscience” and “a disturbing lack of responsibility.”24 The artist’s primary obligation, under romanticism, was not to other people but to art. A social conscience was therefore no conscience at all. Indeed, lack of a proper contempt for the world and its inhabitants was contemptible. The greatest sin of neue Sachlichkeit, in Schoenberg’s eyes, was its esthetic “nonchalance.” Yet even if we decide not to hold his success against the composer, concluding that results do not necessarily reflect on motives and granting Weill and Brecht the benefit of every doubt, a dilemma remains. Can an art dedicated to shocking the middle-class public out of its complacency be said to have succeeded when that very public consumes it with delight? Brecht himself, sensitive both to this point and to the possibility that Weill’s contribution was upstaging his own, eventually belittled the music in Die Dreigroschenoper and claimed to prefer a revised version in which the actors would improvise minimal melodies of their own: he called this better style of didactic theater music “Misuk” (pronounced mee-ZOOK) as opposed to “Musik” (moo-ZEEK), the normal German word for music, which for him denoted something merely “culinary”25—that is, sensuously appealing rather than instructive.

  


  
    There was no chance of revising Die Dreigroschenoper in this way; not only were audiences unlikely to accept it, but Weill’s contribution was legally protected, even from Brecht. And yet Weill, too, faced a problem posed by the popularity of his art and the political compromise that implied. Was there a politically effective alternative? If his art were to maintain a “difficult” stylistic exterior, as critics faithful to Schoenberg (like Adorno) insisted that art must do if it was to communicate a difficult social message, but that difficulty dissuaded its potential audience to the point where no one was listening, then has it succeeded any better? Can “serious” art ever be an effective medium for political propaganda or a spur to social action? Or is it doomed by its very nature to be either an esthetic plaything or, worse, an instrument for the maintenance of social hierarchies?

  


  
    No one could possibly claim now that Die Dreigroschenoper, a proven audience favorite thanks to its catchy music, has been an instrument for social change. But Weill and Brecht also experimented with more modest works in a less flamboyantly entertaining style, with a sterner sense of utility (Gebrauch), and with unsentimental messages that were at times truly unpalatable by ordinary theatrical standards. Among these more ascetic products of their collaboration were what Brecht called Lehrstücke (didactic pieces or “lessons”) and Schulopern (“school operas”).

  


  
    A Lehrstück was a work meant for amateur performance that would discipline the political attitudes of the participants along with their performance skills, and also furnish the eventual spectators with moral and political instruction. The first of them, Der Lindberghflug (“Lindbergh’s flight”, 1929), was produced by Brecht in collaboration with both Weill and Hindemith. (Later Weill reset it alone as a cantata for professional performance.) It was meant, and was probably the first musical work to be meant, primarily for radio performance, making extensive use of sound effects (propellers, wind, murmuring waves, cheering crowds) that depended for their effect on the invisibility of their source.

  


  
    The work was a determined attempt to divest Lindbergh’s famous solo transatlantic flight of its heroic aura—or rather its aura of heroic individualism. Lindbergh (tenor) introduces himself in an aria that could serve as a textbook illustration of neue Sachlichkeit matter-of-factness: he gives his name, his age, his nationality, and a list of the equipment he is carrying. The baritone soloist, a “listener” to broadcast flight news, was directed to render his part mechanically, “without identifying his own feelings with those contained in the text, pausing at the end of each line; in other words, in the spirit of an exercise.” The emphasis was taken away from the man and placed on the event as a scientific or technological breakthrough that depended on many besides the flyer himself. (Indeed, Lindbergh—who had compromised himself on the eve of World War II by expressing admiration for the Nazi regime—actually disappeared from a revised version of the Lehrstück that Brecht prepared in 1950 under the title Der Ozeanflug, “The ocean flight.”)

  


  NEW-MORALITY PLAYS


  
    Together with Hindemith alone, Brecht produced another Lehrstück that was first performed under that name alone in 1929 at a new music festival near the German resort town of Baden, but was later published as Das Badener Lehrstück vom Einverständnis, “The Baden lesson on acquiescence.” It embodies an even more stringent version of the lesson contained in the Lindbergh piece. It is also about a flyer, an unnamed pilot who is injured in a crash. He appeals for help but is persuaded by the chorus that he does not deserve it; rather he is taught to acknowledge the insignificance of his own life within the social scheme, and to accept death.

  


  


  
    In Die Massnahme (“The measure taken,” 1930), a Lehrstück written in collaboration with the Communist composer Hanns Eisler (1898–1962), this message is magnified startlingly. A “young comrade,” who has responded to a moral dilemma as a feeling individual rather than in accord with Party doctrine, is killed for the good of the cause—but only after his “assent” is demanded and given. Part of what makes Die Massnahme so startling to recall is our present awareness of the similarity between the measures it advocates hypothetically and those actually taken several years later at the notorious Moscow “show trials,” where many old revolutionaries were forced or (worse) persuaded to confess to capital offenses of which they were in fact innocent. Its text often resorts to straight political exhortation—“Agitprop” or agitational propaganda, as it was called in Communist circles—drawn in part from the writings of social and civic activists including Lenin, the founder of the Soviet state.

  


  
    Eisler’s settings of these texts, for “workers’ chorus,” were in a rigorously simplified style, mainly unison singing or two-part harmony accompanied by brass and percussion (and piano, whenever the bourgeoisie needed to be mocked). Songs like these, meant in the first place to give the singers a sense of political solidarity, were called “mass songs” (Massenlieder) or “battle songs” (Kampflieder). At particularly forceful moments, the chorus left off singing altogether and shouted in rhythmic unison. At the first performance, after-hours at one of Berlin’s largest concert halls, the composer, who might have conducted, instead practiced what he preached, standing among the choristers in a gesture of workingclass solidarity. The title phrase in “Change the World: It Needs It” (Ändere die Welt, sie braucht es, Ex. 9-19), with words by Brecht, became a famous Communist slogan in its own right. The text justifies violence in a good cause. The distinctive style of the setting stems from a prevalence of tritones, evidence of the composer’s familiarity with the modern music of his day.

  


  
    EX. 9-19 Hanns Eisler, Die Massnahme, “Ändere die Welt, sie braucht es,” mm. 19–38
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    Nevertheless, Die Massnahme, submitted for performance at a Berlin New Music Festival, was rejected by a screening committee, of which Hindemith was a member, on grounds of “artistic mediocrity.” Yet its perpetrator had renounced a training every bit as elite and prestigious as Weill’s, and far more so than Hindemith’s. Eisler had been a pupil of Schoenberg, no less, who had once named the political renegade-to-be, together with Webern and Berg, as “the most talented young composers, with the best preparation, whom I have taught.” Unlike Weill’s, Eisler’s idealism was never questioned; he never had a popular hit, and never sought one. Even Weill came, eventually, to despise him—but that is not a story for this chapter.

  


  
    Possibly the most stylistically significant Lehrstück or Schuloper (the collaborators used the terms interchangeably) was Der Jasager (“The yea-sayer,” or “He who says yes,” 1930), which Weill and Brecht wrote for performance by schoolchildren, plus a single adult performer—the Teacher, to emphasize even further the didactic nature of the piece. Its first performance was given under prestigious government sponsorship, underwritten by Berlin’s Central Institute for Education and Instruction and acted by the pupils of the Berlin Academy of Church and School Music: this was the closest to official recognition that the idea of modernist, ostensibly leftwing Gebrauchsmusik ever achieved in Weimar Germany. Thereafter, the little school opera had almost as many productions in its modest domain as Die Dreigroschenoper had on Germany’s glamour stages. Adopted by the German Ministry of Education as a curricular offering, it was produced in more than three hundred German schools by 1932.

  


  
    Like the plot of Die Dreigroschenoper, the plot of Der Jasager was borrowed from an archaic source, in this case an exotic one as well: a fifteenthcentury Japanese Noh play (or ceremonial drama) that tells of a boy who, to obtain medicine for his sick mother, accompanies a group of students over a dangerous mountain pass, but falling ill, bows to custom and allows himself to be hurled into the valley so as not to stay the progress of the group. Like the original Lehrstück, and like Die Massnahme (if not so blatantly topical as these), it is another study in “Einverständnis” or acquiescence for the sake of the common good, didactically proclaimed by the chorus that both opens and closes the show (Ex. 9-20a).

  


  
    Unlike the brazen score of Die Dreigroschenoper, with its flashy gestures toward contemporary popular music, and unlike Eisler’s raucous Massenlieder, Weill’s music for Der Jasager is quietly serious and almost ascetically spare. In this it seems to be vying with the “stripped down” or denuded style—the style dépouillé—that French critics were hailing in the “neoclassical” works of Stravinsky. But where Stravinsky’s asceticism was an asceticism of chic, and an explicit rejection of “content,” Weill’s asceticism served the needs of the grave and semiritualistic text—the overriding Gebrauch or use-value to which his art was subservient.

  


  
    EX. 9-20A Kurt Weill, Der Jasager, no. 1 (chorus)
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    In an essay on Der Jasager that he published in a Berlin arts magazine, Weill came close (almost as close as Stravinsky or Schoenberg, to say nothing of Brecht) to asserting his ideas prescriptively, as an obligation on all composers. He glossed the term Schuloper in three ways: first, as a school for composers of opera, teaching them a new foundation for musical theater; second, as a schooling for performers, teaching them “simplicity and naturalness”26; and third, as instruction on how art may be placed at the service of social institutions, rather than being a selfish end in itself. Only then did he take up the matter of the play’s moral teaching and the way in which the music enhanced its persuasiveness.

  


  
    The climactic scene, in which the boy does the thing for which he is named (Ex. 9-20b), is a study in purposeful restraint: climax by vast understatement. Rarely have so few notes been called upon to do more expressive work. The expression, moreover, however histrionically it is curbed, is of the traditional “romantic” type. Although one of the reasons for restraint was the neue Sachlichkeit precept that persuasion must be rational rather than emotional and acquiescence freely considered rather than coerced, the very presence of music says and does otherwise. Stephen Hinton, a historian of “Weimar” musical culture, has pointed out that the chorus that narrates and reflects upon the child’s sacrificial death modulates to the traditional lamenting key of D minor, the very key on which Berg wrote his cathartic “invention” at the climax of Wozzeck, and that in this radically stripped-down context, its stark dissonances carry a payload of “immense human grief.”27 What the music seems to convey is less a celebration of submission to the demands of a collective or corporate body than a resigned recognition that such a sacrifice is sometimes necessary, and that one must be taught to know when that is the case.

  


  
    EX. 9-20B Kurt Weill, Der Jasager, no. 10 (concluding scene)
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    Ultimately, Weill’s and Brecht’s own attitudes are less important historically than the controversy to which Der Jasager gave rise. Once it had left its creators’ hands, it led an unpredictable life of its own in the clamorous and unruly political atmosphere of Weimar Germany. Precisely because it had been given an official sanction by a government ministry, the play became the object of furious contention, not all of it to Weill’s or Brecht’s liking. Conservative Christian writers, and even some on the fascist extreme, praised the play for its moral authoritarianism, and some leftist critics objected to the ease with which it could be given a rightist twist. (And maybe that tells us something about the nature of totalitarian thinking.) It often happened, too, that the schoolchildren engaged in performing the piece objected to the ending.

  


  
    In theory, open discussion and critique were just what Lehrstücke like Der Jasager were supposed to provoke. In fact, Brecht revised the text to make it more palatable, and to prevent the sacrifice from being interpreted as favoring the wrong cause. In the first revision, the boy was portrayed as seeking medicine not just for his own mother, but for his whole village, which would suffer if the expedition were delayed on his account; and he asks to be killed in part because he fears being left alone. These changes lessened the chances that his acquiescence might be viewed as unjust.

  


  
    The second revision, much more radical, produced a sort of counterplay called Der Neinsager (“He who says no”). This time the boy refuses to be sacrificed, and the group turns back. His apparent selfishness is mitigated by leaving out the part about the medicine, leaving in its stead only an irrational “Great Custom” that travelers who fall ill must die. The new message, that “great customs” should not be blindly followed, as bourgeois traditionalists might urge, but rather subjected to rational critique, could also serve revolutionary purposes. There was an additional point as well, emphasized by Hinton, who writes that by the early 1930s, the threat of fascism—a political reality in which “nay-sayers would not be tolerated”28 —was sufficiently real to motivate a play that would advocate their protection. Brecht actually imagined performances of Der Jasager and Der Neinsager on the same bill, but Weill never wrote a setting for the latter.

  


  THE DEATH OF OPERA?


  
    These debates are worth pondering in detail, not so much for the sake of the issues they raised in their day, but simply as an indication of how seriously artworks were both meant and taken as political expressions in Weimar Germany. The vigor with which Der Jasager was discussed, and the frequency with which it was performed, are evidence in turn of a larger historical situation that now seems far more deserving of comment than it could possibly have seemed at the time. The operas and musical plays discussed in this chapter—by Prokofieff, by Berg, by Krenek, by Hindemith, and by Weill—were successful and popular in a way that almost no opera has been since 1933. For the thriving operatic economy of the Weimar Republic was the last truly thriving—that is, consumption-driven—economy in the history of opera.

  


  


  
    These composers wrote for a ready market. Their work was in demand. They strove not for eventual immortality but for immediate success. Ephemerality, not immortality, was the order of the day. Sudden eclipse was actually part of the bargain. An opera had its place in the sun if it managed to earn one, and then it moved out of the way. Evanescence was not just the price of a booming operatic economy, it was also the proof; it implied a constant interest in the new. Producers could recoup their investment in new works and sometimes make hefty profits, and so they sought out new works to produce. Premieres were more noteworthy than revivals, and commanded the lively interest of the press.

  


  
    But all of this came to an end in 1933, when the Nazi regime took power in Germany, and it has never been restored anywhere. In this chapter, that means, we have in effect witnessed the end of opera as a major contemporary genre. There will be operas to discuss in later chapters (and even a couple of important composers who specialized in the genre), but they will be few and far between, and almost none of them will have performance statistics to match any of the ones discussed in this chapter.

  


  
    So what happened?

  


  
    Most obviously and proximately, the Great Depression, the economic slump that began with the New York stock market crash in October 1929, and over the next few years encompassed the globe. Beginning in 1931, many theaters in Germany had to close, and even in the theaters that hung on impresarios had to flee the copyrighted contemporary repertory, where expensive royalties had to be paid, and seek refuge in the cheaper public domain. But whereas the spoken theater eventually regained and surpassed its previous artistic and economic levels, contemporary operatic culture was effectively killed, and not only in Germany but worldwide. What killed it?

  


  
    “Talkies,” which were really singies, with or without songs. The movies did not only preempt the operatic audience. At a profound level, the movies became the operas of the mid-to late-twentieth century, leaving the actual opera houses with a closed-off museum repertoire, to which new additions have been exceedingly few, and with a specialized audience of aficionados—“opera buffs,” “canary fanciers”—rather than a general entertainment public hungry for sensation. With the advent of the sound film, opera found its preeminence as a union of the arts compromised, and its standing as the grandest of all spectacles usurped.

  


  
    The kinds of subjects that had been opera’s chief preserve—myth and epic, historical costume drama, romance, fast-paced farce—suited the new medium even better. Actors and actresses on film were literally, not just metaphorically, larger than life. The mythic aura of the diva attached itself irrecoverably to them. Cinematic transport to distant times and climes was instantaneous. Evocative atmosphere, exotic or realistic, could be more potently conjured up on film than on the best-equipped operatic stage, and the narrative techniques of the movies were unprecedentedly flexible and compelling. Film, in short, could keep the promise of romanticism, and preserve its flame more effectively than opera, the romantic art par excellence, especially after opera had been invaded by neue Sachlichkeit.

  


  
    To the extent that music gave opera a reason for being by enhancing scale, magnifying characters, providing imaginative transport and “framing” devices that went beyond those of the spoken theater, it now found itself trumped in turn. As to music’s hitherto unique powers as a delineator or inducer of moods, as emotional catharsis, as sheer sensuous presence, it turned out that a movie soundtrack could be remarkably like an opera in its function, if not precisely in its means. Both sound-film and opera have the effect of surrounding an action in a metaphorical sonic ambience that represents and objectifies feeling. Like operatic characters, cinematic characters do not hear, as characters, the sounds that attend their behavior. They live in the sounds and through them. When music is actually performed in the course of the action, which happens in almost every opera and every film, a fascinating and endlessly variable tension is set up in both media between two levels of musically represented reality, and the codes that represent them.

  


  
    It is by no means stretching a point, therefore, to say that movies became the operas of the twentieth century. The creative energy that used to be invested in the opera business now goes into the movie industry, and so do the financial resources. The blockbuster emotional experiences that operas used to deliver are now far more dependably administered by the big screen. All that opera can uniquely claim (and of course it is a big thing) is the charismatic dramatic singer. But since the 1930s, charismatic opera singers have exercised their powers almost exclusively in the museum repertory, not the contemporary one. Most contemporary composers have not even called upon their services, having been convinced by a combination of academic theorizing and sour grapes that they should aim “above” the level of audience appeal.

  


  FROM VIENNA TO HOLLYWOOD


  
    The transmutation of opera into film is neatly—maybe even a little too neatly—epitomized by the career of the Viennese composer Erich Wolfgang Korngold (1897–1957), a composing prodigy on the order of Mozart and Mendelssohn. In 1907, aged ten, he played a cantata he had composed to Mahler, who pronounced him a genius and sent him to Alexander von Zemlinsky—Schoenberg’s former mentor—for study. At the age of eleven he composed a ballet that was performed to wide acclaim at the Vienna Court Opera in 1910, when Korngold was thirteen. From then on he was famous. His Sinfonietta, op. 5, composed when he was fifteen, aroused “awe and fear” in Richard Strauss, who pronounced Korngold’s “firmness of style, sovereignty of form, individuality of expression, and harmonic structure” to be the equal of any living composer’s.

  


  


  
    Korngold was one of the most active and successful participants in the explosive operatic culture of Weimar Germany. His third opera, Die tote Stadt (“The dead city,” 1920), on which he began work at the age of twenty, spread his fame throughout the world, with successful productions in Prague, Budapest, Antwerp, Lwów (Poland), and New York, to mention only those outside the German-speaking countries. It is a symbolist drama, with an action that takes place in a space ambiguously located between dream and reality. The music is sophisticated both in structure (the use of leitmotifs) and in sonority, the young Korngold being, among other things, a virtuoso orchestrator. With its gorgeous imagery of death and luxuriant decay, Die tote Stadt is often cited, despite the composer’s extreme youth (which precluded “genuine” world-weariness), as the supreme monument of musical “decadence.”

  


  
    Decadence was a little old-fashioned in the age of neue Sachlichkeit, but that did not impede the opera’s success, and Korngold followed up on it with an even more sumptuous expressionist drama, Das Wunder der Heliane (“Heliane’s miracle”, 1927), which contained an eight-minute nude scene for the title character that put even the one in Strauss’s Salome (not to mention Hindemith’s coy bathtub aria) in the shade. The music was an epitome of everything that Asafyev declared outdated: fat, round, heavy, swooning, slow-moving, full of puffy sublimated waltzes. It was the music of romantic “hypnosis” par excellence, and never was a musical hypnotist more adept than Korngold.

  


  
    He commanded the full panoply of Wagnerian and Straussian resources with a routined virtuosity that exceeded Wagner’s and Strauss’s, thanks to advances both in orchestral technology and orchestrational know-how. By the use of harp glissandos and brass harmonics, Korngold pioneered effects of orchestral portamento—the illusion of continuously sliding pitch to enhance and intensify modulations—that conspired with perpetual tempo rubato and constantly waxing and waning dynamics to produce (in Ortega’s sense) the most “humanized,” and (in Hulme’s sense) the most “vital” orchestral music ever written. One technical detail is indicative: the celesta, Richard Strauss’s sauce piquante (to speak in “culinary” terms), which famously adorned the scene of awakening love in Der Rosenkavalier, mutates with Korngold into an indefatigably churning section of keyboard and mallet instruments—xylophone, glockenspiel, harmonium, piano, organ, and even the rare glockenklavier, a set of tubular bells attached to a keyboard—that oozes endless aromatic goo.

  


  
    Listeners to Korngold’s music were sensually surfeited and emotionally buffeted to a degree that not even Strauss or Scriabin attempted. In his operas, particularly Heliane, he applied these hypnotic techniques to subject matter that combined bombastic religiosity and coy eroticism to produce something that might usefully be christened “sacroporn,” and that has become very familiar indeed to movie audiences from Hollywood’s many mythical and biblical epics. It was very popular with the opera audience that later became the movie audience. During his heyday in the 1920s, Korngold tied with Schoenberg in a newspaper poll to name the greatest living composer.

  


  
    But his career was abruptly cut short in 1938, when Austria joined Germany in the Nazi Third Reich, and Korngold had to join the great wave of Jewish emigration. Actually, Korngold was already in America when the Austro-German Anschluss (annexation) took place. The theatrical director Max Reinhardt, who as a German rather than an Austrian Jew had to flee from Hitler earlier than Korngold, invited the composer to Hollywood in 1934 to arrange Mendelssohn’s music for Reinhardt’s film of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Korngold accepted a contract as a staff composer at the Warner Brothers studio. Between 1935 and 1946 he furnished original scores for nineteen films, and won two Oscars. After Die Kathrin (1939), already in progress when he went to America, Korngold never wrote another opera.

  


  
    But of course he was writing opera all along. Korngold never had to adapt his style in any way to the exigencies of the new medium; it was perfectly suited. The style of Viennese opera that Korngold inherited and extended became the Hollywood style of the 1930s and 1940s, as established not only by Korngold but by other Central European immigrants like Max Steiner (1888–1971), who was in Hollywood as early as 1929. It was Steiner who pioneered the techniques of “underscoring” or putting continuous, leitmotif-laden music behind the dialogue in a talking picture, and this is what enabled the mutation of opera into cinema in method as well as style.

  


  
    Perhaps the finest operatic scene that Korngold ever wrote was the love scene from Anthony Adverse (1936), his third original score and one of the two that earned him Academy Awards. The opulently swooping, endlessly modulating music could be spliced right into Das Wunder der Heliane. The Tristanesque “Night” sequence from Another Dawn, Korngold’s second Hollywood feature, accompanied the ardent confessions of Kay Francis and Errol Flynn with a solo violin and a quartet of cellos to stand in for the lovers’ voices. It later furnished the thematic basis for the first movement of Korngold’s Violin Concerto (Ex. 9-21). Composed in 1945 for Jascha Heifetz (1901–87), perhaps the greatest virtuoso violinist of the time, it, too, was a sublimated operatic scene, nostalgically evoking the vanished world that Korngold once inhabited, and that he had helped transform.

  


  A NEW STILE ANTICO?


  
    Hollywood, it might seem, had provided a haven for a musical style that had become outmoded in the concert hall and opera house. The phenomenon could be interpreted in two ways. One could argue that the older style, having lost its contemporaneity (and therefore its authenticity), could only serve in a functional or auxiliary capacity, as an adjunct to the movies, administering emotional stimulation to audiences whose minds were elsewhere. That is how theorists in the tradition of the New German School interpreted it. But one could also argue that the “serious” arts, having fallen victim to the false assumptions of modernism, which measured aesthetic value only in terms of technical innovation, had lost their ability to communicate with any but snob audiences, hence were no longer viable or legitimate. The widening gap between the ordinary concert repertory and the predilections of modernist composers could be cited as evidence for either position: either that audiences were no longer paying due attention, or that modern music was no longer viable.

  


  


  
    EX. 9-21 Erich Korngold, Violin Concerto, beginning of first movement
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    FIG. 9-6 Serge Rachmaninoff, caricature by Alfred Bendiner.

  


  


  
    Both positions had fanatical and prestigious advocates. The most effective antimodernist standard bearer was Rachmaninoff, the virtuoso composer-performer mentioned toward the beginning of this chapter in conjunction with Prokofieff. His position in the public eye and his excellent reputation as an interpreter of the “museum repertory” (not to mention his box-office popularity) allowed Rachmaninoff’s very conservative music to join that museum repertory at a time when audiences and concert promoters were often actively resistant to modernist music. There were many, during the 1920s and 1930s, who regarded him as the greatest living composer, precisely because he was the only one who seemed capable of successfully maintaining the familiar and prestigious style of the nineteenth-century “classics” into the twentieth century. The fact that he was in fact capable of doing so, moreover, and that his style was as distinctive as any contemporary’s, could be used to refute the modernist argument that traditional styles had been exhausted.

  


  
    Rachmaninoff’s piano concertos, particularly the Second (1901) and the Third (1909), were repertory items at a time when the works of Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Bartók, and all the other modernists were considered specialty items at best; and his Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini for piano and orchestra (1934), a set of variations on the theme of Paganini’s Twenty-Fourth Caprice—which had already served Liszt and Brahms as a basis for virtuoso variations—might be called the very latest contribution to the standard (as opposed to the “modern”) concert repertory. Modernists derided him: Virgil Thomson, the American composer who in the 1940s was the country’s most influential music critic, called Rachmaninoff’s music “mainly an evocation of adolescence,” and “no part of our intellectual life.”29 But Rachmaninoff’s stature was commanding, and his reputation was not only undamaged but, in the eyes of his admirers, even enhanced by modernist abuse.

  


  
    He could afford to remain largely aloof from the captious criticism he attracted, but one of the variations in the Paganini Rhapsody seems to have been a joke at his critics’ expense. The eighteenth variation (Ex. 9-22), which has an independent fame, is the most unabashedly and “anachronistically” romantic of the lot in its expressive gestures. “I wrote it for my manager,” the composer (an inveterate jester behind his trademark scowl) sardonically confessed; and indeed, it recalled the manner, if not the style, of Chaikovsky, Rachmaninoff’s early mentor, who had died more than forty years previously (and of Chopin’s century-old Nocturnes behind Chaikovsky). But it is also the most intellectually and “modernistically” contrived. It uses the device of melodic inversion, which was not only a stock resource of academic counterpoint, but also a mainstay of Schoenberg’s “atonal” motivic processes. Perhaps needless to say, though, Rachmaninoff’s dissonances were entirely unemancipated.

  


  
    Yet if Rachmaninoff’s eminence and success insulated him from debate, his rather small output during his years of exile after 1917 may reflect discouragement after all at the reception his music was receiving from connoisseurs, as well as the limits his concert career placed on his composing time. Other traditionalists adopted a more embattled and polemical stance. A curious counterpart to Rachmaninoff was his close friend and fellow émigré Nikolai Medtner (1880-1951), another brilliant piano virtuoso whose composing career, however, lacked the luster—or at least the publicity—of Rachmaninoff’s.

  


  
    EX. 9-22 Serge Rachmaninoff, Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, 18th variation
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    While in Russia, Medtner was, as one admirer put it, “Moscow’s recognized composer,”30 especially after the deaths of Chaikovsky and Sergey Taneyev, Medtner’s teacher, who was known as the “Russian Brahms.” But having left Russia after the revolution, he found himself without an audience. His first destination was Germany; but the Germany he found in 1921 was not the Germany of Brahms or even the Germany of Mahler. It was the Germany of Weill and Hindemith and Schoenberg, and Medtner fled—to Paris. But the Paris he fled to was the Diaghilevized Paris where his countrymen Stravinsky and Prokofieff reigned supreme, and where Medtner for ten years suffered an agony of neglect.

  


  
    In 1935 he moved again, to England, whose then somewhat provincial musical climate offered him a more congenial environment. He once again became the center of a small but fairly influential coterie cult of fanatical admirers, who gave Medtner’s music more exposure on London’s concert stages than it ever had in Berlin or Paris. In London, too, he found a somewhat unlikely patron: the Maharajah of Mysore, the rich ruler of an Indian feudal state, who established “The Medtner Society” to subsidize a grandiose project to record the composer’s complete works in his own performances. Medtner lived to complete three big sets of 78 RPM discs before his death.

  


  
    With every move, Medtner found himself further on the margins of Europe’s musical life; and his final triumph with the assistance of an eccentric maharajah only underscored that marginality. He was painfully right to see his marginalism in social as well as artistic terms. In Paris, where he suffered most acutely from neglect, what particularly galled him was Stravinsky’s snob appeal. He attended the 1924 concert at which Stravinsky unveiled his “neoclassical” Concerto for Piano and Winds, and wrote to Rachmaninoff about it in a rage. The first item on the program was Stravinsky’s Firebird suite. Medtner found, to his surprise, that he liked it:

  


  
    But then the composer appeared with his new concerto and gave me such a box on the ear for my silly sentimentality that I couldn’t bear to stay until the end of The Rite of Spring, the more so as it showed its stuff right from the start. I walked out. But the public, who had filled the Paris Grand Opera to overflowing, this public who takes it as an insult if someone should appear in its midst in anything but tails or a smoking jacket (for which reason I had to hide myself and my little grey coat in the highest loges)—this public steadfastly withstood every slap in the face and every humiliation, and what is more, rewarded the author with deafening applause. What is all this?!31

  


  


  
    What it was, of course, was irony, something for which neither Medtner nor Rachmaninoff could muster a proper sympathy, which is why they—and all “sincere” romantics—had to suffer after the Great War. Medtner fought back with a book called Muse and Fashion (Muza i moda, 1935), in which he thunderously defined “modernism” as

  


  
    The fashion for fashion. “Modernism” is the tacit accord of a whole generation to expel the Muse, the former inspirer and teacher of poets and musicians, and install Fashion in her place, as autocratic ruler and judge. But since only what has been begotten by Fashion can go out of fashion, modernists are eternally the victims of her caprices and changes, victims that are constantly doomed by her to “epigonism” [epigone, from Greek = latecoming mediocrity]. The fear of this “epigonism” compels the cowardly artist to run after Fashion, but she, the artful wench, does not stop in her flight, and always leaves him behind.32

  


  


  
    But since the book was written in Medtner’s native Russian, and found no translator until the year of the author’s death (and then into English, not French), it was even easier to ignore than his music. But the music was not negligible. It merits sampling here as much for its intrinsic interest and distinction as for its illustrative value. What it illustrates is what long seemed a musical world irrevocably divided between those who wrote “audience music” and those who wrote “composers’ music,” those who placed their art at the service of its consumers and those who placed it, so to speak, at the service of its history. It was a situation in some ways reminiscent of the seventeenth century, when the old polyphonic style that Monteverdi called the prima prattica hung on (as the stile antico) into the age of the basso continuo—a “Renaissance” idiom coexisting with the “Baroque” in seeming violation of the “law of stylistic succession.”

  


  
    But of course that “law” was only written in the nineteenth century, and the coexistence of diverse practices in the seventeenth century was peaceful because there was a consensus as to what style served what function. (The “old style” was used exclusively for utilitarian church music.) In the twentieth century coexistence was not peaceful. Those who upheld the “law” and its attendant ideology, and those (like Korngold, Rachmaninoff, and Medtner) who resisted or defied it were factions vying for legitimacy. The upholders always have an edge in the history books, even in this one, because historiography, if it is to be interesting, has to give preference to change over stasis.

  


  
    But the stasis, it should be emphasized in fairness, was only relative. Even within recognizably “old” styles there was room for freshness and originality as long as imaginative composers were drawn to them; and as long as that was the case, the styles could not be declared dead except as propaganda. Among Medtner’s most distinguished pieces was a series of compositions for piano he called Skazki, “Tales.” It was a time-honored romantic genre, related to the ballade, and practiced particularly by Schumann, who wrote sets of chamber pieces with “Märchen” in their titles (Märchenbilder, “Pictures from a book of tales,” for viola and piano; Märchenerzählungen, “Tale-Tellings,” for piano, clarinet, and viola). The tale itself was never specified; it was the atmosphere of “telling” that romantic composers liked to evoke.

  


  
    Medtner’s eleven sets of skazki were composed between 1905 and 1928, a span of years that encompassed the heydays of both “maximalism” and “neoclassicism.” They give no evidence of awareness of either tendency, however, preserving instead the kind of careful miniaturist workmanship and intimate expressivity associated with Chopin, or with the late piano music of Brahms. The set of four skazki, op. 26, were written in 1912, contemporaneously with The Rite of Spring. The third of them, in F minor, is sampled in Ex. 9-23. It will make a jarring contrast with the rest of the music discussed in this chapter and the last (excepting Korngold’s and Rachmaninoff’s, of course), and that is part—but only part—of the reason for showing it here.

  


  
    Looked at superficially or impatiently, or otherwise “from afar,” the music may seem stylistically undistinguished, since the limits within which the composer chose to work were familiar—indeed, long-familiar—ones. But a close look, sensitive to particulars, uncovers details of surprising interest. Compare Ex. 9-23a, the opening “perfectly ordinary” 16-measure theme, for example, with Ex. 9-23b, its recapitulation at “Tempo I.” The modulation back to the original key, delayed until the theme is more than half over, is handled with a subtlety and aplomb that would have done any composer proud in 1882, and would have earned its author then a reputation for harmonic ingenuity. Is the harmony any less ingenious or the idea any less original because the music was composed thirty years later? Does the music accomplish less, or mean something different, because it comes later? To such questions there can be no simple or categorical answer. They stand here as a symbolic gateway to debate—the most pervasive musical debate of the twentieth century, with ramifications at every level from the most narrowly stylistic to the most broadly political or sociological.

  


  
    EX. 9-23A Nikolai Medtner, Skazka, Op. 26, no. 3, mm. 1–16
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    To end the chapter with one last ironic fillip, we may observe that the twentiethcentury stile antico, represented here by Korngold, Rachmaninoff, and Medtner, did conform after all, in certain respects, to its seventeenth-century “functional” or “utilitarian” prototype. As already suggested by Korngold’s career in the movies, the style could function as an emotional illustrator, available to composers, themselves without any personal stylistic commitment, who were adept at manipulating a great range of styles for “semiotic” or signaling purposes in various commercial undertakings from ‘B’ movies to advertising.

  


  
    Thus the “Rachmaninoff concerto” style ended up in Hollywood anyway—or, to be more exact, in Ealing, Hollywood’s British counterpart. Lots of British movies of the 1940s used the heroic piano concerto idiom as a suitably turbulent device for “underscoring” passionate romantic dialogue. And in one film, Dangerous Moonlight (1941), an ersatz Rachmaninoff concerto functions as a major plot element. The main character is a Polish concert pianist in exile, modeled on Ignacy Jan Paderewski (1860-1941), both a great virtuoso and a Polish patriot, who served from 1919 to 1921 as the first prime minister of independent Poland. The movie character uses his concert travels to perform espionage services for the Allies in the early days of World War II. His signature piece, both performed as such in the movie and used as underscoring material, was a six-minute concerto movement composed by Richard Addinsell (1904-77), England’s most prominent film composer of the period. Under the title “Warsaw Concerto” it even became a “pops concert” repertory item (Ex. 9-24).

  


  
    EX. 9-23B Nikolai Medtner, Skazka, Op. 26, no. 3, recapitulation
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    EX. 9-24 Richard Addinsell, second theme from “Warsaw Concerto”
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    Theodor W. Adorno, the most vigilant critic of utilitarian music (whether avantgarde Gebrauchsmusik or Hollywood romanticism) seized upon what he saw as the generic “devolution” of nineteenth-century styles from the autonomous and absolute artworks of “authentic” romanticism to the commercial and functional soundtracks of capitalist exploitation to support his contention that the styles themselves had become “commodified”—that is, turned from avenues of possibly sincere and spontaneous human expression to mercantile fetishes that manipulate listeners, rob them of emotional authenticity, and reduce them to automatons. Romantic styles, he argued, once coopted by the movies, could only produce the effects of movie-music, drugging and paralyzing listeners with sensuous pleasure. Such a style was therefore obsolete as art, available only as entertainment, which for Adorno was socially regressive by definition. This was the strongest invective ever mustered on behalf of the “law of stylistic succession.”

  


  
    But the joke turned out to be on Adorno, since (as already hinted above in connection with Wozzeck), the modernist styles he regarded as most artistically viable—that is, those least amenable to commercial exploitation because least sensuously appealing to passive consumers—have also long since been annexed by the movies as emotional illustrators, albeit for the opposite sorts of emotions. In 1942, Bertolt Brecht and Hanns Eisler, by then both refugees from Hitler living in Los Angeles, collaborated on Hangmen Also Die, a Hollywood filme noir directed by Fritz Lang, another émigré, about the assassination of Reinhard Heydrich, the officer in charge of the Nazi occupation of the Czech lands. Eisler’s score contains many atonal passages to illustrate German brutality and Czech suffering. The earliest twelve-tone movie score was composed in 1955 by Leonard Rosenman, who had studied with Schoenberg at UCLA, for The Cobweb, a movie set in an insane asylum. There seems to be nothing inherently more or less exploitable about idioms as such. Nor, given the high premium placed on social function by many disillusioned modernists after the Great War, can one maintain that autonomy was any more an inherent feature of modernism than it had once been of romanticism. As we have seen repeatedly, in many contexts, what looks like inherence within one “discourse” or mode of articulated thought can be easily shown (within another) to be an aspect of use.

  


  


  CHAPTER 10

  The Cult of the

  Commonplace


  SATIE, THE FRENCH “SIX,” AND SURREALISM; THOMSON AND

  THE “LOST GENERATION”


  


  
    Not long ago, an apple orchard would have suggested to RimskyKorsakov, or even to the young Stravinsky, a secret, mysterious place, an impenetrable jungle, whereas in our day the poet seeks an ordinary apple on Olympus, an apple without artifice or complications, which is the most flavorful kind.1

  


  


  
    —SERGEY DIAGHILEV (1924)

  


  


  
    Never any magic spells, reprises, sleazy caresses, fevers, miasmas. Never does Satie “stir up the swamp.”2

  


  


  
    —JEAN COCTEAU (1918)

  


  THE ANTI-PETRUSHKA


  
    On 18 May 1917, at the very height of the Great War, Sergey Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes unveiled a new work—a “ballet réaliste” in one scene, called Parade—at the Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris, where six years earlier Stravinsky’s Petrushka had premiered. There was nothing at all Russian about this new Ballets Russes offering. The music was by Erik Satie, the scenario was by Jean Cocteau, the sets and costumes were by Pablo Picasso. The choreographer, Leonid Massine, was Russian, it was true (as were all of Diaghilev’s choreographers), but the steps he designed were not.

  


  


  
    The cast of characters somewhat resembled that of Petrushka. A parade, in French, means not only what in English is called a parade, but also a sideshow performed outside a vaudeville theater or “music hall” to lure a crowd. So the new ballet featured a conjurer, an oriental entertainer, and other carnival performers. But whereas in Petrushka the magically animated characters had interacted in a conventional love melodrama culminating in murder, the characters in Parade simply went about their everyday business: the conjurer conjured, the acrobats did acrobatics, a “little American girl” pantomimed a silent movie. Whatever latent drama there was went undramatized.

  


  
    Except, that is, the drama of art thwarted by the uncomprehending crowd, the perennial self-pitying myth of the avantgarde. Despite the energetic “barking” and gesticulation provided by the managers (or “impresarios”) of three competing theaters, the crowd thinks the free samples are the show itself. The managers, having exhorted the dumb yokels in vain, fall in an apoplectic heap. The sideshow performers then try to get the prospective audience to enter the theaters, but again to no avail. The ballet action comes to no conclusion, simply peters out.

  


  
    The actual audience in the ballet theater, whose members presumably went gladly enough to circuses and music halls to see actual conjurors, dancers, and acrobats, hated Parade. Openly they objected to the incongruously “low” level of taste to which it seemed to pander, insulting ballet’s proud aristocratic heritage; covertly, they may have resented the rudimentary story line’s implied insult to themselves, the dumb yokels, ostensibly the object of the artist’s solicitation, but in reality an object of contempt. In any case, the premiere was another succès de scandale to set beside The Rite of Spring. People hissed and booed this seemingly bland, innocuous offering just as they had Stravinsky’s crashingly dissonant, violent ballet four years ago. Like it, the new ballet had touched a nerve.

  


  
    Cocteau suggested, indignantly, that the audience had refused to consider that art could be beautiful “without an intrigue of mysticism, of love, or of annoyance.”3 They would have been pleased, he tauntingly protested (recalling Petrushka’s great success), only “if the acrobat had loved the little girl and had been killed by the jealous conjuror, killed in turn by the acrobat’s wife, or any of thirty-six other dramatic combinations.” So banal, he implied, had notions of high art become in the wake of romanticism, and so depraved were the expectations of its audience.

  


  
    But his words need to be taken with a grain—no, a quarry—of salt. Cocteau knew well enough that artistic frivolity was suspect in a time of bloody conflict. Parade’s very insouciance, its “cultivated apathy”4 (in the words of the cultural historian Daniel Albright), and its flagrant neglect of current events were all deliberate provocations. Its very lack of response, as Albright points out, made it “one of the profoundest artistic responses to the Great War,” a display of emotional scar tissue. It was Cocteau’s pointed answer to Diaghilev’s famous challenge, “Étonne-moi” (Astonish me). He had succeeded in astonishing Diaghilev and the audience alike, precisely by avoiding any conventional attempt to astonish or impress. And so did Satie’s primitive, clumsily orchestrated, emotionally aloof score.

  


  
    There was enough melodrama in ordinary life, Parade implied. Let art celebrate ordinariness—“normalcy,” to use President Harding’s war-weary word—as the precious thing it is. That was the “realism” the ballet’s subtitle advertised. But that word, too, carried an ironic freight. For one thing, thanks to technology, contemporary reality now contained a great deal of unreality. Movies (still silent), the newest of the entertainment media and the only specifically twentiethcentury one, symbolized this invasion of the real by the imaginary. Movies were a part of everyone’s everyday life and yet, at the same time, they were of all media the most instantaneously transporting and manipulative—which is to say the most unreal. They offered an alternative (or what we now call a “virtual”) reality through which the imagination could truly supersede the senses.

  


  
    Parade was the first work of “high art” to pay tribute to the movies. The American girl’s routine was a collage of impressions from France’s great ally across the sea, most of them carried to the French imagination via celluloid. Cocteau sent this description to Satie to guide him in fashioning the music:

  


  
    The Titanic—“Nearer My God to Thee”—elevators … steamship gear—The New York Herald—dynamos—airplanes … palatial movie houses—the sheriff’s daughter—Walt Whitman … cowboys with leather and goat-skin chaps—the telegraph operator from Los Angeles who marries the detective in the end … phonographs … the Brooklyn Bridge—huge automobiles of enamel and nickel … Nick Carter [the detective hero of countless turn-of-the-century American “dime novels”] … the Carolinas—my room on the seventeenth floor … posters … Charlie Chaplin.5

  


  
    To the choreographer, Cocteau sent some more details: the American girl’s dance should mime the characteristic poses of silent picture stars Mary Pickford (1893-1979), “America’s sweetheart,” and Pearl White (1889-1938), the heroine of the Perils of Pauline serials: riding a horse, catching a train, driving a Model T Ford, swimming, playing cowboys and Indians, shuffling with feet splayed à la Charlie Chaplin. To accompany these antics, Satie fashioned a motley of ostinatos (perhaps a takeoff on the notorious ostinatos of The Rite of Spring) surrounding a central Ragtime du paquebot (“Passenger-steamer rag”) that turns out to be a parody of That Mysterious Rag, a popular number by Irving Berlin (1888–1989), a Russian-born composer who was by then already the leading figure in Tin Pan Alley, America’s popular song and sheet-music industry. Satie’s C-major tune (Ex. 10-1a) matches the rhythm of Berlin’s (Ex. 10-1b) exactly, while the melody diverges, though never far.

  


  
    More evidence of the antirealism (magic realism, dream realism) of Parade’s “realism” were Picasso’s costumes, especially the huge modernistic constructions—cubist paintings come to life—worn by the “impresarios” (amiable caricatures of Diaghilev, perhaps) as they gesticulated from the sides of the stage (Fig. 10-1). The score contains “parts” for such realistic sounds of modern life (whether as lived or as cinematically experienced) as a lottery wheel, a steamboat whistle, a siren, a pistol, a typewriter, and a “bouteillophone,” a row of beverage bottles played like a xylophone. There was also something called flaques sonores (“sound puddles”), which Satie never defined. He may have had in mind the sound of a boot stepping in a puddle, common enough on city streets, but he never let on. Every conductor of the score has had to realize the effect somehow. (Ernest Ansermet, who led the premiere, used suspended cymbals struck with sponge-tipped drumsticks.) In their balletic context, however, these “realistic” sounds were anything but realistic. Abstracted from “life” and placed in a zany world of art, their everyday quality became uncanny.
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    FIG. 10-1 “The American Impresario,” costume by Picasso for Satie’s Parade.

  


  


  
    The poet Guillaume Apollinaire (1880-1918), who at the time was experimenting in his verse with something similar—casual or colloquial language and homely imagery in startling juxtapositions—tried to capture this effect in a promotional piece he wrote for Diaghilev that appeared in the newspapers in advance of the Parade premiere, and then in the program book. This little article became famous for the way it conveyed the enchantment that could arise out of artistic transformations of the ordinary. It being wartime, the article also made a nationalistic appeal: Apollinaire saw in Parade a chance to shift the center of artistic gravity permanently away from Germany toward France. Out of these two notions Apollinaire developed and described a new sensibility, to which he gave a name that became a watchword.

  


  
    EX. 10-1A Erik Satie, Parade, Ragtime du paquebot episode in piano score
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    First of all, in Satie’s music Apollinaire claimed to find “a clarity and simplicity in which you can see the wonderfully lucid mind of France itself.”6 (The phrase “clarity and simplicity” practically became a religious mantra to many French and French-influenced musicians.) Second, Picasso’s and Massine’s collaboration, in which the impresarios’ costumes looked like walking stage sets, succeeded in “consummating for the first time a union between painting and the dance—between the plastic and the mimic—which heralds the arrival of a more complete art.” Third, the American girl, “as she cranks an imaginary car, will express the magic of everyday life” and give the audience a chance “to appreciate the grace of modern movement—something they had never suspected.” For all these reasons, Cocteau had misnamed his grand collaborative enterprise a “realistic ballet.” To communicate the full effect of “this new alliance” of media, Apollinaire decided, a new word was needed: “sur-réalisme.”

  


  
    EX. 10-1B Irving Berlin, That Mysterious Rag
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    Apollinaire’s word immediately shed its hyphen and entered the vocabulary of modern art around the world. It was a brilliant find: the original hyphen made it clear that surréalisme had been coined on an analogy with, but in scathing contradistinction to, the standard French word surnaturalisme—“supernaturalism,” the very thing the new art rejected. The core concept was a collage of ordinary unmagical things from which the supernatural was rigorously excluded. What lent the magic was not the things but the collage itself. The word—from coller, “to paste” or “stick together”—had been coined a few years earlier, in 1912, when Picasso began pasting household items into his paintings (at first a swatch of a tablecloth, later bits of newspaper, postage stamps, etc.).

  


  
    The idea stemmed indirectly from Dada, the movement that sought to extend the concept of art to its limits—or rather, to find out what those limits were—by exhibiting mundane items (most famously, a urinal) as if they were artworks. But in Picasso’s collages, and in what eventually became surrealist art, there was no “as if.” The assemblage was artful by design: in collage, art was not challenged by reality, but rather the reverse. The recognizable world was subverted by decontextualization—or recontextualization in incongruous juxtapositions—and became a dream world. (Needless to say, the movement has attracted psychoanalytical interpreters, and some of its practitioners—notably the Spanish painter Salvador Dali [1904-89]—studied and ostentatiously quoted the work of Freud.) Given the definition Apollinaire implied, one of everyday reality transfigured by an estranging context, the first surrealist work, in advance of the name, was arguably another ballet produced by Diaghilev: Jeux (“Games”), conceived and choreographed by the great dancer Vaslav Nijinsky to music by Debussy (the only ballet the French master ever completed). It was first performed on 15 May 1913, just two weeks before the tumultuous premiere of The Rite of Spring, and was more or less forgotten amid the publicity Stravinsky’s ballet generated. Debussy’s score, which he published as a poème dansé, was one of his most sumptuous and shimmering, his ultimate masterpiece of “impressionism.” Its harmonic and coloristic subtlety, its narrow but endlessly calibrated dynamic range (out of 700 measures only 150 are marked louder than piano) and its kaleidoscopically shifting motivic patterns have all fascinated composers, and the music has had a respectable life in repertory as an orchestral showpiece.

  


  
    The ballet itself, however, was a fiasco; for the scenario Debussy’s mysterious music accompanied consisted of a tennis game played by a boy (Nijinsky) and two girls in ordinary tennis clothes on an ordinary court. The action consists not of tennis but of flirtation, and the ending is deliberately enigmatic: a lost tennis ball from another court suddenly drops into their midst, and the characters all flee the stage. The idea of defamiliarizing the ordinary is apparent enough, but Debussy’s impressionist style, thanks especially to Pelléas et Mélisande, had been irrevocably marked as surnaturaliste. The new ballet’s mixture of the natural and the supernatural failed to convince: the danced scenario and the music seemed like oil and water.

  


  “LIFESTYLE MODERNISM”


  
    After the war, or rather after Parade, the line initiated by Jeux was continued by a new crop of very young French composers who venerated Satie, and who were eager to cast off the trappings of impressionist mystery (by then a cliché and an unwelcome French stereotype) and celebrate the artistically transfigured “everyday.” Diaghilev enthusiastically commissioned and produced their work, which was (partly thanks to his patronage) considered the last word in sophistication. Three one-act ballets that received their premieres in 1924 and 1925 typified the new genre, aptly christened “lifestyle modernism”7 by the ballet historian Lynn Garafola.

  


  


  
    First came Les biches by Francis Poulenc (1899-1963), presented on 6 January 1924, the eve of the composer’s twenty-fifth birthday. (He had received the commission at the age of twenty-two.) The title means, literally, “The Does” (i.e., female deer); in the French idiom of the time it was a term of endearment (“ma biche” or “ma bichette”) a man tendered to a young girl he wished to seduce. In English, Poulenc’s ballet is usually called “The House Party.” Even more plotless than Parade, it simply portrayed a soirée, hosted by a rich society matron, at which girls in summer dresses danced and flirted with young men in bathing suits (and occasionally with their hostess or, more daringly, with each other). Poulenc’s music, which included a few songs sung from the pit, was a pastiche of three styles: that of the eighteenth-century dance suite (e.g., Couperin), that of French “classical” (i.e., nineteenth-century) ballet, and that of the contemporary dance hall or ballroom. One characteristic number was a Rag mazurka (Ex. 10-2). The action suggests an erotic promiscuity comparable to the stylistic promiscuity of the music.

  


  
    EX. 10-2 Francis Poulenc, Les biches, opening bars of Rag mazurka
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    On 13 June 1924, Le train bleu (“The blue train”) by Darius Milhaud (1892–1974) was unveiled. Composed to a scenario by Cocteau, the ballet depicts an afternoon at a fashionable vacation spot where an elegant train from the capital, “Le Bleu,” disgorges new bathers daily. More men in bathing suits do their exercises and practice their favorite sports. That is all. Les matelots (“The sailors”) by Poulenc’s exact contemporary Georges Auric (1899-1983), followed a year later. A simplified and perhaps purposely trivialized version of the story line immortalized in Mozart’s Così fan tutte, it concerns three mariners who visit the fiancée of one right before departing on what they say will be a long voyage. They soon return, however, and, donning false beards, test her fidelity by trying to seduce her. She refuses them, they remove their disguise, and the loving couple is joyfully reunited. The composer described the music euphemistically as a “fantasia on circus themes.” Some of his tunes were readily identified by the audience as songs sung in bars and brothels.

  


  
    Lifestyle modernism was thus another reversion to a preromantic (hence antiromantic) view of art. Like Mozart’s (as described by the American musicologist Wye J. Allanbrook), the new French music offered its audiences a sonorous reflection of their own lives (what Allanbrook called “representations of their own humanity”). But the portrayal was deliberately shallow and not very humane. It pointedly avoided emotional depth and portrayed only the most superficial social activities and amusements; that is why Garafola’s seemingly anachronistic adoption of the recent term “lifestyle,” which refers implicitly to the routine and material aspects of life, is so appropriate. “Lifestyle,” moreover, implies a chosen way of life, which in turn implies comfort and leisure; and indeed, the subject matter of the postwar ballets identified the “reflected audience” explicitly with the moneyed classes who patronized Diaghilev’s enterprise. They catered to a revived and newly defined “aristocratic” taste, the somewhat anxiously cynical (or at least insouciant) taste of what was called “the roaring twenties.” It was the sensibility of disillusion.

  


  
    Artists who valued seriousness of purpose were repelled. Karol Szymanowski (1882–1937), for example, the leading composer of newly independent Poland, remained faithful to another kind of modernism, the kind associated before the war with Russia, heavy with that special combination of spiritual elevation and oriental eroticism that evoked the “secret, mysterious places” and “impenetrable jungles” of the soul to which Diaghilev, who had once traded heavily in such items, referred sarcastically in this chapter’s epigraph. Szymanowski had offered a ballet to Diaghilev, who rebuffed him with a taunt that his work was a “stew of leftovers.” So it is not surprising, perhaps, that Szymanowski became one of the most carping critics of the new Parisian music, denouncing it as “vulgar tavern music”8 and “mundane trivialities” engineered by that “malicious old man” Satie, who was wreaking revenge on his betters.

  


  
    Nor did Satie’s ballets, or those of his followers, reach the limits of “lifestyle modernism.” The malicious old man took the idea to its logical extreme when he conceived of musique d’ameublement or “furniture music,” described by Milhaud as “background music that would vary like the furniture of the rooms in which it was played,” hence, explicitly, “music that would not be listened to.”9 The first experiment, in which Satie and Milhaud dashed off some ritournelles (endlessly repeated tunes, some of them quoted from popular concert pieces and operas) to accompany the lobby conversation during the intermissions between the acts of a play by the surrealist poet and painter Max Jacob (1876-1944), was a failure. The audience, obedient to concert decorum, remained seated and paid attention to the music despite Satie’s exhortations to “Go on talking! Walk about! Don’t listen!”

  


  
    Later, fulfilling commissions from wealthy friends with little snippets bearing titles like Tenture de cabinet préfectoral (“Wall hanging for the boss’s office”) or Tapisserie en fer forgé (“Wrought iron tapestry”) or Carrelage phonique (“Audible floor tiles”), Satie came closer to fulfilling his intention of actually furnishing a vestibule or salon with music, “adorning it for the ear,” as Milhaud put it, “the same way as a still life by Manet might adorn it for the eye.”10 This was art deposed from its pedestal with a vengeance, now assuming a humble utilitarian role of lifestyle-enhancement. One senses a wish to exact penance for the romantic pretensions art had exhibited before the war, and for whatever it might have contributed to the grandiose thinking that had provoked and justified the bloodbath.

  


  
    That may have been Diaghilev’s wish as well; for, although he remained a passionate devotee of Wagner’s music to the end of his life, and kept his prewar repertory alive to subsidize his new productions, he never lost an opportunity to mock the work that had made his early reputation, thus (as Poulenc later observed) giving the young artists he now nurtured a lesson in self-renewal. Never before was a generation of artists so exhorted, as Poulenc recalled, “to disown their predecessors, their elders.”11 Whenever Diaghilev would catch Poulenc or Milhaud or Auric at a performance of a prewar ballet, even Petrushka, he would taunt them: “You’re going to hear that old music? Mais quel ennui!” (What a bore!). Triviality was the only escape, frivolity the only salvation.

  


  
    Penance of another, perhaps related kind is suggested by Vexations (Ex. 10-3), a 13-beat, bizarrely notated piece (or fragment) Satie jotted down one day, perhaps as early as 1893, together with its separate bass line, a version with the harmonizing tritones inverted, and a casual note, “play 840 times,” all followed by a remark to the effect that if one wants to follow the composer’s instructions, one ought to prepare for the ordeal with meditation exercises. Since the time of this little item’s posthumous discovery by Robert Caby, one of Satie’s disciples, and especially since the famous 1963 concert at which the American composer John Cage (1912–92), leading a team of pianists, gave it a complete performance lasting eighteen hours and forty minutes (now enshrined in the Guiness Book of World Records), it has been a cause célèbre and the object of sometimes acrimonious debate.

  


  
    EX. 10-3 Erik Satie, Vexations
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    Did it (as Cage thought) represent an actual exercise in spiritual transcendence (perhaps plausible in light of the composer’s brief involvement in the 1890s with the Rosicrucians, a society of mystics), or was it rather a spoof of such exercises, a disavowal of their connection with the aims of art, and a snare for those humorless enough to take it seriously? That would put the endless little piece in harmony with the antiromantic tenor of lifestyle modernism; and it is hard not to suspect spoofing both in the outlandish note-spelling (B[image: Image][image: Image] “descending” to A[image: Image]!) and in the meticulously notated inversions of every tritone, the one interval (aside from the octave) that cannot be acoustically inverted.

  


  
    Satie’s penchant for dadaist cartooning reached its peak in the ballet Relâche (1924), his last work, created in collaboration with two early surrealists, the writer Blaise Cendrars (1887–1961) and the painter Francis Picabia (1878–1953). The title is a word (related etymologically to the English “release” or “relax”) that was used in French theatrical bills and schedules to denote a night when the theater is not in use (possible English equivalents: “No show,” “Theater dark,” “Closed”) so that unless one reads carefully, a notice of a performance of the work would look like a notice of no performance. Picabia thought that it would symbolize his conviction that all prewar artistic ideas were “out to lunch.” Satie claimed credit for the idea, saying that in that way he could have a work of his playing all summer long in every theater in Paris.

  


  
    As to action, the beginning of the first act set the tone. A ballerina (called Woman in the program) enters, then stops in the middle of the stage, sits down, lights a cigarette and examines the scenery while the orchestra continues playing. Then she gets up and dances while the orchestra stops. The frontispiece to the published score contains a drawing by Picabia in which one gentleman is shown silencing another gentleman (naked except for a top hat and wristwatch) with a note that reads, “When will people get out of the habit of explaining everything?” Between the acts came a little film (shot by René Clair, later a famous director) called Entr’acte, that began with Picabia and Satie firing a cannon straight out at the audience and continued with all kinds of strange “automatic” images—boxing gloves fighting with each other, matches lighting themselves—and culminated in a roller coaster ride.

  


  
    Satie’s music was largely a medley of street songs that brought to the audience’s mind a collage of offensive or obscene texts to accompany the crazy doings on stage. The connective tissue was supplied by a four-note ostinato that kept coming back, at times somewhat varied in pace and harmony, to furnish an appropriate musique d’ameublement (Ex. 10-4). The audience was duly scandalized. This time, however, the attempt to offend seemed labored, and the ballet did not live in infamy like Parade. The only part to survive the first performances was Clair’s Entr’acte, for which Satie had written perhaps the first authentic film score, with musical cues timed precisely to match the length of the shots they accompanied.

  


  
    EX. 10-4 Erik Satie, Relâche, two “Entrées”
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  NAKEDNESS


  
    The fifty-eight-year-old Satie thus ended his career, in keeping with the insistently youthful tenor of the time, not like a grand old man but more like a declining enfant terrible. The one serious work of his late years was Socrate, a “drame symphonique” that consisted of three extracts from the dialogues of Plato, set for a high (preferably female) solo voice and small orchestra. It was written immediately after Parade for the American-born Princesse de Polignac (née Winnaretta Singer), the heiress to a sewing-machine fortune who had married into the French aristocracy and set up a famous salon where she presented “chamber-theatricals” for which she commissioned works by many prestigious artists.

  


  


  
    Partly by virtue of their source and subject matter, Satie’s Platonic settings were regarded as “neoclassical” even though they made no reference at all to old-fashioned musical forms, whether operatic or instrumental. But once the concept of the style dépouillé or “stripped-down style” had been named (by Boris Schloezer) in response to Stravinsky’s music of the early 1920s (see chapter 8), Socrate was seen as its prototype. Its “denuded” or “white” classicism, even if only retrospectively acknowledged, made it Satie’s most enduringly influential composition.

  


  
    The end of the third movement, Phédon (Phaedo), which narrates the death of Socrates, is a setting of the most emotionally charged page in all of Plato. The postwar “ban on all pathos,” to recall the mandatory irony described in chapter 8, gives way here to a ban on all eloquence, now the only way to preserve any chance of a sincere expression of emotion. From parallel ascending triads (the movement’s main leitmotif) through a succession of rigorously diatonic ostinatos, each lasting several measures (but usually an “honest” four), to the harmonically void drumbeats of the final page (Ex. 10-5), the music ostentatiously displays not only its rejection of ostentatious emotional display, but also its eschewal of technical finesse.

  


  
    The prominent use of the harp in what is otherwise a very spare orchestra (only seven wind players, a timpanist, and a small body of strings) is the only concession to opulence, but a necessary one for the sake of its associations with the classical lyre. The regularity with which ostinato gives way to ostinato lends the setting of Plato’s prose an appearance of poetic scansion, turning into chill ritual chanting at the end. The stony-cold, benumbed mood (in accord with the description of the gradually numbing effect of the poison on Socrates’ body) is broken only once, when the singer climbs unexpectedly to a high note while reporting Socrates’s noncommittal final words (“Crito, we owe a cock to Esculapus”). Obviously an intrusion of the reporter’s emotion rather than a depiction of Socrates’s, this tiny breach in the otherwise dignified posture of the setting emphasizes that dignity by contrast. “A lesson in greatness and honesty”12 was Poulenc’s judgment of what to many musicians (then and since) has seemed merely skimpy and technically inept.

  


  
    After Satie’s death the mantle of nakedness—of emphatic antirhetoric and sophisticated naïveté—fell on Poulenc and Milhaud. Poulenc was the composer most closely allied with the poets of surrealism, sometimes including himself. His very first piece, Rapsodie nègre, op. 1 (1917), for a Pierrot lunaire-influenced ensemble of flute, clarinet, string quartet, and piano, brought in a baritone soloist for one movement, Honoloulou. The text, according to the composer, was from a book of verses by a Liberian poet named Makoko Kangourou. (No one has ever found this book.) It begins, “Honoloulou, poti lama!/honoloulou, honoloulou,/kati moko, mosi bolou/ratakou sira, polama!” The musical setting contradicts the flamboyant nonsense-exoticism with extreme plainness. The voice part, for example, is a pseudo-chant consisting of a descending minor tetrachord endlessly repeated. That plainness in the face of oddity would remain the surrealist formula.

  


  
    EX. 10-5 Erik Satie, Socrate, III, end
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    Cocardes (1919), a more elaborate concoction for voice and instrumental ensemble, became a sort of manifesto for the composers of Poulenc’s youthful generation. The title, “Cockades” in English, refers to ribbons worn as an emblem or badge of membership on hats or uniforms. Just so, the Cocardes were a badge of surrealist affiliation. The text, by Cocteau, consisted of three poems—Miel de Narbonne (“Honey of Narbonne”), Bonne d’enfant (“Children’s nurse”), Enfant de troupe (“Child of the troupe”)—of which the titles were a clue to the sham tour-de-force or gimmick that united the whole. The last syllable of one became the first of the next, and so it was for each line in the poems (including the last, which linked up with the first). Thus, for example, Miel de Narbonne:

  


  
    Use ton coeur. Les clowns fleurissent du crottin d’or.

    Dormir! Un coup d’orteil: on vole.

    Vôlez-vous jouer avec moâ?

    Moabite, dame de la croix bleue. Caravane.

    Vanille. Poivre. Confiture de tamarin.

    Marin, cou, le pompon, moustaches, mandoline.

    Linoléum en trompe-l’oeil. Merci.

    Cinéma, nouvelle muse.

  


  
    Or, in “English”:

  


  


  
    Use your heart. The clowns flourish on golden manure.

    To sleep! A kick with the toe; one flies.

    Wanna play wiv me?

    Moabite, lady of the blue cross. Caravan.

    Vanilla. Pepper. Tamarind jam.

    Sailor, neck, pompon, moustache, mandolin.

    Eye-tricking linoleum. Thanks.

    Cinema, new muse.

  


  
    The translation, since it lacks the wordplay of the original, is a completely arbitrary assemblage of phrases, most of them nouns that bring a crowd of discordant images to mind. The verbal trick of the original, though it lends “form” to the poem, is as meaningless a technical feat as Schoenberg’s triple canon in retrograde in Pierrot lunaire. In Schoenberg’s case it had been the loosening of the constraints of voice leading and dissonance treatment that made the contrapuntal complexities satirically easy to achieve. (Anybody can write canons if they don’t have to be consonant.) In Poulenc’s, it is the loosening of the constraints of semantics (and spelling!) that make the verbal dexterity a satirically empty display of skill. (Anybody can make puns if they don’t have to mean anything.) The absence of semantic logic, made all the more pointed by a perfectly ordinary verbal logic, is the basic surrealist maneuver. The kaleidoscopic linkages of imagery follow no intelligible pattern, thus reminding the reader of the poem (or the hearer of the songs) of the “dialectics” of dreams. And the essential surrealist musical device, as Poulenc (following Satie) demonstrated again and again, was to surround the extravagant dream-imagery with a music that sounded insistently “normal” and commonplace in its evocation of the familiar music of one’s surrounding “lifestyle.” That was the big difference between the “surrealist” cabaret style, as exemplified by the Cocardes, and the “expressionist” one exemplified by Pierrot lunaire. Schoenberg’s music was deliberately “subjective” and strange; Poulenc’s deliberately “objective” and commonplace. Shortly before the first performance, Poulenc wrote to a critic that his songs captured the essence of contemporary Paris “without artifice,” and that “they will show you that I am no Impressionist!” (i.e., no trafficker in mysterious places or impenetrable jungles).

  


  
    The third song (Ex. 10-6) most clearly emphasizes what was “realist” in surrealist. The “ritournelle” at the beginning and the end is exactly like those used in vaudeville theaters (or “music halls”) to introduce or follow an act, and the original scoring for violin, cornet, trombone, bass drum, triangle, and cymbal gave it an authentic “fairground” color. The ironic return in the middle, marked triste (sad), affects the manner of a vaudeville “song stylist.” (Poulenc later confided that he was thinking of Maurice Chevalier [1888-1972], the star song-and-dance man of the Paris music halls, later a character actor in a number of American films.)

  


  
    The commonplaces are of course ironic. Their clash with the verbal extravagances makes them extravagant in their own right. That extravagance, that paradoxical excess, is the “sur” in surrealist. To quote Daniel Albright, “Schoenberg worked to emancipate harmonic dissonance, while Poulenc worked to emancipate semantic dissonance”; or, putting it another way, “Poulenc was original, not in the way that his music sounds, but in the way that his music means.”13 Or again, putting it as Apollinaire put it, surrealism demands that the artistic media “marry often without apparent bond as in life.”14 What makes life lively, Apollinaire implies, is the very lack of intelligible correlation between the sensory stimuli that bombard us from all sides. Surrealist art makes that fortuitous unintelligibility purposeful.

  


  
    EX. 10-6 Francis Poulenc, Cocardes, no. 3, end
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  GENDER BENDING


  
    Apollinaire’s famous definition of surrealism came in the prologue to his play Les mamelles de Tirésias (“The breasts of Tirésias,” 1918), the first explicitly designated “drame surréaliste.” In 1944, at the height of another great war, after turning unexpectedly to religious subject matter in several sober choral works that apparently left his earlier lifestyle modernism behind, Poulenc turned again, just as unexpectedly, to his surrealist roots and set Apollinaire’s by-then-forgotten play to music as his first opera. The new war had made it timely again.

  


  


  
    The play’s title character, a woman named Thérèse when we first meet her, declares to her husband that she would rather be a soldier than a mother, grows a beard forthwith, opens her blouse to release her breasts, which turn out to be rubber balloons, and punctures them. Renamed Tirésias, she becomes a heroic general. In the second act, the husband, still desiring children, decides to have them by himself and manages to give birth to more than forty thousand in a single day. In the end, of course, the couple is reconciled, but Tirésias still eschews her breasts; when her husband offers her a bunch of balloons from which to select a pair of new ones, she flings the whole bunch out to the audience.
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    FIG. 10-2 Poulenc, Les Mamelles de Tiresias (Metropolitan Opera, New York).

  


  


  
    What might at first have appeared to be the drama’s antifeminism is recognized in the end to be what is now called an “antiessentialist” argument. At the end of the play it is extended to call many areas of social division into question. Markers of gender—breasts, beards, childbearing—are cast off and assumed at will by characters of both sexes. So, too, are markers of race or class, which only achieve their divisive effect by convention. The artificiality and mutability of all names is the point at issue. At times the point is made ridiculously, as when Thérèse/Tirésias, moving out, throws her belongings out the window. “The piano!” her husband exclaims as the chamber pot comes flying. “The violin!” he bellows, picking up a urinal. At the end, however, the serious purpose is unironically revealed: both world wars having left France with a decimated generation of men, the country must unite and repopulate. “Scratch yourself wherever you may itch,” the whole cast sings across the footlights in conclusion. “Love white or black; variety is delight. It is enough if you only learn this lesson, dear audience: Have children!”

  


  
    Once again Poulenc affirms the special role music can play in the surrealist collage by utterly banishing anything exotic or otherwise extraordinary from his range of stylistic reference. The music does not try to compete in incongruity with the stage antics, but of course in context its apparent ordinariness is the ultimate incongruity. “I don’t have Ravel’s elfin sense that ennobles the unusual,” Poulenc slyly told an interviewer. Instead, he made the commonplace extraordinary. Not sur-naturel but sur-réaliste.

  


  
    Poulenc’s setting of the prologue (Ex. 10-7), in which the theater manager “preps” the audience to accept the serious message behind the apparent farce, is a study in double irony. By seeming to accept the manager’s seriousness at face value, clothing it in a conventionally beautiful aria in a straightforwardly melancholy diatonic idiom (only slightly spiced with Stravinskianisms), Poulenc puts it doubly in doubt. By refusing to admit grotesquerie into his musical language, Poulenc underscores the grotesquerie of the play. But at the same time the sadly lyrical music acknowledges the reality of the pain and horror that gave rise to Apollinaire’s frivolities. The music’s consonance, in short, is dissonant. Only at the very end, when the manager sinks gravely through a trap door and out of sight, is there a touch of “magic” in the music: the orchestra for an instant becomes a Balinese gamelan to provide a frame (just as actual Balinese gamelans do) for the dramatic action that follows, a passage into the world of the surreal. Once there, however, the music will resume its studied normalcy.

  


  FROM SUBJECT TO STYLE: SURREALIST “CLASSICISM”


  
    Milhaud’s version of surrealism, unlike Poulenc’s, sought to penetrate the sound-substance of his music and become in itself an attribute of style. For that reason, Milhaud’s achievement is often taken more seriously than Poulenc’s both by historians in the tradition of the New German School, who place the highest premium on technical innovation, and by neoclassicists who insist on musical “purity.” Inspired by some famous passages in the music of Stravinsky (the C/F[image: Image] fanfares in Petrushka) and Richard Strauss (the necrophiliac kiss in Salome, the ending of Also sprach Zarathustra), Milhaud was impelled to devise a systematic theory of “polytonality,” which could be described as a technique for creating collages of keys. He gave the theory a thorough, even somewhat pedantic exposition in an article, “Polytonalité et atonalité,” which he published in La Revue Musicale, the leading French musicological journal, in 1923. Putting his theory in apposition—hence in competition—with Schoenberg’s, Milhaud distinguished them by asserting that “between polytonality and atonality there are the same essential differences as between diatonicism and chromaticism.”15 Polytonality is thus diatonicism multiplied. Milhaud justified it, in time-honored fashion, by tracing it back to Bach (or rather, to strict or “real” counterpoints at intervals other than the octave). But the lineage thus claimed is not convincing: tonal counterpoint is always ready to make adjustments (e.g., “tonal answers”) to insure the perceptual ascendancy of a single tonic. At the opposite logical extreme, the mixture of all twelve diatonic tone centers in one stew, polytonality arrives at the same maximum (or meets the same limit) as atonality; to quote Milhaud’s article, it “encroaches on the domain of atonality.” In Milhaud’s actual compositions, however, this never comes close to happening, because, unlike Schoenberg, Milhaud was uninterested in technical maximalism. Instead, as a little survey of Milhaud’s polytonal practices will reveal, polytonality made it possible to construct unheard-of harmonies by juxtaposing simple melodies and chords in novel combinations that acquired their piquancy precisely from the recognizability of their homely sources. It was another case of a calculated incongruity that replaced everyday reality with an alternative or magical surreality by building fancifully on the real listening experience of real audiences. Rather than polytonality, a term that still offends many theorists who believe (not unreasonably) that combined chords still have single roots, Milhaud’s technique might more accurately have been called “polydiatonicism.” But the term “polytonality” is probably here to stay, one of the many misnomers that conventional practice has adopted and ensconced in use beyond hope of correction. We have been coping more or less successfully with “Gregorian chant” for a thousand years, so there is no need to complain.

  


  


  
    EX. 10-7 Francis Poulenc, Les mamelles de Tirésias, Prologue, 4 to 6
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    Milhaud’s first crop of polytonal experiments dates from around 1918, when the composer returned to France from Brazil, where he had been serving as secretary to his older friend the poet Paul Claudel (1868–1955), a professional diplomat, who had been appointed cultural attaché at the French embassy in Rio de Janeiro. These early works combined polytonality with exotic South American subject matter. They include a mystical ballet, L’homme et son désir (“The man and his desire,” 1918), to a scenario by Claudel, which portrayed the Brazilian floresta, or tropical jungle, in animistic terms, Milhaud’s percussion-heavy polytonal score suggesting the luxuriant growth of vegetation. But they also included the entertaining Saudades do Brasil (“Memories of Brazil”), a suite of dances for piano in which vivid recollections of urban popular music are given a surrealistic twist.

  


  
    Ipanema (Ex. 10-8), the fifth item in the suite, is a samba named after one of the districts of Rio de Janeiro. It could be argued that the harmonies at the opening, in which E[image: Image]-minor and F-major triads are reciprocally superimposed every two bars, is not polytonal in any functional sense, since neither harmony is established as a functional tonic. In the middle section, however (mm. 35 ff.), the superimposed chords—C and G[image: Image], as in Petrushka—are each given dominants. The functional independence is resolved, however, and again, reciprocally, ten bars later.

  


  
    EX. 10-8A Darius Milhaud, Saudades do Brasil, V (Ipanema), mm. 1–9
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    EX. 10-8B Darius Milhaud, Saudades do Brasil, V(Ipanema), mm. 33–55
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    More abstractly (or at least less exotically) conceived is the Fourth String Quartet, op. 46 (1918). At the outset (Ex. 10-9), the keys of F major and A major are maintained in a functional equilibrium. Neither one is established by harmonic cadence, but the seven-bar diatonic theme, played first in F in the outer voices and then by the inner voices in A, has clearly functional harmonic implications—as it must, if the idea of polytonality is to have any perceptual validity. The third-relation between the tonics is stable throughout the movement. Still, all discrepancies are reconciled at the end, which is unambiguously in F.

  


  
    Some might argue that only the surrealistic collage technique saves the simple dance tune from banality. But one could just as well turn that around and say that only the banality of the dance tune saves the polytonal texture from unintelligibility. As in Poulenc’s more conceptual surrealism, Milhaud’s functional surrealism depends as much on the ordinariness of the components as on the extravagance of their juxtaposition. The commonplace and the fantastic—or if you prefer, the hackneyed and the preposterous—achieve, ideally, a state of synergy or symbiosis.

  


  
    EX. 10-9 Darius Milhaud, String Quartet no. 4, I, mm. 1–15
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    Perhaps the ultimate in polydiatonic counterpoint is reached in the third of Milhaud’s tiny chamber symphonies, subtitled Sérénade (1921), which Milhaud proudly quoted as the culmination of his little theoretical treatise of 1923. Like Stravinsky’s Sérénade en la, Milhaud’s six chamber symphonies, composed between 1917 and 1923, were written so that they could each be recorded on a single 78 RPM side (twelve inches in this case, lasting no more than four minutes). The opening four-bar phrase of the first movement in no. 3 (Ex. 10-10a) pits a simple E-major tune in the clarinet against an equally simple D-major tune in the bassoon. The pair of tunes in differing keys works as a kind of “module,” constantly reappearing in various configurations as the basis for the counterpoint. In m. 9 (Ex. 10-10b) it is played down an octave by the bassoon and cello, against a descending scale in the flute and an ascending arpeggio in the viola that by itself would be assigned to the key of B[image: Image] major. According to Milhaud’s own analysis in the Revue Musicale article, the violin modulates from F major to C major in m. 10, and the clarinet’s chromatic scale is to be considered a support for the violin’s F major.

  


  
    In m. 13 the modular pair is transposed and placed in the extreme outer voices: flute in G major against double bass in C. The bassoon can be construed as playing in D major. At m. 23 the upper voice of the modular pair appears alone in F major in the cello, against an A-major tune in the violin. The passage from m. 17 to m. 30, in which this partial appearance is the only direct reference to the modular pair, might be described as a development section, in which case the reappearance of the original modular pair at m. 31 is the recapitulation.

  


  
    EX. 10-10A Darius Milhaud, Symphony no. 3 (Sérénade), mm. 1–4
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    The second movement is a study in tritone relationships àla Petrushka: B against F, with the F given a “mixolydian” E[image: Image] that concords punningly with the D[image: Image] of B major). The two keys are the mediant and submediant of D, which prepares the way for the finale, in which (a somewhat Lydianized) D major comes through clearly as the dominating key. Thus the whole little symphony can be seen as tending toward its final cadence in good “tonal” fashion, in which case the polytonal texture is perhaps best read as an embellishment or a refreshment of a basic D-major tonality.

  


  
    EX. 10-10B Darius Milhaud, Symphony no. 3 (Sérénade), mm. 9–16
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    Refreshment, indeed, seems to have been Milhaud’s aim. “The resources of polytonality,” he wrote, “enrich the expressive resources of music.”16 Its use “adds subtlety and sweetness to pianissimi, while to fortissimi it lends greater pungency and force.” Above all, it renewed the possibility of writing simple diatonic melodies and ordinary chords that would be transfigured by their context, just as surrealism, with its uncanny juxtapositions, gave new life to figurative painting—the painting of real objects, rendered with craftsmanly verisimilitude—in an age of burgeoning cubism and incipient abstraction. The commonplace, the unremarkable, the stock of everyday life were all “rehabilitated” (the word is Cocteau’s) within an art that, recovered from “decadence,” no longer sought the rare, the recondite, or the occult, and no longer aspired to high eloquence or grandiosity. With high eloquence and grandiosity went romantic aspirations to the sublime. The French music of the postwar period was a desacralized art, an art brought down to earth, a thing made pour plaire—“to please”—that is, to exist in and adorn the lives of its users.

  


  GROUPS


  
    Such music, claimed one of its most articulate devotees, was the only contemporary music that “can be enjoyed and appreciated without any knowledge of the history of music.”17 And, for that reason, its “aesthetic” (that is, the basis of its appeal) was “the only twentiethcentury aesthetic in the Western world.” This was an ambitious and impressive claim indeed, proclaimed on behalf of a music that seemed to forswear ambition and eschew impressiveness, and offered with the deliberately paradoxical conviction that “the only healthy thing music can do in our century is to stop trying to be impressive.”

  


  


  
    These words were written not by a Frenchman but by the composer-critic Virgil Thomson (1896-1989), whom we have already met casually (in chapter 9). A Harvard educated Missourian who came to France as a soldier toward the end of the Great War, Thomson stayed on to study composition with Nadia Boulanger, and remained in Paris until the start of the next war. On his return to the United States in 1940 he was hired as a music critic by the New York Herald Tribune. He held the post until 1954, during which time the “interwar” Parisian “aesthetic,” as Thomson called it, had a very influential spokesman in frequent word and occasional musical deed.

  


  
    Thomson was one of many young American artists in all media who lived as expatriates in Europe, mainly in Paris, between the world wars. It was a good time to be an American in Paris. The French regarded America as their wartime savior. French artists and intellectuals like Cocteau, Satie, and the group of younger composers who gathered around the two of them, idolized and absorbed American popular culture. That group, called Les Six (“The Six”) on an analogy with the Russian “Five,” included Poulenc, Milhaud, and Auric, who (as we have already seen) readily incorporated what they called “jazz”—or, more properly, American dance-band music—as a component in their “lifestyle modernism.” The other three members of the group, which was somewhat artificially named by the critic Henri Collet on the basis of their chance appearance together in a concert program in 1920, were somewhat less inclined toward “Americanism” or lifestyle modernism. They included Arthur Honegger (1892–1955), a Frenchspeaking Swiss who inclined, like his native country, to an amalgamation of French and German styles, and who won his chief fame on the strength of his five symphonies and his forceful sacred cantatas; Germaine Tailleferre (1892–1983), whose career eventually foundered on the traditional prejudice against women composers; and Louis Durey (1888–1979), whose leftwing political convictions soon turned him passionately against what he saw as the frivolous values of lifestyle modernism, and to a degree against the values of modern concert music altogether. Durey’s music is decidedly obscure, but his lucky charter membership in the celebrated Group of Six (like the membership of the equally shadowy César Cui among the Russian Five) has obliged every subsequent textbook to drop his name, as this one has now done. (In later life Durey wrote workers’ choruses on texts by Mao Tse-tung and Ho Chi Minh.)
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    FIG. 10-3 Le Group des Six with Cocteau (left to right: Poulenc, Tailleferre, Durey, Cocteau, Milhaud, Honegger; Auric is present as a drawing on the wall, like Mozart’s mother in Fig. 30-4).

  


  


  
    Having been casually christened by a critic, the Groupe des Six achieved a certain tenuous reality the next year when Cocteau finagled a commission for them (minus the dour Durey) from a Swedish company based in Paris for a collectively composed ballet on a scenario of Cocteau’s devising, called Les mariés de la Tour Eiffel (“The wedding party on the Eiffel Tower”). As Parade’s direct and designated successor, the new ballet synthesized lifestyle modernism with surrealism.

  


  
    The scenario portrays a perfectly ordinary middle-class wedding party, come to the lowest platform of the Eiffel Tower, where shops and restaurants abound, for a banquet and a group photo. The photographer’s “Watch the birdie”—in French, “Un oiseau va sortir” (“A bird is about to come out [of the camera]”)—is the signal for the surreal juxtapositions to begin. Among the creatures that emerge from the giant prop camera onstage are an ostrich, a lion, a dove, a bathing beauty, and a big fat boy who massacres the wedding party with ping-pong balls and steals their banquet food, some of which he proceeds to feed to the Tower itself. Of course the wedding party recovers from being murdered, and sells its group photo to an art dealer for a fantastic sum.

  


  
    The special combination of impossible (surreal) and ordinary (lifestyle) components is cemented by a music similarly pervaded by everyday “lifestyle” genres and “surreal” polytonal harmonies. The camera from which animate objects materialize unpredictably was a device, Cocteau wrote, to “extricate objects and feelings from their veils and their mists, to show them suddenly, so naked and so alive that one can scarcely recognize them.”18 Tailleferre’s Quadrille, whose five tiny sections put five such sudden manifestations together in a collage, best matches its sounds to the effect described by Cocteau. An old-fashioned suite of ballroom dances, it accompanies the antics of a detachment of the Garde républicaine who show up after the massacre. They arrest the big boy not for murder but for feeding the Tower outside of feeding time. Then the ostrich is found sleeping in the elevator; the photographer puts a hat on its head, rendering it invisible, and pushes it back through the camera.

  


  
    As for Virgil Thomson, his Paris years were devoted to translating this French musical surrealism, which incorporated so many faux-Americanisms, back into the authentic American vernacular. The expatriate cohort to which he belonged, a group that included such novelists as F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896-1940) and Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961), and whose major theme was postwar disillusion (or the apathetic frivolity born of it), is often called the “lost generation.” The name was invented by Gertrude Stein (1874-1946), an American writer and arts patron who lived in Paris from 1903 until her death, and who maintained a celebrated salon at her home on the Rue des Fleurus that became the informal headquarters of the whole American expatriate arts community. Thomson and Stein, who had attended Radcliffe, Harvard’s women’s college, hit it off famously (“like Harvard men,”19 the composer recalled), and the two of them collaborated on an opera, Four Saints in Three Acts, that, in terms of its impact on contemporary audiences and their consciousness of modern art, has to be regarded as the principal or “classic” text of musical surrealism.

  


  FINDING ONESELF


  
    The watchword remained collage, in many dimensions: within the text, within the music, and in the relationship of text and music. Having worked at Harvard with the famous psychologist William James, who studied the unconscious mind, Stein was interested in aspects of what is sometimes, erroneously, called “automatic writing”—a style (or method) based on free association that violates norms of semantics, syntax, and grammar while relying on phonic and rhythmic play like puns and jingles to achieve emotional epiphanies (“moments of consciousness,”20 she called them) independent of time and memory.

  


  


  
    This already recalls Thomson’s praise of contemporary French music (particularly Satie’s) as being music that can be fully understood and enjoyed without knowledge of history. It also recalls the “Surrealist Manifesto” (1924) by André Breton (1896-1966), a French writer who set himself up as the movement’s theorist, and who defined surrealism as “pure psychic automatism, by which one proposes to express, either verbally or in writing, or by any other manner, the real functioning of thought; dictation of thought in the absence of all control exercised by reason, outside of all aesthetic and moral preoccupation.”21

  


  
    What a true surrealist strove for, Breton insisted, was irreducible and uninterpretable images that could not serve as metaphors, and impossible equations that could be formed by suppressing the word “like” in a simile. Thus, as Daniel Albright remarks, the phrase “breast of crystal”22 is surrealist only “until somebody comes along to decipher it as a carafe”; and while “a tomato is like a child’s balloon” could never qualify as surrealist, “tomato is balloon” does, excellently. “To exhaust the permutations of verbal propositions in the form x = y is to reduce the universe to its essential blobbiness”23 (or what William James called the “buzzing, blooming confusion”24 of unmediated reality), minus the illusions of order that our critical faculties insist on imposing on our consciousness.

  


  
    Now compare Stein on the subject of Susie Asado, a flamenco dancer:

  


  
    Sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea.

    Susie Asado.

    Sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea.

    Susie Asado.

    Susie Asado which is a told tray sure. A lean on the shoe this means

    slips slips hers. When the ancient light grey is clean it is yellow, it is

    a silver seller.

    This is a please this is a please there are the saids to jelly. These are

    the wets these say the sets to leave a crown to Incy.

    Incy is short for incubus.

    A pot. A pot is a beginning for a rare bit of trees. Trees tremble, the

    old vats are in bobbles, bobbles which shade and shed and render

    clean, render clean must. Drink pups.

    Drink pups drink pups lease a sash hold, see it shine and a bobolink

    has pins it shows a nail. What is a nail. A nail is unison.

    Sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea.

  


  


  
    Writing like this, with its purely sonic associations (there are the saids/these say the sets; clean must/Drink pups), its stutters (A pot. A pot; trees. Trees; bobbles, bobbles; render clean, render clean; Drink pups. Drink pups drink pups), its puns (Sweet tea = sweetie) and its controlling rhythms (e.g., the flamenco hemiola pattern: A lean on the shoe this means slips slips hers = [image: Image]) is clearly borrowing a great deal of its “structure” from music, and letting that serve in place of the usual semantic meaning in evoking the imagery promised by the title. What can music add? Ex. 10–11 shows what Thomson thought it could. His first setting of words by Stein, it dates from 1926.

  


  
    EX. 10-11 Virgil Thomson, Susie Asado, beginning

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The voice part, meticulously modeled on the rhythms and cadences of conversational English, is little more than a medium for the words, or perhaps a kind of incantation or chant. Thomson, who was just as interested as Stein in the interplay of sound and meaning (or in possibilities arising from the substitution of the one for the other) thought this minimalist approach not only necessary but a heavensent opportunity to test his ideas. “My theory,” he wrote later,

  


  
    was that if a text is set correctly for the sound of it, the meaning will take care of itself. And the Stein texts, for prosodizing in this way, were manna. With meanings already abstracted, or absent, or so multiplied that choice among them was impossible, there was no temptation toward tonal illustration, say of birdie babbling by the brook. You could make a setting for sound and syntax only, then add, if needed, an accompaniment equally functional.25

  


  


  
    The remark about the birdie and the brook is reminiscent of the surrealist ban on metaphor and simile. Everything is itself only; and at the same time everything equals everything else with no comparison necessary. The music may pursue a semantically parallel rather than subservient path, and all will come out right in the end. Thus Thomson’s accompaniment is not merely “functional,” but a collage in its own right, a bag of basic musical elements—diatonic arpeggios and scales—that not only holds aloof from the meaning of the text (no flamenco rhythms!), but maintains a freedom of syntax just as daring, in its homely way, as Stein’s: the first combination of voice and piano is in blatant harmonic contradiction; the scales move in parallel sevenths or ninths; there is not a single “functional” harmony, or even a full triad. Did Thomson, writing it, think of Gertrude Stein’s disclosure that “I like to improvise on a piano I like to play sonatinas followed by another always on the white keys I do not like black keys and never two notes struck by the same hand at the same time because I do not like chords”?26

  


  
    Thomson’s second Stein setting, Capital Capitals (1927), a little cantata for four men’s voices (two tenors, baritone, and bass) and piano, also avoids “harmony” like a plague. The voices take turns in dialogue; they are never once combined. The long text ostensibly consists of a conversation about and among the four capital cities (Aix, Arles, Avignon, and Les Beaux) of ancient Provence. Only four times in fifteen minutes are full triads heard; and when they are, they are deployed in the most hackneyed school-exercise fashion, to accompany (or rather mock) the occurrence of “affective” words like “tenderness.” Ex. 10-12a shows the first such passage, which comes on the fourteenth page of the thirty-four-page score.

  


  
    Far more typical is the opening, a little prologue sung by the baritone before the dialogue as such begins (Ex. 10-12b). The monotonous note-repetitions give a whiff of plainchant, confirmed by the tonally impossible (but “modally” ordinary) cadence in the fourth bar. Thus, if Stravinsky’s “neoclassic” manner bracketed off the nineteenth century as a sort of historical wrong turn, Thomson’s “neomedieval” manner here brackets off almost the entire history of music, as if to confirm his remark about the possibility, and (one must infer) the desirability, proved by Satie, of composing a new music that required no historical knowledge for its full comprehension and enjoyment. Composing in defiance of history meant composing in defiance of Germany, the land not only of history but of “historicism” as well.

  


  
    The opera, on which Thomson began working in 1927 but did not orchestrate until its premiere had been arranged some six years later, actually had four acts, not three, and many more than four saints, although the main character is the great sixteenth-century mystic, Saint Theresa of Avila. When staged, the opera has action; but that is entirely the director’s business. For Stein, “anything that was not a story could be a play,” for a play dealt not with the narration of events, but with “the essence of what happened.”27 And that, she said, is why she chose saints as her subject: “A saint a real saint never does anything, a martyr does something but a really good saint does nothing, and so I wanted to have Four Saints who did nothing and I wrote the Four Saints in Three Acts and they did nothing and that was everything.”28 A play, she further explained (in a fashion that would have pleased André Breton), is a landscape.

  


  
    EX. 10-12A Virgil Thomson, Capital Capitals, “Cannot express can express tenderness”
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    EX. 10-12B Virgil Thomson, Capital Capitals, opening baritone solo
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    That is not quite the paradox it seems. A landscape exists as a temporal constant, not a sequence or progression; so does heaven, where the saints live; and so does Four Saints in Three Acts. It has what the literary critic Joseph Frank christened “spatial form” in a famous essay of 1945, whereby “the time-flow of the narrative [or representation] is halted; attention is fixed on the interplay of relationships within the immobilized time-area.”29 Without using the word (for he is discussing literature rather than painting), he is nevertheless describing collage. Authors like James Joyce and Marcel Proust, in Frank’s interpretation, subverted the “linearity” of literature through what amounted to collage techniques. So did Gertrude Stein; and so, in his music, did Thomson.

  


  
    Among the things “collaged” in Stein’s text were the cast of characters, the words (often unassigned to any character in particular), the stage directions, and the scene headings (often nonconsecutive or repetitive). Thomson had no choice but to set it all to music without discrimination, as one can see from the brief last act, “Saints in Heaven” (Ex. 10-13). His creative method, as he described it in his autobiography, was as “automatic” as Stein’s:

  


  
    With the text on my piano’s music rack, I would sing and play, improvising melody to fit the words and harmony for underpinning them with shape. I did this every day, writing down nothing. When the first act would improvise itself every day in the same way, I knew it was set.30
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    FIG. 10-4 Virgil Thomson and Gertude

    Stein with the scoreof Four Saints in Three Acts.

  


  


  
    The Intermezzo that precedes the act is like the accompaniment to Susie Asado without the words: a collage of chords, arpeggios, and scales; and also, at times, a collage of keys in the surrealist polydiatonic (“polytonal”) mode. The sung music continues in this vein, albeit with a few recurrent vocal phrases for Commère and Compère (Mom and Pop, “characters” invented by Thomson to act as masters of ceremonies) that give a semblance of thematic melody. John Cage, in a critical study of Thomson’s music, wisely pointed out that the best one could do by way of analyzing the score of Four Saints in Three Acts was to cite statistics. “There are 111 tonic-dominants, 178 scale passages, 632 sequences, 38 references to nursery tunes, and one to ‘My Country, ’Tis of Thee.’”31 This is noted in mock-sorrow, as evidence that “the materials of music, in contrast to those of poetry, are becoming impoverished.” More seriously critical, perhaps, is the observation that “where the text darts about in unpredictable directions, the accompaniment is merely repetitive, rarely more than linear, monophonic, and harmonic.”

  


  
    EX. 10-13 Virgil Thomson, Four Saints in Three Acts, IV, intermezzo
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    But that is Thomson’s way, reminiscent of Poulenc’s, of offering the text an appropriate “countercollage.” Stein’s fantastic imagery is countered and anchored, given shape, by Thomson’s deliberately plain and unprepossessing music, so that (as Cage shrewdly notes) “the matter-of-fact and the irrational are one.” Indeed, Cage might have added (if perhaps still disapprovingly) that when the saints finally get singing, as they do in Ex. 10-13, the music refers openly—and ecstatically—to the idiom of American Protestant (Southern Baptist) hymns, the commonplace musical vernacular of the Kansas City-born composer’s own youthful environment. That finally insures that the idiom of the opera will strike listeners—American listeners, anyway—as genuinely surrealistic. And it resonates poignantly with Thomson’s typically “lost generation” recollection that “I wrote in Paris music that was always, in one way or another, about Kansas City.”32

  


  
    The ultimate effect of Thomson’s surrealism, then, was that of finding oneself, the reassurance any member of a lost generation craves. And that may be the ultimate message (or better, the ultimate massage) that surrealist collage offered the wounded psyches of postwar Europeans and Americans. “If there is one theme that dominates the history of modern culture since the last quarter of the nineteenth century,” wrote Joseph Frank with forgivable exaggeration at the end of another World War, “it is precisely that of insecurity, instability, the feeling of loss of control over the meaning and purpose of life amidst the continuing triumphs of science and technics.”33 In the face of reason run amok, the best consolation art could offer was that of irrational acceptance and faith, which, not at all coincidentally, is the only way one can make head or tail of a surrealist collage.

  


  
    Virgil Thomson spelled it all out when he exhorted listeners, in a note accompanying the first recording of excerpts from Four Saints in Three Acts (1947), not “to construe the words of this opera literally or seek in it any abstruse symbolism.”34 Instead, he wrote, “If by means of the poet’s liberties with logic and the composer’s constant use of the simplest elements in our musical vernacular, something is here evoked of the childlike gaiety and mystical strength of lives devoted in common to a non-materialistic end, the authors will consider their message to have been communicated.”

  


  
    To spell it out in the theater, Thomson cast the original production exclusively for African-American singers, even though, as he freely acknowledged, his work “had nothing whatever to do with Negro life,”35 and even though the audience to which the work was addressed was unequivocally white and affluent. The implied equation of a Black American sensibility with “childlike gaiety and mystical strength” obviously played into the audience’s racial prejudices; its contribution to the work’s chic success (a sixty-performance run in a Broadway theater in the season of 1934-1935, unprecedented and rarely paralleled thereafter in the annals of American opera), can only seem in retrospect a fairly cynical calculation, despite Thomson’s later protestation that he had chosen the singers “purely for beauty of voice, clarity of enunciation, and fine carriage.”36 But the commercial ploys that went into the casting were not a part of the work’s conception, as is evident from the musical style, which refers not to any African-American idiom, but to that of the composer’s own upbringing. The irony was that he had to go abroad to discover his American roots. He was not alone.

  


  


  CHAPTER 11

  In Search of the “Real”

  America


  EUROPEAN “JAZZ”; GERSHWIN; COPLAND; THE AMERICAN

  “SYMPHONISTS”


  AMERICANS IN PARIS, PARISIANS IN AMERICA


  
    A new chapter in the history of American concert music—of musical “Americanism”—was opened by the generation of composers who, like Virgil Thomson, received their “finishing” in Paris in the 1920s, so often under the tutelage of Nadia Boulanger that their cohort is often called the “Boulangerie,” French for bakery. They formed their musical tastes in the period of anti-Germanic backlash that followed World War I, which made them susceptible to the neoclassical and Dada/surrealist currents that dominated in the French capital. But the Parisian atmosphere in which they were coming of age was already seething with “Americanism,” and it was this Americanized Paris that brought the new generation of American composers their vision of America. It was one of the characteristic ironies of the time that it should have taken a Parisian apprenticeship to create a viable “American school.”

  


  


  
    We have already noted the gusto with which the French were then consuming what a shrewd New York journalist, writing in 1925, called “the dance music that the Old World has called American jazz.” A harbinger had been Debussy’s Children’s Corner (1908), a suite for piano dedicated to his little daughter Claude-Emma (Chouchou), which ends with “Golliwog’s Cakewalk,” a piece inspired by her little blackface doll. Cakewalks, strutting dances popularized in blackface minstrel shows, had been known in Europe since the turn of the century. Debussy’s is a double parody: of the syncopated blackface dance itself in the outer sections, and of that perennial dartboard, Wagner’s Tristan, in the middle (Ex. 11-1).

  


  
    Beginning with the Cocteau-Satie Parade, which dates from 1917, the year the United States entered the Great War, a more up-to-date Americanism had begun to infiltrate Parisian concert and theatrical music. It was then that the term “jazz” gradually began showing up in European writings to designate what had formerly been known as ragtime. The etymology of the word and its American origins are obscure: David Schiff sums a complex and thorny matter up when he writes that “the term ‘jazz,’ first applied around 1916 (in New Orleans) to a rough and sexy strain of African-American music, soon became synonymous with any syncopated mass-marketed popular music.”1

  


  
    In 1918 Stravinsky, the greatest trendsetter of the day, wrote two pieces called “ragtime.” One (already mentioned in chapter 8) was the last in a suite of three dances (after a tango and a waltz) from a wartime traveling show called The Soldier’s Tale (Histoire du soldat), in which a Russian folktale was somewhat surrealistically updated with contemporary popular music played by an imitation village band consisting of two strings (violin and double bass), two winds (clarinet and bassoon), and two brass (trumpet and trombone), plus percussion. The other piece, called Ragtime pour onze instruments (“Ragtime for eleven instruments”), was scored for the same ensemble (minus the bassoon) plus a flute, a horn, a second violin, a viola, and a Hungarian dulcimer or cimbalom. It was finished on 10 November 1918, the very day of the German surrender; the manuscript carries the triumphant notation, Jour de delivrance. Messieurs les Allemands ont capitulé (“Day of deliverance; the esteemed Germans have capitulated”).

  


  
    That coincidence neatly symbolized one of the main attractions of American popular genres for the European allies (and also for leftwing “protest music” in Weimar Germany): it was as un-“boche” as music could get. That much was already evident in Debussy’s double parody. But it received an enormous boost during the war, and was further enhanced in the war’s wake by eye- (or ear-) witness contact. The Swiss conductor Ernest Ansermet, the chef d’orchestre for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes and one of Stravinsky’s closest friends, wrote back to the Russian composer from America, where the company was touring in 1916, that whereas the American classical-music establishment was hopelessly dominated by Germans (and, he added regrettably, by Jews), nevertheless

  


  
    EX. 11-1A Claude Debussy, “Golliwog’s Cakewalk,” mm. 1–17
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    there is at the bottom of this immense country a forgotten or lost soul which has found its way into the incredible music you hear in cafes!! And the absence of traditions has forced this people—in their towns, their bridges, their machines—to improvise splendidly and with genius. These two elements are very close to us; they are precisely what we like, and what your work has revealed in Europe. To free this country from the boche imprint, reveal it to itself, and teach it that it belongs with us—and at the same time to take on this wonderful field of activity—would be a fine dream.2

  


  


  
    EX. 11-1B Claude Debussy, “Golliwog’s Cakewalk,” mm. 61–73
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    Beginning immediately after the war, American popular musicians, many of them African-American, brought their music to Europe and, as Ansermet might have predicted, were lionized in all the allied capitals, but especially by “progressive” musicians in Paris. Some, like the clarinettist Sidney Bechet (1897–1959), came for frequent lucrative tours. Ansermet heard Bechet play in London in 1919 and proclaimed him “an artist of genius.”3 The Swiss conductor’s account of the music Bechet played, with an ensemble called the Southern Syncopated Orchestra, shows, perhaps for the first time (as the jazz historian Robert Walser puts it), “a ‘serious’ musician taking jazz seriously.”4 Ansermet respected what he heard enough to attempt a technical description of it, especially its qualities of rhythm and “modality”:

  


  
    The desire to give certain syllables a particular emphasis or a prolonged resonance, that is to say preoccupations of an expressive order, seem to have determined in negro singing their anticipation or delay of a fraction of rhythmic unity. This is the birth of syncopation. All the traditional negro songs are strewn with syncopes which issue from the voice while the movement of the body marks regular rhythm ….

  


  
    In the field of melody, although his habituation to our scales has effaced the memory of the African modes, an old instinct pushes the negro to pursue his pleasure outside the orthodox intervals: he performs thirds which are neither major nor minor and false seconds, and falls often by instinct on the natural harmonic sounds of a given note—it is here especially that no written music can give the idea of his playing.5

  


  
    Other Americans, like the singer Josephine Baker (1906–75), went to Paris to stay. Having originally come over in 1925 to star in a show called La revue nègre at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées (the very hall where, a dozen years earlier, The Rite of Spring had had its stormy premiere), she quickly moved over to the Folies-Bergère, the number-one Paris nightspot or “music hall,” became the darling of café society, posed for Picasso, opened her own nightclub, became wealthy, and never went back, becoming a French citizen in 1937. Her success was an inspiration to many African-Americans, and in later life Baker was one of the early icons of the American civil rights movement.

  


  
    A few Europeans even got acquainted, in the early postwar years, with genuine early American jazz at its source. Milhaud was one. Touring America in 1922, he frequented Harlem nightclubs, and “speakeasies” (illicit clubs where alcoholic beverages were served during Prohibition) in New York and Boston, and caused some consternation when he told reporters that European “serious” music was being influenced by American jazz. His memoirs contain a vivid description of what he heard and its invigorating impact:

  


  
    Harlem had not yet been discovered by the snobs and aesthetes: we [Milhaud and the singer Yvonne George] were the only white folk there. The music I heard was absolutely different from anything I had ever heard before and was a revelation to me. Against the beat of the drums the melodic lines crisscrossed in a breathless pattern of broken and twisted rhythms. A Negress whose grating voice seemed to come from the depths of the centuries sang in front of the various tables. With despairing pathos and dramatic feeling she sang over and over again, to the point of exhaustion, the same refrain, to which the constantly changing melodic pattern of the orchestra wove a kaleidoscopic background. This authentic music had its roots in the darkest corners of the Negro soul, the vestigial traces of Africa, no doubt. Its effect on me was so overwhelming that I could not tear myself away. From then on I frequented other Negro theaters and dance halls. In some of their shows the singers were accompanied by a flute, a clarinet, two trumpets, a trombone, a complicated percussion section played by one man, a piano, and a string quintet ….

  


  
    As I never missed the slightest opportunity of visiting Harlem, I persuaded my friends to accompany me, as well as [the Italian composer Alfredo] Casella and [the Dutch conductor Willem] Mengelberg, who were in New York at the time. When I went back to France, I never wearied of playing over and over, on a little portable phonograph shaped like a camera, the Black Swan records I had purchased in a little shop in Harlem. More than ever I was resolved to use jazz for a chamber work.6

  


  
    What eventually emerged from this experience was not the envisioned chamber work but a ballet, La création du monde (1923), composed to a scenario by Blaise Cendrars, the surrealist writer, who had traveled widely in China and Africa. It was scored for a small orchestra of seventeen soloists, including a piano, an alto saxophone, and “a complicated percussion section played by one man,” like the one Milhaud heard in New York (or, for that matter, like the one Stravinsky employed in The Soldier’s Tale). The action, based (according to Cendrars) on authentic African mythology, showed first a seething mass of weirdly costumed dancers representing the primal soup from which life would gradually erupt. The section sampled in Ex. 11-2 accompanies the beginning of that process: the inchoate living mass boils in a heaving motion—projections appear—trees shoot up, drop leaves that sprout into prehistoric animals—human forms begin to show (a torso, a great leg, etc.).

  


  
    Milhaud’s music takes the form of a fugue on a subject that embodies a stereotyped jazz “riff” or repeated figure reminiscent of Ansermet’s description of “thirds which are neither major nor minor” in its unstable oscillations between F(E[image: Image]) and F[image: Image] relative to D as first given out by the bass (later G(Fx) and G[image: Image] relative to E, C(B[image: Image]) and C[image: Image] relative to A, etc.) A rapid-fire riff in sixteenth notes first introduced as a countersubject may have been a deliberate quotation from Euday Bowman’s “Twelfth Street Rag” (1916), a dance hall favorite of the day (Ex. 11-3).

  


  
    EX. 11-2 Darius Milhaud, La création du monde, jazz fugue, beginning
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    EX. 11-3 Riff figure from Milhaud’s La création du monde compared with 12th Street Rag
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    Significantly, the prelude that precedes this fugue (played as overture before the curtain is raised), is composed, despite the “jazz band” scoring and occasional syncopated riffs, in a sedately Bachian “chorale-prelude” style. This provides a suitably religious frame for the action to follow, drawing parallels between the African creation myth and the “Western” or biblical one—but also drawing parallels between the new neoprimitivism based on African-American music and other forms of Parisian neoclassicism.

  


  
    That parallelism was enthusiastically pursued by Maurice Ravel in several of his late works. One was an opera: a fantaisie lyrique called L’enfant et les sortilèges (The Child and the Magic Spells, 1925) to a libretto by the French novelist Colette (1873–1954), who had in her youth appeared on the music-hall stage. A few of the magical apparitions of the title, in particular a foxtrot sung and danced by a teapot and teacup, drew on popular-music idioms for surrealistic effect. (A foxtrot was a slow ragtime dance done with a gliding step, introduced by the team of Vernon and Irene Castle in 1914.) Ravel’s most potent jazz stylizations, however, came in generically titled “classical” scores like his two piano concertos (in G, 1929–1931; in D for the left hand alone, 1929–1930) and his three-movement sonata for violin and piano (1923–1927).
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    FIG. 11-1 Basic harmonic structure of 12-bar blues.

  


  


  
    The middle movement from the sonata, subtitled “Blues” and sketched in the summer of 1923, was Ravel’s earliest essay in jazz effects. “Blues” (or “the blues”) is a black-American folk genre that fed into the evolution of jazz around the time of the Great War. The name seems to stem from “the blue devils,” a colloquial expression for melancholy or depression that can be traced as far back as Elizabethan English. As a musical term, “blues” can refer generally to a style of expressive performance as well as specifically to a musical form that seems to have been standardized around the turn of the century. As a form, the blues is a framework for poetic and melodic improvisation. The singer improvises three lines of poetry in which the second is a repetition of the first and the third ends with a word that rhymes with the ending-word of the other two. Each line coincides with a four-bar musical phrase in [image: Image] time. The first is supported by the tonic harmony throughout; the second moves from the subdominant (two bars) to the tonic (two bars), and the third is similarly divided between the dominant and the tonic. As a rule, the rhyming word coincides with the third downbeat of a phrase, the rest of the time being filled out by the instrumental accompaniment, usually on guitar or banjo. Fig. 11–1 shows the harmonic frame of a typical “12-bar blues” (each stroke within the measures representing the strummed beat), and Ex. 11-4 shows the opening stanza of St. Louis Blues (1914) by the African-American trumpeter and bandleader W. C. Handy (1873–1958), the most famous composed and published (i.e., commercial) example of what was a predominantly oral (folk or nonprofessional) genre.

  


  
    EX. 11-4 W. C. Handy, St. Louis Blues, first stanza
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    The unstable third degree described by Ansermet and appropriated by Milhaud is conspicuous in Handy’s melody, both in the opening melodic “scoop” notated (very approximately) by the use of a grace note, and in the B[image: Image]s (also notated approximately) that clash with the B-natural of the tonic triad as cross-relations both direct (in line 1) and oblique (in lines 2 and 3). A folk blues singer will sing these notes sharp, so that they lie “in the crack” between the minor and the major third, and will refer to them as “blue notes.” (Also called blue notes are flattened leading tones and fifths, or any note that is “bent out of shape” for expressive purposes.) The characteristic jazz syncopation (also described by Ansermet), in which a long or accented note is made more intensely expressive by placing it ahead of the beat on which it is expected, is also present in Handy’s melody, consistently placed at the end of the first measure in every line. (Again the notation gives an exact appearance—displacement by one eighth-note—to what in actual performance is flexible and diverse.)

  


  
    Ravel’s blues movement incorporates—or better, refers to—virtually every feature of blues style as just described, beginning with the twanging pizzicato chords that cast the violin as ersatz banjo, plunking out the rhythmic framework against which the melody will be “improvised” (Ex. 11-5a). The chords are the expected I, IV, and V, although the standard blues pattern is merely suggested, not reproduced. But to score-readers (as opposed to listeners), the clash that occurs at the piano’s entrance is implicit from the start in the “bitonal” superimposition of key signatures.

  


  
    The reason for enclosing the technical term in quotes should be evident if one recalls the nature of a “blue note,” poised somewhere between the major and the minor third. The clash of harmonic roots when the piano enters casts the throbbing B-natural at the top of the violin chord simultaneously as major third above G and (in the guise of C[image: Image]) as minor third above A[image: Image]. The whole G-major triad, transferred at 1 from the violin to the piano, becomes in effect an implicit appoggiatura; never resolving, it is effectively colored “blue.”

  


  
    EX. 11-5A Maurice Ravel, Violin Sonata, II (“Blues”), mm. 1–27
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    Ravel’s sophisticated harmonic pun reverses the normal perspective of a blue note: what is ordinarily pitched outside the tempered scale relative to a stable root is pitched stably relative to two competing (hence destabilized) roots. It is the texture at 1 rather than a cadence that establishes A[image: Image], after all, as the functional tonic. The method whereby a distinctive trait is appropriated from an oral tradition to become a device for achieving the renovation of a literate style is reminiscent of the way in which Stravinsky had employed Russian folk music in his early ballets. When the material so deployed is “native,” the technique is called “neonationalism.” Ravel’s adaptation, by analogy, might well be termed “neo-exoticism.” Once the violinist picks up the bow and reenters as the “melodist” (the key signature having been appropriately adjusted and the mood identified as “nostalgic”), the solo part is fashioned to give the effect of a blues improvisation on the Handy model. The characteristic blues syncopation, with small notevalues tied over the beat to longer ones, becomes the rule; harmonic thirds, fifths, and sevenths constantly waver; that wavering is extended to ever wider melodic intervals by explicitly notated portamenti (finger slides) of a kind that was just then going out of style in “classical” playing under the impact of the New Sobriety. (And that might be one of the reasons why Ravel, who grew up with the sliding technique, labeled the portamento-heavy violin solo “nostalgic.”)

  


  
    As the movement nears its climax (Ex. 11-5b), the violin part reverts to an even more plainly indicated banjoistic style, while the piano takes over the portamento wailing as best it can. In the coda (Ex. 11-5c), the two instruments divide the “vocal” line in a sort of hocket; five measures before the end Ravel comes up with a devilishly clever portamento effect for the pianist (second finger literally sliding from black key to white under a tone sustained by the third finger) that could only be put into effect at this point, where the dynamics were soft and the line unaccompanied. The last chord contains another sort of “blue note” in the form of an unresolving, stable seventh that was the stereotyped “jazz” finishing chord. (Its origin was a tag-line, “Good evening, friends,” that coincided with the first four notes of the equally stereotypical fugue subject in Ex. 11-2, from Milhaud’s Création du monde.) Ravel described his “blues” movement to an American audience during his single visit to the United States, a concert tour of 1928. Speaking at the Rice Institute (now Rice University) in Houston, Ravel called attention to his “neo-exotic” technique, or what he called “minute stylization in the manipulation” of “popular forms.” The manner in which such stylization is accomplished follows the predilection of the individual composer, Ravel maintained, so that his blues, while based on an American model, “is nevertheless French music, Ravel’s music.” He elaborated the point by reminding his audience that composers of at least four different nationalities—his French compatriot Milhaud, the Russian Stravinsky, the Italian Casella, and the German Hindemith—had all accomplished “minute stylizations”7 of American popular music, “while the styles become as numerous as the composers themselves.” And this is because “the individualities of these composers are stronger than the materials appropriated.”

  


  
    And yet this did not stop Ravel from turning right around and advising his audience that his neo-exoticist technique, if practiced by Americans, would be ipso facto transformed into a neonationalist one that would at last vouchsafe the emergence of “a veritable school of American music.” Acknowledging (or perhaps insisting) that “Negro music is not of purely American origin” (a fact that many European compositions—notably La création du monde—also implicitly alleged), Ravel closed by reiterating his belief that

  


  
    it will prove to be an effective factor in the founding of an American school of music. At all events, may this national American music of yours embody a great deal of the rich and diverting rhythm of your jazz, a great deal of the emotional expression of your blues, and a great deal of the sentiment and spirit of your popular melodies and songs, worthily deriving from, and in turn contributing to, a noble national heritage in music.

  


  


  
    Ravel’s prescription is reminiscent of Dvořák’s, some thirty years before; and like its predecessor it begs many questions that were of far greater moment to Americans than they were to Europeans, for whom America was an exotic and still somewhat mythical place. Leaving entirely aside for the moment the highly fraught question of its origins, and granting that jazz (or “jazz”) was a distinctively American genre, did that enable it (or entitle it) to represent the diverse population of the United States? Could the music of a minority culture, and an oft-despised one at that, reflect the (often bigoted) majority? Could it even be said that America, as such, had a folk music? And could jazz, a genre that had developed since Dvořák’s time and that had (especially in the forms that Europeans knew) long since been “commodified” and commercialized, qualify as folklore? What surely seemed to Ravel a benign (or in any case an innocuous) suggestion led to endless controversy as soon as Americans began taking it up.

  


  
    EX. 11-5B Maurice Ravel, Violin Sonata, II (“Blues”), mm. 95–100
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    And was Ravel’s suggestion even all that benign? Or did it still reflect the Old World condescension that many had detected in Dvořák’s equally well meaning advice? European enthusiasm for jazz did not entirely efface traditional condescension toward its practitioners. Josephine Baker was surely correct in asserting that black Americans lucky enough to find work there could better escape prejudice and discrimination in Europe than they could at home. (She backed up the point in 1951 when, on a visit to America, she confronted the Stork Club, New York’s most exclusive nightclub, over its racist policies that made it impossible for her, a European celebrity, to obtain service there, even as the club featured many black performers.) And yet her European reputation was won through her willingness to represent herself as an exotic, neoprimitive sex object on terms that might seem degrading now (Fig. 11-2a).

  


  
    EX. 11-5C Maurice Ravel, Violin Sonata, II (“Blues”), end
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    Or consider the illustration that graced the cover of the program book for the “Saison Music-Hall” at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées in 1925, when Baker made her Parisian début. The pit musicians—thick lips smiling, eyes rolling—are depicted in a style that differed little from the demeaning “Sambo” image common in the States (Fig. 11-2b). The French tendency to associate Negro music with Africa, moreover, although it resonates with the “black nationalism” of a later time, had rather different implications in a country that, as of the 1920s, was still a major colonial power.

  


  
    Even Ernest Ansermet’s rapturous review of Sidney Bechet and the Southern Syncopated Orchestra had a less than judicious side. Having admired jazz melody and rhythm, Ansermet deemed it fitting to temper his remarks with the observation that

  


  
    It is only in the field of harmony that the negro hasn’t yet created his own distinct expression. Even here, he uses a succession of seventh chords, and ambiguous major-minors with a deftness which many Europeans should envy. But, in general, harmony is perhaps a musical element which appears in the scheme of musical evolution only at a stage which the negro art has not yet attained.8
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    FIG. 11-2 (left) Josephine Baker, poster for Casino de Paris. (right) Program for “Saison Music-Hall” at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, Paris, 1925.

  


  


  
    The assumption that the world’s cultures and civilizations were all located on a single evolutionary timetable, with Europe out in front, was of course the principle that undergirded and justified Europe’s colonial expansion and all its attendant cruelties. Ansermet compounds the colonialist impression with a wishful prediction not unlike Ravel’s. Both seem to imply that it will be left to the white Europeans (or the Euro-Americans) to exploit “the negro’s” musical resources to the full; and this puts a somewhat different complexion on the Satiean and Stravinskian appropriations that were already taking place by the time Ansermet made his forecast, and even on Ravel’s wonderful “minute stylization.” Sidney Bechet’s true significance, Ansermet suggests, will ultimately be that of forerunner to the more sophisticated talents of the future:

  


  
    When one has tried so often to find in the past one of those figures to whom we owe the creation of our art as we know it today—those men of the 17th and 18th centuries, for example, who wrote the expressive works of dance airs which cleared the way for Haydn and Mozart—what a moving thing it is to meet this black, fat boy with white teeth and narrow forehead, who is very glad one likes what he does, but can say nothing of his art, except that he follows his “own way”—and then one considers that perhaps his “own way” is the highway along which the whole world will swing tomorrow.9

  


  TRANSGRESSION


  
    So it might be best not to romanticize the European reception of American popular music after the Great War, or to suppose that it indicates any real change in the Old World’s attitude toward the culture of the New (let alone belief in the equality of races). In any case it was a very temporary fling; by 1927 Milhaud flatly asserted that there was not a single composer in Europe still interested in American jazz. It was only a minor exaggeration.

  


  


  
    Within America the incorporation of “jazz” or popular dance idioms into concert genres, although it was not an entirely new idea, actually became newly controversial in the postwar decade. The most prominent previous exponent of the style, Henry F. Gilbert (1868–1928), was an omnivorous purveyor of exotic Americana after Dvořák’s prescription. His Negro Episode for orchestra (1896), Comedy Overture on Negro Themes (1906, to an opera, Uncle Remus, after the ersatz Negro folktales of Joel Chandler Harris), and The Dance in Place Congo, a symphonic poem (1908) that was later adapted as a ballet and performed by the Metropolitan Opera Company (1918), took their place in his work list alongside an orchestral suite called The Intimate Story of Indian Tribal Life; or, The Story of a Vanishing Race and other “Indianist” compositions, and also alongside several suites of incidental music in an Irish style to accompany plays by W. B. Yeats and J. M. Synge. As for Charles Ives’s ragtime “stylizations” (see chapter 5), they remained virtually unknown before Ives’s belated “discovery” in the late 1930s.

  


  
    It was only in the 1920s that jazz or popular idioms became associated with an American music that was overtly “modernist” in style, and thus acquired a challenging or threatening edge that could inspire hostility. The chief culprit was Aaron Copland (1900–90), like Virgil Thomson an early pupil of Nadia Boulanger. Copland was in fact the first American to join the Boulangerie, having noticed a magazine advertisement for a school the French government planned to set up in Fontainebleau, a Paris suburb, for American musicians in the summer of 1921—“a gesture of appreciation to America,” as Copland recalled it, “for its friendship during World War I.”10 Nadia Boulanger was on the staff as a teacher of harmony, not composition. She proved, however, to be the one member of the faculty sympathetic to the modernist music Copland wanted to write; and it was her open-mindedness that gave him the courage to experiment, eventually, with what was then called “symphonic jazz.” Copland himself associated his serious interest in jazz with an experience he had not in America but in Vienna, during a brief vacation in 1923, while he was studying in Paris. “Defamiliarization” by a foreign environment played a part in awakening that new sympathy: “When I heard jazz played in Vienna, it was like hearing it for the first time,” Copland wrote.11 Even more decisive, though, was Copland’s discovery—a discovery that astonished him—that cultured Europeans, unlike their American counterparts, regarded jazz with high respect.
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    FIG. 11-3 Aaron Copland with the composer Irving Fine (1914–1962) at Brandeis University, 1961.

  


  


  
    Even before going to Europe, Copland had written one perky little piano piece (called “Jazzy”) in a popular style, but had kept it hidden from his early composition teacher in New York, a former Dvořák pupil named Rubin Goldmark (1872–1936), whose uncle, Karl Goldmark (1830–1915), had been Vienna’s leading opera composer at the turn of the century. Goldmark maintained Dvořák’s advocacy of an “Americanist” idiom for American concert music, had written a Hiawatha overture in 1900, and would even write a Negro Rhapsody in 1923; but the use of popular styles for this purpose was not an option he favored. Dvořák had called for the assimilation of American subject matter to “the beautiful forms of art,” and the notion of “the beautiful” did not extend as far as the popular or the demotic in the social circles that then supported the cultivation of art music in America. In retrospect, of course, nothing is easier than to see in that esthetic distinction a covert class discrimination.

  


  
    Not that Copland’s amiable little “Jazzy” (Ex. 11-6) would have challenged it. But the music he wrote with Boulanger’s encouragement during his period of study in Paris (1921–24) had taken a defiant turn that reflected European modernist attitudes. A concert by the New York Symphony Orchestra on 11 January 1925 made the young composer notorious. Seeking to placate his audience after the premiere of Copland’s Symphony for Organ and Orchestra (a work commissioned by Boulanger for her American debut), the conductor, German-born Walter Damrosch (1862–1950), announced from the podium that “if a gifted young man can write a symphony like this at twenty-three [sic], within five years he will be ready to commit murder!”12 Virgil Thomson opened the generational gap wide by calling Copland’s symphony “the voice of America in our generation.”13 So when Copland began incorporating jazz elements into his compositions after the scandalous Symphony—and doing it, he said, precisely so as the more effectively and authentically to embody the generational voice to which Thomson had called attention—they were read not as an entertaining gesture or an attempt to ingratiate his music with his compatriots, but as something nearer the opposite.

  


  
    EX. 11-6 Aaron Copland, “Jazzy” (1920)
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    The work that immediately followed the Symphony was a suite for small orchestra called Music for the Theatre, a sort of incidental score to an imaginary play. The ensemble is a typical theatrical (or “pit”) orchestra: eighteen players (at a minimum), including piano. The scoring uses only single winds except for a pair of trumpets that already signals brashness. And indeed, the first movement starts right off (Ex. 11-7a) with a cheeky solo for the first trumpet to which the second adds a Flatterzunge—a “flutter-tongued” note—that was all too easily heard as an insult of a familiar New York variety (a “Bronx cheer,” or “raspberry”). The Molto moderato that follows the introductory fanfares seems to draw in vague and general terms on a “blues” idiom. Its shifting metrical scheme and polytonal harmonic framework—chords “planed” or moved in parallel in two directions (Ex. 11-7b)—refer far more explicitly to the Parisian music (Milhaud, Stravinsky) that made up Copland’s sonic environment during his formative years than to jazz. The most specific reference to blues, perhaps, is the syncopated repetitions in the oboe solo (Ex. 11-7c).

  


  
    The Subito Allegro molto at 5 reinstates the edgy trumpet fanfare motif as the main theme (first in the E[image: Image] clarinet), a study in shifting accents against an ostinato accompaniment. The climax, Molto meno mosso at 11 (Ex. 11-7d), seems to be a calculated attempt at capturing the visceral impact of a certain device enthusiastically described by Ansermet in his review of the Southern Syncopated Orchestra: “When they indulge in one of their favorite effects, which is to take up the refrain of a dance in a tempo suddenly twice as slow and with redoubled intensity and figuration, a truly gripping thing takes place: it seems as if a great wind is passing over a forest or as if a door is suddenly opened on a wild orgy.”14 The percussion parts here, punctuating the gaps in the melody like hockets, irresistibly evoke a physical response.

  


  
    EX. 11-7A Aaron Copland Music for the Theatre, I, trumpet solo
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    The musical content of the high-spirited fourth movement of Copland’s suite, Burlesque, is harder to relate to actual jazz; but the title was as deliberate a provocation as the trumpet’s flutter-tongue. In French, the word (derived from the Italian burla, a joke) simply means comical or grotesque, a meaning that can be extended to encompass the idea of parody or caricature. In American slang, however, the term (often pronounced “burley-cue”) had come by 1925 to refer to lewd theatrical entertainments, especially striptease, and to the lowlife establishments that displayed them. From there, the term implicitly encompassed all kinds of behavior and social practices that were illicit in Prohibition-era America, from the consumption of alcoholic beverages in speakeasies to the consumption of sexual favors in “houses of ill-repute.” These images were exactly what “jazz” connoted to the social circles on which high culture in America depended for patronage. The middle section (Ex. 11-8), with its “dirty,” lowlying trumpet solo accompanied by sweaty grunts from all the lowest instruments in the band, evoked the strutting ecdysiast “bumping and grinding” her way around the stage.
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    FIG. 11-4 Entrance to Minsky’s Burlesque (locked and guarded by the police), New York, 1930s.

  


  


  
    Copland’s suite could thus be construed as biting the hand that fed him—a calculated answerin-kind to the insult Walter Damrosch had delivered at the Symphony premiere earlier that year. Performed before a stuffy subscription audience, say, at a Boston Symphony Orchestra concert, it could count on a hostile reception. And that is just where it was performed for the first time, on 10 November 1925, between Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony and the Prelude and Liebestod from Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. It was a typically aggressive modernist bid for public notice, in which Copland was joined by Serge Koussevitzky (1874–1951), the Russian-born conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, to whom Music for the Theatre is dedicated.

  


  
    EX. 11-7B Aaron Copland Music for the Theatre, I, Molto moderato (harmonic “planing”)
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    EX. 11-7C Aaron Copland, Music for the Theatre, I, oboe solo
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    EX. 11-7D Aaron Copland, Music for the Theatre, I, Molto meno mosso
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    EX. 11-8 Aaron Copland, Music for the Theatre, IV (“Burlesque”), mm. 128–147
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    Koussevitzky, whose marriage to an heiress had made him financially independent, was (like Stravinsky, Prokofieff, and Rachmaninoff) an émigré from the Russian revolution. From 1917 to 1924 his base was Paris, where he formed his own orchestra and gave concerts at which, thanks to his self-subsidizing, he could afford to program a great deal of contemporary music and turn his series into a major modernist forum where Stravinsky and Prokofieff (composers whose music Koussevitzky actually published for a while), and many of the younger French generation had important premieres. Koussevitzky also befriended Nadia Boulanger and took an interest in her pupils; so that when he moved to America he was poised to launch their careers with aplomb. In this he was playing a role consciously modeled on the activities of the Russian music patron Mitrofan Belyayev (1836–1904), also the heir to an industrial fortune, who had subsidized the performance and publication of the young Russians of the generation before Stravinsky’s.
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    FIG. 11-5 Boston Symphony Orchestra under Serge Koussevitzky.

  


  


  
    Thus the careers of the composers in the postwar American generation who studied in Paris quite directly paralleled those of the Russian “nationalist” composers of the late nineteenth century: they had a principal mentor in Nadia Boulanger, paralleling RimskyKorsakov (or, before him, Balakirev) and they had a principal promoter in Koussevitzky, paralleling Belyayev, who worked in active collusion with their mentor. But where Belyayev and RimskyKorsakov, with their conservative tastes, had acted as a restraining force on the Russian composers of their day, Boulanger and Koussevitzky were committed modernists who abetted every innovative tendency in American music. Where the older influence and the newer one coincided was in their insistence on pronounced national character in whatever music they supported.

  


  
    Copland’s “jazz” works fit the bill to perfection. A review of the Boston premiere of Music for the Theatre confirmed the work as an act of mild aggression calculated to win a place for American music as an alternative to the traditional European repertory rather than (as previously) an echo of it. It was, the critic wrote, “a tonal bombshell that left in its wake a mingling of surprise, perplexity, indignation and enthusiasm.”15 After the New York premiere the next week, Olin Downes’s review announced that “we do not care if a long time elapses before we listen again to Music for the Theatre.”16

  


  
    That sort of reaction was in its way an encouragement to Copland and Koussevitzky, who in a larger sense were echoing Europe after all, envisioning as they did the establishment of an authentic modernist school in America on what was by then the established European model: a maximalist nationalism followed by a chic “classical” counterpart. Copland’s next work, this time directly commissioned by Koussevitzky, was a Piano Concerto that he could take around and perform himself, the model being Stravinsky’s slightly “jazzy” if more overtly “Bachian” Concerto for Piano and Winds, first performed by the composer at one of the last Parisian Koussevitzky concerts, in May of 1924.

  


  
    Copland’s Piaro Concerto, which had its premiere in Boston in January 1927, aroused all the indignation that Music for the Theatre had evoked, but none of the enthusiasm. Nicolas Slonimsky (1894–1995), a Russian émigré musician who was then acting as Koussevitzky’s secretary, sent Copland a malodorous bouquet of press clippings and irate letters from subscribers that unnerved the composer enough to elicit a show of bravado in response. “How flattering it was to read that the ‘Listener’ can understand Strauss, Debussy, Stravinsky—but not poor me,” Copland wrote back to Slonimsky.17 “When the Concerto is played again (O horrid thought!) we must see if we can’t get the police to raid the concert hall to give a little added interest to this ‘horrible’ experiment.” The critics were just as “flattering.” One called the Concerto an “antihuman outrage”18; another characterized it as “barnyard and stable noises.”19 A third, pretending to excuse it, wrote that “some have complained that the work had no spiritual value, only animal excitement; but what else has jazz?”20

  


  
    This last comment points to an ugly undercurrent that now made itself felt in the reception of Copland’s music. The second time around, his jazz experiments evoked a racial backlash that expressed itself not directly, with slurs against the composer’s musical sources, but in the form of innuendos at Copland’s own “racial” or ethnic origins. A Jewish composer trading in the jazz idiom seemed too direct a challenge to Yankee leadership in American musical culture, and aroused renewed controversy, more vehement than ever, as to just what the Americanness of American music should entail.

  


  
    Who, in short, could truly represent—that is, had the right to represent—America, a nation of immigrants, in folklore? Here is how the journalist Gilbert Seldes posed the question in 1926, even before Copland’s Piano Concerto had appeared, in the pages of The Dial, a modernist literary magazine: “Can the Negro and the Jew stand in the relation of a folk to a nation? And if not, can the music they create be the national music?”21 Most answers were dismissive, like the one given by a critic named Paul Fritz Laubenstein in an article, “Race Values in Aframerican Music,” published in 1930 in the Musical Quarterly, then America’s most scholarly musical journal. “As for jazz,” he wrote, “the Negro may if he wishes claim the questionable distinction of being its originator.”22 But “the Jewish direption” or exploitation of it made it “a parasitic mannerism preying upon the classics.” From the very beginning of modernism (see chapter 1), its opponents associated it with Jewishness. The urban, the commercial, and the Jewish were conflated by those who regarded them, each and all, as a threat. In postwar America, the most vocal musical antimodernist was Daniel Gregory Mason (1873–1953), who from 1929 to 1942 occupied the MacDowell chair in music at Columbia University, where he taught, all told, for almost forty years. The son, nephew, and grandson of distinguished New England musicians, Mason was the foremost living representative of the Yankee strain in American music. His compositions included a “Lincoln Symphony” and a String Quartet on Negro Themes (that is, spirituals). But he drew the line at jazz, which he associated (in an article of 1920) with “the Jewish menace to our artistic integrity.”23

  


  
    Ten years later, in a book called Tune In, America: A Study of Our Coming Musical Independence, Mason was ready to elaborate. Jazz based its claim to being a representative American music, Mason insisted, on its association with the myth of “American hustle,” defined as “a group of qualities induced or encouraged by our present business and industrial life, such as haste, practical ‘efficiency,’ good humor of a superficial sort, inventiveness, an extrovert preference of action to thought—in short, all that is suggested by such popular slogans as ‘Step lively” and ‘Keep smiling.’”24 Quoting an earlier writer named Hiram K. Moderwell, Mason linked jazz with “the ‘jerk and rattle’ of the American city, ‘its restless bustle and motion, its multitude of unrelated details, and its underlying progress toward a vague somewhere,’”25 all of which could serve equally as a general definition of “the modern.”

  


  
    But jazz was a spurious representation of America, Mason claimed, for the reason that it was

  


  
    not, like the varied types of European folksong to which it is often misleadingly compared, a spontaneous artistic activity of our people; it is a commercial product, like so many others ‘put over’ upon the people. It does not grow up in simple minds, voicing their feelings; it is manufactured by calculating ones, seeking profit. In a word, it is not an expression at all; it is an exploitation.26

  


  


  
    All of this was easily read anti-Semitic code. Mason explained the success of the Jewish exploitation of the unsuspecting public in terms of the “pathological state”27 to which the stresses of modern life have brought the American mind. Jazz, “the product of industrial cities poisoned with nervous fatigue,” reflects

  


  
    not our health, vitality, and hope, but our restlessness and our despair. It is a symptom of a sick moment in the progress of the human soul: the moment of industrial turmoil, fever, and distress that we can but hope to survive, not to perpetuate. To its tense, false gayety the hearing ear responds never with the joy that comes only in relaxation, but with a sense of depression that may be tinged with tragedy …. Despite its kinship with an undeniable if superficial side of our character, and in spite of its acceptability to Europeans in search rather of new sensations than of living art, the bankruptcy of jazz as a source of serious music is becoming daily more evident.

  


  


  
    Surveying the programs of American orchestras during the 1920s for their American content, Mason noted the increasing number of native-born musicians in the latter part of the decade, but noted, too, the increasing prevalence of modernistic styles that rendered the music “a little less representatively American.” Copland’s Piano Concerto is singled out for dismissal, since the participation of its composer, “a cosmopolitan Jew,”28 gave the Boston Symphony program in which he played the work “a more European, exotic flavor” than an American one. The inescapable logic of Mason’s position was that neither a Negro nor a Jew could be truly an American. The “musical independence” to which the subtitle of his book alluded could only be achieved if such influences were excluded.

  


  
    Copland may have been unnerved by the backlash. Although, as we shall see, he certainly did not give up the aspiration to represent America in his music, he did discard jazz after the Piano Concerto. It was a conscious decision. He told a Los Angeles interviewer about it before performing the piece in 1928, and the interview ran under a headline, “Copland to Abandon Jazz in Future Compositions.”29 Much later he told another interviewer that “I had been observing the scene around me and sensed it was about to change. Moreover, I realized that jazz might have its best treatment from those who had a talent for improvisation. I sensed its limitations, intended to make a change, and made no secret of the fact.”30

  


  REDEMPTION


  
    The late recollection is tinged with patronization, typical of “literate” attitudes toward the “limitations” of an oral genre. That was hardly Copland’s point of view in the 1920s. In trying to comprehend his decision to abandon jazz, it will be useful to compare the bad reception his jazz-influenced compositions met with the altogether different reception some seemingly similar works by another American composer enjoyed around the same time. What on the surface may appear paradoxical will on investigation prove revealing.

  


  


  
    George Gershwin (1898–1937), Copland’s near exact contemporary, had a very similar ethnic and family background. Like Copland, he was born in Brooklyn to Jewish parents who had emigrated to the United States from Russia. He even studied briefly with the same teacher, Rubin Goldmark, though at a later stage of life than Copland. Both Copland and Gershwin left school to pursue their musical careers before attending college. But where Copland made the decision voluntarily after graduating from high school, and pursued a full-time musical education at Fontainebleau, Gershwin, who came from a much poorer family, dropped out of high school at fourteen, the youngest age then legal, in order to earn a living.

  


  
    A precocious pianist, gifted with a remarkable ear, Gershwin found work as a “song-plugger” for a music publisher. His job was to play items of “sheet-music” by request, so that prospective purchasers, both amateur pianists and variety-show (“vaudeville”) singers, could hear the songs the firm was offering for sale. The position required a fluent piano technique and a talent for stylish embellishment or improvisation by ear (the very skill Copland lacked and slightly scorned). It was natural that a song-plugger would turn to writing popular songs himself, in the highly standardized format that was the stock-in-trade of “Tin Pan Alley.”

  


  
    Tin Pan Alley was the nickname for the songwriting and music-publishing industry that grew up in New York in the 1890s and lasted roughly until the Second World War. Evoking the sound of the weather-beaten upright pianos on which pluggers like Gershwin plied their trade in publishers’ salesrooms on East 14th Street in lower Manhattan, the name was coined by Monroe Rosenfeld (1861–1918), who worked as both a songwriter and a journalist. As a business, Tin Pan Alley was indeed heavily populated if not dominated by Jewish entrepreneurs, and it employed many Jewish songwriters as well. Its products were used not only in domestic parlors but also, and primarily, in the variety theaters on Broadway, and in their Yiddish counterparts on Second Avenue in the Lower East Side.
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    FIG. 11-6 George Gershwin, self-portrait in oils (1934).

  


  


  
    Within a year of his first employment as a song-plugger, Gershwin had sufficiently distinguished himself as a pianist to find work cutting player-piano rolls for home use, and became a sought-after accompanist for professional entertainers. In 1917 he moved from Tin Pan Alley to the more prestigious theater world uptown, becoming the rehearsal pianist for a “revue” or plotless song-and-dance show called Miss 1917, with music by Victor Herbert (1859–1924) and Jerome Kern (1885–1945), who with Irving Berlin (1888–1989) were then the reigning composers on Broadway. The next year, on the strength of a few published songs and piano pieces, Gershwin was put on retainer by Max Dreyfus, the head of T. B. Harms & Co., Tin Pan Alley’s biggest publishing firm; for $35 a week, Harms received the “right of first refusal” on anything the young composer might produce.

  


  
    It was a good bet. In 1920, Swanee, a Gershwin song Harms had published in 1919, was recorded by the blackface singer Al Jolson (1886–1950) and became a runaway hit, earning the composer a then fantastic royalty of $10,000 in its first year. More important, it made him a bankable “name” composer for Broadway producers. During the five years 1920–1924, Gershwin wrote the scores for eleven Broadway shows, of which seven were revues, the rest “musical comedies” (later shortened to “musicals”), meaning shows with dramatic plots that emulated operettas. From these shows, seventy-two songs were harvested for publication as sheet music, in addition to sixteen songs that Gershwin wrote for insertion into shows by other composers, and seven “occasional” items that were either dropped from shows or composed directly for sheet-music sale. Added to the songs Gershwin had written up to his first year under contract to Harms, they made a total of well over a hundred songs.

  


  
    Practically all of them were written according to the same “industrial” formula, a necessity for maintaining such a high commercial productivity. (In this, Tin Pan Alley resembled the Italian opera of a hundred years before, or the early “classical” symphony, other literate genres that required a high volume and that consequently relied on similarly standardized and stereotyped formal designs of a kind more often found in oral cultures.) The standard form was the 32-bar “chorus” or refrain (usually preceded by one or two introductory “verses” that were often omitted). The thirty-two bars were grouped in four eight-bar phrases or “lines” that were cast musically in age-old “fixed” patterns like AABA, ABAB, ABCA, or AABC, of which the first was by far the most prevalent. In its commonest variant, the first two lines had closed and open endings, respectively; the “B” (often called the “bridge” or “release”) comprised two 4-bar phrases like the two short lines in a limerick, and the final line repeated the “closed” version of A, thus: AA’BA. (The remotest literate ancestors of this fixed form, also associated with the cabaletta or fast concluding section of an Italian opera aria, were composed by the troubadours, Aquitanian (southern French) poet-musicians of the eleventh century.) As an example of a Tin Pan Alley chorus, “You Don’t Know the Half of It, Dearie” (Ex. 11-9), a song from Lady, Be Good! (one of four Gershwin shows to open in 1924), will be particularly useful, since it very pointedly illustrates the relationship between Tin Pan Alley and “jazz.” It is billed as a “blues” number (marketed as sheet music as “the Half of It, Dearie, Blues”) and it appropriates a number of style features from the typical African-American blues as illustrated in Ex. 11-4, by W. C. Handy. The first line, in fact, could have been from an actual blues, both because of its harmony, confined (or confinable) to the tonic triad, and because of its rhythmic structure (all the words concentrated in its first half, with the rest free for “riffing,” or for improvisation by the accompanying instrument). There is even a blue note on “Dearie.”

  


  
    EX. 11-9 George Gershwin, Lady, Be Good!, “You Don’t Know the Half of It, Dearie”
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    But what was a “12-bar” structure in three lines has been stretched out to meet the requirements of the standard chorus in four, and the distinctive harmonic succession that makes a blues a blues has also been abandoned in favor of a freer set of harmonic “changes.” The blues, in short, has become (like all forms of “jazz”) one of many flavorings available to the Tin Pan Alley composer. The Tin Pan Alley standard was already a thoroughly hybrid, Europeanized adaptation of jazz, like the ones by Milhaud and Ravel we have already seen; only in place of the modernist insistence on originality of style and form it demanded conformity to a commercial template.

  


  
    The same year in which he wrote Lady, Be Good!, Gershwin was unexpectedly given an opportunity to cross over into more “serious” terrain when Paul Whiteman (1890–1967), a popular bandleader with a classical background who was planning a big concert tour of the United States, invited the young Broadway composer, already known for his remarkable keyboard facility and extraordinary melodic gift, to compose an extended work for piano and large dance orchestra in the form of a “rhapsody.” The genre, not really a form but a title popularized by Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies, was cannily chosen. It connoted at once a romantically “free” form, an opportunity for pianistic display, and a programmatically “nationalistic” statement of a sort that many American composers were then contemplating.

  


  
    The piece that Gershwin came up with, Rhapsody in Blue, was first performed (in an orchestration by Whiteman’s arranger, Ferde Grofé) on Lincoln’s birthday, 12 February 1924. It came near the end of a long matinee concert called “An Experiment in Modern Music,” for which Whiteman had rented Aeolian Hall, a concert venue maintained by a player-piano manufacturing firm, where Walter Damrosch and the New York Symphony gave their concerts (and where Copland’s early symphony—plus Damrosch’s preposterous comment about it—would be heard a year later). The ticket-selling gimmick was the announcement that a panel of experts—Rachmaninoff, the violinists Jascha Heifetz and Efrem Zimbalist, and the latter’s wife, the soprano Alma Gluck—would judge the compositions presented and decide which were the most authentically American.31 (The fact that three of the panelists were Russian-born and the fourth Romanian seems to have been no impediment to their expertise.)

  


  
    Other big names in music who were listed as official “patrons” of the event included the Swiss-born composer Ernest Bloch, the Dutchman Willem Mengelberg (then leading the New York Philharmonic), the Vienna-born violinist Fritz Kreisler, the Lithuanian-born pianist Leopold Godowsky, and the Italian-born Metropolitan Opera soprano Amelita Galli-Curci. A prefatory note in the program book, by Whiteman’s manager, stated the purpose of the program:

  


  
    The experiment is purely educational. Mr. Whiteman intends to point out, with the assistance of the orchestra and associates, the tremendous strides which have been made in popular music from the day of the discordant jazz, which sprang into existence about ten years ago from nowhere in particular, to the really melodious music of today which—for no good reason—is still being called jazz.32

  


  


  
    “From nowhere in particular …” The program was in essence an attempt to sanitize contemporary popular music and elevate it in public esteem by divorcing it from its roots in African-American improvised music and securing endorsements from the classical music establishment. The twenty-five pieces on the program were grouped into sections with slightly pretentious titles like “The True Form of Jazz,” “Recent Compositions with Modern Score,” “In the Field of Classics,” “Flavoring a Selection with Borrowed Themes,” and “Adaptation of Standard Selections to Dance Rhythm.” Gershwin’s culminating Rhapsody and Victor Herbert’s Suite of Serenades, the most ambitious items performed, were sections unto themselves.

  


  
    Rhapsody in Blue was a huge success with the audience, who had been beginning to show signs of listlessness as its turn approached. The critics were also kind. Deems Taylor (1885–1966), not only a critic but also the successful composer of two operas performed at the Metropolitan, and who had been listed in the program as a “patron” (which made his reviewing the concert a somewhat questionable proposition), allowed that Gershwin’s composition “hinted at something new, something that had not hitherto been said in music.”33 Gershwin, he predicted, would provide “a link between the jazz camp and the intellectuals.” W.J. Henderson (1855–1937), then the dean of New York critics, saw Whiteman’s concert as a milestone, achieving “the total eclipse of the other kind of moderns—all save one, Stravinsky.”34 Mengelberg went further, exclaiming that “Gershwin had succeeded in doing what Stravinsky was [only] trying to do.”35 Olin Downes, who as we know would have harsh words for Copland’s Music for the Theatre, wrote in the New York Times, a little cryptically, that in spite of a certain “technical immaturity,” Gershwin’s was “a new talent finding its voice, and likely to say something personally and racially important to the world.”36 Given the premises of the concert, as well as the controversies we have already sampled surrounding Copland’s Jewishness, Downes’s use of the word “racially” may seem dubious or even sinister; in its context, however, it probably referred not to the composer’s Jewishness or to the negritude of his models, but more innocently to his music’s distinctively New World flavor.

  


  
    The music critic (and novelist and photographer) Carl Van Vechten (1880–1964), who had already made a name for himself as a proponent of modern music with, among other things, an ebullient account of The Rite of Spring premiere, declared Rhapsody in Blue “the very finest piece of serious music that had ever come out of America,”37 and in a letter to the composer he went furthest of all. “Go straight on,” he advised Gershwin, “and you will knock all Europe silly.”38 Others seemed to sense this, too: the only discordant notes in the Rhapsody’s reception came from the proponents of “high” European modernism, who reacted to the “lowbrow” threat with condescension. “You must whisper it softly,” wrote Carl Engel, a columnist for the Musical Quarterly, “when you dare suggest that at last America has a music all its own,” originating not “at the top, in the Hermetic circles of New Music Societies, Manuscript Societies, Associations for the Promotion of Native Talent, and the like, but at the bottom, in the street.”39

  


  
    In the wake of Rhapsody in Blue Gershwin received a commission from Walter Damrosch and the New York Symphony for a traditional three-movement piano concerto with full orchestra, a far more ambitious and in some ways more sophisticated work, which received its premiere in Carnegie Hall on 3 December 1925. The critics again were welcoming, one going so far as to remark that “of all those writing the music of today,” Gershwin “alone actually expresses us.”40 The timing makes it likely that the success of Gershwin’s Concerto in F, as he called it, was among the factors that stimulated Copland to compose his own piano concerto. As we know, Copland’s work was greeted with a hostile, insulting, and ultimately discouraging reception.

  


  
    The encouragement Gershwin received, by contrast, steadily increased. Rhapsody in Blue turned out to be perhaps the most lucrative piece of concert music ever composed, earning the composer more than a quarter of a million dollars from performance and recording royalties and rental fees during the first ten years of its existence, both in its original scoring for dance band and in its 1926 “symphonic” version (also the work of Ferde Grofé). It is worth noting that much of this income was earned from sales of piano rolls and recordings, and from radio broadcasts, making Gershwin the first composer of concert music to benefit conspicuously from the new mechanized and electronic dissemination-media of the twentieth century. Gershwin readily recognized this. In an essay called “The Composer in the Machine Age,” published in 1930 in a volume titled Revolt in the Arts, he voiced the soon-to-be-controversial thesis that “the composer, in my estimation, has been helped a great deal by the mechanical reproduction of music.”41 In 1928, shortly after Ravel visited America, Gershwin made the reverse trip, and, as Carl Van Vechten predicted, “knocked all Europe silly.” He was lionized everywhere, not only by audiences but by leading modernist composers—Prokofieff, Milhaud, Poulenc, Ravel, Berg—who accepted him as a peer. (Or more than a peer: a famous anecdote has Gershwin asking Ravel for orchestration lessons; after inquiring what Gershwin had earned from his music the previous year, Ravel remarks, “Then it is I who should be taking lessons from you.”) No American creative musician ever equaled Gershwin’s European conquest, attributable partly—but only partly—to its timing at the height of the “jazz age,” when everything American was singularly in vogue in Europe.

  


  
    The direct issue of Gershwin’s trip to Europe was a tone poem, An American in Paris, which had its first performance under Damrosch in December 1928. The slower middle section, which according to Gershwin’s program note expresses the title character’s homesickness, reverts to the idiom of the Rhapsody in Blue; the bustling outer sections, however, in which Gershwin worked the sound of taxi horns into his orchestration, shows him aspiring, like the composers of the Boulangerie, toward the general European modernist idiom in its Parisian “neoclassical” version as exemplified by the work of Ravel and Les Six (and, more remotely, by Stravinsky).

  


  
    All through the late 1920s Gershwin continued working in the Broadway theater and, after the invention of “talkies” around 1930, in Hollywood (where he met and befriended the exiled Arnold Schoenberg). Despite his fame and financial success he continued to take sporadic composition lessons from Rubin Goldmark, Henry Cowell, and Wallingford Riegger (1885–1961), an American composer of an older generation who had studied at the Berlin Conservatory. Finally, in 1932, acting on the advice of Alexander Glazunov, a veteran Russian composer who toured America in 1929, Gershwin sought out Joseph Schillinger (1895–1943), a Russian-born composer and music theorist whose extremely schematic methods were later published in a massive two-volume treatise, The Schillinger System of Musical Composition (already sampled in Ex. 6-23).

  


  
    Schillinger was then enjoying something of a vogue among musicians from the popular-music and theatrical spheres who were looking for technical grounding in serious genres; among his other pupils were the pianistcomposer Oscar Levant (1906–72), the jazz clarinettist and bandleader Benny Goodman (1909–86), and the bandleader and jazz trombonist Glenn Miller (1904–44). Gershwin worked with Schillinger for four years, during which time he wrote his most ambitious score, an “American folk opera” called Porgy and Bess, after a novel-turned-play by DuBose Heyward about life among the poor black residents of Charleston, South Carolina. The libretto, in Negro-American dialect, was by the composer’s brother, Ira Gershwin (1896–1983), who had long been his chief songwriting collaborator.

  


  
    The four works of Gershwin described in the foregoing sketch have joined the permanent standard concert and operatic repertory, and not only in America. They are, moreover, the only American works of “symphonic jazz” to have done so, all others, including Copland’s, having lapsed long ago into obscurity. Though occasionally revived, they now present chiefly a historical interest. In part, the lasting success of Gershwin’s contributions is attributable, of course, to their qualities as art works and the pleasure they give audiences. But the enormous discrepancy between the reception accorded Copland and that accorded Gershwin as “jazz” composers requires analysis as a historical phenomenon. That analysis must of course begin with an analysis of Gershwin’s music to match the one already given Copland’s.

  


  “SOCIOSTYLISTICS”


  
    Gershwin intended his jazz-inflected concert music to reflect contemporary American urban life—that is, American modernity. Rhapsody in Blue was conceived on a train, Gershwin wrote in a letter to his first biographer, in response to “its steely rhythms, its rattlety-bang,” and the composition was “a musical kaleidoscope of America, of our vast melting pot, of our national pep, of our blues, our metropolitan madness.”42 The Concerto in F, for similar reasons, was originally to have been called New York Concerto.

  


  


  
    Both compositions open, as Copland’s Music for the Theatre also opens, with what Gershwin called an “icebreaker,” a term used on Broadway for a device to grab the audience’s attention. In Copland’s case it was a trumpet flutter-tongue. In the Concerto in F it was a noisy solo on the kettledrums. The most famous one, at the beginning of Rhapsody in Blue, is a clarinet glissando of a type that was pioneered as a special effect by African-American jazz players (based, W. C. Handy wrote, on the “false fingering and incorrect lipping”43 of self-taught players). It was imparted to Gershwin by Ross Gorman, a player in Whiteman’s orchestra, and (in the words of the conductor Maurice Peress) it became “the bane of symphony clarinettists ever since.”44 So far Rhapsody in Blue sounds just as aggressively (or “futuristically”) modernistic as Music for the Theatre.

  


  
    Thereafter, however, the piece settles down into a medley of five tunes, each resembling a Tin Pan Alley chorus in one way or another, connected by cadenzas and virtuoso roulades, all adhering more or less strictly to the obligatory AA’BA format (Ex. 11-10). Whether because Gershwin selected them with an eye toward the coherence of the whole, or simply because it was such a cliché of the Tin Pan Alley style, four out of five exhibit the same standard ragtime syncopation— [image: Image]—at some point. Their complete statements are as follows:

  


  
    I: mm. 38–54, 72–90, 225–240

    II: mm. 91–106

    III: mm. 115–129, 179–194, 198–213, 486–501

    IV: mm. 138–153 …, 257–271 …

    V: mm. 300 ff.

  


  
    The numbers in italics represent statements that conform exactly to the specifications of the 32-bar chorus, here reduced to 16 bars (4 + 4 + 4 + 4) by the use of halved notevalues and double measures, typical of instrumental arrangements. Elsewhere the phrase lengths are truncated or extended for the sake of character or variety, just as Haydn and Mozart had varied the symmetrical patterns that typified their “classical” style, by tried-and-true methods that could be compared either with those of the eighteenth-century masters or with those of contemporary pop music performers.

  


  
    Comparing the “classic” statement of I with its first appearance, for example, one observes how the initial AA′ is extended from eight bars to ten by adding a measure of “riffing” (motivic repetition) to each phrase, just as a blues singer might do. The riff itself, assigned by Grofé to the distinctive timbre of the bass clarinet, is the same standard tag line (“Good evening, friends”) that Milhaud had already appropriated in La création du monde (Ex. 11-2). Even in its “classic” statement, chorus I is somewhat unconventional thanks to the sudden modulation that takes place at the bridge and is never undone, so that the tune ends in a different key from its beginning. That was a technique routinely employed in musical comedy overtures, in essence tune medleys like Rhapsody in Blue, to achieve smooth transitions.

  


  
    Chorus III, the tune most frequently heard in Rhapsody in Blue, and the one usually thought of as its main theme, is also the one most explicitly “bluesy” in character, with its double-inflected seventh degrees (“blue notes”) and its measure-long riffs. Chorus II, heard only once, is a “Latin” (or “Cuban”) number, with its languorous melodic triplets and its 3 + 3 + 2 accompaniment patterns. Chorus IV is always heard incomplete, its final A dovetailed into a sequential development. These modulatory sequences, which proceed through/ 0 3 6 9 /circles of minor thirds, suggest that Gershwin actually turned to Liszt’s rhapsodies for guidance (just as the white-key/black-key opposition elsewhere suggests that he had been playing or listening to Stravinsky’s Petrushka.)

  


  
    EX. 11-10A George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue themes, I (mm. 225–240)
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    EX. 11-10B George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue themes, II (mm. 91–106)
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    EX. 11-10C George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue themes, III (mm. 179–194)
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    EX. 11-10D George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue themes, IV (mm. 138–153)
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    EX. 11-10E George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue themes, V (mm. 300ff).
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    Another indication that Liszt was the model is the slow “lyrical” theme at m. 300, which suggests Liszt’s method of compressing the movements of a traditional concerto (or symphony) into a single temporal span. This theme departs furthest from the 32-bar format, through a process of elision that will again, perhaps surprisingly, bring the techniques of Haydn or Mozart to mind. (But not really surprisingly, given the congruity between the formulas of Tin Pan Alley and those of any “classic” idiom.) The last note of A′ is dovetailed with the first note of B, and the final C is dovetailed with the first A of a wholesale repetition. This theme is the only one in Rhapsody in Blue to undergo something akin to a development. Again the tonal trajectory is determined by a root progression that moves through a circle of minor thirds.

  


  
    This final development (or “developmental coda” À la Beethoven) is balanced at the other end of the Rhapsody by the 37-bar introduction (Ex. 11-11), which juxtaposes fragments or motives from themes I and III with the “Good evening, friends” riff. Opening in B[image: Image] major, it goes through a possibly unprecedented eight progressions along the circle of fifths (E[image: Image] in m. 11, A[image: Image] in m. 16, D[image: Image] (V) in m. 19, G[image: Image] (I) in m. 21, B(V) in m. 27, E (V) in mm. 26–37) to prepare the first full chorus, which comes in at m. 38 in A major, the first key to be fully established as a tonic.

  


  
    The last key to function as a stable tonic is E[image: Image]major, at the triumphant final reprise of III (m. 486). (The tritone relationship that thus governs the whole trajectory can again be related to Liszt’s practice, especially as later adapted by RimskyKorsakov.) Thus it seems a little forced and dutiful when Gershwin yanks the key to B[image: Image] at the very end (Ex. 11-12) for a grandiose Molto allargando, just so that the ending can parallel the opening gesture and the piece can seem to end in the “right” key, that of the beginning. Since neither the opening nor the closing B[image: Image]s play a genuinely defining role in the tonal plan, the effect of the ending, for all its pep and rattlety-bang, is a bit perfunctory or gratuitous, a letdown.

  


  
    That may seem an overly critical or patronizing way to describe it, but in fact that suggestion of naïveté or clumsiness of construction seems to have been one of the factors that helped win the Rhapsody its success—or at least its initial acceptance by the same classical-music establishment that roundly rejected Copland’s “jazz”-inspired essays. The fact that the Tin Pan Alley materials in Gershwin’s Rhapsody were presented in something like their raw state, like the Gypsy tunes in Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies or in Brahms’s Hungarian Dances (or the Czech folk songs in Dvořák’s Slavonic Dances, or the Norwegian folk songs in Edvard Grieg’s Norwegian Dances of 1881, or the Spanish folk songs in Isaac Albéniz’s Cantos de España of 1896) lent them the character of folklore rather than commercial art.

  


  
    Equating the Tin Pan Alley product with “jazz,” as white Americans tended to do, Gershwin drew the analogy explicitly in a statement published in 1933: “Jazz I regard as an American folk-music; not the only one, but a very powerful one which is probably in the blood and feeling of the American people more than any other style of folk-music.”45 In this way, Rhapsody in Blue could be seen as fulfilling Dvořák’s prescription for an American music that would elevate the musical utterances of the folk by means of “beautiful treatment in the higher forms of art.” The dynamic—mark it well—was upward.

  


  
    That being so, it did not hurt but actually helped if, in the eyes of the critics, the work fell somewhat short of its goal. Olin Downes preceded his remark about Gershwin’s “racial importance” by noting that the Rhapsody “shows extraordinary talent, just as it also shows a young composer with aims that go far beyond those of his ilk, struggling with a form of which he is far from being master.”46 Going far beyond your “ilk” was one way of defining “upward mobility”—the vaunted American dream. Gershwin’s achievement thus fulfilled not only a musical but also a social aspiration, and one that embodied a message of redemption. A remark he made in an interview with a New York Times reporter in 1935 shows Gershwin’s awareness of the quasi-religious power of literate culture to cleanse, redeem, and “deliver” the oral. “When I wrote the Rhapsody in Blue,” he declared, “I took ‘blues’ and put them in a larger and more serious form. That was twelve years ago and the Rhapsody in Blue is still very much alive, whereas if I had taken the same themes and put them in songs they would have been gone years ago.”47

  


  
    EX. 11-11 George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue, mm. 1–27

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    A “larger and more serious form” was also (and principally) a textually fixed and determined form, even if, as Gershwin implicitly acknowledged, it remained pretty much a medley of songs. By in effect teaching “jazz” to read he was offering it immortality. And respectability: the classical models to which he aspired as vessels of immortality—the folkloric rhapsodies of the romantic era—were by the 1920s a thoroughly genteel and domesticated repertory, the very opposite of modernist. The chapter devoted to the concert music in the earliest Gershwin biography—Isaac Goldberg’s George Gershwin: A Study in American Music (1931), based on interviews with the composer—is called “Lady Jazz in the Concert Hall,” and the last chapter is titled “The Wedding of Jazz to Symphonic Art.” No wonder a publicity phrase that was widely used to introduce Gershwin to movie and radio audiences in the 1930s described him as “the man who made an honest woman out of jazz.”48 That could never be said of Copland, who was seen, antithetically, as the one who degraded the higher forms of music to the level of the burley-cues. With his elite European education and his sophisticated technique, Copland’s assertively modernistic use of jazz represented a downward social dynamic. It brought out the fear of jazz as a socially regressive force. When Glazunov heard Rhapsody in Blue he described it to Walter Damrosch’s wife as “part human and part animal.”49 The remark was taken as a compliment because it was assumed that Gershwin’s mission was to humanize the animal instincts of jazz. Yet the very same racist view of American popular music worked against Copland, as we have seen, to the extent of provoking an anti-Semitic backlash. His music threatened to animalize humanistic art.

  


  
    EX. 11-12 George Gershwin, Rhapsody in Blue, end

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    Perhaps the most pointed comment of all on the “sociostylistics” of American music with respect to jazz—that is, the social implications of stylistic assimilation—came from Edward Burlingame Hill (1872–1960), a composer on the faculty of Harvard University and a leading Francophile. The only critic to make a direct comparison between Rhapsody in Blue and the earlier European experiments in jazz appropriation (Copland’s concerto not yet having been performed), Hill observed in the Harvard Graduate’s Magazine that “Mr. Gershwin’s works indicate that it may be more profitable for the jazz composer to turn to the larger forms than for the ‘highbrow’ composer to condescend to jazz.”50 Because his work was so clearly “aspirant” rather than “condescending,” Gershwin’s reputation never suffered from a racial backlash, not even from the likes of Daniel Gregory Mason; and that is the best evidence of all that, unlike Copland, he was not regarded as a threat—until, that is, he completed his studies with Schillinger and presented himself, in Porgy and Bess, as a fully-armed professional, prompting Virgil Thomson to carp somewhat cryptically at its “gefiltefish orchestration”51 (gefilte fish, or “stuffed fish,” being a Jewish Sabbath-eve delicacy). But even then, his suppliant stance made Gershwin easy to tolerate, whether by bigots like Mason or by elite modernists like Schoenberg. His message to the establishment was flattering, and room was found for him.

  


  THE GREAT AMERICAN SYMPHONY


  
    What ultimately killed off “symphonic jazz” was not so much snobbery or bigotry as it was the advent of the Great Depression of the 1930s, which abruptly put an end to the “jazz age” or “roaring twenties,” the decade of postwar hedonism that had sustained the experimental fusion of genres both in Europe and in America. The times now demanded not “American hustle” and “metropolitan madness,” but a music that could sustain faith with eloquence. Again Stravinsky set the tone in Europe, with his Symphony of Psalms (1930), an austerely rapt three-movement cantata that he composed in response to a commission from Koussevitzky for a symphony to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the Boston Symphony Orchestra.

  


  


  
    In America a new national image took hold in the arts. Its earnest optimism and loftiness of expression were epitomized (and affectionately caricatured) by the cliché image of writers aspiring to produce “the Great American Novel.” For a Great American Symphony to emerge, greatness itself would have to stage a musical comeback: the ironic mood that was so basic to the postwar esthetic would have somehow to be overcome. “Jazz,” among white Americans often an expression of insouciance, would have to be supplanted. Jazz had begun in any case to seem to many American artists too much a mirror of European attitudes toward the New World; its espousal by “sophisticated composers,” Henry Cowell argued, was “based on the curious bias of the Parisian’s concept of America.”

  


  
    Artistic inspiration tended now to flow not from the industrial centers of the Eastern seaboard but from the traditional mythology of the American West, which in place of bustling urban scenes—crowds, haste, frenzy—emphasized open spaces, imperturbable vision, fortitude, and self-reliance, in other words the “pioneer spirit.” And just as the demand was being felt for such a music, a supplier turned up as if sent by Central Casting. He became for half a dozen years the acknowledged sonic incarnation of the American spirit, hailed by one enthusiastic writer as early as 1931 as “the white hope of the nationalists.”52 That summed it up in more ways, possibly, than the writer had in mind.

  


  
    He was Roy Harris (1898–1979), “an Oklahoma Composer Who Was Born in a Log Cabin on Lincoln’s Birthday,” to cite (in part!) the bulkily insistent title of an unpublished promotional biography written on Harris’s behalf (and Koussevitzky’s behest) by Nicolas Slonimsky in the years of the composer’s first fame. He could have done even better: the part of Oklahoma (then not yet a state but an “Indian Territory”) in which Harris was born on Lincoln’s birthday was actually called Lincoln County. But maybe Slonimsky thought that would strain credibility. Harris came honestly by an “image” no press agent would dare invent.
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    FIG. 11-7 Roy Harris, undated photo, possibly ca. 1960.

  


  


  
    When he was five, his family moved to southern California to farm. Harris worked the land as a youth, drove a truck, and did odd jobs. He received his early musical instruction from his mother on the farm. He did not apply himself seriously to composition until he was in his late twenties, when he sought out as a teacher Arthur Farwell (1877–1952), an “Americanist” composer who had studied in Germany but who in his creative work followed the “other” side of Dvořák’s advice and sought to found his personal style on American Indian melodies, many of which he arranged for piano. Harris did not follow Farwell in this practice, but did inherit from his teacher a suspicion of European modernism and an aversion to urbanist styles.

  


  
    His background, in short, was the very antithesis of Copland’s and Gershwin’s. Nevertheless, on meeting Copland in 1926, he took the latter’s advice and went to Paris to study with Nadia Boulanger. He stayed until 1929, and wrote under Boulanger’s tutelage the works that gained him his first professional recognition. In later life, however, he refused to acknowledge her as an influence on his development, and pointedly held aloof from the Boulangerie. Slonimsky, purporting to reproduce a conversation with the composer, reported that

  


  
    The first year in Paris was torture to our composer. He was worried and disappointed. He disagreed violently with his great teacher. He came to get knowledge and discipline. She preached both. But her knowledge was a detailed cataloguing of what had already been done; her discipline, a Royalist-Catholic negation of spontaneity. She taught the doctrine of conservation—the tailor-made article designed from any material to meet the needs of the time and place. He was in search of the machinery with which to release and harness the wild horses within him.53

  


  


  
    Later still, Harris put things in a less contentious perspective, comparing his obstreperous younger self very aptly to “the rookie who came to France to win the war.”54 But the passage from Slonimsky’s biography is an important clue to Harris’s brand of Americanism—and, of course, it was not only Harris’s. It was a brand that defined itself vehemently against Europe, the realm of authority (royal, papal) and of codified procedure. To be American was to be spontaneous, wild, free. An American was a self-made man.

  


  
    Harris translated the last phrase directly into an idiosyncratic technical or esthetic vocabulary. In a program note for a “big symphony from the West” that Koussevitzky impulsively commissioned from him at their first meeting in 1933, Harris coined the term autogenetic—nothing more or less than a fancy Latinate equivalent of “self-made”—to describe a process of melodic construction that he regarded as innately Western-American. An ardent supporter, Arthur Mendel (then a young critic, later an eminent American musicologist) attempted an explanation of the autogenetic principle in an article in The Nation, then (like most American “general interest” magazines of the time) intensely interested in following and abetting the development of serious musical composition in the United States. “Roy Harris,” Mendel wrote,

  


  
    is trying to work out an idiom in which the structure shall be based on the self-determined growth of the melodic material, not on any superimposed form …. His music must be just as cogent and logical and structurally perfect as he can make it. But its form must be determined by its content. It must grow as a plant or an animal grows, along lines dictated by its own inner necessity, not imposed on it from above.55

  


  


  
    There is of course nothing specifically American about these ideas. They were boilerplate romanticism and echoed the clichés of “organicism” and “content-determined form” first enunciated as planks in the influential platform of the New German School. But the specific ways in which Harris applied them did produce melodies that could be taken as emblems of Western America. Slonimsky, a noted walking thesaurus, called them “heliotropic,” a botanical term that means “growing toward the sun.” His prime example was the second theme of the “big symphony from the West” that Koussevitzky and the Boston Symphony performed on 26 January 1934 under the title Symphony 1933 (Ex. 11-13a). Slonimsky called particular attention to the “ascetic intervals that suggest monastic origin,” which, he proposed,

  


  
    are reflective in an American composer of the spacious Western deserts. Harris is not a poet of the city and does not take interest in “depicting the age of machinery.” In his music he is always a Westerner; his rhythmical verve reflects the dry energy of the mountain air.56

  


  


  
    The prevalence of quarter-note triplets, usually in a “circumflex” or “anticircumflex” contour, is evidence of Harris’s “autogenetic” technique: everything derives from a single shape, the arch. As Beth Levy, a historian of musical Americanism, notes, that arch shape pervades the melody at higher levels of structure as well. The whole melody is a composite of overlapping arched figures of varying lengths: mm. 1–4, 4–7, 7–9, 9–10, 10–13, 15–17, 17–18, 18–20, 20–21. And its overall span proceeds from the next-to-lowest note (the initial d″) to a single high point in the middle (the g″″ in m. 11) and down again to the lowest note (d[image: Image]″ in m. 21).

  


  
    EX. 11-13A Roy Harris, “autogenetic” melodies, Symphony 1933, I, second theme
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    That property of “imbricated arches,” plus what Levy calls its “casually wandering chromaticism,”57 lend the melody a quality that led critic after critic to describe Harris’s music as deriving, in the words of one, “from the West that bred Mr. Harris and in which he works most eagerly—from its air, its life, its impulses, even its gaits.” Nobody seems to have remarked on the resemblance between Harris’s technique and Schoenberg’s already well-publicized principle of “developing variation” (nor were associations to the American West ever read into Schoenberg’s many “heliotropic” melodies). That power of suggestion is significant, however, because it showed that it was possible to create a distinctively American music—that is, a music that would be received and valued by its audience as distinctively American—without recourse to “found objects” of any kind, urban or rural, folk or popular, genuine or simulated. Roy Harris, in short, was living refutation of Dvořák’s principles.

  


  
    He propounded this idea explicitly in “The Growth of a Composer,” a short article or manifesto he published in the Musical Quarterly in April 1934, in the very wake of the “big symphony from the West.” It begins with a declaration that “the creative impulse is a desire to capture and communicate … the atavistic burgeonings from the depth of the race-soul,”58 and ends with a warning that only by maintaining his personal integrity does a composer stand “a good chance of creating music that will be true to his race, to his time, to himself.”59 The extent to which he achieves “an understandable race-expression” will determine “whether he represents a small community, a nation, or mankind.”60 But the means to this achievement lie entirely within the individual creative imagination. A true symbiosis between art and life cannot be mediated by prefabricated (limited and limiting) artifacts, only by a boundless inner process of abstraction Harris calls “metabolism”:

  


  
    With each successive study (in melody, harmony, counterpoint, form, instrumentation), he creates a new life for himself. He goes along the streets, in subways, on hiking trips, he talks to people, at the same time seeing, hearing, analyzing, drawing melodic contours, weaving harmonic textures, fashioning contrapuntal designs and patterns, mixing orchestral timbres. Music becomes to him a plastic language of shapes and forms, colors and intensities. Music creates a new world for him, it offers him a new acting philosophy of positive values which he can isolate, examine, and mold.61

  


  


  
    The next year, Harris put these theories into practice with A Farewell to Pioneers: Symphonic Elegy, his first work to embody a program that drew openly, rather than implicitly, on the mythology of the American West. He billed it as

  


  
    a tribute to a passing generation of Americans to which my own father and mother belong. Theirs was the last generation to affirm and live by the pioneer standards of frontiersmen. They were born of and taught by a race of men and women who seemed to crave the tang of conquering wildernesses and wresting abundance from virgin soil.62

  


  


  
    They were, in a word, “autogenetic.” Accordingly, Harris constructed the melodies of this composition to reflect their questing, self-fashioning spirit—and something else as well. In a letter to a pupil who studied with him in the early 1940s, Harris described the theme shown in Ex. 11-13b as embodying “a gentle variation of both pitch and rhythm design so subtly conceived that the auditor is gradually and almost imperceptibly led onward and onward into fresh and new fields of melody.” Analogies are drawn now not only to the American character but to the American land—the land of “wide open spaces,” to be evoked locally, in melodies like this, by the use of ever-widening intervals (but without any literal repetition), and globally by a systematically ascending (“heliotropic”) tessitura. The syncopated rhythms, which Harris took pains never to associate with jazz, reflected, he averred, “our [i.e., American] unsymmetrically balanced melodies (difficult to harmonize with prepared cadences) and our national aversion to anything final, our hope and search for more satisfying conclusions.” The opening melody in Farewell to Pioneers (Ex. 11-13c) epitomizes everything Harris sought to project as Western-American. Each of its well-demarcated phrases can be read as an autogenic variation of its immediate predecessor (which means, ultimately, of the first phrase). There is no repetition, only forward progression toward the melody’s “manifest destiny.” The range of the melody widens systematically, eventually to cover more than two octaves. But also note that from the trumpet entry in m. 11 to the end of the flute’s first phrase in m. 18, the melody adheres to a pentatonic scale. That is the stuff of folklore, Dvořák territory after all. Its inexorable seepage into Harris’s work presages the next (and controversial) stage in the evolution of “Americanist” concert music.

  


  
    Harris’s greatest success as an emblematic American came in February 1939, with the premiere (in Boston, naturally, under Koussevitzky) of his Third Symphony. Like many early-twentieth-century symphonies, perhaps most conspicuously the Seventh (1924) by the Finnish composer Jean Sibelius (1865–1957), then heralded as the greatest living symphonist, it is a sort of programless symphonic poem, in a single movement but with relatively autonomous sections in contrasting tempos.

  


  
    EX. 11-13B Roy Harris, “autogenetic” melodies, from A Farewell to Pioneers (1935)
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    EX. 11-13C Roy Harris, “autogenetic” melodies, A Farewell to Pioneers, opening melody
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    Or is it programless? A note by the composer for the first performance purported to outline its form, but contained a certain amount of expressive characterization as well (implying, perhaps, that the two were not to be regarded as separable). Measure numbers have been added to Harris’s outline as given here to facilitate comparison with the score; also compare Ex. 11-14.

  


  
    I. Tragic—low string sonorities. [to m. 138]

  


  
    II. Lyric—strings, horns, woodwinds. [mm. 139–208]

  


  
    III. Pastoral—woodwinds with a polytonal string background. [209–415]

  


  
    IV. Fugue—dramatic.

  


  
    A. Brass-percussion dominating [416–504]

  


  
    B. Canonic development of materials from Section II constituting background for further development of Fugue. [505–566]

  


  
    V. Dramatic-Tragic.

  


  
    A. Restatement of violin theme of Section I: tutti stringsbrass and percussion developing rhythmic motif from climax of Section IV. [567–633]

  


  
    B. Coda—development of materials from Sections I and II over pedal timpani. [634–703(end)]

  


  
    This much was enough to prompt speculation on the part of one critic that, in its uncompromising seriousness, the symphony spoke “of the bleak and barren expanses of Western Kansas, of the brooding prairie night,”63 and for another critic to assert (in a more “technical” vein) that “although there is no direct use of folksong in this work, the melodic content is clearly rooted in idealized hymnal and secular folk idioms.” There is as little evidence for the one conclusion as for the other; on the contrary, what evidence there is indicates that Harris’s “hymnic” style was based on a study of Gregorian chant and medieval organum. But both assumptions were understandable and in a way justifiable, even if the most tangible model remained Sibelius, a European.

  


  
    The lofty rhetorical tone of the Harris Third—in particular, the sense of high peroration as Section IV-B gives way to V-A (Ex. 11-15), with its recapitulation of the “Tragic” violin theme from Section I (another good example of “autogenetic” melody) as a stately dirge in doubled notevalues and “heliotropic” upward transposition, its formality underscored by its canonic treatment—made it impressive and gave the “symphonic” manner renewed influence. Sibelius, while acknowledged (especially by American critics) as legitimate heir to the romantic symphonic tradition, was widely regarded as the last of a dying breed; by many Europeans, indeed, he was already thought of as a sort of dinosaur. He had not produced a new symphony in fifteen years; although he lived to the age of ninety-one, he would never do so. His unironized rhetorical eloquence suffered in the general postwar atmosphere of disillusion. Although his later symphonies were decidedly restrained compared with his prewar output, they bore a suspicious taint of bombast.

  


  
    EX. 11-14 Roy Harris, Symphony no. 3, excerpts demonstrating the main themes: I. Tragic, II. Lyric, III. Pastoral, and IV. Fugue
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    EX. 11-15 Roy Harris, Symphony no. 3, 6 after fig. 56
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    Virgil Thomson, just back from Paris in his first year as a professional music critic, administered a calculated shock to the American musical establishment in the very first review he published in the New York Herald Tribune by declaring Sibelius “vulgar, self-indulgent and provincial beyond all description.”64 Yet even Thomson, orthodox product that he was of the Boulangerie, found himself a bit cowed by Harris, the Boulangerie’s most conspicuous renegade, who had so adroitly and, it seems, sincerely captured the mood or self-image of America in depression time—one of ingenuous idealism and commitment. Thomson could wanly note that Harris’s rhetoric “invites kidding”65 and offer some mild reproof: “one would think, to read his prefaces, that he had been awarded by God, or at least by popular vote, a monopolistic privilege of expressing our nation’s deepest ideals and highest aspirations.”

  


  
    But he dared not kid the music. On the contrary, he praised it precisely for avoiding, “as if it were of the devil, any colorful accent whatsoever,” and for achieving, at its best, an expressive amplitude that has “exactly as much to do with America as mountains or mosquitoes or childbirth have, none of which is anybody’s property and none of which has any ethnic significance whatsoever.”66 All of which made Roy Harris’s music, and the Third Symphony in particular, “America’s most popular (and most exportable) single expression in symphonic form.” As evidence of its exportability, and also of the hope that it inspired, one could cite the wondering reactions of many Europeans, not used to taking America seriously as a producer of “important” symphonic music. Italy’s Alfredo Casella, for one example: “In producing a composer such as this master, America has placed herself in the front rank amongst those nations who are concerned with building a music for the future.”67

  


  
    In Harris’s wake, and largely on his legitimizing prestige, a distinctive “school” of American symphonic writing flourished during the depression years. It was borne aloft by a government-subsidized proliferation of orchestras administered by the Works Progress Administration (WPA), part of President Franklin Roosevelt’s “New Deal,” a policy of fighting unemployment with government spending, and it maintained a high profile well into the 1960s. Its other titular head was Howard Hanson (1896–1981), a Nebraska-born composer of Scandinavian ancestry who, even before Harris, had accepted Sibelius as his chief symphonic model. Koussevitzky and the Boston Symphony commissioned from Hanson two symphonies, the Second (“Romantic,” 1930) and the Third (1938), which could be taken equally with Harris’s as exemplifying the high symphonic rhetoric of depression-era America, replete with “heliotropisms” (see the horn countermelody in Ex. 11-16). But Harris was the one by whom (or on behalf of whom) the style was explicitly invested with national significance.

  


  
    As early as 1924, Hanson was appointed director of the newly established Eastman School of Music, a conservatory endowed by George Eastman (the “Kodak” camera manufacturer) and affiliated with the University of Rochester in upstate New York. He held the post for forty years, during which time the Eastman School became a focal point for what might be called the American neoromantic style. Another institutional base was established for it when William Schuman (1910–92), a pupil of Harris, was appointed president of the Juilliard School of Music in New York, America’s most distinguished conservatory, in 1945.

  


  
    Schuman had scored a big public and critical success with his Symphony No. 3 (1941), a massively energetic work in two composite neobaroque movements (Passacaglia and Fugue, Chorale and Toccata). Similarly large and affirmative was the Third Symphony (1947) by Walter Piston (1894–1976), a charter member along with Copland and Thomson of the Boulangerie. Its character, so similar to that of Hanson’s, Harris’s, and Schuman’s “Thirds,” suggests that the American symphonists of the “WPA School” still saw themselves in a line that extended back to Beethoven: a Third Symphony had to be an “Eroica.” All of these symphonies were accepted as “Americanist” on the strength of stylistic features they all shared with Harris’s Third: melodic breadth; a basically diatonic (though often dissonant) harmonic idiom; “asymmetrical” rhythm; sonorous, often percussion-heavy orchestration. With one conspicuous exception to be described later, none employed folk tunes or otherwise “marked” material to establish their national character.

  


  
    EX. 11-16 Howard Hanson, Symphony no. 2, motto theme

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The vitality of the school can be measured by the high productivity of its members: Harris produced thirteen symphonies over the course of his career, Schumann ten, Piston eight, Hanson six. Roger Sessions (1896–1985), who stood somewhat aloof from the other composers named so far thanks to a somewhat more chromatic, more “internationalist” style, was nevertheless an enthusiastic symphonist in a manner that would have been far more unusual in a European composer (except in Russia). He and Peter Mennin (1923–83), a younger member of the group who had studied with Hanson at the Eastman School and who succeeded Schuman as president of the Juilliard School, each logged a “classic” Beethovenian nine.

  


  FERMENT ON THE LEFT


  
    But by the mid-1940s the idea of the All-American (but ethnically unmarked) Symphony as optimum embodiment of the American character had received a powerful challenge from what might be called a resurgent Dvořák faction, yet one colored by contemporary circumstances in a manner that Dvořák never envisioned, and would have surely deprecated. The early 1930s witnessed a renewed interest in American white folklore from the perspective of radical politics, which received a major impetus from the depression, particularly in connection with the labor movement. Folk music, now regarded as the product of the American “proletariat,” was researched and performed as an adjunct to political action. It was adopted (and often radically adapted) as agitation and propaganda on behalf of the farmers and workers who were most sorely affected by the economic downturn.

  


  


  
    The folk music revival did not immediately affect the composition of “art” music. At first, composers of leftist persuasion modeled their activity on that of their German counterparts like Kurt Weill and Hanns Eisler, as described in chapter 9. Marc Blitzstein (1905–64), the most notable example, was a Philadelphia-born composer whose European study tour took him both to Fontainebleau and the Boulangerie and to Berlin, where he worked briefly with Schoenberg and heard Weill and Brecht’s Three Penny Opera in its first production. (It would be in Blitzstein’s translation that the piece became so popular in America in the 1950s.) Encouraged by the exiled Brecht, whom he met in New York in 1935, Blitzstein composed The Cradle Will Rock, a “play in music” (to his own libretto) in ten scenes embodying what the composer called “an allegory about people I hate”68 that would through a combination of entertainment and political harangue persuade its intended middle-class audience to join the class struggle on the side of the proletariat—or as Blitzstein put it, “to shove those into the progressive ranks who stood on the brink.”69

  


  
    The work focuses a general critique of “prostitution” in all walks of American life on an episode involving labor agitation in a place called Steeltown, U.S.A. A group of “upright citizens,” all of them in thrall to Mr. Mister, the steelmill boss and the cartoon personification of capitalist evil, have been mistakenly arrested as union organizers, along with one actual (that is, literal) prostitute, a streetwalker named Moll, who is of course the play’s only “innocent.” One by one the remaining characters—a minister (Reverend Salvation), a newspaperman (Editor Daily), a college president (President Prexy), a doctor (Dr. Specialist), and so on—reveal their servile hypocrisy. In the end the righteous workers, led by Larry Foreman the union man, gain the inevitable victory over the forces of reaction.
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    FIG. 11-8 Marc Blitzstein’s The Cradle Will Rock in rehearsal. The composer is squatting at right.

  


  


  
    Among the “prostitutes” are Yasha and Dauber, a pair of artists, who depend on the “cultured” Mrs. Mister, the boss’s wife, for patronage. (She summons them with an automobile horn that plays a snatch from Beethoven’s supposedly “revolutionary” Egmont Overture.) They sing a duet called “Art for Art’s Sake” that, in a manner typical of the day, pits ethics against esthetics. A paean to “pure” classical (or neoclassical) art as then trumpeted, above all, by Stravinsky, the duet indicts artists who in their social indifference serve the interests of the exploiting class. The Cradle Will Rock achieved a much greater notoriety than expected owing to the circumstances of its first performance, on 17 June 1937. It had been commissioned through the Federal Theatre Project, an arm of the Works Progress Administration; but on the very eve of the premiere, the government contract was rescinded on account of the adverse publicity the work’s supposedly subversive character was generating, and the theater was locked. The whole cast, along with the audience, walked to another theater a mile away. The actors’ and musicians’ unions, fearing reprisals, forbade their members to appear onstage or in the pit at the new venue, so Blitzstein, with the stage to himself, played the score on the piano, while the singers and actors, scattered throughout the auditorium in street dress, performed their roles from their seats. They made theater history, and established the work’s performance tradition; it is usually presented as it was on its nearly-thwarted opening night. The full score, it seems, has never been performed.

  


  
    The cast party afterward took place at the Downtown Music School, a community educational facility administered by the Workers Music League, an adjunct of the American Communist Party, and under its discipline. (That discipline, of course, was international; it was channeled through the so-called Comintern, or Third Communist International Organization, which by the 1930s was an agency of the foreign policy of the USSR.) Among the other organizations the League sponsored was the Composers Collective of New York, a club modeled loosely on the Russian Union of Soviet Composers, where creative musicians met to exchange ideas, hear and critique each other’s work, and publish anthologies of labor songs.

  


  
    Determining its actual membership, or that of any radical political action group in Depression-era America, is difficult now. During the Cold War, when tensions mounted between the United States and Soviet Russia, rival superpowers capable of “mutual assured destruction,” membership or former membership in the American Communist Party (driven underground between 1946 and 1966) or any of its affiliated organizations became cause for suspicion and possible legal persecution. As we shall see later, members and sympathizers of the Composers Collective endured reprisals in the 1950s for their idealistic political sympathies in the 1930s.

  


  
    Many sought protection in denial, or in the exercise of their constitutional right to avoid self-incrimination; to reveal their participation, and even to assert that it had a direct and historically significant impact on their musical output, would at one time have been a hostile and potentially injurious act. Even now such disclosures are unjustly regarded by many, across the political spectrum, as defamatory. But that makes the irony of the situation—that important features of the American national identity in music originated in circumstances that would later be branded “Un-American”—all the more poignant, and all the more needful of elucidation.

  


  
    The members of the Composers Collective who can be most conclusively identified are the ones who operated within the organization under cover of Party (“revolutionary”) pseudonyms. They included Charles Seeger (1886–1979), a minor composer but a very distinguished musicologist, who went by the name Carl Sands, and Elie Siegmeister (1909–91), a recent product of the Boulangerie, whose nom de guerre was L. E. Swift. Blitzstein, who boldly used his own name, was listed in official publications as the organization’s secretary. The Collective’s most concrete musical legacy was the Workers’ Songbook, two volumes of “mass songs” (agitation-and-propaganda songs to be sung by amateur choruses in unison or as rounds), issued in 1934 and 1935. The Collective also sponsored concerts devoted largely, but not solely, to the performance of such works.

  


  
    One such concert, presented in March 1934 at the organization’s New York headquarters, called the Degeyter Club (after Pierre Degeyter, a French woodcarver who in 1888 had composed the music to the Communist hymn “Internationale”), was Aaron Copland’s first “one-man show,” the first full-length program anywhere devoted exclusively to his music. Since his abortive jazz experiments, Copland had been writing in an abstractly modernistic and decidedly “urban” idiom unmarked by any specifically Americanist coloration. The program presented by the Collective included a two-piano arrangement of the jazzy Concerto with Copland as the soloist; an early piano Passacaglia; a pair of pieces (“Nocturne” and “Ukelele Serenade”) for violin and piano; a piano trio (1928) based on a Yiddish theme, called “Vitebsk” after one of the major centers of Eastern European Jewry; and—the most recent composition, as well as the most abstract one—a rigorously worked-out and aggressively dissonant set of Piano Variations (1930; the opening bars or “theme” is given in Ex. 11-17).

  


  
    Seeger reviewed the concert in the Daily Worker, the Communist Party newspaper, and hailed Copland’s new sound, equating musical with political militancy as was then the fashion among artists with leftist leanings but elite training. Thanks to its uncompromising dissonance and its use of quarter tones, even the “Vitebsk” trio was seen as politically progressive despite its incorporation of what might otherwise have looked like religious subject matter, normally equated by Communists with reactionary politics. Allowing himself some chronological liberty, Seeger charted Copland’s course as moving steadily and inevitably leftward:

  


  
    From the “genteel seclusion” of the earlier works, through an intermediate stage of almost religious rage or, better, rage at religion, and of a flirtation with Broadway, he emerged by 1930 as the composer of one of the most undeniably revolutionary pieces of music ever produced here—the Piano Variations. That he was not “conscious” of this at the time he wrote the work is merely to say that in 1930 he had progressed further in musical than in language development.70

  


  


  
    EX. 11-17 Aaron Copland, Piano Variations (theme)

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The last comment was a reference to a disclaimer Copland had made before the concert, which, Seeger contended, had been disproved not only by the music but also by an exchange he had in a follow-up discussion period, during which a steelworker had commented that the Piano Variations reminded him of his work environment. Copland replied that, while he had not imagined “riveters and subways” while composing, he did write the piece over the noise of a New York street, and felt that his music was therefore “able to stand up against modern life.” That gave Seeger the grounds for a ringing peroration:

  


  
    For one of the finest definitions of revolutionary musical content yet made, we hail Aaron Copland’s “Up Against!” And with vigor, too—that is the essence of the Piano Variations. Their chief shortcomings seem to be that they are almost too much “against”—against pretty nearly everything. So some day, Aaron, write us something “for.” You know what for!71

  


  


  
    Although it would be rash to offer this one incident as an explanation, it is nevertheless telling that, beginning exactly then, in the spring and summer of 1934, positive political commitment shows up in Copland’s work (and in other public activities as well: during that summer he made speeches on behalf of Communist politicians in Minnesota, and campaigned for the Communist presidential ticket in 1936). In the fall of 1934, he wrote a one-act ballet called Hear Ye! Hear Ye! that in Blitzsteinesque fashion satirizes an obviously corrupt American courtroom at a time when the Communist Party was actively engaged in protesting such miscarriages of justice as the trial of the “Scottsboro boys,” nine black youths in Alabama who had been tried and, with one exception, convicted and condemned on trumped-up charges of rape in 1931. (Their appeals continued until 1937 so that the case was still in the news.) The score, which incorporates an orchestrated version of the “Ukelele Serenade,” begins and ends with a dissonant parody of the “Star-Spangled Banner.”

  


  
    In 1935, Copland completed a set of short symphonic studies called Statements for Orchestra, of which several (“Militant,” “Dogmatic,” “Jingo”) simulated political oratory, and in one case parodied it, thus giving an ideological focus (as Seeger had “demanded”) to Copland’s aggressive modernism. The “Dogmatic” statement actually quotes the theme of the Piano Variations as its middle section, not in self-parody (for Communists, like religious fundamentalists, used the word “dogma” without irony), but as if spelling out the content that Seeger had discerned in it the year before. The parody item is the “Jingo” statement. The word, no longer much in use, was slang for a blustery chauvinist or warmonger; the music (replete with brainless “polytonal” quotations from “The Sidewalks of New York,” a song often appropriated by New York “machine” politicians for campaign purposes) is a send-up of the sort of American patriotic rhetoric—the “Fourth of July” rhetoric Charles Ives nostalgically idealized (see chapter 5)—that was derided by the left in those days as a mask for political reaction.

  


  
    Copland’s most direct response to his reception at the Degeyter Club, however, was a contribution to the genre that the organization sponsored: a mass song called “Into the Streets, May First!” (Ex. 11-18). It was the winning entry in a contest sponsored by the New Masses, another Communist organ, for the best setting of a poem for May Day, the international workers’ holiday. Copland’s song was performed at an exercise called the “Second Annual American Workers’ Music Olympiad,” published in the paper’s 1 May edition, reprinted that August in Sovetskaya muzïka, the organ of the Union of Soviet Composers, and reissued the next year in the second volume of the Workers’ Songbook, alongside works by “Sands,” “Swift,” Wallingford Riegger (using the pseudonym “J. C. Richards”), the Soviet mass song specialist Alexander Davidenko, and Hanns Eisler, the acknowledged master of the genre (see chapter 9), who had just come to America as a refugee from the Nazi regime and given some seminars on mass songs at the Degeyter Club.

  


  
    EX. 11-18 Aaron Copland, “Into the Streets, May First!”
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    Copland’s song exemplifies the position he had staked out when reviewing the first volume of the Workers’ Songbook in The New Masses, a month after winning the contest. Perhaps responding to some misgivings Seeger had expressed when his rather “difficult” song was picked as the winner, Copland addressed the problem of an appropriate style for proletarian art. He conceded that “to write a fine mass song is a challenge to every composer,” and that for the sake of achieving “a first-line position on the cultural front” some stylistic compromise was both necessary and well compensated, “for every participant in revolutionary activity knows from his own experience that a good mass song is a powerful weapon in the class struggle.”72

  


  
    And yet he did not hesitate to criticize the songs on “aesthetic” grounds, calling the work of one Collective member “flatfooted and unimaginative,” and that of another “unnecessarily conventional in spirit.” He argued against excessive simplicity or familiarity in style, since (as Seeger himself had claimed) revolutionary content demanded a revolutionary style, even within the limits set by the abilities and experience of amateur performers. He had traditional Communist theory on his side: both folklore (a remnant of “feudalism”) and commercial music (“jazz”) were considered reactionary political expressions by the orthodox. This was the position adopted in the USSR by the radical Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians (RAPM). Within the Collective, Eisler and Blitzstein preached vehemently against employing idioms that were tainted by capitalist exploitation.

  


  
    In his own song Copland strove to maintain a striking modern idiom, full of unexpected modulations and pungent harmonies, while staying within the capacities of amateur performers. Each phrase of the melody is diatonic and largely conjunct. Motion between phrases (that is, over tonal modulations) is always conjunct until the last eight measures, which remain within the confines of C major. The tune is expertly crafted to produce a steady rise in tessitura, each succeeding phrase hitting a higher climax than the last. It was a fine specimen of its type, at least theoretically, and was chosen unanimously by the Collective membership (including Eisler) to be its standard bearer.

  


  
    But traditional Communist esthetic theory was just then being subjected to a massive review that would ultimately doom both the Collective and its approved “revolutionary” style. The first inkling of the change was the way in which Michael Gold, a proletarian writer who had a regular column called “Change the World!” in the Daily Worker, reacted to Elie Siegmeister’s setting of his “Strange Funeral in Braddock,” an angry lament for the victim of a horrifying steel mill accident who had to be buried encased in a block of steel that had spilled over him in its molten state. Siegmeister had sought to express the fury of Gold’s poem in a typically modernist way, with dissonant tone-clusters in the piano part and operatic parlando effects in the voice. Performed at a New York concert in December 1935, the song was well received by critics and was soon published in Henry Cowell’s New Music Quarterly, but Gold savagely attacked it in the Daily Worker: “I think a new content often demands a new form, but when the new form gets so far ahead of all of us that we can’t understand its content, it is time to write letters to the press.”73

  


  
    Gold demanded that workers’ music henceforth adopt rural folk music as its primary model, citing as precedent the activity of Joe Hill (Joseph Hillstrom, 1879–1915), Ella May Wiggins (martyred by a mob in 1929), and Aunt Molly (Mary) Jackson (1880–1960), union organizers who used folksong parodies and original songs in traditional style—for example, Hill’s popular “Casey Jones,” a call to railway workers—as agitational propaganda. It was hard to argue with Gold’s position from within the movement: Hill and Wiggins, actual victims in the struggle for workers’ and farmers’ rights, were hallowed names on the left. And yet it might have seemed a somewhat paradoxical or quixotic demand, given that most industrial workers were urban and many of them foreign-born. But Gold was not speaking only for himself. He was expressing a new Party line.
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    FIG. 11-9 Earl Robinson, “Joe Hill,” as it appears in The Fireside Book of Folk Songs, ed. Margaret B. Boni (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1947).

  


  “TWENTIETHCENTURY AMERICANISM”


  
    When the Soviet leadership liquidated both the RAPM and its modernist rival, the Association for Contemporary Music, and replaced them with the Union of Soviet Composers in 1932 (a story that will be more fully told in chapter 13), it prescribed a compromise between their positions: a professional contemporary art music that would remain accessible to workers and peasants because it would draw on familiar folk and popular idioms. Stalin himself summed up the new ideal in a phrase, “an art national in form and socialist in content.”74 Seeger paraphrased it slightly in the Daily Worker when he called for a music that was “national in form, proletarian in content.”75

  


  


  
    This line was exported to Communist parties throughout the world as part of an overall policy known as the Popular Front, announced by Georgi Dimitrov, the Bulgarian-born General Secretary of the Comintern, at its Seventh Congress held in Moscow in August 1935. In an effort to unite the left against the rise of fascism in Germany, and thereby promote the security of the Soviet Union, Communist parties were instructed to form alliances and coalitions with more moderate, nonrevolutionary progressive or liberal groups, and to shift their tactics from an appeal to international workingclass solidarity to one that invoked national or patriotic resistance against the foreign fascist threat.

  


  
    To achieve these aims, Communist parties would have to look less “foreign” themselves. They would need to soft-pedal their international ties (in the first place to Moscow) and emphasize their indigenous roots. They would have to stop using the international jargon of political radicalism and start couching their doctrines in terms familiar to those they sought to persuade. That is exactly what Mike Gold was calling for when he rejected the musical radicalism of Siegmeister’s Strange Funeral in Braddock and asserted the need for a popular musical idiom to clothe revolutionary messages.

  


  
    On the face of it, the American Communist Party had an easier task than most in implementing Popular Front directives, since it could draw directly on the revolutionary founding myth of the United States. At its nominating convention in June 1936, the Party adopted the slogan “Communism is Twentieth Century Americanism.” A pamphlet with that title by Earl Browder, the Party’s general secretary and candidate for president, supported the motto with adroitly culled “revolutionary” quotations from the founding fathers (especially Jefferson) and above all from Abraham Lincoln, whose mythic status as the Great Emancipator fit in with the Communist stake in the struggle for racial as well as social justice.

  


  
    One such quote, from Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address, became the basis for an immensely popular “ballad” by Earl Robinson (1910–91), the youngest member of the Composers Collective, one of the few who favored a folkloristic idiom even before the Popular Front directives came down. A classically trained pianist and violinist who studied composition with Eisler and Copland, Robinson taught himself guitar in 1934 and began performing as a “troubadour” at political meetings, providing a model for Charles Seeger’s son Peter (or Pete, b. 1919) a Harvard dropout whose distinguished career as a folksinger and political songwriter began around 1941.

  


  
    Robinson’s Abe Lincoln was a remarkable stylistic synthesis: its verse alluded to the style and structure of a folk or country (i.e., pre-“jazz”) blues, an African-American genre, while its refrain embodied the march cadence of an Eisler Kampflied or socialist “fight song” (see chapter 9), all tinged with catchy American colloquialisms in the rhythm of its text-setting to imprint Lincoln’s “revolutionary” message in the singers’ memories. One of the earliest musical byproducts of the Popular Front, Robinson’s song was a masterpiece of agitational propaganda.

  


  
    Abe Lincoln settled the stylistic matter as far as the Communist Party was concerned, and put the Composers Collective out of business. The former members, to a greater or lesser extent, all began to incorporate American rural folklore into their creative work, whether through actual quotation or in the guise of “neonationalism,” the abstraction of its stylistic features into a personal expressive idiom. In a pamphlet, Music and Society, published in 1938, a chastened Elie Siegmeister wrote that the task of the contemporary composer must be that of “breaking down the age-old division between learned or art music on the one hand, and folk or popular music on the other,” for “in doing this he will be helping to break down the class division which these musical divisions have symbolized and helped to perpetuate.”76

  


  
    No other composer on the left, however, equaled Robinson’s feat of actually composing a folk song—that is, writing a song that became accepted into the American oral tradition and sung by multitudes who did not know its origin. Robinson’s Joe Hill, set to a poem by a Communist journalist named Alfred Hayes (who also wrote the words to Copland’s Into the Streets, May First!) and first published in the Daily Worker in 1936, passed from mouth to mouth at union meetings and on picket lines, went overseas with the American volunteers who fought under the banner of the “Abraham Lincoln Brigade” in the Spanish Civil War, and even turned up, sung by Joan Baez (b. 1941), a latterday political troubadour, at the Woodstock Music and Arts Fair, an enormous outdoor festival of folk and popular music, in August 1969, whence it experienced a new round of “folk” currency.

  


  
    Fig. 11-3 shows the song as it appears in The Fireside Book of Folk Songs, a mass-marketed anthology (ed. Margaret B. Boni) published in 1947. The music is attributed to Robinson, but the words are unattributed. The composer, in a half-proud, half-rueful memoir, recalled seeing it published in a labor songbook with the legend, “Words: Earl Robinson, Music: Traditional.”77 An anthology called Songs That Changed the World (ed. Wanda W. Whitman; New York, 1969), published in the wake of the Woodstock Festival, called it, simply, “the ‘spiritual’ of the union movement.” By then it had even found its way back into serious, scholarly, “field-collected” folklore anthologies.

  


  
    In other words, it joined the contents of the sort of book that, with the Popular Front directives in mind, composers who had been writing mass songs began consulting for models and actual melodies. The earliest such popular anthology, The American Songbag, was published in 1927 by Carl Sandburg (1878–1967), a newspaperman and poet and sometime socialist politician (and the author of a monumental biography of Lincoln), who played the guitar after a fashion and liked to end his public readings with songs. During the depression years there was, predictably, an explosion of publications of this type, culminating in a vastly enlarged 1938 reissue of John A. Lomax’s classic anthology Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads (1910), revised in collaboration with the compiler’s son Alan Lomax (1915–2002), who went on to become the century’s foremost collector of American folk songs.

  


  
    Even before that, the father-son team had issued a popular collection, American Ballads and Folksongs (1934) that follows the example of the original Lomax publication by furnishing piano accompaniments to the songs as an aid to popularization. Southern Baptist hymnody or “Sacred Harp” singing was popularized by the literary historian George Pullen Jackson in White Spirituals in the Southern Uplands, a treatise illustrated with settings drawn from early-nineteenth-century hymnbooks. Another collection based on early published sources (also by a literary historian) was S. Foster Damon’s Series of Old American Songs (1936–37), an annotated collection in facsimile of one hundred American folk and popular songs from before the Civil War.

  


  
    Elie Siegmeister, formerly of the Composers Collective, came out with an anthology of his own (Treasury of American Song, edited with Olin Downes) in 1940. The book became the basis for a Broadway musical, Sing Out Sweet Land!, in 1944. By then, white rural folk song had been “mainstreamed” into American popular culture, no longer associated exclusively or automatically with protest movements or the political left. But the political origins of the folklore movement in the Popular Front are still reflected, if only vestigially, in the show’s authorship.

  


  
    The same can be said about the absorption of rural folklore into the concert repertory. The earliest, somewhat isolated instance was Virgil Thomson’s Symphony on a Hymn Tune (1928), the first American symphony to emerge from the Boulangerie. A compositional tour de force in that its four traditional movements were all based on a single melody (How Firm a Foundation, a hymn of Scottish origin with which Southern Baptists traditionally brought their convocations to a close), it eschewed the Germanic technique of motivic extraction and transformation (“developmental” writing, as it was then called) in favor of the more harmonically static or “polytonal” collage techniques that, as shown in chapter 10, were associated with French surrealism. As in Four Saints in Three Acts, the opera sampled there, Thomson laced his music with deliberate commonplaces and mock-realistic touches, like the doubling of lines in near-octaves that call to mind the sound of malfunctioning organs (Ex. 11-19).

  


  
    EX. 11-19 Virgil Thomson, Symphony on a Hymn Tune

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    Although, as Thomson told a biographer, he meant the symphony to be “an ambitious and noble work,” he encountered the same difficulty with it that Satie faced when he meant to be serious. His commonplaces were heard as parodies or arch “wrong-note” effects, which prevented the work from meeting the expectations of the traditional audience he was addressing the way Harris’s heroic symphonies eventually would. Nor could a music so deliberately refined and esoteric serve the socially utilitarian purposes promoted on the American left during the depression years.

  


  
    Eventually Thomson shelved it and reused parts of it a decade later to represent the Old South in a documentary film score (The River, 1937) commissioned by the United States government through the WPA, to accompany a stern propaganda film directed by poet turned documentary film maker Pare Lorentz (1905–92) that showed the sorry aftermath of floods on the Mississippi caused by greedy exploitation of the land, and made a pitch for the Roosevelt administration’s public works programs that many were resisting as “socialistic.” All at once the seemingly trivial symphony of 1928 had “social significance,” to cite a catchphrase of the thirties. Elsewhere Thomson used southern hymns procured for him by George Pullen Jackson.

  


  
    The River was Thomson’s second government commission. The first was for a score to accompany an earlier Lorentz documentary, The Plow That Broke the Plains, on the effects of soil erosion. For one section, Thomson contrived a collage of three cowboy songs—“Houlihan” (a.k.a. “I Ride an Old Paint”), “Git Along Little Dogies,” “The Streets of Laredo”—from the 1934 Lomax anthology. As a movement in an orchestral suite drawn from the movie score and first performed in 1936, it marked the first use of specifically Western-American folklore by a composer in the Euro-American “art” tradition—the first of many.

  


  
    The most successful and lasting ones were by Aaron Copland. The first dated from 1936, the same year as The Plow That Broke the Plains, when Copland was commissioned by the Henry Street Settlement, a New York child welfare organization that had recently sponsored a performance of Weill and Brecht’s Der Jasager (see chapter 9), to write a “school opera” in a similar didactic vein. The opera, called The Second Hurricane, concerns a group of stranded schoolchildren who learn cooperation in the face of danger. Siegmeister, in his Popular Front tract, praised it alongside works of “social music” by Shostakovich, Blitzstein, and Eisler as “a children’s opera teaching solidarity.”78 Their socialization having been accomplished, the children keep their spirits up while waiting to be rescued by joining in a singing game based on “The Capture of Burgoyne” (1777), an “excellent revolutionary song”79 (in the compiler’s words) that Copland found in Damon’s Old American Songs. It forms the musical climax of the play.

  


  
    The Second Hurricane was first performed at the Settlement Music School in April 1937. Three months later, another work commissioned in 1936 was first performed, this time over the radio. Copland was one of six composers who had been invited by the CBS network to write orchestral pieces for national broadcast. His working title was Radio Serenade, but to stimulate interest in the program the network substituted the generic name Music for Radio, and announced that the piece had a secret program that listeners were invited to guess by proposing titles, the winning entry to be selected by the composer. In this way the piece became known as Saga of the Prairie, the winning listener (a housewife named Ruth Leonhardt) having been reminded of “the intense courage—the struggles and final triumphs—of the early settlers, the real pioneers.” Copland assumed she was reacting to the clarinet solo marked “simply, in the manner of a folk song” in the 1968 published score (retitled Prairie Journal: Ex. 11-20).

  


  
    EX. 11-20 Aaron Copland, Prairie Journal, clarinet solo
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    In an interview published in 1984, Copland identified the melody as “a cowboy tune,” which made “the western titles” submitted by listeners “seem most appropriate.”80 There is no evidence from the time of the work’s composition to corroborate his statement, and as a matter of fact most listeners who wrote in suggested titles having to do with the usual modernistic imagery of machinery and urban life. Howard Pollock, Copland’s biographer, has suggested that the composer’s recollection may have been misled by memories of the many cowboy songs that he and many others would be using in various pieces composed over the coming decade. But even if it is not an actual cowboy song, the clarinet tune does bear an authentic whiff of the kind of Anglo-American folklore that Popular Front artists were assiduously mining at the time.

  


  
    What makes the folklike quality of the tune historically significant is the fact that, as Wayne Shirley of the Library of Congress discovered, the marchlike section that both precedes and follows the clarinet solo was based on an unfinished mass song Copland had composed to Langston Hughes’s “Ballad of Ozie Powell,” a poetic tribute to one of the Scottsboro boys whose legal fate, as of 1936, was still undecided.81 Again we see the conjunction, previously exemplified by Earl Robinson, between the stylistic appropriation of American folklore and the political aims of the Popular Front. (Meanwhile, Robinson continued to expand his range with the “Ballad for Americans,” a 1938 cantata in folk style that recounted the founding myth of the United States and related its revolutionary spirit to contemporary events; first performed on the radio with the African-American basso Paul Robeson as soloist, it achieved such popularity that it was sung at the 1940 nominating convention of the Republican Party.)

  


  PRAIRIE NEONATIONALISM


  
    “Anglo-folklorism” reached its peak, and exerted its maximum impact on the American musical mainstream, in three ballets that Copland wrote between 1938 and 1944, the most successful works of their kind since Stravinsky’s prewar ballets for Diaghilev. They finally made Copland, in a succession that can be traced from Gershwin through Harris, the “exemplary” American composer, the commonly accepted (if not quite undisputed) standard bearer of musical Americanism.

  


  


  
    The first of them, Billy the Kid, was commissioned by Lincoln Kirstein (1907–96), the director of a company called Ballet Caravan, who also wrote the scenario. It portrays the title character (real name William H. Bonney, 1859–81), a notorious New Mexico cattle rustler and murderer, in his legendary light as a Robin Hood (or Joe Hill) figure, his violent death at the hands of a former friend turned lawman thus becoming a martyrdom. For this ballet “Western,” Copland mined the contents of several anthologies of cowboy songs that Kirstein had supplied him with. The Copland scholar Jessica Burr has demonstrated the highly imaginative way Copland fashioned his own thematic material from the songs, sometimes leaving them recognizable though changed, sometimes absorbing them into the fabric of his own music so that without the evidence of the source books they would pass undetected.82

  


  
    Copland’s basic source was The Lonesome Cowboy, a compilation edited by John I. White and George Shackley (New York, 1930); but as Burr discovered, he compared the settings there with others in his possession and was open to influences not only from the original tunes but from the various arrangements as well. A case in point is Copland’s adaptation of “Git Along, Little Dogies,” one of the most famous cowboy ballads (already used by Thomson), for the ballet’s opening scene, “Street in a Frontier Town,” in which Billy’s mother is shot and he, avenging her, embarks on his life of crime.

  


  
    In Ex. 11-21, the setting from Lonesome Cowboy is set, first, alongside a rather fancy harmonization of the tune from the Lomax collection by Oscar J. Fox (a separate sheet music publication in Copland’s archive at the Library of Congress), and, second, alongside Copland’s adaptation. Traces of both arrangements are visible in Copland’s tune. The big downward leap of a ninth, Burr suggests, is Copland’s response to the shout on “Whoopee” in Lonesome Cowboy, indicated with diamond noteheads to represent the approximate pitch (as the editors write) of “a man-sized ‘Whoopee-e-e’”; and the dissonant seconds in Copland’s setting are a harsher version of the appoggiaturas in Fox’s accompaniment. (That Copland’s first semitone clash, E[image: Image]/F[image: Image], approximates a “blue note” as conventionally rendered by piano arrangers may well have attracted his ear, despite the resulting stylistic miscegenation.)

  


  
    The very opening of Billy the Kid, with its striking “white key” or strictly diatonic dissonances, set another sort of standard for Copland’s “prairie” idiom. This one reached a peak in Rodeo, Copland’s second ballet Western, commissioned in 1942 for the choreographer Agnes de Mille by the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, the successor organization to the Diaghilev Ballet. A nearly plotless, “classical” ballet or divertissement on a cowboy theme, it is devoid of the political subtexts that characterized Copland’s Popular Front period. (What plot there is concerns the efforts of a hapless cowgirl to attract a beau; some found subtexts of sexual domination here, others have found parallels with the “absent” generation of American men in the first year of wartime).

  


  
    The use of folklore is more pervasive in Rodeo, a simpler score, than in Billy the Kid, and for the most part the familiar tunes are allowed to appear in their entirety and (as Howard Pollock puts it) “in relatively traditional settings.” For that very reason, the score’s slow section, “Corral Nocturne” (Ex. 11-22), the one extended portion in which no folk tunes are known to be quoted, takes on an extra significance, since its style is completely consistent with the folklore-saturated sections of the ballet, showing to what an extent Copland had absorbed the folk idiom into his own increasingly distinctive and influential Americanist style.

  


  
    EX. 11-21A “Git Along, Little Dogies” as transcribed by John Lomax
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    EX. 11-21B “Git Along, Little Dogies” as arranged by White and Shackley in The Lonesome Cowboy
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    The music is a veritable tour de force of simplicity and “accessibility,” and to that extent could be said to keep faith with the Popular Front’s call for a music that resisted the mannerisms and complications of elite modernism. Awareness of the extent to which Copland had formerly displayed those mannerisms makes his compliance with the call seem a knowing one. But to an extent unmatched by any of his contemporaries, Copland succeeded in maintaining both stylistic individuality and a high level of interesting technical detail (both of them prime modernist values) without compromising the “naturalness” and easy comprehensibility of his new style. In his hands, the new simplicity seemed an innovation.

  


  
    The reasons for that freshness of effect are elusive (a longstanding critical riddle, in fact) but some of them can perhaps be accounted for in terms of “voicing” (i.e., chord spacing) and orchestration, while others seem to reflect a flair for the “neonationalist” assimilation of folklore at a very basic level of style (which, as we recall, was Stravinsky’s secret, too). The strictness with which C-major diatonicism is maintained is in itself a bit shocking, given the time. Out of fifty-three measures, only sixteen have any sharps or flats; and when accidentals are present they usually signal quick forays into new key areas that are maintained as strictly as the original one. (Only twice, in mm. 14 and 52 at opposite ends of the piece, are there direct chromatic inflections.)

  


  
    EX. 11-21C “Git Along, Little Dogies” as harmonized by Oscar J. Fox
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    EX. 11-21D “Git Along, Little Dogies” as adapted by Aaron Copland in Billy the Kid
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    EX. 11-22 Aaron Copland, Rodeo, “Corral nocturne” in the composer’s piano score, beginning
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    It had surely been a long time since a piece of modern music had begun with six bars of nothing but Is, IVs, and Vs. The first modification on the scheme consists of Stravinskyesque superimpositions (e.g., I over IV in m. 7) that maintain diatonic purity while introducing some harmonic novelty and a whiff of counterpoint. At 2, when the music from mm. 3–6 is given a varied reprise, the “wide open” spacing recalls Harris’s “heliotropic” manner, already typed as “American”; in combination with the primary-colors harmonization it became a Copland trademark. The most characteristic and convincing touch comes in m. 9 and at analogous points thereafter. The introduction at these points of “mixolydian” B[image: Image]s to neutralize the dominant chord recapitulates the tonal progression of “Git Along Little Dogies” (most clearly seen in John Lomax’s transcription, Ex. 11-21a)—as telling an example of “neonationalism” as Stravinsky had ever milked from Russian folklore. The source tune is nowhere to be found, but its style has been absorbed as bedrock.

  


  
    The two-part counterpoint at 4 (Ex. 11-23) also recalls Stravinsky’s earlier achievement in the way it posits a strict diatonic style in which parallel fifths and even sevenths are made to sound “correct.” That invented yet compelling neoprimitivist style reached its fullest development in Copland’s third Americanist ballet, Appalachian Spring (1944), composed for the eminent “modern dance” choreographer Martha Graham, in which a set of variations on the Shaker hymn ‘“Tis the Gift to Be Simple” became something of an emblem for Copland’s uncomplicated yet technically sophisticated manner. (It was widely played in memoriam after his death at the age of ninety.)

  


  
    EX. 11-23 Aaron Copland, Rodeo, “Corral nocturne” in the composer’s piano score, mm. 33–37

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The most concentrated (and equally emblematic) assertion of Copland’s neonationalism was Fanfare for the Common Man (Ex. 11-24), composed in 1942, the first year of World War II so far as America was concerned, as part of a series of nineteen orchestral fanfares commissioned by the English conductor Eugene Goossens (1893–1962), then heading the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra, as concert-openers during the wartime seasons. Copland’s, performed in March 1943, was the only contribution to the series—which included compositions by Hanson, Harris, Thomson, Piston, Cowell, Deems Taylor, Milhaud (then living as a refugee in California), and Daniel Gregory Mason—to survive the circumstances of its commission and join the repertory.

  


  
    The theme, given out unharmonized at first by three trumpets in unison, and then with three horns in two-part counterpoint, takes the homespun “wide open” style to extremes. Absolutely diatonic and contoured in great soaring arches, it is projected in its solo statement over nearly two octaves, and in its duet form over nearly three. The trumpet part has only four instances of conjunct motion, the horn part none. Phrases typically end in wide descents through multiple skips. The counterpoint is entirely homorhythmic and proceeds entirely by similar motion. The closest the two parts ever get to one another is a perfect fourth. For the most part they sound sixths, tenths, fifths, and—just as “consonant” in its treatment—a seventh.

  


  
    EX. 11-24 Aaron Copland, Fanfare for the Common Man, mm. 1–21
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    These are the traits—mined in equal measure from Western (or otherwise rural) folklore and from the wide intervals and angular contours of Copland’s earlier modernistic style—that at last began to communicate a generic (or generalized) “America” to concert audiences both at home and abroad. Needless to say, they were quickly copied not only by other composers of concert music, but also by film and commercial composers in need of methods of instantaneous evocation. In this way they quickly became a stereotype, and “Coplandesque” became an adjective denoting a certain range of moods—pastoral, wistful, sanguine, domesticated—that in turn conjured up a comforting vision of home to depression-era and wartime America.

  


  
    The most overtly patriotic use to which Copland put his “prairie” style was A Lincoln Portrait, yet another product of the banner year 1942. It was commissioned by the conductor André Kostelanetz, a specialist in summertime “pops” concerts, shortly after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and was first performed in Cincinnati in May. It uses two very familiar songs: Stephen Foster’s Camptown Races (1850) to lend period flavor to the quick middle section, and On Springfield Mountain (or, The Pesky Sarpent), from the Damon collection, a natural for evoking Lincoln both because Lincoln had made his political name in Springfield, Illinois, and because the text of the song laments the loss of a man cut down, as Lincoln was, in the prime of life.

  


  
    After the middle section, the solemn opening returns, this time accompanied by a speaker reading quotations from Lincoln’s speeches chosen for their bearing on the predicament of a nation thrust into a military conflict that would test its resolve and its democratic principles. Inevitably, the last of these extracts (Ex. 11-25) is the peroration of the most famous Lincoln speech of all, the Gettysburg Address, accompanied by a trumpet recalling On Springfield Mountain, the opening phrase of which coincides with one of the phrases of “Taps,” the bugle call sounded at military funerals. When the speaker finishes, the orchestra provides a coda that develops the same multivalent phrase from the folk song into an epitome of “heliotropism.”

  


  
    “I’ve stolen your thunder,”83 Copland joked to Earl Robinson, who had followed up on his Abe Lincoln of 1936 with a Lincoln cantata of his own, called Lonesome Train, in that same early wartime season of 1942. Like Copland’s, Robinson’s also contains parts for speaking voices (six of them, plus eight solo singers and chorus). But where Robinson’s effort remained within the sectarian confines of “progressive” and labor circles, Copland’s became a staple of the mainstream concert repertory. That does nothing to alter the fact that A Lincoln Portrait was as much a product of the Popular Front esthetic as Lonesome Train, even if (as Howard Pollock points out) Lincoln exerted an appeal for all Americans, “especially as a symbol of democracy in action” that “transcended partisan politics.”84

  


  
    That, of course, was exactly the reason for his partisan exploitation. Lincoln was the radical left’s passport to general acceptability; and this was even more the case after 1941, when the United States and Soviet Russia unexpectedly found themselves allied in a war against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan. During the war, and for a short while thereafter, friendship toward the Soviet Union was official American policy (even as, between 1939 and 1941, friendship toward Nazi Germany was official Soviet policy). One of the fanfares Goossens commissioned for the Cincinnati Symphony, by Deems Taylor, was called “Fanfare for Russia,” and it quoted “Dubinushka” (“The cudgel”), an old Russian revolutionary song that had been banned under the tsars.

  


  
    EX. 11-25 Aaron Copland, A Lincoln Portrait, mm. 257–264
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    Taylor was never associated with the political left, and his composing a Fanfare for Russia in wartime did not in itself make for such an association. In the case of Copland’s Lincoln Portrait, however, those associations went deep: not only to the Lincoln music of Earl Robinson or the writings of Carl Sandburg (who was the first to record the speaker’s part, with Kostelanetz, shortly after the premiere), but to the Soviet genre of oratorios with speaker, singled out in Elie Siegmeister’s Popular Front tract for its capacity “to focus and intensify a sense of solidarity among great masses of people.”85

  


  
    Indeed, according to the threefold definition to be given in chapter 13, Copland’s Lincoln Portrait perfectly exemplified what in the Soviet Union was called “socialist realist” art. It had a pronounced national character, conveyed both through citations of actual folk and popular songs and by means of a personal style that drew heavily on an idealized folk idiom. It had a strong ideological component, conveyed both explicitly in words, and implicitly by virtue of its accessibility to a wide and heterogeneous audience, which it sought to unite behind an idea. And yes, it served the purposes of the Communist Party as then enunciated, which at that time of crisis were barely distinguishable from the aims of American society at large.

  


  
    Those aims were later sharply differentiated, of course, and during the 1950s and beyond, to be identified as a Communist carried a ruinous stigma in the United States. The stigma was not unjustified in the case of the many Communist operatives who actively engaged in espionage on behalf of the Soviet Union; but it was also applied indiscriminately to members and sympathizers who were associated with the Party out of sincere idealism in the 1930s and 1940s, when radical politics was not considered to be at all incompatible with American patriotism. As we shall see, Copland was forced to disavow his earlier political affiliations, and claim that his Americanist style was a purely esthetic construct. His music was sufficiently popular, and he was sufficiently esteemed as a musician, for the claim to be accepted. But the connection between his widely emulated Americanist idiom and the Popular Front is a historical fact. Unless it is taken into account, the development of American music during the depression years cannot be adequately understood. There is no reason to assume that Anglo-American folklore would have achieved its emblematic status in American concert music under other circumstances.

  


  
    As in the case of “jazz,” the authenticity of Copland’s folklore appropriations was challenged. Roy Harris, whose Americanist style had been a stimulant to Copland’s, but who had kept proudly aloof from “quotational” methods, was stirred to compete with Copland after the success of Billy the Kid threatened his status as premier Americanist. (It is possible, too, that Harris was stimulated more directly by the Popular Front line; although he was never institutionally affiliated with radical politics, he was an enthusiast of Soviet music and dedicated his Fifth Symphony, first performed shortly after the German defeat at Stalingrad in February 1943, to “the heroic and freedom-loving people of our great Ally, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, as a tribute to their strength in war, their staunch idealism for world peace, their ability to cope with stark materialistic problems of world order without losing a passionate belief in the fundamental importance of the arts.”) Harris’s Fourth Symphony, originally conceived as a “Folksong Jamboree” for nonprofessional chorus and orchestra (and retitled “Folksong Symphony” at his publisher’s insistence after two purely instrumental movements were added to it) is a medley of famous American songs. Three movements are based on single songs, including, as finale, “When Johnny Comes Marching Home Again,” a Civil War song on which Harris had already composed an overture on commission. The second movement, titled “Western Cowboy,” is a tapestry woven of three songs from the Lomax collection, and the next-to-last, called “Negro Fantasy,” conflates two well-known spirituals. Two of the cowboy songs in the second movement had already been used by Copland in Billy the Kid. The Symphony was first performed in April 1940, and in its revised and expanded form received another well-publicized premiere in December.

  


  
    In between, Harris published a testy article called “Folksong—American Big Business,” in which he made two big claims. First, that the integrity of American folklore was threatened by commercial exploitation; and second, that only those for whom folk songs were the stuff of daily life had any business incorporating them into artworks. In support of the first claim, Harris warned of “urban charlatans”86 (as Beth Levy puts it): “America,” Harris prophesied:

  


  
    will have many folksong vendors in the next few years. Some city boys may take a short motor trip through our land and return to write the Song of the Prairies—others will be folksong authorities after reading in a public library for a few weeks.87

  


  


  
    “Song of the Prairies,” Saga of the Prairie—it was clear who Harris was trying to impugn. In support of his second claim, he offered himself as evidence: the composer as great Westerner, the first of a breed who

  


  
    will absorb and use the idioms of folk music as naturally as the folk who unconsciously generated them. They will have learned that folk song is a native wellspring, an unlimited source of fresh material; that it can’t be reduced to a few formulas to stir and mix to taste. Those composers who are drawn to and richly satisfied with folksong will inherit the privilege of using it with the professional’s resources and discipline and the amateur’s enthusiasm and delight.88

  


  


  
    To solidify the claim that he came to folk song as a birthright, rather than as a commodity to be exploited, Harris began the article with autobiographical ruminations, recalling how “Idaho Bill,” a cowboy friend, complained to the composer about the professionalization of the rodeo at a Cowboy’s Reunion they had attended together. “You know there’s somethin cussed-ornery about that, somehow,” said Idaho Bill.89 “Taint decent to be ridin your heart out for pay.” “Now that,” the composer commented, “is what folksong is all about: singing and dancing your heart out for yourself and the people you were born among” (italics added).

  


  
    But though a Westerner, the California-bred Harris was no cowboy; his attempt to construct a self-serving mystique of authenticity was as spurious as it was pernicious. And it did not work. It was precisely the novelty and the originality, rather than the literal authenticity, of Copland’s folksong treatments that gained them their acceptance as American emblem in the context of the concert hall; as always, the only authenticity that counts is perceived authenticity.

  


  
    The decisive success that a left-leaning, homosexual Jew from Brooklyn, triply marginalized by birth and temperament from anyone’s definition of an all-American hero, finally enjoyed in defining America musically is further testimony to what has already emerged many times over as a musical-historical truth: in art, the national is a socially negotiated discourse rather than a natural essence. Popular acceptance, as evidenced both by audience reaction and by professional emulation, is what determines the authenticity of musical nationalism; and popular acceptance is a complicated transaction into which many historical factors inevitably—and unpredictably—play.

  


  


  CHAPTER 12

  In Search of Utopia


  SCHOENBERG, WEBERN, AND TWELVE-TONE TECHNIQUE


  PROGRESS VS. RESTORATION


  
    On the evening of 23 February 1928, Arnold Schoenberg went to the opera. A new work by Stravinsky was having its local premiere, and attendance, so to speak, was mandatory. Stravinsky, at forty-five, had yet to make a name for himself as a composer of opera. Having made his reputation as a composer of ballets, he affected coolness toward music theater encumbered (as he maintained) with words. “Music can be united with action or with words,” he once told a reporter, “but not with both without bigamy.”1

  


  


  
    To date he had written only a couple of one-acters. The Nightingale, based on a tale by Hans Christian Andersen, had had its Paris premiere in 1914 during Diaghilev’s last prewar season. As befitted its performance by a ballet troupe, it was more a pageant than a conventional opera, very long on stage spectacle and very short on sung content. Mavra, a trifling “opéra bouffe” based on a funny little story in verse by the Russian poet Alexander Pushkin, performed (again in Paris and again by Diaghilev) in 1922, was Stravinsky’s first downright flop. The scuttlebutt was that the great Russian composer, who ironically enough was the son of a star opera singer, just wasn’t cut out for opera (or “lacked melodic invention”).

  


  
    But the new work, Oedipus Rex, had had a big success when first performed in Paris in 1927, and came to Berlin preceded by a formidable reputation. Like the other Stravinsky operas it was a terse one-act affair, and like the others it was extremely unconventional in its dramatic methods. But otherwise it was very different from them, in ways that were expressly calculated by the composer to be seen as a sign of the times. Having decided not to go back to Russia after the Bolshevik coup d’état, Stravinsky had renounced the Russian language as a medium for his music. Instead—and very much in keeping with the postwar “neoclassical” idea—he composed the opera on a “universal” myth (for such was the prestige enjoyed by the culture of ancient Greece, the original “classical” culture), and in Latin, a “universal” and “classical” language. He probably chose Latin over the original Greek because, unlike Greek, it signified religious ritual to modern Western Europeans, especially the Roman Catholics among them, and this further emphasized notions of universality and authority.
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    FIG. 12-1 Stravinsky, by Picasso, 1925.

  


  


  
    The fact that the language was unintelligible to modern audiences anywhere in the world did not worry Stravinsky. He solved the problem, at least to his own satisfaction, by having the librettist—the ubiquitous Jean Cocteau, whose text had been translated into Latin by a scholarly priest (later a cardinal) named Jean Daniélou—furnish a little précis of the action that could be announced to the audience in advance of each scene by “Le Speaker” (as the part was identified in the score), in the language of the country where the opera was performed. There could hardly be any greater “distancing” of a drama than that. But as Stravinsky’s strange methods of course assumed, myths were well-known stories; nobody, he could reasonably suppose, would go to see an Oedipus opera for the plot. In that sense attending a mythological opera really was, or could be, like attending a religious service. It provided an occasion for an audience to come together in worship: not of God, precisely, in this case, but of an artifact of “universal” culture that bore a “universal” message.

  


  
    But what was that message? By the time Stravinsky wrote his opera, the myth of Oedipus, the tale of a ruler who unwittingly kills his father and marries his mother, was well on its way to being appropriated and transformed by Sigmund Freud and his followers in psychoanalysis into an allegory of family relationships and the guilt anxieties they produce in modern men. For the Greeks, especially as embodied in the famous tragedy by Sophocles, it was an allegory of fate, which took revenge on the great and powerful king by revealing to him the horrible and unacceptable circumstances of his ascent to the throne: a “classic” case of skeletons in the closet and a chilling reminder that good fortune is precarious and provisional. Because he must acknowledge crimes he has unwittingly committed, the lofty Oedipus is cast down; Sophocles’s chillingly memorable last line, spoken (or sung) by the moralizing “Greek chorus,” exhorts the audience to “count no mortal happy till he has passed the final limit of his life secure from pain.”2

  


  
    For Stravinsky, the play was less a “family romance” or a parable of fate than an allegory of insubordination and submission—precisely the haughty lesson we have seen him impose on musical performers in his Harvard lectures, applied now on a “universal” scale. Not fate but Oedipus’s pride brings him down, for it causes him to tempt fate and pursue dangerous knowledge. At the beginning of the opera his musical utterances are placed high and are richly and ostentatiously ornate. At the end his voice is brought low and his lines are stark.

  


  
    But that is not all. To symbolize and ratify the offended universal order, Stravinsky resurrected in glory every stiff traditional convention of the eighteenth-century musical stage (da capo arias, monolithic choruses, accompanied recitatives) and every seemingly outmoded harmonic cliché (arpeggiated triads, diminished seventh chords, formulaic cadences). It was (to put it Greekly) as if Apollo himself, the god of formal beauty and repose in whose honor Stravinsky had recently composed a ballet, were beating back the “Wagnerian revolution” (here standing in for revolution in general) with its vaunting individualistic hubris and its frenzied overthrow of conventions as if in the name of Dionysus, the god of wine and orgies, for the sake of untrammeled emotional arousal and expression.

  


  
    In the Harvard lectures, Stravinsky connected the theme of his Oedipus with the objectives of his musical neoclassicism. He invited his audience to receive his words as “dogmatic” and “objective” confidences, delivered “under the stern auspices of order and discipline,”3 virtues that are finally associated, in the fourth lecture, with their “best example” in music, a Bach fugue: “A pure form in which the music means nothing outside of itself. Doesn’t the fugue imply the composer’s submission to the rules? And is it not within those strictures that he finds the full flowering of his freedom as a creator?”4 The artist must “submit to the law,” to ordained values that transcend individuals, because, Stravinsky finally said explicitly, “Apollo demands it.”5

  


  
    Needless to say, Stravinsky’s Oedipus made Schoenberg ill. He vented his rage at it, and at Stravinsky, in his diary the next day. “This work is nothing,” he noted in exasperation; and yet he also noted, with impressive candor, that he feared it, for “the works which in every way arouse one’s dislike are precisely those the next generation will in every way like.”6 The Oedipus premiere came at the end of a period that Schoenberg later remembered as the worst in his life as an artist, “the first time in my career,” as he put it, “that I lost, for a short time, my influence on youth.”7 The reason? A French journalist summed it up: “Schoenberg is a romantic; our young composers are classic.”8 That sense of vulnerability conditioned Schoenberg’s furious rejection of neoclassicism.

  


  
    By 1928, Schoenberg’s polemics against Stravinsky were nothing new; and the mutual antagonism of the two composers’ followers were approaching proportions that became legendary in the annals of twentiethcentury music. Two years earlier, Schoenberg had fired off a little squib called “Igor Stravinsky: Der Restaurateur,”9 the punning title of which compared Stravinsky, who claimed to be restoring timeless musical values, to somebody who ran a restaurant (and merely catered, that meant, to trivial “culinary” taste).

  


  
    Stravinsky, for his part, liked to poke fun at those (beginning, he supposed, with Wagner) who claimed to be writing the music of the future. Stravinsky claimed, instead, to be writing the true music of the present. He went around telling interviewers, tongue in cheek, that “modernists have ruined modern music.” One reporter, in New York in January 1925, asked him who he had in mind:

  


  
    Stravinsky smiled. “I shan’t mention any names,” said he. “But they are the gentlemen who work with formulas instead of ideas. They have done that so much they have badly compromised that word ‘modern.’ I don’t like it. They started out by trying to write so as to shock the bourgeoisie and finished up by pleasing the Bolsheviks. I am not interested in either the bourgeoisie or the Bolsheviks.”10

  


  


  
    It is not entirely obvious that Stravinsky had Schoenberg (certainly no Bolshevik, though often touted as a revolutionary) in mind, but Schoenberg had no doubt about it. Who else could Stravinsky have meant, Schoenberg thought, but he, the extreme maximalizer of Romantic individualism in music, the composer who brought the art of psychopathology to its final shriek in Erwartung? It is reasonable to believe that Schoenberg was at least among Stravinsky’s targets, because (as he put it elsewhere) “atonality” implied “anarchy,”11 a state of lawlessness against which Stravinsky wanted to dictate the Bachian reaction. It must have seemed to an uprooted Russian aristocrat an analogue to the “Bolshevik” straits in which his native land was foundering.

  


  
    But if Stravinsky was writing the music of the present (and Schoenberg was by implication a thing of the past), then why, Schoenberg wanted to know, did Stravinsky look to the even more distant past for models? That was the nub of the issue as far as Schoenberg was concerned: Stravinsky was trying to turn back the clock on the development of music, substituting restoration for the progress it was every artist’s obligation to advance. It was not just an esthetic but a moral issue, involving not just taste but the artist’s responsibility. After reading Stravinsky’s New York interviews, Schoenberg retorted not only in word but in musical deed. In November and December of 1925 he composed (to his own texts) a set of Three Satires, opus 28, for chorus, of which the first two were unaccompanied canons and the last a little cantata called Der neue Klassizismus (“The new classicism”).

  


  
    In the cantata Schoenberg, like Stravinsky, named no names, but spoofed those who say (with the tenor at the outset), “No longer will I stay Romantic. I hate Romantic! From tomorrow on I am writing only the purest Classical!” or who aver, with the chorus at the end, “Classical perfection—that’s the latest style!” But in the text of the second canon (a clever piece called Vielseitigkeit (“Versatility”) that can be turned upside down and performed with the same results as rightside up) he could not resist a direct hit:

  


  
    
      	
        
          Ja, wer trommelt denn da?

        

      

      	
        
          But who’s that drumming away there?

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          Das ist ja der kleine Modernsky!

        

      

      	
        
          Why, it’s little Modernsky!

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          Hat sich ein Bubizopf schneiden

        

      

      	
        
          He’s had his hair cut in an

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          lassen;

        

      

      	
        
          old-fashioned queue,

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          sieht ganz gut aus!

        

      

      	
        
          And it looks quite nice!

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          Wie echt falsches Haar!

        

      

      	
        
          Like real false hair!

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          Wie eine Perücke!

        

      

      	
        
          Like a peruke [pigtail wig]!

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          Ganz (wie sich ihn der kleine

        

      

      	
        
          Just like (or so little Mo-

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          Modernsky vorstellt),

        

      

      	
        
          dernsky likes to think)

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          ganz der Papa Bach!

        

      

      	
        
          Just like Papa Bach!

        

      
    

  


  
    By 1928, then, the lines seemed pretty well drawn between those who were still committed to perpetual progress in art and those who wanted to make new contact with old wellsprings.

  


  DISCOVERY OR INVENTION?


  
    But only in rhetoric. For the amazing and ironic fact is that, despite their mutual disdain and their bombastically expressed differences, Schoenberg and “little Modernsky” were in the 1920s caught up as participants in the same postwar reaction; and Schoenberg’s technical breakthrough of those years, the main subject of this chapter and for a long time the very emblem of musical progress, was as much a neoclassicizing or restorative effort as anything done in the name of Papa Bach.

  


  


  
    No composer suffered a graver creative crisis in the years surrounding the Great War than Schoenberg. The war itself, oddly, was not (at least consciously) a trauma for him. He enlisted enthusiastically in the Austrian army as a private despite his relatively advanced years (he was forty) and his fame in civilian life. He claimed to have enjoyed the anonymity, or at least the respite from notoriety, that the army gave him. “The war years were my peace years,” he later quipped. But maybe he also found relief in the time-consuming, mentally undemanding routines of army life from his creative problems.

  


  
    For a period of a decade or more, Schoenberg composed only fitfully when not entirely blocked. In November 1913 he completed a one-act opera, Die glückliche Hand (“The lucky hand”), op. 18, sometimes translated “The Golden Touch,” on which he had been working since 1910. Between November 1914 and July 1916 he managed to complete three little orchestral songs to join a previously composed one in a set of four, published as opus 22. Opus 23, a set of five pieces for piano, was not even begun until July 1920 and not finished until February 1923. For four years, this means, Schoenberg did not complete a single composition, although he started many. When opus 23 was published in 1923, it was the first new composition by Schoenberg to appear since 1914. The long silence signaled an impasse.

  


  
    Such a turn in any famous artist’s career (and especially an expressionist’s!) calls forth all kinds of biographical speculation. Doubtless psychological factors played a significant role, but there were also musical issues to be solved—or at least Schoenberg deeply felt that there were. If one compares Die glückliche Hand, the opera that arduously preoccupied him between 1910 and 1913, with Erwartung, the opera that he had written with seeming effortlessness and at white heat in the late summer of 1909, one can see (at least in suitably bespectacled hindsight) the makings of the crisis.

  


  
    The glory of Erwartung had been its imaginative abandon: Schoenberg “trusted his hand,”12 as he later put it, to compose an “athematic” and “atonal” music that not even his own rational mind could comprehend at the time. In chapter 6 we saw that its touted avoidance of motivic and thematic repetition was not perfect, and that there were aspects of the score (particularly its harmony) that could be rationalized in retrospect; but the basic effort to avoid the appearance of rationalized routine and yet achieve a coherently expressive result was impressively successful. The music of Die glückliche Hand, while still atonal and in principle athematic (as any genuinely expressionistic music ought by rights to be), far more frequently resorted to rationalized (and therefore analytically transparent) procedure. There are extensive passages in imitative counterpoint. There is a lot of ostinato. One might say that the devices that resurfaced in Pierrot lunaire under cover of irony persisted in the new opera without the ironic pretext, and were therefore problematical.

  


  
    The difference between the two operas is sometimes explained as a difference in gender portrayal. Erwartung, the portrait of a feminine psyche under stress, conformed to the misogynistic ideas of contemporary Viennese psychologists and sexologists like Otto Weininger, whose widely read Geschlecht und Charakter (“Sex and character,” 1903) defined women as “logically insane,” and attributed their often admired “intuition” to “a lack of definiteness in their thinking capacity,” which “gives the widest scope to vague associations.”13 These descriptive slogans are easy to apply by analogy to the music of Erwartung: “tingling and spasmodic, sensual, without structure or direction,”14 in the words of critic and composer David Schiff. The obvious organizing factors in the music of Die glückliche Hand, which concerns a masculine paragon (pretty obviously the composer’s own ego-surrogate) threatened by feminine guile, could then be seen as devices for portraying the superior mental and ethical equipage of the male.

  


  
    Schoenberg knew Weininger’s crackpot writings and admired them. He even cited Weininger in the preface to his Harmonielehre as an example to his pupils and readers of “one who has thought earnestly.”15 Schoenberg’s creative crisis, in both its musical and personal (ethical, spiritual) dimensions may have had something to do with the composer’s need to lessen his reliance on “intuition,” stigmatized by Weininger as feminine (as well as Jewish, another category applicable to the recently converted and therefore squeamish Schoenberg). What had seemed a creative ideal and a glorious liberation had become something he now felt a need to exorcise.

  


  NOMOS (THE LAW)


  
    Whatever its source, Schoenberg did express discomfort with what music historian Joseph Auner has called the “intuitive aesthetic”16 that produced Erwartung. His creative trough was a response to this dilemma. Outwardly Schoenberg cast the dilemma as one involving the autonomy of music rather than the spiritual health of the composer. Composing Erwartung—that is, a thirty-minute stretch of athematic atonal music—would have been impossible without a text to hang it on. Could a way be found to compose such music without an extramusical crutch?

  


  


  
    Die glückliche Hand was a first tentative step in dealing with the problem of musical autonomy, but ultimately unsatisfactory: first, of course, because as in any opera there was still a text to lean on; but also because the traditional contrapuntal textures and the ostinatos could only be understood as a retreat from a problematical extreme rather than progress toward a new ideal. Schoenberg did not come out of the ditch, so to speak, until he had found a means of rationalizing his technique that did not depend on the kind of outworn traditional methods that satisfied the likes of Stravinsky. These new means were first displayed in the piano pieces he began composing around 1920. They provided a new “principle capable of serving as a rule,”17 in the words of the architect Le Corbusier (1887–1965), whose quest was retrospectively compared with Schoenberg’s by the British music critic Donald Mitchell, in an influential discussion published in 1963.

  


  
    The sources of Schoenberg’s new technique have been variously described and furiously disputed. One of his pupils, the composer and musicologist Egon Wellesz (1885-1974), claimed some credit for stimulating its discovery.18 In 1916, Wellesz wrote, he met Josef Matthias Hauer (1883-1959), a composer who had just received a medical discharge from the army and was working as an elementary school teacher. Hauer showed Wellesz some short keyboard compositions dating back to around 1912—technical studies, really—in which he was experimenting with a novel technique that Hauer chose to call Nomos, after the ancient Greek word for “law.” A Nomos consisted of a particular ordering of the twelve tones of the chromatic scale that served as the basis for a particular composition. In Hauer’s pieces, each such melodic sequence was divided into four groups of three notes each, which furnished a harmonic vocabulary for the composition in question.

  


  
    Wellesz showed these little studies by Hauer to his fellow students, and eventually to his teacher. By then Schoenberg had experimented (as we already know) with “aggregate compositions” that would display and exploit the total chromatic spectrum in various ways, and he was by no means the only composer to have done so. (See the discussions of Scriabin and Ives, as well as Schoenberg, in chapters 4-6.) Along with Webern, Schoenberg had already written some tiny pieces in which the completion of the aggregate marked important formal divisions or even defined the work’s limits (chapter 6). Nor were Hauer’s Nomos studies absolutely the first pieces to be based consistently on particular orderings of the twelve pitch classes. Gregory Dubinsky, a scholar who has researched the origins of the technique, has proposed some earlier candidates, including works by two Russians: Nikolai Obouhov, whom we met in chapter 4, and Yefim Golyscheff (1897–1970).19 But in Wellesz’s recollection, Hauer’s had a decisive effect on Schoenberg: they “showed him the way out of his crisis; they came to him as the right impulse at the right moment.”20 Wellesz’s account is not only overly simple but also vague and factually inexact. Still, its basic contention probably holds water.

  


  
    A brief look at Hauer’s Nomos, op. 19 (composed not in 1912 but 1919) will confirm several points of interest. The first page, given in Ex. 12-1, displays an exhaustive sequence of twelve pitch-classes (B[image: Image] E[image: Image] F D[image: Image] G E A C F[image: Image] D B A[image: Image]) that is repeated five times. It is parsed not into groups of three or four notes, which divide the twelve pitches evenly, but into rhythmically identical groups of five, which overlap the pitch series rather in the manner of a medieval isorhythmic tenor, so that no two melodic phrases have identical pitch content. The main innovation is the constant circulation of the exhaustive chromatic series so that no pitch class ever recurs until the other eleven have intervened.

  


  
    The strictness of this procedure in Hauer’s op. 19 is not maintained past the first page. But now compare a work of Schoenberg’s composed in February 1923: “Walzer” (waltz), published as the last piece in op. 23, the set of five that marked Schoenberg’s return to productivity (Ex. 12-2). The note sequence played by the right hand in mm. 1–4, which exhausts the chromatic aggregate, is quite rigorously maintained as a sort of ostinato from beginning to end. Since the pitch-classes always follow one another in the same order, it will be convenient to number them for ready reference in the discussion that follows:

  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    Except for the curious way the left-hand part begins with a chord consisting of notes 6–8 (and then continues to the end of the series), the relationship of the little scheme just given and the music of the waltz is practically self-evident. (And even the little anomaly at the outset will find an explanation before we are done.) The left-hand D[image: Image] in m. 2 is the beginning of a new statement of the series that continues in the left hand until E in m. 5 (note no. 9), whereupon it is taken up and completed by the right hand, beginning with the E[image: Image] at the end of the same measure.

  


  
    EX. 12-1 Josef Matthias Hauer, Nomos, Op. 19, beginning

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    From this point on, the circulation of the pitch sequence is entirely straightforward, with both hands participating in each statement. Although a tedious exercise, numbering all the pitches in the composition according to our makeshift analytical scheme enables one to retrace all of Schoenberg’s compositional decisions in a fashion rarely so accessible to analysis. Following through in this way will reveal the resourcefulness and variety of Schoenberg’s treatment of the series. It is not a melody, although it gives rise to all the melodies; nor is it a harmony, although it gives rise to all the harmonies as well.

  


  
    Various manners of dividing it up produce many kinds of texture from homophonic (melody + accompaniment) to homorhythmic (chordal) to intricately contrapuntal. The unaccompanied statement in the right hand, beginning toward the end of m. 17, is the most purely melodic (that is, monophonic) incarnation the series is given, reminiscent of Hauer’s portentous octaves all’unisono; but note that Schoenberg’s does not exhaust the series, and that the left hand’s “harmonizing” entrance in m. 19 (on notes 11 and 12) both completes the statement begun by the right hand in m. 17 and dovetails into the next statement without any articulation of an ending. Thus we learn that in this piece the series is not in itself any kind of formal marker, and that it would be naive therefore to call the composition a theme and variations (although everything that happens in it, being derived from a common source, could be called “developing variation”).

  


  
    EX. 12-2 Arnold Schoenberg, Op. 23, no. 5 (Walzer), mm. 1–60

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    One spot invites special comment. The passage from m. 44 to m. 55, in what an eighteenth-century keyboard player would have called the “broken” (or arpeggiated) style, presents three statements of the series in which each measure introduces three notes, so that four measures exhaust the series. Because of that evenness of distribution, the pitches presented in m. 44 are the same as those presented in mm. 48 and 52; m. 45 corresponds to mm. 49 and 53; and so on, only the registers being varied to maintain a sense of continual evolution (or “developing variation”).

  


  
    The series, in other words, has been divided into four recurrent “trichords,” or three-note groups, just as Wellesz had (erroneously) described Hauer’s procedure in his Nomos pieces. Schoenberg’s passage, in fact, conforms more closely to Wellesz’s description of Hauer’s pieces than any composition by Hauer. Evidently, Schoenberg’s waltz had replaced Hauer’s actual Nomos in Wellesz’s memory. This may lessen the reliability of Wellesz’s factual details, but it actually strengthens the plausibility of the general connection Wellesz drew between the two composers’ explorations.

  


  
    The only place in the waltz where Schoenberg departs from strict adherence to the order presented at the outset comes at the very end (Ex. 12-3), when the left hand suddenly puts the series in reverse, starting with note 12 (F) and running back to note 1 (C[image: Image] in m. 106). That C[image: Image] is paired in a “dyad” or two-note harmony with A (note 2). The fact that a dyad presents two pitches as a single simultaneous attack enables Schoenberg to create an elaborate musical pun, starting a series in forward motion with the same dyad. That series continues in m. 106 in the right hand, and is pitted contrapuntally against another reversed series that begins in the left hand in m. 107. The B[image: Image]D dyad on the down beat of m. 108 again does double duty, participating both in the right hand’s forward series and the left hand’s backward one. Because both series are in continuous motion around the common dyad, measures 107–108 display a pitch palindrome. Putting the music, as it were, in reverse, letting it run backward (or “run down”) shortly after the formal recapitulation of the opening melodic idea in m. 100, punningly reinforces the expectation of the end.

  


  
    And the “anomalous” beginning? It is explained by the ending. The last three statements of the series, beginning with the C[image: Image] and A tied over into m. 111, are increasingly chordal for “cadential” effect. The big eight-note chord in m. 112 contains notes 9–12 of a finishing statement and notes 1–4 of the next one. It is surrounded on either side by notes 5–8. The five-note chord on the downbeat of the last measure is the beginning of the last statement of the series. The F[image: Image]D dyad that ends the piece leaves the series hanging on notes 6 and 7. Now look back at the beginning of the piece and see how the left hand picks up those very notes and continues the series to the end. Perhaps in keeping with the use of the reversed series in mm. 104-111, the end of the piece is linked to the beginning as if the composition described a kind of circle in time.

  


  
    EX. 12-3 Arnold Schoenberg, Op. 23, no. 5 (Walzer), mm. 104–end

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    It is possible that these “bending time” effects (or rather, the idea of such effects) harked back to the mystical thinking that had guided Schoenberg’s prewar strivings toward the infinite and universal—hence toward the aggregate. Perhaps more likely, by 1923, it was a typically “Ortegan” jest to delight the minds of analysts, and therefore indicative of the “poietic” bias (the emphasis on the “making” of the composition rather than on its “effect”) that increasingly characterized advanced composing-practice after the Great War. And it was precisely in its highly sophisticated, concentrated, and elaborated making that Schoenberg’s music so thoroughly transcended whatever technical example Hauer’s naive Nomos pieces had set for him.

  


  
    Hauer, whose career amounted to so much less than Schoenberg’s, became embittered over what he regarded (or at least advertised) as Schoenberg’s intellectual theft. Schoenberg’s followers and biographers, in retaliation, have tended to minimize or dismiss (and even deride) Hauer’s putative input. It is not so difficult, at our present historical remove, to take a nonpartisan view, acknowledging that Hauer probably gave Schoenberg an important idea, but that Schoenberg, who did far more with that idea than its originator, lent it a prestige (hence an influence and historical importance) that Hauer’s own efforts could not have accomplished.

  


  
    The notorious Prioritätstreit (“battle over priority”), as Schoenberg’s future biographer Hans Heinz Stuckenschmidt was calling it as early as 1925, can only strike us now as a tempest in a teapot.21 But at the time it mattered greatly, to Schoenberg as much as to Hauer. Indeed, Schoenberg recalled in a memoir that “when I gathered about twenty of my pupils together to explain to them the new method in 1923, I did it because I was afraid to be taken as an imitator of Hauer.”22 Precisely because the matter of priority was taken so seriously at the time, not only by the parties involved but also by onlookers, it can serve us now as a symptom of the “rush to the patent office” that was such an integral component of modernism—especially the German brand that descended from the ideology (and the rhetoric) of the mid-nineteenth-century New German School.

  


  GIVING MUSIC AN AXIOMATIC BASIS


  
    The strictness of Schoenberg’s adherence to the ordered twelvenote series in his compositional practice, and the consequent pervasiveness with which the series informed the musical substance thus created, elevated the series in Schoenberg’s usage to the status of a Grundgestalt, the “basic shape” or intervallic constellation that informs an entire composition down to its smallest details and gives it its “organic” motivic consistency. Indeed, the use of an exhaustive twelvenote series makes the Grundgestalt function, and the organic unity thus guaranteed, virtually automatic. And that, of course, was the great breakthrough, the “principle capable of serving as a rule,” which allowed the composition of large-scale, abstract, and autonomous atonal music of constant and at-all-times-demonstrable motivic coherence despite its renunciation of predefined tonal hierarchies, and despite its frequent “athematicism.”

  


  


  
    But beware! As soon as any musical characteristic becomes the automatic result of a method, it stops being a compositional achievement. As long as Schoenberg’s atonal music was based on “working with the tones of a motive,” meaning an unordered collection of intervals, the kind of tightly controlled motivic organization visible (to cite one especially rich instance) at the beginning of the first piece in op. 23, composed in July 1920, is an impressive compositional tour de force (Ex. 12-4).

  


  
    EX. 12-4 Arnold Schoenberg, Op. 23, no. 1 (Sehr langsam), mm. 1–5

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    The strict three-part contrapuntal texture is supersaturated with versions of the intervallic Grundgestalt (or basic cell, to use an “organicist” metaphor) first expressed as the opening harmony (F[image: Image] A[image: Image] A), which contains a major second, a minor second, and a minor third. The first three notes in the middle voice (A[image: Image] G B[image: Image]) are a “linearization” of the same cell, immediately echoed by the top voice in m. 2 (E[image: Image] D F). Meanwhile, the first three notes in the bottom voice (A C B) present a variant of the same linearization, in which the same intervals occur in the opposite order and with the contour reversed (a “retrograde inversion”). The bass B in the second measure is a pivot linking two sequential statements of this manner of presenting the basic cell. In m. 3 the middle voice repeats the three-note beginning of the bass in diminution at the octave, while in mm. 4–5, the bass reciprocates with a transposition of the middle voice’s opening cell (B[image: Image] A C), with the final interval inverted from a rising minor third to a falling major sixth.

  


  
    (Note, incidentally, the “hairpins” in m. 5 over a single note, A. They are obviously impossible to perform on the piano, as Schoenberg surely knew perfectly well. The expressive swell on a single note, typical of vocal and string music, is part of the “idea” of the piece, rather than its sound—and so, it might be argued, is the motivic consistency we are now accounting for, which is far more likely to reveal itself fully to the analytical eye than to the listening ear. Again we see the composer characteristically preoccupied with “poietics” over “esthesics,” with input over output, manufacture over effect.)

  


  
    Meanwhile, another variant of the basic cell, in which the minor third and the minor second go in the same direction, covering a major third’s total distance, has been enjoying a similar “developing variation.” The first three notes in the top voice (F[image: Image] E[image: Image] D) are its first presentation, echoed in the middle voice in m. 3 (C B G[image: Image]). It, too, gets a “harmonic” presentation, on the downbeat of m. 4. But even before the middle voice has echoed it, the top voice reverses it (D[image: Image] E G in mm. 2–3), and that reversal is also echoed in the middle voice (G[image: Image] A C in m. 4). Both the initial statement of this variant in the top voice and its echo in the middle voice overlap with presentations of the variant previously described. Thus the first four notes of the “soprano” (F[image: Image] Eb D F) and the four sixteenth notes in the “tenor” in m. 3 (A C B G[image: Image]) each present the two variants of the basic cell (but in opposite order) with the middle pair of notes doing double duty.

  


  
    The head swims, not only at the thought of such motivic density (which the foregoing description has by no means fully accounted for) but also at the thought of the mental labor it must have required to contrive it. One can easily sympathize with the wish to find the kind of laborsaving device Schoenberg adopted in the final waltz from the same set of pieces, even if the lessened labor can seem to lessen the intellectual accomplishment. In any case, from 1921 on, virtually every one of Schoenberg’s atonal compositions would adopt a chromatically exhaustive twelvenote series like the one in the waltz (or in Hauer’s 1919 Nomos) as its basis.

  


  
    Schoenberg called such a series a Tonreihe, using a German word for series, Reihe, that has “row” as its English cognate; hence the term “tone row” has become standard in British and American usage. At first he called the method on which he now relied Reihenkomposition, “composition with rows” or “serial composition.” English usage in this case has favored Hauer’s term Zwölftontechnik, “twelve-tone technique.” (More pretentious writers sometimes call it “dodecaphony” from the Greek for twelve.) Eventually Schoenberg also came round to using this nomenclature, calling his method “composition with twelve tones related only to one another” (rather than to a predefined tonic).

  


  
    And yet the term “twelve-tone”, although we are certainly stuck with it, remains something of a misnomer; for what gives a tone row its distinction is not its pitch content (for every tone row has that in common with every other tone row) but its ordered interval content. That is what enables a row, like any basic cell or Grundgestalt, to maintain its identity when transposed. Indeed, it was transposition, as an outgrowth of his earlier Grundgestalt or “developing variation” technique, that now became Schoenberg’s primary technical preoccupation: more specifically, the question of how transpositions (and precisely which transpositions) may help realize the form-defining or harmony-defining properties of particular tone rows. That is where Schoenberg will henceforth engineer his tours de force of compositional planning and motivic saturation.

  


  
    The first major work of Schoenberg’s that was written using twelve-tone row technique throughout was a five-movement Suite for Piano, published as opus 25 in 1925. The pieces in it—Präludium, Gavotte and Musette, Intermezzo, Menuett, Gigue—had accumulated over an eighteen-month period between July 1921 and March 1923, during which Schoenberg was also working on other compositions, but all were based on a single twelve-tone row, albeit treated with a bit more variety than Schoenberg had allowed in the waltz, the first twelve-tone piece to be published.

  


  
    There, as we recall, Schoenberg had contented himself (partly as a technical challenge, partly in an effort to outdo Hauer) with a single “row form” until the end, when he ran it backwards a couple of times. The row was never even transposed, so that in this case it was indeed literally a row of tones as well as intervals. The technical challenge, of course, was to disguise the fact that the piece consisted of what in less sophisticated hands might have sounded like a relentless melodic ostinato. The suite was based on a complex consisting of a row, its inversion, and the transposition of each by a tritone (Ex. 12-5). Inverting a row, like inverting any motive or Grundgestalt, maintains the same intervallic sequence as if seen in a mirror. Transposition, of course, has no effect at all on intervallic sequence. So the four rows in Ex. 12–5 are merely four ways of representing a single intervallic succession (i.e., a single Grundgestalt).

  


  
    EX. 12-5 Row complex from Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25
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    NB: In analyzing twelve-tone compositions, row transpositions are often counted by semitones. Thus the four row forms in Ex. 12-5 are labeled P (for “prime,” the form heard first), I (“inversion”), P6 (prime transposed up six semitones) and I6 (inversion transposed up six semitones). For extra clarity, untransposed row forms are usually designated as having been transposed by “zero” semitones, thus: P0 and I0. In the diagram, the arrows running right to left are a reminder that rows can be freely reversed for additional variety within the same interval-determined unity.

  


  
    Even before looking at or listening to the music, the row complex gives us a foretaste of its harmonic world. The row has been deliberately constructed so as to create close relationships between exactly these four forms, so as to produce an even more pervasive unity than a single row form could achieve. In other words, the row has been constructed with its role as a Grundgestalt in mind, and the character of the composition will be to a significant degree determined by the relationships that have been built into the structure of the row. And what are these relationships? By now they will seem very familiar, having appeared in the work of so many of the “maximalist” composers of the early twentieth century, including Schoenberg himself along with Stravinsky, Bartók, Webern, and Berg. But here they have been sublimated or abstracted into a formal and methodical context that accords with the cool ironic mood of postwar modernism.

  


  
    It will take no more than a glance at the beginnings and ends of all the row forms in Ex. 12-5 to establish harmonic symmetry based on the “invariance” properties of the tritone as the principle Schoenberg’s rows have been designed to exploit. The first and last notes in the untransposed prime form of the row are a tritone apart. Since the tritone reproduces itself when inverted, and since the only transposition invoked in Ex. 12-5 is that of the tritone itself, E and B[image: Image] are the invariant framing pitches of every row form employed in the Suite. That is already a giant step toward defining a consistent (if contextual) “tonality” for the piece.

  


  
    But there is more. Since any tritone can be embedded in a circle of minor thirds that shares its invariance properties (reproducing itself when inverted or when transposed by its generating interval), the notes G and D[image: Image] will have the same invariance properties within this row complex as do the notes E and B[image: Image]. And that is the reason why Schoenberg made sure that those two notes would occupy adjacent positions in the untransposed prime form. They occupy order positions 3 and 4 in every form shown in Ex. 12-5, and hence will also function as an invariant pair within the actual music of the Suite. (When reversed forms of the row are employed, of course, the G and D[image: Image] will just as invariably occupy positions 9 and 10.) In addition, the first pair of notes in each row form in Ex. 12-5 has a counterpart in one of the reversed forms: EF begins both P0 and RI6; EE[image: Image], I0 and R6; B[image: Image]B, P6 and RI0; B[image: Image]A, I6 and R0. And ending pairs coincide similarly, as they must. These, too, are invariance relationships, the invariant pairs linking not only forward and backward row forms, but also transposed and untransposed ones.

  


  
    By seeking out abstract invariance relationships like these within the row forms, it is easy to create concrete musical relationships in which some aspect of a musical configuration changes while some other aspect remains the same. That is the essence of the “developing variation” technique that Schoenberg had long insisted was implicit in Brahms’s motivic textures. And that is one of the features of twelve-tone composition, as Schoenberg practiced it, which allowed him to claim that this method, no less than his earlier “atonal” style, was a “natural” (or even an inevitable) evolution of “classical” or “mainstream” techniques rather than a break with them, despite its rejection of the most salient—indeed, the defining—feature of “tonal” music. Indeed, twelve-tone techniques, by rationalizing the composition of atonal music and making it more orderly and “plannable,” significantly strengthened the bonds that connected atonal music with the formal methods of the “classical mainstream.” In this sense, it too was a “neoclassical” move, another response to the postwar “call to order.”

  


  IRONY CLAIMS ITS DUE


  
    All the more obviously was this the case when Schoenberg, for all the scorn he poured on “little Modernsky” and his false “Papa Bach” peruke, found himself writing his own allotment of minuets and gavottes. Explaining that away has cost his “defenders” a lot of sweat. Usually the difference between Schoenberg’s pastiches and Stravinsky’s turns on the absence in Schoenberg’s of any actual diatonic melody or triadic harmony. Despite the recourse to eighteenth-century forms, the musical content was still novel, still resembled the melodic and harmonic idiom of the older “expressionist” music. “If Schoenberg does call into service older form types,” one such defender has argued, “it is not because he considers them to be ‘ideal,’ but because he sees in them usages which should not be dispensed with until the novel and more difficult aspects of his musical language are better understood.”23

  


  


  
    But this is clearly an equivocation. Before the war he had no such scruples, nor did he offer listeners any such help with “the novel and more difficult aspects of his musical language.” However one tries to explain it, the contradiction between Schoenberg’s “older form types” and his “novel language” after the war greatly magnified his distance from his former self. Indeed, his first published twelve-tone composition had cast the tortured musical language of Erwartung in the form of a waltz—not merely an “older formal type” but a “light music” genre! And the gigues and musettes he was now turning out had more familiar repertory counterparts in the work of Ambroise Thomas, Saint-Saëns, Chaikovsky, or Prokofieff than in Bach, even though Schoenberg invoked Papa Bach in person (and far more explicitly than Stravinsky) by embedding his very name in the op. 25 tone row. (See the beginning of R0 in Ex. 12-5, bearing in mind that in German “B” means B[image: Image] and B-natural is “h.”) It was, all of it, “mock-light” music. And while little pieces in sectional forms were always good for working out a technical discipline, if technical studies were all that they were it is not likely that Schoenberg would have published them.
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    FIG. 12-2 Page from Diderot’s Encyclopédie: musettes are at upper left and lower right.

  


  


  
    Some of the early twelve-tone pieces are quite obviously “jesting,” and not only in Ortega’s sense of the word. Another suite, for an instrumental septet that included three clarinets (op. 29, 1926), was to have included a movement called “Foxtrot,” before Schoenberg recoiled from neue Sachlichkeit and changed the title to the more neutral “Tanzschritte” (dance steps). Op. 24 (1923), a Serenade for chamber septet, uses a pair of literal serenader’s instruments (guitar and mandolin) that are rarely employed in “classical” music without parodic intent (most recently, as we may remember, in Mahler’s Seventh Symphony, a Schoenberg favorite that Webern had already emulated in his Five Pieces for Orchestra).

  


  
    Two movements in the Serenade are based on tone rows. One of them, in which a baritone voice (the serenader himself) joins the instrumental group, is a parody in many ways. For one thing, it parodies love songs: the text, a sonnet by the fourteenthcentury Italian poet Petrarch, is no tender entreaty but a fantasy of violent revenge on a cold mistress. For another, it parodies the “emancipated-dissonance” style, implying that if your poem is about mayhem you have no other choice. And for a third, it parodies the new twelve-tone technique itself—or rather, perhaps, Hauer’s version of it as set out in Ex. 12-1.

  


  
    The singer’s part, like the waltz in op. 23, is based throughout on a single untransposed row, treated as a sort of ostinato. Because the text is an Italian sonnet, it is cast in undecasyllabic (11-syllable) lines. There are fourteen lines in all, the last two being an “envoy” in a different meter. Now because Schoenberg’s snickering setting is strictly syllabic, each eleven-syllable line leaves a remainder of one note from the tone row. The grim poem constantly gains on the music (see Ex. 12-6), so that the first line uses notes 1–11, the second 12–10, the third 11–9, and so forth, so that each line of the text (like each 5-note phrase in Hauer’s Nomos, op. 19) is a unique melodic statement. Things come full circle after exactly twelve lines, just in time for the envoy.

  


  
    The persistent contrast between Schoenberg’s heavy content and its feather-light containers was perhaps the most vivid example of postwar irony to be found in all of modernist music. It gave his early twelve-tone music a crooked side that is not only useless to deny, but makes the music all the more genuinely a reflection of its time, all the more genuinely interesting, therefore, as a historical document, and all the more esthetically appealing. As we embark now on a closer look at the Suite for Piano and investigate the multifaceted relationship between its Grundgestalt (that is, the complex of twelve-tone row forms in Ex. 12-5) and the music derived from it, that irony will provide the essential link between the technical means and the expressive ends.

  


  
    The most straight forwardly composed of the five movements is the last one, the Gigue (Ex. 12-7). The tonality-defining properties of the row are best displayed here, since the features we have already remarked on the basis of the row diagram function very obviously and audibly as stable, prominent, and therefore normative aspects of the tonal organization. Most of the time row forms and measures coincide, one-to-one. Thus measure 1 presents P0, m. 2 I6, m. 3 I0, and m. 4 P6. In mm. 10–13, the reversed row forms pass in review: R0, RI6, RI0, and R6. And so on. This means that, owing to the tritone invariance, every measure moves either from E to B[image: Image] or from B[image: Image] to E. Measures 1–4 also exploit the other stable invariance property: note that the third eighth-note position in each measure is occupied by the GD[image: Image] tritone that crops up in order positions 3 and 4 in Ex. 12-5. In mm. 10–13, the GD[image: Image] tritones are avoided, but the tritones that appear in order positions 7 and 8 (there are two: DA[image: Image] and F[image: Image]C) are ferreted out and placed consistently on the fourth eighth-note position. The combination of constant and changing factors again produces that sense of constant progression that Schoenberg dubbed “developing variation.”

  


  
    EX. 12-6 Arnold Schoenberg, Serenade, Op. 24, IV (Sonett No. 217 von Petrarch), voice part
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    EX. 12-7 Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25, Gigue, mm. 1–13
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    The funniest moment in the Suite, surely, is the Trio of the Menuett movement (Ex. 12-8), in which normal and inverted row forms (beginning with P0 in the left hand and I6 in the right) are consistently played off one another in a strict rhythmic and contour imitation, producing a strict “mirror canon” (canon by inversion). As in Pierrot lunaire, the composer gets no technical points for constructing a contrapuntal tour de force (a poodle with basic twelve-tone training could do so as easily as Schoenberg), but the wildly exaggerated angularity of the writing, wide intervals like ninths and tenths careening up and down, shines such a garish spotlight on the contour inversion as to leave no doubt that the composer is in on the joke.

  


  
    EX. 12-8 Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25, Trio, mm. 34–44

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    Another overtly joking piece is the Musette that is paired with the Gavotte as the Suite’s second movement (Ex. 12-9). Musette was the eighteenth-century French word for bagpipe, and a keyboard piece so titled was a mock-bucolic number that imitated the bagpipe drone with an ostinato bass. The GD[image: Image] tritone, which turns up in the same place in every row form in Ex. 12-5, functioned within the row itself as a sort of ostinato, and easily assumed the drone function the Musette required. In the first strain the G alone serves as drone; the full tritone is reserved for the longer second half, where it lends a sense of harmonic closure. With its staccato articulations, its harmonic clarity, and its high tessitura, this clever, jaunty little piece might plausibly have been signed “Prokofieff.” As usual, the dire split between Schoenberg and his circle and the “Franco-Russians” can be much better substantiated in their verbal polemics than in their actual music.

  


  
    More complex textures are created in the Suite by pitting row forms against one another in counterpoint, often with punning ambiguities that arise out of their invariance properties. At the very outset, the beginning of the Präludium (Ex. 12-10), the prime form is given complete in the right hand against P6, its transposition at the tritone, in the left. The texture is thickened to three parts in mm. 2–3 by running the second and third four-note segments (tetrachords) of P6 simultaneously. The multiply repeated B[image: Image] in m. 3, like every B[image: Image] or E in the piece, is of course a boundary note. And, as is usually the case, it does double duty, as the last note of P0 and the first of I6. (The repeated E in the bass in mm. 6–7 is another boundary note doing double duty, linking RI0 and P0.)

  


  
    EX. 12-9 Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25, Musette, beginning
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    EX. 12-10 Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25, Präludium, beginning
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    The most-analyzed movement in the Suite is the Menuett (Ex. 12-11), partly because of the “license” with which Schoenberg seems to be breaking his own rules. That license is immediately apparent in the fact that, uniquely, the Menuett does not begin with a “boundary note.” The continuation is reassuring, however: following G[image: Image] with E, then A[image: Image], then D, identifies it as the fifth note in P0. Schoenberg himself acknowledged this in an article on twelve-tone composition, and minimized the apparent departure from strict twelve-tone “orthodoxy” with the “excuse” that, the Menuett being the fourth movement of the Suite, “the row has already become familiar” to the listener.

  


  
    EX. 12-11 Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25, Menuett, beginning
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    He also cites the more interesting fact that the four-note group or tetrachord with which the piece begins (i.e., order positions 5-8) ends with a tritone, just as the first tetrachord does, and that this correspondence or invariance justifies treating the two tetrachords “like independent small sets.” If we mentally label the three tetrachords in the row as A, B, and C, the first two measures of the piece pit B and C (right hand in m. 1 and m. 2 respectively) against A (left hand). The whole Menuett, as Schoenberg implies, treats the set as a collection of three quasi-independent tetrachords throughout.

  


  
    But Schoenberg has been coy. He quotes the first two measures of the Menuett as an illustration to his remarks, but not the third and fourth, or any of the others, since only in the first measure do the notes of each tetrachord come in the order determined by the tone row as a whole. In mm. 3-4, based on I6, the tetrachords interact just as they do in mm. 1–2 (B and C in the right hand over A in the left) but the notes of A come in the order 4 2 1 3, the notes of B in the order 58 67, and those in C in the order 12 11 10 9. In mm. 5–6, based on P6, the tetrachords come in a different order, B + A in the right hand over C in the left, and the notes within each tetrachord are again presented in a permuted order. In effect, Schoenberg has divided his row into three “independent small sets” that are not truly independent, as none can appear without the others, but which are in effect unordered, an even greater “deviation” from what is normally looked upon as strict twelve-tone procedure.

  


  
    These “licenses,” as the Mexican music historian Maria Luisa Vilar-Paya has pointed out, have a purpose—one that is even more strikingly at odds with conventional notions of the “nature” of twelve-tone music.24 That purpose is the creation of a hierarchy among the pitches in the row, most easily seen at the very end (Ex. 12-12), where the two boundary pitches, E and B[image: Image], appear in close proximity, each participating in what looks—and sounds!—like a traditional “tonal” progression from leading tone to tonic. But under such conditions the B[image: Image] would be a functional tonic, and therefore stable, while the E would be a functional leading tone, and therefore unstable. The B[image: Image], in other words, has been effectively promoted to a position of priority over E (which conspicuously begins every movement of the suite except the Menuett) as the definer of the contextually created tonality that governs the Suite.

  


  
    EX. 12-12 Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25, Menuett, mm. 31–33
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    Its status as the pitch of priority can be confirmed in other ways, one of the most interesting (as Vilar-Paya has shown) being the subtle organization of the harmony around B[image: Image] as an axis of symmetry, in which the ubiquitous GD[image: Image] tritone, its notes equidistant from B[image: Image], plays a decisive supporting role. There are even a couple of loose pages among the sketches for the Suite that support this interpretation. (Before Vilar-Paya produced her analysis, significantly enough, nobody suspected the relationship of these sketches to the finished piece.) They are charts that map equidistant intervals surrounding the note C (traditionally the “neutral” theoretical starting point), showing the kind of relationships that may actually be plotted around B[image: Image] in the Menuett. This puts Schoenbergian tonality, even his twelve-tone tonality, in line with that of much if not most of the modernist music we have already encountered, a line that goes back—by way of Bartók and Stravinsky—beyond modernism to Liszt and even Schubert. All of this only gives us more good reason to view the institution of twelve-tone procedures as not only a radical but, in equal measure, a profoundly conservative development.

  


  BACK AGAIN TO BACH


  
    These desultory remarks on a few salient features of the Suite for Piano, op. 25, could easily be amplified into a complete analysis of the piece—indeed a more complete analysis, in the sense that it can more fully trace the composer’s decisions in the very act of composing, than in any other kind of music. That analytical transparency, making twelve-tone technique perhaps the easiest of all compositional methods to demonstrate and teach, and which therefore gave it an aura of uprightness in the spirit of scientific “positivism” (open empirical inquiry), was an important spur to its spread, just as its “artificiality” and “arid intellectualism” (the very same qualities, of course, viewed from a less welcoming perspective) incited resistance.

  


  


  
    In any case, from the most arcane of compositional methods, “atonal” composition all at once became the most lucid. It withheld no secrets at all from a determined analyst (although the naked ear might still be baffled). Like a scientific proof, a twelve-tone composition proceeded logically, by inference from an axiomatic premise (the row). No music better illustrated the debunking, materialist, objective, and antimetaphysical spirit of postwar disillusion than this ironic descendant of expressionism, of all prewar styles the most subjective and mystique-ridden. And yet the gnawing tension between poietic transparency and esthesic opacity would never be entirely dispelled.

  


  
    And there was something else, too, that made twelve-tone music permanently controversial. A tiny hint of it comes at the beginning of the Gavotte (Ex. 12-13), in which the prime form of the row is split, at the outset, between the two hands. The right hand plays the first eight notes of P0 as a typically grotesque little tune, which the left hand accompanies with notes 9-12. But once the boundary note 12 is reached, it does typical double duty and serves as the fulcrum for a reversal. The B, C, and A that had preceded the B[image: Image] in m. 1 come back in reversed order, producing the beginning of R0: B[image: Image] A C B, which, as we have long known, in German spells “Bach.” Schoenberg does not pursue R0 beyond this point. Like the extra little incipit in Ex. 12-5, its beginning is there just to “say hello” and make its point.

  


  
    EX. 12-13 Arnold Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 25, Gavotte, beginning
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    This time the point is made sotto voce, in a witty whisper, for the analysts alone. In the Variations for Orchestra, op. 31 (1928), Schoenberg’s first large-scale “public” twelve-tone composition and anything but a jest, the tandem declaration of innovation and birthright is ostentatious and hortatory. The theme on which the variations are based encompasses one complete complex, so to speak, of row forms: first a prime, next a double mirror or retrograde inversion, third an order mirror or retrograde, and finally a contour mirror or inversion, accompanied by another prime. Ex. 12-14a shows the theme as it first appears in the Variations, played by the cellos (joined at the end by the first violins) and harmonized by another complex of row forms, whose special complementary relationship to the melody it accompanies will be something to return to.

  


  
    EX. 12-14A Arnold Schoenberg, Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31, the theme
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    Once, in a radio address, Schoenberg stressed the kinship between the drooping contours of his theme and the typically appoggiatura-rich themes of late Romantic compositions by half-jestingly giving it a “tonal” accompaniment (Ex. 12-14b) in “a quite good F major that insistently courts G-flat major.”25 He further commented, “Some people will prefer this treatment to the original. I don’t like it, but that is a matter of taste. Why now, if I can also do it that way, do I write a different accompaniment, which is bound to have a less general appeal? All I can say now is that it is not out of malice.” Rather than malice, of course, it was commitment to “New German” ideals of evolutionary progress that, as always, impelled Schoenberg’s stylistic development. But in the actual music of the Variations he contrived another, far more pointed, reminder of his stylistic heritage. In the Introduction—that is, the section preceding the first statement of the theme—Schoenberg contrived a pair of measures, each of which corresponded, like many measures in the Piano Suite, to a statement of a single row form. Together, they put P0 and I1 in counterpoint (Ex. 12-14c). The four circled notes in Ex. 12-14c, which occupy corresponding order positions (1 and 6) in both row forms, are the notes Schoenberg entrusts to the traditionally portentous trombone (having allowed himself many liberties in the order of presentation of I1). When so intoned, and doubled by the cellos using “hairpin” dynamics, the BACH motif is difficult to miss (Ex. 12-14d). It is a sort of time bomb.

  


  
    EX. 12-14B Arnold Schoenberg, Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31, theme as harmonized over Radio Frankfurt in 1931
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    EX. 12-14C Arnold Schoenberg, Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31, prime and inverted row forms

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    EX. 12-14D Arnold Schoenberg, Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31, mm. 24–25
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    EX. 12-14E Arnold Schoenberg, Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31, the row forms in Ex. 12-14c transposed to reveal additional BACH ciphers
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    EX. 12-14F J. S. Bach, main subject from The Art of Fugue
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    The tone row, indeed, has been covertly tailored to a Bachian purpose. The notes in order positions 2–5 in any statement of the row or its inversion (or in positions 8–11 in any reversed statement) are a transposition of the BACH set (albeit presented in the easily “correctable” order BCAH/HACB; see Ex. 12-14e). Not only that, but as Schoenberg scholar Ethan Haimo has pointed out,26 the notes in order positions 5–9 in P0 correspond to the notes in the subject of Bach’s crowning testament of his mastery, the Art of Fugue (see Ex. 12-14f), venerated by all the Schoenbergians as an epitome of “organicism.” The grandiose finale to the Variations, whose 210 measures nearly equal all the rest combined (252), flaunts dozens of BACH allusions, some dramatic (like the ones introduced near the beginning by a double bass recitative in the manner of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony), some woven into tight contrapuntal textures, others building at the end to a blazing climax. Schoenberg’s Variations aggressively proclaim the composer’s special line of descent from the composer who—and this is in itself significant—was as much everybody’s asserted forebear after the Great War as Beethoven had been before it.

  


  
    But who was Bach to Schoenberg? Not at all the same man as “kleine Modernsky’s” Papa Bach, whose archaism represented timelessness, and whose abstract mastery represented universality. Schoenberg’s Bach was not a universal figurehead but a national one. Bach, for Schoenberg, was above all a German, indeed the greatest of Germans and the fountainhead of German musical art; hence the special venom with which Schoenberg derided “Franco-Russian” attempts to appropriate him. Schoenberg’s neoclassicism was uniquely laced with nationalism—the particularly embittered nationalism of a defeated and resentful nation.

  


  
    His writings abound in passages that underscore this connection. “It was mainly through J. S. Bach,” Schoenberg alleged in an essay called “National Music,” “that German music came to decide the way things developed, as it has for 200 years.”27 What vouchsafed German domination, moreover, was precisely the technique that Schoenberg saw himself as having inherited from Bach and, through the twelve-tone system, perfecting: namely, “contrapuntal art, i.e., the art of producing every audible figure from one single one.”28 Lest anyone miss the point, Schoenberg spelled out his truculent claims. First, with respect to twelve-tone music: “If at the climax of contrapuntal art, in Bach, something quite new simultaneously begins—the art of development through motivic variation—and in our time, at the climax of art based on harmonic relationships, the art of composing with ‘twelve tones related only to each other’ begins, one sees that the epochs are very similar.”29 And with reference to himself: “My music, produced on German soil, without foreign influences, is a living example of an art able most effectively to oppose Latin and Slav hopes of hegemony and derived through and through from the traditions of German music”30—traditions that went “back to Bach,” as the saying went, but a route that in Schoenberg’s insistent view only Germans could legitimately take.

  


  
    The Variations for Orchestra—one of a number of early twelve-tone pieces by Schoenberg and his pupils to invoke the BACH motif, if by far the most impressive—asserted these claims in a manner that went beyond words. This view of his twelve-tone compositions and their heritage had informed what is now Schoenberg’s most notorious remark, which he made in conversation with his teaching assistant, the musicologist Josef Rufer, in the summer of 1921 or 1922: “Today I have discovered something which will assure the supremacy of German music for the next hundred years.”31 Needless to say, ever since Rufer published it in 1959 this has been one of the most pounced-upon assertions in the history of European music. A representative defense of Schoenberg’s position (by George Perle, already familiar to us as an analyst, and one of many European and American composers who have devoted their careers to enlarging on the Schoenbergian legacy) excuses the rhetorical excess by placing it in historical context. “There was much speculation, in the years immediately following the First World War, on the likelihood that the great Austro-German tradition, to which we still owe the major part of our standard orchestral repertory, was coming to an end,” Perle wrote. “Why should we be surprised that a post-bellum Austro-German composer would hope that that tradition had not ‘had its day’?”32 Others have not found it so easy to overlook the distinction between survival and supremacy, especially after the Second World War, which was fought precisely over the issue of Germany’s claim to world supremacy in an arena much larger than music.

  


  CONSOLIDATION


  
    Whatever the motivation, Schoenberg’s career was dedicated henceforth to justifying the claims he had made for his method, elaborating and standardizing procedures so that its neoclassical principles could indeed become law. The greatest emphasis was placed on whatever might enhance the status of the row as Grundgestalt, with the result that principles of symmetry and complementation, already noticeable in Schoenberg’s earliest twelve-tone works, would become the basic determinants of structure. Thus twelve-tone music, for all that it descended from expressionism (at least insofar as some leading composers of the one tendency became leading composers of the other), quickly metamorphosed into a haven for technical research and compositional tours de force. Sharing the predilection of all other neoclassicists for abstract or generic forms, twelve-tone composers went further than any others in ordering the content of their work according to rational structural principles, making content in effect tantamount to form.

  


  


  
    An important structural principle that Schoenberg hit upon at the time of the Variations (one of the earliest works to exemplify it) could only be described in exceedingly cumbersome terms during his lifetime. Richard S. Hill, for example, a music scholar and librarian who in an article of 1936 gave the first comprehensive description of twelve-tone technique in English, spoke of “pieces in which the ‘row’ is divided into two six-note groups, the first of which in the prime contains the same notes as the second half of the mirror, but in a different order, the other halves being necessarily related similarly.”33

  


  
    Schoenberg himself, in a letter to Rufer dating from 1950, the year before his death, tried to explain his purposes as well as (still cumbersomely) describing the method: “Personally I endeavour to keep the series such that the inversion of the first six tones a fifth lower gives the remaining six tones. The consequent, the seventh to twelfth tones, is a different sequence of these second six tones. This has the advantage that one can accompany melodic phrases made from the first six tones with harmonies made from the second six tones, without getting doublings.”34 Doublings were to be avoided, in Schoenberg’s oft-stated view, because they strengthened some tones at the expense of others, compromising the implied equality of “twelve tones, related only to each other” under the aegis of emancipated dissonance. Yet we have already seen that Schoenberg’s actual practice admitted tonal hierarchies. They always would. As with most theorist-composers, his stated principles (or at least the principles he stated to outsiders) were purer than his deeds—which is less to accuse him of hypocrisy than to suggest we seek the reasons for the technique in question in his most basic, and therefore unarticulated, assumptions. What may seem at first an anachronistic or extrinsic approach has in fact proved the most revealing.

  


  
    Nowadays, following a nomenclature first proposed by Milton Babbitt, a mathematically adept American theorist and composer, rows that meet the criteria defined by Hill and Schoenberg are called “combinatorial,” and the technique of contriving and employing them, “combinatoriality.” In mathematics, combinatoriality is a branch of probability theory that analyzes permutations (i.e., the reordering of sets) and combinations (i.e., principles of sampling from sets). It is a useful analogy for studying the properties of twelve-tone rows, since all rows are permutations of a single set (the “aggregate,” as we have been calling it, or more simply but vaguely, the contents of the chromatic scale).

  


  
    A row is combinatorial if from its various row-forms corresponding samples can be drawn that, when combined, produce invariant relationships that can be exploited as “basic shapes” (in this case harmonic constants) in the composition. In the most consummate instance, noted by Hill and Schoenberg, the corresponding segments of combinatorially related row forms complete the aggregate. Schoenberg sought out such rows because he considered them to offer a basis for a true—that is to say distinctive, consistent, and self-contained—twelve-tone harmonic system.

  


  
    Look again at Ex. 12-14a, the theme from the Variations for Orchestra, op. 31, together with its harmonization. At the beginning, P0 is pitted against I9, the former providing the melody, the latter the harmony. In Ex. 12-15, the two row forms, labeled A and B, are notated abstractly, one atop the other, with their respective six-note segments or hexachords labeled with subscripts 1 and 2. The pitch content of A1 and A2, two halves of a single row, are of course by definition mutually exclusive. But in this particular combination of inversion and transposition, so are A1 and B1. And from this it must follow that A1 and B2 have identical pitch content (as must A2 and B1). Segments A1 and B2, in other words, are permutations of a single (six-note) set. They have the same relationship to one another as the row forms of which they are a part. And—the converse of this relationship—A1 and B1, though mutually exclusive in pitch content, have identical intervallic orders—another combination of constancy and difference that can be compositionally exploited.

  


  
    When P0 is put in counterpoint with I9 all of these reciprocal and complementary relationships can be turned to structural account. Aggregates are completed in two dimensions: horizontal (A1 + A2, B1 + B2) and vertical (A1 + B1, A2 + B2). In addition, the cross pairs A1 and B2, or B1 and A2, being identical in pitch content but different in ordering, can be exploited either as harmonic constants or as variations on a basic shape. With all of these features in play, the motivic consistency of the music—its “relatedness quotient”—is vastly enhanced. Within an esthetic that valued music according to precisely this criterion (even to the point of declaring it an emblem of national supremacy), combinatoriality produced a self-evidently superior music; its discovery constituted incontrovertible musical progress.

  


  
    But there is an even more particular consistency in play here. The row forms in Ex. 12-15 have been contrived and selected to produce harmonic symmetry at another level of combinatoriality. A1 begins with a tritone, B[image: Image]E, that is automatically mirrored by GC[image: Image] in B1, the inversion. But since a tritone contains six semitones, and B1 is at a transposition of 9 semitones from A1, the 06 tritone in A1 is answered by 39, giving a sum of 036 9, a symmetrical division of the octave known to us since the days of Liszt as the circle of minor thirds. But Schoenberg has also included the reciprocal tritone (C[image: Image]G) in the second hexachord of the P0, so that the 0369 coincidence happens twice when the two row forms are put in counterpoint, forming another harmonic constant.

  


  
    EX. 12-15 Combinatorial row forms in Arnold Schoenberg, Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31
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    What is true of P0 and I9 must necessarily also be true of the next pairing in the harmonized theme, R0 and RI9 (the same two row forms reversed). But now the reciprocal tritones will be found in the reciprocal order positions: 4–5 and 11–12 rather than 1–2 and 8–9. This kind of relationship can be exploited for its punning resemblances to more familiar, functional harmonies: by combining P0 and I9 at the very outset, Schoenberg contrives to begin the Variations on a “diminished seventh chord,” a traditional evoker of portent or suspense. But the relationship also produces an abstract and internal consistency: every phrase of the theme as harmonized displays the same basic shape (the constant C[image: Image]EGB[image: Image], or sum of two tritones) and surrounds it with a different intervallic configuration. It is this extreme (and extremely controllable) consistency, which Schoenberg did not attempt to explain to his radio audience in 1931, that led him to prefer (or to argue in favor of) the twelve-tone harmonization of his theme over the “tonal” one. It is secured by combinatoriality.

  


  
    Having discovered these possibilities, Schoenberg went back to the laboratory, so to speak, and gave them a concentrated investigation in a pair of piano pieces, op. 33a and 33b, that resembled the ones in op. 23 and opus 25 except that now he felt secure enough in his new structural principles not to tie the pieces to familiar or archaic genres, preferring, in the use of the neutral designation Klavierstück, to imply that the working out of the row relationships sufficed to generate the form. Ex. 12-16 shows the first page of each piece (the first published in Vienna in 1929, the second published in San Francisco by Henry Cowell’s New Music Edition in 1932), together with the combinatorial row forms that in their interaction have engendered the musical shapes.

  


  
    It was in these pieces that Schoenberg made it a rule of his own combinatorial practice, as stated in his letter to Rufer, to have the prime and inverted row forms stand at the distance of a perfect fifth. As we have seen in the case of the Variations, where the interval of transposition was a minor third, transposition by a fifth is not the only one that can produce the desired complementation. As Schoenberg confided to Rufer, he wished to ally his twelve-tone practice with what he considered to be “an acoustical law of nature—that between a note and its strongest and most frequent overtone.”35 Nor can we fail to recall that the fifth relation, as embodied in harmonically defined binary structures like “sonata form,” is the one that traditionally governed the form of “tonal” music.

  


  
    This is symptomatic of Schoenberg’s postwar ambivalence. It has been apparent since our first comparison of his twelve-tone music with his rival Hauer’s that Schoenberg’s immediate inclination was to synthesize the novel technique with as many aspects of traditional practice as possible (and that he regarded multiplying its points of contact with tradition as technical progress), while Hauer, in his very primitiveness, displayed a tendency that was (even if only superficially or trivially) far more radical than Schoenberg’s.

  


  
    Hauer’s Nomos pieces are nothing if not formally idiosyncratic and antitraditional. Seeking to place them in relation to a relevant cultural context, Gregory Dubinsky associates them not with any other contemporary music but with the public poetry readings of the time, highly declamatory affairs at which revolutionary sentiments were often given veiled expression. Dubinsky compares Hauer’s monophonic or primitively homophonic compositions with declaimed poems, each musical phrase corresponding with a line of poetry, larger groupings with stanzas. The paucity of performance directions in Hauer’s Nomos pieces, such as dynamics, articulation, and tempo markings, were an invitation, Dubinsky suggests, “to deliver a natural, affecting declamation of Hauer’s lines of music”36 according to the rhythms of heightened public speech.

  


  
    EX. 12-16 Opening of Arnold Schoenberg, Klavierstücke, Op. 33a and 33b with a summary of its combinatorial row forms
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    But of course nothing could have been further from Schoenberg’s expressive purposes than that sort of staged improvisation. Schoenberg saw in twelve-tone music an instrument for ever-greater control over those “organic” shaping functions that had always defined the greatness of the German musical tradition, and that Schoenberg saw epitomized in his own technique of developing variation. These principles are given a bravura display in the progressively denser, more elaborate combinatorial relations on which the piano pieces of opus 33 are based.

  


  
    The beginning of op. 33a, for example, consists of a series of six four-note chords, the first three (m. 1) representing a harmonic segmentation of P0 and the second a segmentation of its combinatorial mate, I5. The next time the chordal idea is sounded, P0 and I5 are juxtaposed vertically (m. 10) and answered by their retrogrades, R0 and RI5, in m. 11. Measures 1 and 2 each contain a single aggregate. Measures 10 and 11 contain four aggregates apiece: one in the right hand, one in the left hand, and two formed by the combinations A1 + B1 and A2 + B2. Each note in these measures has a double function, participating in two aggregate-completions, one horizontal and the other vertical.

  


  SPREAD


  
    The first composers after Schoenberg to adopt his twelve-tone methods were, naturally enough, his former pupils Berg and Webern. Berg’s first essay using aspects of the new technique was the Chamber Concerto for violin, piano, and an ensemble of thirteen wind instruments (1925), the first piece he composed after finishing Wozzeck. It was a fiftieth-birthday offering to Schoenberg, and, as we saw in chapter 6, its row material incorporated the names Schoenberg, Berg, and Webern as pitch ciphers. As in some of Schoenberg’s early twelve-tone compositions like the Serenade, op. 24, Berg’s use of tone rows in the Chamber Concerto was sporadic.

  


  


  
    The first composition in which Berg attempted a thoroughgoing application of Schoenbergian principles of Reihenkomposition (“serial composition”) was a tiny song, Schliesse mir die Augen beide (1925; Berg had already made a “tonal” setting of the same poem by Theodor Storm in 1907). Here Berg adopted a row of a type his own pupil Fritz Heinrich Klein (1892–1977) had “discovered” the year before and published in a quasi-scientific article called “Die Grenze der Halbtonwelt” (“The frontiers of the semitone world”): namely, a symmetrical all-interval series (Ex. 12-17a). Each of the hexachords in the row contains all of the intervals from semitone to perfect fourth (or when inverted, from the perfect fifth to the major seventh), with the self-inverting tritone coming once, in the middle, as the boundary between the two hexachords. As a byproduct of the row’s structure, pitches flanking the central tritone (order positions 6/7) form tritone-related—hence self-inverting—pairs: GD[image: Image] (positions 5/8), AE[image: Image] (positions 4/9), CG[image: Image] (3/10), EB[image: Image] (2/11), FC[image: Image][B] (1/12). One could say that this row maximized the tritone-symmetrical properties of the row on which Schoenberg had built his Suite for Piano, op. 25.

  


  
    Berg used the row again as the basis for his next major work, the Lyric Suite for string quartet (1926). As he set it out in his sketches this time (Ex. 12-17b), Berg treated the inversions independently, so that every interval from the semitone to the major seventh is represented exactly once. And then (like Schoenberg in the Menuett from his Suite for Piano, op. 25), Berg reordered the set to emphasize its cognates with “tonal” practice: first into a circle of fifths, then into a diatonic scale. When the row is reordered in these ways, the tritone pairs no longer radiate out from the center but occupy analogous positions in the two hexachords (1/7, 2/8, 3/9, 4/10, 5/11, 6/12). Finally (and most “licentiously” with respect to the original order), in various movements Berg exchanged the positions of certain notes so as to produce new rows (Ex. 12-18). Again we see the role of playful “research” or “precompositional work” in the elaboration of the twelve-tone method.
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    FIG. 12-3 Berg and Schoenberg in 1914.

  


  


  
    EX. 12-17A All-interval row in Alban Berg, Schliesse mir die Augen beide
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    EX. 12-17B All-interval row in Alban Berg, Lyric Suite
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    But all of these idiosyncratic row-manipulations and permutations (as well as equally meticulous rhythmic and tempo calculations) are placed at the service of an expressivity as intense as anything in Wozzeck. The very titles of the six movements in the Lyric Suite—Allegretto gioviale (“jolly allegro”), Andante amoroso (“lovestruck andante”), Allegro misterioso and Trio ecstatico, Adagio appassionato, Presto delirando (“delirious Presto”), Largo desolato (“broken-hearted Largo”)—and the use of musical quotations (including a famous one from the Prelude of Tristan und Isolde in the final movement) have always struck listeners and critics as the makings of a “latent opera,” as Berg’s pupil, the critic Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, called it.37 During the 1970s, a group of scholars, working independently, pieced together the opera’s libretto and its dramaturgy.

  


  
    One of them, Douglass Green, discovered a sketch that revealed the last movement—the Largo desolato, which contained the Tristan quotation—to be a secret setting of a despairing poem by Baudelaire, De profundis clamavi (“Out of the depths have I cried unto thee” [Psalm 130]), as translated by the German poet Stefan George (Ex. 12-19).38 A year later, George Perle discovered the printed score in which Berg wrote out, for the benefit of his secret lover, Hanna Fuchs-Robettin, all of the coded symbolic occurrences of her initials and his (HF/AB = BF/AB[image: Image] as named in German). Looking back at Ex. 12-18, it is easy now to see that the puzzling “licenses” Berg took with the order of the twelve-tone row were all contrived to produce conjunctions of the lovers’ initials (hence, symbolically, the conjunction of their persons).

  


  
    EX. 12-18 Permutations of Lyric Suite row
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    Hanna Fuchs’s tritone-related initials were already the boundary notes of the original all-interval row “discovered” by F. H. Klein (as were his own), and this is probably what gave Berg the idea for the hidden program. The first permutation, the exchange of A and F[image: Image]G[image: Image] in Ex. 12-18b, puts the composer’s initials together. The inversion-plus-permutation in Ex. 12-18c, while keeping HF at the boundaries, produces an initial tetrachord that if transposed up a fourth would give the two sets of initials side by side. The transposition in Ex. 12-18d achieves this, and the three additional boxes identify other places where other transpositions would have the same effect. The elaborate transformation-plus-transposition in Exx. 12-18ef, which corresponds to the section of the movement that contains the Tristan quote, manages to put the symbolic tetrachord at the end, meanwhile folding (or “couching”) AB within HF. As the music of the Largo proceeds to its desolate conclusion, the tetrachord is transposed to pitch levels at which the musical intervals lose their association with the lovers’ initials, as if to suggest their loss of identity in death (or in the ecstasy of love)—a clear reference to the myth of Tristan and Isolde.

  


  
    It is fair to ask whether any of this truly enhances the meaning of the Lyric Suite for anyone not a party to the affair. We knew about the presence of Tristan in the Lyric Suite, after all, before we knew about AB and HF. Does the particular reference add resonance to the general, or vice versa? Professor Perle himself has cautioned that to suggest that the meaning of the music is confined to the note symbolism is vastly to diminish it. Only in the case of the last movement, with an actual text that becomes an ineluctable subtext to anyone aware of its presence, do the new discoveries “change” the music (or rather, change the way in which a listener apprehends it). Our purpose in discussing them here is not interpretive but historical: the new discoveries shed additional light on

  


  
    EX. 12-19 Largo desolato from Lyric Suite, with Baudelaire-George text underlaid, end
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    To you, you dear one, my cry rises

    Out of the deepest abyss in which my heart has fallen.

    There the landscape is dead, the air like lead

    And in the dark, curse and terror well up.

  


  
    Six moons without warmth stands the sun.

    During six darkness lies over the earth.

    Even the polar land is not so barren—

    Not even brook and tree, nor field nor flock.

  


  
    But no terror born of brain approaches

    The cold horror of this icy star

    And of this night, a gigantic Chaos!

  


  
    I envy the lot of the most common animal

    Which can plunge into the dizziness of a senseless sleep...

    So slowly does the spindle of time unwind!

  


  —Trans. Douglass M. Green


  
    what the earliest practitioners thought to be the advantage of the twelve-tone method, not only in insuring the pervasive presence of a musical Grundgestalt, but also in finding new ways of relating the form and the meaning of a musical composition.

  


  
    The fact, moreover, that both Schoenberg and Berg were drawn, in their twelve-tone music, to rows that exhibited intervallic symmetries was far from coincidental; for such harmonic symmetries were easily projected, at least conceptually, as structural symmetries to guide the composing hand and govern the resultant form. Berg’s fascination with the liminal—with the border, that is, between the tonal and the atonal—was also well served by the twelve-tone technique, since now the harmonic consonances and occasional linear functions that had impinged (often with parodic effect) on the otherwise nonfunctional motivic texture in Wozzeck could be integrated into the row material itself, becoming part of the Grundgestalt rather than a graft or a hybrid, and thus come closer to the traditional ideal of “organic” unity.

  


  
    Berg exploited these resonances in his second opera, Lulu (after a pair of plays about a ruthless femme fatale by Frank Wedekind, a German writer born in San Francisco), of which the last act was left unorchestrated at his death. (The act was completed by the Austrian composer Friedrich Cerha and first performed in 1979.) Berg brought them to an eloquent culmination in his last finished work, a concerto that had been commissioned by the American violinist Louis Krasner early in 1935, and that Berg wrote as a memorial to his young friend Manon Gropius—the daughter of Gustav Mahler’s widow by her second husband, Walter Gropius, a famous architect—who died of polio, aged eighteen, in April of that year. Dedicated “to the memory of an angel,” the Concerto makes no secret of its programmatic content, with a third movement that reaches a truly catastrophic climax, and a finale full of the pathos of mourning, and finally of acceptance.

  


  
    Where the Lyric Suite had managed to educe allusions to works of Wagner and Zemlinsky from its twelve-tone strategies, the Violin Concerto alludes to even more frankly diatonic material: a South Austrian folk song to represent Manon’s carefree early life (and possibly, as some commentators have suggested, Berg’s as well), and a chorale, Es ist genug (“It is enough”), adapted from a striking harmonization by Bach, the text of which, entered in the score at the appropriate point in the finale, has an appropriately funereal import.

  


  
    What made it possible to integrate this material into a twelve-tone context was the nature of the row, which consists mainly of an alternation of major and minor thirds. As first played by the violin during the introductory measures, it takes the form shown in Ex. 12-20a. By the time it is played, the listening ear has been conditioned, by the passage immediately preceding it (Ex. 12-20b) to interpret it as a succession of triads in a “reverse circle-of-fifths,” followed by a whole tone tetrachord that coincides with the beginning of the chorale tune (Ex. 12-20c).

  


  
    The next time the violin enters, it plays the inversion of its initial statement (hence the inversion of the row itself, Ex. 12-20d), and in so doing reveals its extraordinary properties. If the row and its inversion are linked up by reversing the latter (Ex. 12-20e), and if the gap that is left between the A at one end and the F at the other is plugged by the G with which both row forms begin, then a perfectly symmetrical pitch circle is achieved (Ex. 12-20f), in which any prime form of the row coincides with the reversed inversion at a transposition of a major third down, and any inverted row coincides with the reversed prime at a complementary transposition of a major third down. In effect, the reversed rows have been eliminated as an independent form. The row is its own retrograde. Writing out the prime form so that it starts and ends on the Eb, which splits the whole-tone tetrachord down the middle, produces an intervallic palindrome that shows this effect most clearly (Ex. 12-20g).

  


  
    EX. 12-20A Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, entrance of solo violin (mm. 15-18)
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    EX. 12-20B Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, mm. 11–15
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    EX. 12-20C J. S. Bach, harmonized chorale, “Es ist genug!”
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    EX. 12-20D Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, mm. 24–27 (solo violin)
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    EX. 12-20E Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, symmetrical pitch circle formed by prime and inverted row forms
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    EX. 12-20F Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, symmetrical circle laid out as a melodic palindrome
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    EX. 12-20G Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, intervallic palindrome condensed
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    Several passages in the Concerto exploit these symmetries through transpositions by major thirds, but more conspicuous are the passages in which Berg transposes the row by minor thirds to emphasize cognates between its structure and the structural functions of traditional harmony. The very beginning of the concerto is the best example of this, and its recapitulation at the end to produce the concerto’s final cadence shows that Berg thought of the effect not only as an expressive resource, but also as a structural principle to unify the concerto tonally. (As we have already seen in Wozzeck, though, the distinction between the structural and the expressive in Berg’s music is ultimately as gratuitous as it is invidious.)

  


  
    The first eight measures, shown in Ex. 12-21a, have a traditional (neoclassical?) “preluding” character, produced by the steadily rocking arpeggios, reminiscent of the old style brisé, the “broken (chord) style” of the baroque lute or keyboard suite. The violin alternates throughout with a harp, standing in for the lute/harpsichord, that is doubled by a group of three clarinets which sometimes follow the harp notes, at other times pull tones out of the arpeggios to sustain them as background harmony. The violin’s first arpeggio, cunningly enough, consists of the four open strings, as if to emphasize the preludizing (or “ricercata”) effect, a mock-aimless improvisation in which one noodles on the instrument in search of an idea.

  


  
    To isolate the pitches of the open violin strings, Berg “samples” the row, selecting order positions 1, 3, 5, and 7—that is, every other note. The violin’s next arpeggio consists of the complementary sample: 2, 4, 6, and 8. The “chord” produced this time is a whole-tone tetrachord to match the one at the row’s end. The implied progression of the starting pitches—G to B[image: Image]—suggests a traditional tonal move from the tonic minor to the relative major, and Berg reinforces the parallel (as well as foreshadowing the eventual key of the Bach chorale in the finale) by deriving the harp’s arpeggios from P3, the row transposed up a minor third. The two row forms are thus juxtaposed in a sort of hocketing counterpoint, as set forth in Ex. 12-21b, which forges a link between them that will hold throughout the Concerto.

  


  
    The coda of the finale, given in Ex. 12-22, consists of one last full statement of the chorale tune but without its internal repeats. The first phrase (mm. 214-219) is played by the winds; the second (mm. 220-222) by the winds plus pizzicato strings; and the last, falling phrase (F-D-C-B[image: Image]), to which the words “Es ist genug” are repeated, is assigned first, molto adagio, to the solo violin, thence to the trumpet (accompanied by the traditional “brass chorale”), and finally, in augmentation, espressivo e amoroso, to the French horns. The accompaniment to the chorale consists of phrases extracted from the row.

  


  
    At m. 215 the violin is given a sequence of rising whole-tone tetrachords that echo the chorale’s beginning; its flourish before it takes up the tune in m. 222 consists of the first tetrachord of I2 (=R10, positions 4-7). The last chorale phrase is accompanied by ribbons of arpeggios in many transpositions, all of them referable to the array given in Ex. 12-20f. The last of these, in the solo violin (mm. 226–228), after a preliminary pair of notes (D[image: Image]-F) that apes the preceding entrance (solo orchestral violin in m. 225) at the fourth, consists of one last statement of the row, at P2, which allows it to end, rather than begin, on G. The French horn, having finished the last chorale phrase, appends a final muted statement of the whole-tone tetrachord, inverted so that it descends to another G. The harp and winds sound the chorale’s tonic for the last time, in an “added-sixth” variant that admits the concluding G as a consonance.

  


  
    The chord thus created, B[image: Image]DFG, had an important poetic resonance: Mahler had ended the finale of Das Lied von der Erde, his “symphony with voices,” on a similar added-sixth chord; that movement was called “Der Abschied” (“The farewell”). But there is an “introversive” echo as well: the chord combines the first pair of notes in each of the opening arpeggios (see Ex. 12-21a). That this reference is intended to function at once as closure and summation on both poetic and tonal levels is confirmed by the explicit echoes of the opening arpeggios in the orchestral violins and the double bass, which supply the concerto’s concluding notes.

  


  
    EX. 12-21A Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, mm. 1–8
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    EX. 12-21B Alban Berg, Analytical sketch for Violin Concerto, mm. 1–8
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    In keeping with the predilections we observed in Wozzeck, Berg used the resources of twelve-tone technique so as to achieve an integration of eclectic ingredients that continually cross the threshold between the functionally tonal and the motivically atonal. His art remained one of affective association, his expressive aims remained traditionally humanistic, concerned with the representation, and possible transmission, of subjective feelings like erotic love (in the Lyric Suite), or grief and consolation (in the Concerto). It was to these ends that Berg sublimated the intellectual curiosity that attracted him to technical tours de force. His obsession with motivic and harmonic symmetries acted as a useful counterfoil to his representational bent, enabling his music to be at once eclectic and economical in a way that interests analysts, and giving his music, to a perhaps greater degree than that of the other early Viennese atonalists, strong appeal on both the poietic and esthesic planes.

  


  CLARIFICATION


  
    With Webern the situation has been somewhat different. Drawn even more strongly than Schoenberg or Berg to symmetrically constructed rows, he was also drawn to extremes of structural rigor and economy that vastly exceeded theirs, reflecting his own personal predilections as we have already come to know them from the radically compressed “expressionistic” works encountered in chapter 6. “Adherence to the row is strict, often burdensome,” Webern wrote, “but it is salvation!”39 It provided a “new law”—Nomos—that made larger forms possible again. But even Webern’s larger forms were tiny. And his utopian vision of twelve-tone music as a discipline for musicians and a salvation for music has come, for reasons neither he nor any other composer could have predicted during his lifetime, to characterize the technique in the eyes of those who have cast themselves as his creative progeny, and to limit its scope.
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    FIG. 12-4 Webern in the ötztal Alps, July 1937.

  


  


  
    Webern’s first twelve-tone composition was a little piano piece called Kinderstück (“Children’s piece”), composed in 1924. His next twelve-tone study, a piano piece in the form of a minuet (1925), again underscored the close relationship between the new technique and the general “disciplinary” aims of neoclassicism. Over the course of the next twenty years Webern completed a round dozen works intended for publication—two orchestral, three choral, one for piano, four for chamber ensembles, and two sets of songs—using the technique his teacher had invented. Their total duration is less than the combined length of Berg’s Lyric Suite and Violin Concerto. But their impact would be extraordinary. While Schoenberg invented (or, as he preferred to say, “discovered”) the twelve-tone technique, it was Webern who provided the paramount model for its later development and use.

  


  
    EX. 12-22 Alban Berg, Violin Concerto, coda
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    It may have been Webern’s training in musicology, then primarily an antiquarian field, that predisposed him to take a more purely intervallic view of twelve-tone composition than the other members of his circle. He was aware of the many works by such fifteenthcentury masters as Henricus Isaac (on whom he wrote a doctoral dissertation), Jacob Obrecht, Josquin des Prez, and others, in which a cantus firmus was turned upside down or back to front for the sake of variety or for the display of a sometimes hermetic virtuosity, and liked to claim the “Netherlanders,” as they were then called, as his immediate forebears. Comparison of three versions of the tenor in Obrecht’s Missa Graecorum (Ex. 12-23), a “Webernian” work dating from around 1490, might almost seem to validate the whimsical claim.

  


  
    EX. 12-23 Jacob Obrecht, Missa Graecorum, cantus firmi from Gloria, Agnus I and Agnus III

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    But the properties that ideally remained “occult” in the work of the Netherlanders, buried in the middle of the texture, often played on the crystal-clear surface in Webern’s work. The first and second movements of his Variations for Piano, op. 27 (1936), for example, of which the row is given in Ex. 12-24a, respectively “foreground” or “thematize” intervallic symmetry in two dimensions. In the first movement, row forms are consistently paired with their retrogrades and juxtaposed in counterpoint to form little palindromes that are nothing if not salient to the ear.

  


  
    The first such palindrome (Ex. 12-25) can serve as paradigm. The right hand begins with P0, the left with R0; at the halfway point, when each has completed one hexachord, the hands reverse their assignments so that the left completes the prime, the right the retrograde. Not only the registral distribution of the two row forms and the pitch succession, but also the rhythm is exactly reversed around the fulcrum symbolized in notation by the sixteenth rest in m. 4; that is what makes the mirror-writing so easily observable. And so it remains throughout. Note that the row has been deliberately constructed so as to make the distinctively thematic alternation of dyads (sevenths and ninths) and single notes all but unavoidable. And note, too, that the trichord produced by order positions 6–8, which crosscut the hexachords, can be arranged to form the equally distinctive “atonal triad,” a chord that by the 1930s had (as we know) a distinguished history. Again, a distinctive sonority is given a distinctive (in this case conjunctive) function.

  


  
    In the second movement (Ex. 12-26), row forms are paired contrapuntally with their inversions around an axis of symmetry that can just as easily be discerned by ear: the first full measure has the first of four pairs of As played by the two hands in succession. (The others are in mm. 9, 13, and 19; they come once per “cursus,” or run-through, of the paired rows.) Thus A is identified as the axis of a fully elaborated symmetrical array such as we first encountered in Richard Strauss in chapter 1, and in Bartók in chapter 7 (but also, incipiently, in early Webern in chapter 6):

  


  
    EX. 12-24A Anton Webern rows and their properties: Variations for Piano, Op. 27 (1936)
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    EX. 12-24B Anton Webern rows and their properties: Symphony, Op. 21 (1928)
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    EX. 12-24C Anton Webern rows and their properties: Quartet, Op. 28 (1938)
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    EX. 12-24D Anton Webern rows and their properties: Concerto, Op. 24 (1934)
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    EX. 12-24E Anton Webern row forms arranged in magic square: Concerto, Op. 24
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    EX. 12-25 Anton Webern, Variations for Piano, Op. 27, I, mm. 1–7
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    Any Bb in one hand will be paired with a G[image: Image] in the other, B with G, and so on. Not only the As at the axis, but every pitch is assigned a specific “hypostatized” register in this composition such as we have already observed in some of Stravinsky’s earlier music, radiating out from the axis (see Ex. 12-24a). The only consistent exception to this rule is the note E[image: Image], which appears in three different registers. E[image: Image], of course, is the tritone-antipode of A, and the only other note that pairs with itself in the array shown above. Precisely for that reason Webern went out of his way to minimize its role in the movement. In m. 6 it occurs in both hands (in octaves) as a grace note to a main note played fortissimo. That is one way of sweeping it under the rug. The other way is to make it the last pitch of the first pair of row forms and the first pitch of the second; in this way the single grace note can do double duty in the row-count, and thus appear only once in the whole first section.

  


  
    EX. 12-26 Anton Webern, Variations for Piano, Op. 27, II
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    In the second half, the E[image: Image] appears twice. In m. 21 it does what it did in m. 6; in m. 15, it appears as part of a three-note chord, where its own specific identity is muted by the overriding harmonic color (as usual, an “atonal triad”; in fact, all the three-note chords in this movement, as in the first, are drawn from order positions 6–8, so that the atonal triad is the only chord that appears). The systematic minimizing of E[image: Image] leaves A as the perceptually undisputed tone center of the movement. We could not have a better illustration of the way in which the twelve-tone system was seen by its early practitioners not as a way of excluding pitch hierarchies (or “tonal” references), but as a way of asserting them in new, context-specific ways.

  


  
    The third movement is the most straightforwardly composed of the three, and the most conventionally laid out as a set of variations. It consists of a theme and five variations, set off from one another by tempo and texture. The theme (Ex. 12-27), consisting of R4, RI4, and P4 laid end to end, sums up within itself the inverse and reverse symmetries of the preceding two movements; its middle part is a contour-mirror of the first, and the last is the first reversed. Not by accident, the starting (and hence the finishing) note is E[image: Image], the suppressed tritone complement from the preceding movement, now given its complementary place in the sun.

  


  
    EX. 12-27 Anton Webern, Variations for Piano, Op. 27, III, mm. 1–12
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    It is with reference to this movement, and particularly to the theme, that the stems and beams have been added to the usual noteheads in the row as given in Ex. 12-24a, for it is here that the row is partitioned most rigorously into its constituent semitones, presented always in inverted or compound form (that is, as sevenths or ninths). The very beginning of the theme, which uses the reversed row, shows most clearly the way the two semitones in order positions 9–12 (grouped 9/12 + 10/11) are associated (or, if one prefers, differentiated) by means of texture and articulation: the outer pair are long and detached, the inner pair short and legato. In m. 3 the two semitone pairs that occupy order positions 3–6 (3/5 + 4/6) are similarly associated. For the rest, the variations consist of additional studies in inverse and reverse symmetry, using the restricted harmonic vocabulary with which we have become familiar: single notes, sevenths and ninths, and “atonal triads.” Only the last variation (Ex. 12-28) introduces a new chord: 0 3 4, sometimes called the “double-inflected third” since it combines 0 3 (a minor third) with 0 4 (a major third).

  


  
    EX. 12-28 Anton Webern, Variations for Piano, Op. 27, III, mm. 56-end
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    As a succession, these intervals are found in two places in the row: order positions 1–3 and 9-11. Webern seizes the opportunity this coincidence offers for constructing symmetries. Since 1–3 can do double duty as the beginning of a prime or end of a retrograde, Webern begins with the latter, R4 (the row form with which the theme had originally begun), and follows it with P4 (with which the theme had originally ended), allowing the first righthand chord in m. 58 (AFG[image: Image]) to serve as fulcrum for a pitch palindrome such as formed the substance of the first movement.

  


  
    Another pitch palindrome begins at the upbeat to m. 60. This time, Webern chooses to begin with a transposition of the retrograde-inversion, RI5, that allows the two 0 3 4 trichords to exchange places and functions when followed by the similarly pitched inversion, I5. The E[image: Image] that closes I5 in m. 64 does double duty as the first note of RI6, with which the variation, and the Variations, come to an end. Beginning with that E[image: Image] in m. 64, then, the last three measures of the piece are, in effect, mm. 60–61 transposed down a “cadential” semitone. More importantly, the transposition allows the Variations to end with A, the pitch center of the second movement and the tritone complement of E[image: Image], in the melodically exposed top voice.

  


  EPITOME


  
    Even more economical are the Webern compositions in which the row itself is so contrived as to do “double duty,” reducing the number of independent row forms and multiplying the field of potential relationships among them. In the two-movement Symphony, op. 21 (1928), the second hexachord is the first reversed at the tritone, as tracing them from the middle out to the ends will quickly show. But this means that the entire row is an intervallic palindrome: its retrograde form is the same as the prime transposed by a tritone, so that P0 = R6 and R0 = P6. This eliminates the retrograde as an independent row form, leaving only twelve possible primes and twelve possible inversions (=retrograde inversions).

  


  


  
    With the row its own retrograde, and with inversion therefore the only meaningful transformation of it, the Symphony became inevitably (“by nature”) what the Piano Variations were by artful design: a study in tightly controlled multidimensional symmetry. That seems in fact to be what Webern meant by calling the work a symphony. There is little or nothing in its formal procedures to compare with those of the traditional symphony; but the texture, as we are about to discover it, is maximally “harmonious” or “symphonic” in the etymological sense (well known to antiquarian musicologists) that everything in it fits ideally with everything else.

  


  
    The first movement of the Symphony consists of three elaborately worked out double canons that pit two prime forms against two inversions. The three canons are presented in a binary form in which the first repeated part consists of the first canon (mm. 1–26), and the second contains the other two (mm. 25-44, 43-66). This may in fact have been a “neoclassical” reference to the traditional first-movement form, in which the section up to the first double bar was the exposition, while the section up to the second double bar contained both a development and a recapitulation.

  


  
    By constructing canons by inversion on a self-reversing row, Webern assures a constant multidimensional intervallic symmetry throughout the movement, combining the palindrome effect from the first movement of his Piano Variations with the invariant harmonic axis of the second (again located on A, the starting note of P0). The first canon by inversion (Ex. 12-29) begins in the horns at the unison: the second player enters first with P0 (=R6) and the first answers with I0 (=RI6). After the first four pitches have been sounded, the dux or leading voice moves to the clarinet for the next four and the cello for the last four, while the comes or following voice moves to the bass clarinet for the next four and the viola for the last four. The second canon shadows the first at the major third, both below (I8) and above (P4). Both of these row forms begin in the harp, I8 in m. 2 (continuing in the cello) and P4 in m. 4 (continuing in the viola).

  


  
    The fact that both canons begin with similar tone colors but then shift to others, and the fact that some of the same colors are used in both canons, suggests that Webern was not interested in having his canons perceived by the listener as coherent lines. Instead, they are absorbed into a kaleidoscopically fragmented texture that has often been compared with the painterly technique known as pointillism, in which solid objects are rendered as multitudes of individual daubs and dots of pigment, and become unrecognizable when viewed up close.

  


  
    EX. 12-29 Anton Webern, Symphony, Op. 21, I, mm. 1–25
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    It may not be the best analogy for Webern’s fragmentation technique, since there is no standpoint from which the linear coherence of his canons becomes salient. But that is not surprising. As we have long since observed, a canon as such is of no particular interest (and shows no particular skill on the part of the composer) once dissonance has been “emancipated.” Webern has simply relied on the device in order to generate a profusion of symmetrically related intervals that can be mined for motivic connections. It was the patterning of these smaller units—as a means for achieving what Webern called “the greatest possible unity in music,” and “the utmost relatedness between all component parts”40—that provided the point and purpose of this or any twelve-tone composition. That is what we need, however briefly, to investigate.

  


  
    The reason the beginnings and ends of the three canons—mm. 1–26, 25–44, 43–66—overlap by a measure is that throughout the movement Webern proceeds from row form to row form by a sort of punning process that the structure of the row was designed to make possible. The C and E[image: Image] in the cello in mm. 11–12, for example, are at once the last two pitches of P0 and the first two in I3, while the F[image: Image] and E[image: Image] in the viola in mm. 13–14 are simultaneously the last two pitches in I0 and the first two in P9. (Note, by the way, that the new row forms are now shadowing P0 at the minor third, another potential axis of harmonic symmetry.) But these correspondences are only the beginning. As Ex. 12-24b shows, four dyads in I3 have exact counterparts in P0 (and so will all the other P/I pairs at a transposition of a minor third in either direction). And as the same example also shows, any P/I pair at the unison will also have four dyads (two the same, two different) in common.

  


  
    And that is why Webern so elaborately fixed (or “hypostatized”) the relationships between pitch and register and between pitch and rhythm in this movement. For the duration of the first canon, pitches are assigned registers strictly according to the symmetrical distribution shown in Ex. 12-24b, which is derived from the ordinary axis of symmetry around A by transforming the chromatic scale (or “circle of minor seconds”) into a circle of fifths (here represented, by inversion, as fourths). Only E[image: Image], the antipode to A, appears in two registers (and in the actual music, always in harmony with A: see the harp in mm. 7 and 9, the viola in m. 19, the cello in m. 21). All the other pitches appear in one register only.

  


  
    Comparing the actual music now with the abstract representation of the row forms in Ex. 12-24b, we find the paired dyads expressed as actual recurring motives: the GA[image: Image] in the horn in mm. 3–4 (from P0) is answered in the bass clarinet in mm. 9–10 (from I0), using the exact same pitch placement and rhythm: similarly the BB[image: Image] in the first horn in mm. 5–6 (from P0) and in the clarinet in mm. 7–8 (from I0), the DC[image: Image] in the bass clarinet in m. 8 (from I0), in the cello in m. 10 (from PO), and again in the cello in m. 13 (from I3). And so it goes throughout the movement.

  


  
    In the second double canon, all of these conditions continue to hold (although the particular pitch-register distribution changes somewhat), and in addition, the two canons use the identical sequence of rhythms. These reverse midway, like the rhythms in the first movement of the Piano Variations but on a much larger scale, so that the whole section from m. 25 to m. 44 (Ex. 12-30) is a pitch-rhythm palindrome that reverses around the downbeat of m. 35. Another way of putting it would be to say that mm. 35–44 are a literal retrograde of mm. 25–34.

  


  
    It has been claimed, on the basis of movements like this, that (unlike Schoenberg and Berg) Webern sought what Milton Babbitt once described as “a completely autonomous conception of the twelve-tone system,” in which all components of a composition “would be determined by the relations and operations of the system.”41 But while Webern was obviously more concerned than his colleagues were to systematize all the details of his works, and while he achieved a sometimes astoundingly thorough organization of their textures, his conception of twelve-tone music was not completely “autonomous,” if by that one means completely independent of traditional criteria of “tonal” coherence.

  


  
    The pitch-register distribution in the first canon, for example, with its ascending fourths in the bass, could not have been selected without awareness of the “tonal” properties of such progressions. Indeed, Webern seems to have gone out of his way to emphasize them by the frequent placement of the low Ds and Gs in strong metrical positions: for example, in the bass clarinet (mm. 8–9), the cello and harp in mm. 13–14 (the harp’s low G not only metrically strong but unaccompanied), or even at the very outset, where the second horn’s repeated F[image: Image] in m. 2 acts as an upbeat (ineluctably suggesting the leading-tone function) to the strongly placed G in m. 3.

  


  
    EX. 12-30 Anton Webern, Symphony, Op. 21, I, mm. 27–42 (the pitch-rhythm palindrome minus the ends, which overlap with other material)
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    This residual or reflexive bond with “tonal” tradition was a facet of the early twelve-tone composers’ high consciousness of their role, within their idiosyncratic conception of music history, as custodians of a great tradition who kept faith with it by maintaining it in a state of incessant stylistic and technical evolution. The “progressive” and the “traditional” were thus held in a conceptual or “dialectical” balance that made it possible for the Viennese dodecaphonists to disdain with equal fervor both those who (in the name of conventional standards of beauty) resisted the progress that atonality exemplified and those who (in the name of primitivism or in that of radical politics) denigrated tradition.

  


  
    We have seen Schoenberg declare his loyalty to that tradition, and also assert leadership within it, by quoting the B-A-C-H cipher in his Variations for Orchestra, op. 31 (1928). Ten years later, Webern brought that assertion to a characteristic climax in his String Quartet, op. 28, by basing the entire composition on a row consisting of three statements of the cipher, which thus became its all-pervasive Grundgestalt (Ex. 12-24c). The first and last statements are related by simple transposition both to the original BACH cipher and to each other. The middle tetrachord employs a version that could be described either as the inversion of the cipher or as the retrograde, since the cipher happens to be structured in such a way that the two forms coincide. And therefore the row constructed from it will also have remarkably “redundant” properties of a kind that, as we already know, Webern loved to exploit.

  


  
    The BACH tetrachords that make up the row have been ingeniously chosen so that the two halves of the row—that is, its hexachords—reproduce one another by inversion if one proceeds from the middle out to the ends. The interval separating them at the midpoint is a minor third. Thus the entire row is its own retrograde inversion, a minor third “up” (and its retrograde is its own inversion by a complementary transposition of a minor third “down”). But at the same time the first and last tetrachords stand a major third apart, so that row forms at that transposition will overlap by an entire tetrachord. The implications of this unique feature are shown in Ex. 12-24c, where the three versions of P(=RI) and the three versions of R(=I) that may be related by transpositions of a major third are shown to break down into a fund of only three constituent tetrachords, each of which occurs in two orderings. That is the material out of which the first movement of the quartet is constructed.

  


  
    In a lecture that he gave in March 1932, Webern exulted in the tightness of structure he had achieved in his Symphony thanks to the palindromic row on which it had been based: “Greater unity is impossible. Even the Netherlanders didn’t manage it.”42 But in the Quartet he did manage to exceed it, and in the first movement he went even further in limiting his material to recurrent motives by hypostatizing not only the registers in which pitches could occur, but also the instruments to which they were assigned. The first section of the movement (Ex. 12-31) uses the scheme shown in Ex. 12-24c, in which the first violin plays only two pitches, a′ and g[image: Image]″ the second violin only b[image: Image], d[image: Image], and c′; the viola only g, e, f′, and f[image: Image]; and the cello only b, e[image: Image], and d′.

  


  
    Webern’s Quartet thus epitomizes the Janus-faced aspect of early twelve-tone music. It goes further than any other composition of its time in the tightly organized direction that Webern and his colleagues identified as progress—that is, the inevitable fate of music as mandated by its history—at the same time that it asserts, in every single note, its claim of lineal descent from Bach (or from the “Netherlanders”), from whom that history was traced. And yet it was another, slightly earlier composition of Webern’s from the same period that would have the greatest influence of all on the later development of twelve-tone music, although no one at the time foresaw it.

  


  
    Webern worked on his seven-minute Concerto, op. 24, for nine instruments (flute, oboe, clarinet, horn, trumpet, trombone, violin, viola, and piano) over a three-year period, from 1931 to 1934. Ex. 12-24d shows its row, perhaps the most famous individual tone row ever devised, and Fig. 12–5 shows a sketch page, dating from February 1931, on which Webern worked toward fashioning it. At the end of the first day’s work (4 February), at the beginning of the seventh staff, Webern entered what looks something like a tritone transposition of the row he finally adopted: F E G[image: Image] A C C[image: Image] D B[image: Image] B G G[image: Image] E[image: Image]. The next day he made two minute adjustments, exchanging the positions of the CC[image: Image] and GG[image: Image] pairs, and then he had it: a row that could be divided into four trichords that would sum up among them all the standard “operations” of the twelve-tone technique.

  


  
    EX. 12-31 Anton Webern, String Quartet, Op. 28, I, mm. 1–15
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    FIG. 12-5 Webern, sketch for the first movement of Concerto, op. 24.

  


  


  
    Labeling the trichords a, b, c, and d, and using the German abbreviations U (for Umkehr, inversion), Kr (for Krebs, “crabwise” or retrograde), and Ukr (for umgekehrter Krebs, or inverted retrograde), Webern noted with schoolmasterly meticulousness that a was the Ukr of b, the Kr of c, and the U of d; that b was the Ukr of a, the U of c, and the Kr of d; that c was the U of b, the Kr of a, and the Ukr of d; and that d was the Ukr of c, the Kr of b, and the U of a. Next he wrote out the retrograde form of the whole row, and noted its corollary property: that applying the four operations to the whole row reproduced the four trichords in a different order and at a uniform transposition (in this case, a tritone). Restoring the original order of the constituent trichords at the pitch of the retrograde produced the row form with which the composition would eventually start, and which is therefore now regarded as the prime form.

  


  
    The strange inscription entered twice beneath these musical sketches—“Sator Arepo tenet opera rotas”—is a famous Latin palindrome that had served as Webern’s inspiration in deriving his row from a single trichord. Near-gibberish, it may be translated into English in a number of equally cryptic ways: “The sower Arepo holds the works of his hoe,” and “The sower Arepo keeps the work circling” are among the translations that have been proposed. But its meaning is altogether secondary to its “structure”: for it is more than a palindrome. When arranged as a square, thus—
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    —its five five-letter words can be read from left to right starting at the top, from right to left starting at the bottom, down the columns starting at the left, or up the columns starting at the right, producing a very suggestive analogy, made explicit in Ex. 12-24e, to the U, Kr, and Ukr trichords and the way they reconstitute themselves in various permutations of the row.

  


  


  
    As might easily be inferred simply from knowing the properties of the row, the music of the Concerto (so called, evidently, on the basis of the way in which the piano interacts with the instrumental group) is a kaleidoscope of trichords, all of which have the identical intervallic shape of the Grundgestalt: a semitone and a major third, with “circumflex” contour, or a chord (like the ones near the end of the Piano Variations) with a double-inflected third. The first five measures (Ex. 12-32) are a paradigm: the oboe, flute, trumpet, and clarinet give the four trichords of the prime form, their contrasting tone colors and implied speeds (in a ratio of 8:4:6:3) giving the contrapuntal texture maximum clarity. Then the piano, with its uniform tone color, plays the row’s retrograde inversion with the rhythm reversed and at the transposition of a minor third, which reproduces the pitch contents of the trichords in their original order of succession but with their internal pitch orders reversed.

  


  
    It is notoriously easy to overestimate the complexity of this music. Both its highly rationalized compositional (or “precompositional”) methods, and the immense sum total of motivic relationships to which nearly everything else is sacrificed, lend themselves to exhaustive verbal or graphic description that, like any other kind of detail-heavy programmatic paraphrase, can all too readily replace the sound-object so described as focus of attention. But the sound-object as such is neither dense nor arcane. Webern’s textures are famously spare and transparent, and in terms of events-per-unit-time, his music is far less heavily laden than Schoenberg’s—or, especially, Berg’s, whose music has always been regarded by audiences as far more “accessible.” It is the description, not the music, that boggles the mind. The music lays everything bare. The description all too easily covers it up again. And that may be because the description is usually cast entirely in “poietic” terms—in terms, that is, of the relationship between the music and its maker—or else in what is sometimes called “neutral” terms (in terms, that is, of an “objective” inventory of its “purely musical” content). As there has already been occasion to observe, the “esthesic” aspect—the relationship between the music and its audience, or the impact the composer seeks to make on a hearer—is rarely addressed.

  


  
    In part this has been a deliberate strategy. Surrounding modernist art with a cult of difficulty has been a trusty protective measure, keeping the hostile crowd at bay. As the hostility of the crowd became more and more overtly political, in the context, first, of “Weimar culture” (not limited, of course, to Weimar or even to Germany) and later in that of the totalitarian Nazi state, which threatened and eventually swallowed up Webern’s Austrian homeland, resistance of this kind was hardened. Webern himself tended to cast the difficulty of his art in heroic terms, as a bulwark of embattled high culture. “It’s nonsense to advance ‘social objections’” to the difficulty of the new music, Webern told a lecture audience in 1932, when most of the opposition came from the political left. “Why don’t people understand that? Our push forward had to be made, it was a push forward such as never was before. In fact we have to break new ground with each work: each work is something different, something new…. How do people hope to follow this? Obviously it’s very difficult.”43 But in private correspondence, and in one exceptional case in an article meant for publication (but unpublished until 1978), Webern described his music “esthesically”—and with enormous emotional excitement—in terms of the impact his achievements had on himself as an ideally informed listener. The article, significantly enough, concerned the String Quartet and its total governance by the BACH cipher. It had been commissioned in 1939 by Erwin Stein (1885-1958), a close friend of Webern’s and a fellow former pupil of Schoenberg, who had been forced to emigrate to England as a result of the Nazi annexation of Austria in 1938. Stein had become a music editor for the London firm of Boosey and Hawkes, which had agreed to publish the Quartet. He commissioned an analysis from Webern to appear in Tempo, the firm’s house organ. Webern sent it off for translation during the summer. But the publication both of the Quartet and of the analysis were thwarted by the outbreak of the Second World War in September, which made commerce, or even correspondence, between London and Vienna impossible.

  


  
    EX. 12-32 Anton Webern, Concerto, Op. 24, I, mm. 1–5
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    From this article, which runs about 2,500 words, three selected paragraphs will suffice to give the extravagantly hyperbolic flavor. The first concerns the structure of the third movement, which Webern describes as a synthesis of two “classical” or academic forms that are usually deemed incompatible.

  


  
    Formwise, this structure is but a periodic scherzo subject in the shape of the third exposition of a double fugue; that is to say (with reference to my fugue subject which begins in the development of the Scherzo): a stretto of “subject” and “countersubject.” As far as I know, this had never been done before; as a double canon in retrograde, moreover, it had never been done at all!!! Therefore, does this not justifiably constitute also the third exposition of a double fugue? And to repeat it once more, it is yet but nothing other than a period, in compliance with the principles of construction of a scherzo subject, as in Beethoven. Thus, it obeys the laws of horizontal construction. But as the stretto, the third exposition of a double fugue, at the same time it is also in compliance with the principles of vertical construction, as in Bach. Now then, is this or is this not a synthesis of the two styles?44

  


  


  
    A little later, Webern reveals the intimate relationship between his success in fashioning an unprecedented canon in retrograde and the structure—but not only the structure!—of his row:

  


  
    The question could be raised how this is possible, I mean the canon just described: one pair of voices has Notes 5–12 and the other pair Notes 1–8. And is a strict canon among all four parts possible in spite of this? Well, now I must finally reveal how the “row” is constructed; this is, indeed, one of the most important concerns in this Quartet, perhaps the most fundamental one! You see, the second four notes of the row fashion their intervals from the retrograde of the first four, and the last four notes relate to the second four in the same way. But this means that the entire Quartet is based on nothing else than this specific succession of four pitches! Now it so happens that the first four notes of the “original” form of the row, transposed to B[image: Image], yield the four letters BACH. Thus, my fugue subject presents this name three times (with the subject’s three motives of four notes each making up the 12 notes of the row), but only secretly because, on the other hand, the original form NEVER occurs in this ostentatious transposition!!! All the same though, the four notes do underlie the entire Quartet!!45

  


  


  
    And here is the conclusion:

  


  


  
    Perhaps one could ask: what does the fugue subject “really” have in common with the scherzo subject, so that the reprise of the latter can also function as the third exposition of the fugue? Answer: in both cases the 12 notes of the row; that is, what rules here is altogether the MOST FAR REACHING RELATIONSHIP which can exist between two forms: they are identical!!! In both cases, moreover, the grouping of 3×4 notes; for it is also present in the subject of the Scherzo, even if it is not so conspicuous there. But it is there—and this I still would like to say in closing—, even reaching as far as it does in the row itself. Namely, as each successive four notes in the row constitute the retrograde of the preceding four, so is such a relationship given also in the scherzo subject’s rhythmic structure from four-note group to four-note group, even if it does not become so clearly visible there because of the variations. For such a relationship within the row must also carry an obligation for everything else that follows!! And with this I am saying that the subject is based not only on a group of FOUR PITCHES, but also on their rhythmic configuration!46

  


  


  
    The italics, the capitals, the double and triple exclamation points (all of which would surely have been edited out for publication in English) convey tremendous pride in authorship, of course; and there is also the specific combination of satisfaction in the achievement of structural consistency and triumph at its concealment from the uninitiated that was so typical of elitist modernism, and that reached its peak in the literature dealing with twelve-tone music. There is also the familiar joy in synthesizing the two great Bs—something that goes back at least as far as the “third B,” Brahms, and constitutes the composer’s claim to a place in an anointed line of succession.

  


  
    What there is not is the thing one always finds in Berg: the assurance that the elaborate compositional means were a conduit to a cathartic emotional payoff. Webern’s esthetic had become as “dehumanized” and impersonal as Stravinsky’s. The joy he sought (and sought to convey) was the joy of wondrous contemplation. After the experience of Webern’s sparse and attenuated sound-patterns one is not surprised to learn that his great passion outside of music was mountain climbing. If Schoenberg’s expressionist music proffered a whiff of “air from another planet,” Webern’s rarefied twelve-tone compositions exuded the atmosphere of a solitary Alpine peak.

  


  
    But there is something else as well in Webern’s exuberant description of his creative produce—something that goes beyond esthetics into the domain of ethics—in all the talk of constraint, obedience, compliance, and obligation. We have circled back to the veneration for the Law with which we started (with Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex as our example); and it is hard not to connect Webern’s artistic vision, in the context of the turbulent 1930s, with the Utopian or Arcadian (futuristic or nostalgic) cravings that dominated European social and political thought. Like Stravinsky’s contemporaneous parables of submission, Webern’s musical Utopias, the most orderly and disciplined worlds of music ever to have been conceived and realized by that time, seem in their tidy beauty of conception and their ruthlessly exacting realization to broach a theme that was on the mind of every artist then alive: the theme—ominous to some, inspiring to others—of art and totalitarianism. 

  


  


  CHAPTER 13

  Music and

  Totalitarian Society


  CASELLA AND RESPIGHI (FASCIST ITALY); ORFF,

  HINDEMITH, HARTMANN (NAZI GERMANY); PROKOFIEFF AND

  SHOSTAKOVICH (SOVIET RUSSIA)


  


  
    It is as though mankind had divided itself between those who believe in human omnipotence (who think that everything is possible if one knows how to organize masses for it) and those for whom powerlessness has become the major experience of their lives.1

  


  


  
    —HANNAH ARENDT, ORIGINS OF TOTALITARIANISM

  


  


  
    Is it conceivable that certain historico-political conditions can have a profound and beneficial influence on art? Does it make any sense whatsoever to expect an artistic rebirth to come from a political rebirth? Can the work of a man of politics, however exceptional, influence that most intimate, personal and jealously guarded thing which is artistic creation?

  


  
    Counter to every Romantic prejudice, our answer to this question is yes.2

  


  
    —ALESSANDRO PAVOLINI, CRITICA FASCISTA (1 NOVEMBER 1926)

  


  MASS POLITICS


  
    With the destruction of the great imperial states of Europe, the great political question was what kind of state should replace them. The question was answered in Russia even before the end of the Great War, when the Bolshevik (Communist) party, led by Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870–1924), took power, in a coup d’état engineered on 25 October 1917, from the so-called Provisional Government that had been set up by liberal politicians, many of them noblemen, after the Russian revolution in February of that year, which had forced the abdication of the tsar. (The date of Lenin’s coup is given here according to the “Old Style” or Julian calendar, then still used in Russia, which had long since been replaced in the rest of Europe and America by the “New Style” or Gregorian calendar, according to which the date of the coup was 7 November; the new Russian government adopted the New Style in 1918, but continued to celebrate its coming to power as the “October Revolution,” even though the celebrations now took place in November.) The government that emerged from the coup called itself the government of Soviets, after the Russian word for council, the nominal seat of power under the new regime. In 1922, after the victorious conclusion of a civil war through which the Soviet government was able to reconsolidate under its rule most of the territory of the former Russian Empire, the name of the country was changed to Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR or Soviet Union for short). The Soviet Union lasted until 1991, when the power of the Communist Party collapsed and the country fell apart into its constituent republics, which then adopted various forms of government. Its hold of seventy-plus years made the Soviet Union the twentieth century’s most durable totalitarian state.
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    FIG. 13-1 Russia, the February Revolution: wives of soldiers and sailors marching on the Duma (parliament).

  


  


  
    Totalitarianism is the concentration of total political power into the hands of a ruling elite, in the most extreme case into the hands of a single person, who exercises that power in the name of a totalized, all-encompassing worldview or ideology that gives government a totalizing purpose: the achievement of a “total and perfected”3 social order (to quote Massimo Bontempelli, a theorist of Italian fascism) through the imposition of direct state control in all areas of public and even private life; the total solution of economic problems; the total “reeducation” of citizens to erase the distinction between the political and any other potentially competing source of power (such as religious authority or the “romantic” concept of inherent human rights), the total mobilization of the population in a single plan of action (enforced by coercion and, if necessary, by terror), and often the total domination of the totalitarian state’s weaker neighbors.

  


  
    It is a term (coined in 1925 by Giovanni Gentile, an Italian philosopher)—and a definition—that has arisen out of the twentieth century’s historical experience. There were coercive regimes in the past, to be sure, and many of the coercive techniques employed by the modern totalitarian states, such as the use of terror tactics and professional informers (“secret police”), had precedents in revolutionary France and later in the post-Napoleonic reaction. The term totalitarian is reserved for regimes that, having the use of modern surveillance technology and mass media, were able to operate on a far grander (more “totalizing”) scale than their predecessors. The three great totalitarian powers that arose in postwar Europe, of which the Soviet Union was the first, often touted themselves as the world’s only truly modern states, a claim that was based on their power to manipulate and mobilize mass psychology through propaganda. Thus totalitarianism thrived on “mass politics,” rabble-rousing writ large.

  


  
    The Soviet form of totalitarianism was, or purported to be, the realization of a social vision put forth by the political economist Karl Marx (1818–83) in a number of treatises, culminating in the massive Das Kapital (“Capital”), issued in three volumes (two of them posthumous) between 1867 and 1895. Marx’s purportedly scientific analysis of capitalism, the entrepreneurial system through which the advanced societies of Europe and America had amassed their wealth, had concluded with a prediction that its built-in contradictions must engender a revolt from below that would put political and economic power in the hands of the social classes who actually produced the wealth that capitalists exploited for the sake of their own selfish enrichment.

  


  
    An earlier document, The Communist Manifesto, which Marx and Friedrich Engels, another German economic theorist, issued in the great revolutionary year 1848, had ended with a prediction that ultimate revolutionary success would be enjoyed not by the bourgeois politicians who were leading the political disturbances that year, but by the urban workers who thus far had lacked the organization that would allow them to mobilize their collective strength. “Working men of all countries, unite!” the Manifesto ended; “You have nothing to lose but your chains.” The outcome of proletarian revolution, Marx and Engels prophesied, would be a “classless” society—a perfected and homogenized democracy toward which the whole history of mankind had been striving, a utopia that would make all existing states and nations obsolete.

  


  
    Marx and Engels, who had to flee to England after the revolutions in which they had participated were crushed, never dreamed that Russia would be the first country to witness a communist revolution such as they had predicted. Their doctrine assumed that the world revolution would begin in the countries where capitalist development had proceeded furthest, and where there was consequently a large urban “proletariat” or working class. Russia was economically backward and largely agrarian; indeed, not until 1861 were the laws of serfdom, the last official remains of feudalism, legally abolished in Russia. And by no stretch of the imagination (except the stretch of imagination that became mandatory in the Soviet Union) could the Leninist coup be called a mass revolution from below such as Marx and Engels had foreseen.

  


  
    Instead, the Soviet Union was a country in which a communist revolution was decreed, from above, by an oligarchy that wielded total power in the name of “the masses”—the proletariat and the peasantry—and with the promise, never kept, that power would eventually pass into the hands of those whom Marx had envisioned as the actual revolutionary agents. The nominal source of Soviet political ideology in Marxism enabled the Soviet government to claim, all contradictions notwithstanding, that it was acting in accordance with Marx’s “Hegelian” philosophy of historical necessity (a notion we have already seen applied to the history of music).

  


  
    In the turmoil that followed the Great War, there was a great deal of communist agitation in the countries that emerged out of the defeated empires of Austria and Germany. The Soviet Communists were briefly successful, in fact, in exporting their brand of revolution abroad. “Soviet republics” were set up in 1919 through coups d’état in the Southern German state of Bavaria and in Hungary. Both were suppressed by bloody military interventions: in Bavaria by the German army, and in Hungary by a counterrevolutionary force led by Admiral Nicholas Horthy, who had been the commander of the Austro-Hungarian naval fleet during the Great War. The Bavarian state was reincorporated into the so-called Weimar Republic, a short-lived experiment in democracy that lasted until 1933, while Horthy proclaimed the reinstatement of the old kingdom of Hungary—which, however, he continued to rule as autocratic regent rather than allowing the return of the crown to the former Austrian emperor (thus the new, and land-locked, Hungarian state became a totalitarian but antiCommunist kingdom without a king, ruled by an admiral without a navy).

  


  
    Faced with totalitarian threats from the Soviet Union (which, following Marx, declared “world revolution” to be its goal), racked by internal political agitation, and beset by economic chaos, the fledgling democracies of Central Europe were insecure and unstable. There was considerable sentiment everywhere that revolution could only be resisted by counterrevolution, or by a preemptive counter-totalitarianism to resist the spread of Soviet power. The looming presence of the Soviet Union on the world scene was thus among the factors that brought the other totalitarian regimes to power.

  


  
    The first country in which such a counter-totalitarian regime was established turned out to be Italy, where a semilegal political organization called the Partito Nazionàle Fascista, led by Benito Mussolini (1883–1945), seized power in a coup d’état (preceded by a dramatic “march on Rome”) on 29 October 1922. Fascism began as a doctrine of nationalist resistance to revolutionary internationalism (“world revolution”). It took its name from the fasces (bundles), tightly wound gatherings of wooden rods from which axe heads projected, that were carried by imperial guards to symbolize unity and power in ancient Rome. Fascism upheld the role of elites in political leadership, and the ideal of social hierarchy.

  


  
    Fascist society was to be ordered by syndicates, groups representing economic and social roles (skills, trades, professions), with ultimate political power residing in the managerial syndicate, which alone represented the interests of the society as a whole, or what was called the “corporate state.” As in the case of Russian Communism, Italian Fascism ultimately devolved in practice into an autocratic dictatorship propped up by an enormous bureaucracy. The difference was that Fascist authoritarian power did not challenge or deny the right of individual enterprise, but sought instead to discipline or co-opt it. Its core constituency, in sharp contrast to Soviet power, was the bourgeoisie. Where Soviet Communism (or “Bolshevism”) could be simplistically described as the use of directed force and violence to overthrow established hierarchies, Italian Fascism could be (just as simplistically) described as the use of directed force and violence to maintain them.

  


  
    During the first decade of its existence, Italian Fascism was widely admired from afar. “Mussolini has made the trains run on time,” ran the familiar refrain. His admirers in the 1920s included some leading politicians in the democratic governments of western Europe and America. Even Winston Churchill, who as prime minister of the United Kingdom would eventually lead his nation in war against Mussolini, had warm words for him in the twenties. And he was downright popular among artists, particularly elite modernists who felt threatened by the empowerment of the uneducated working class.

  


  
    Stravinsky, an uprooted Russian nobleman who had been personally impoverished as a consequence of the Bolshevik coup, was particularly vociferous in his praise of Mussolini, called Il Duce (“The Leader”) by his followers. In 1931, Stravinsky allowed himself to be described in print by one of his spokesmen as “the dictator of the reaction against the anarchy into which modernism has degenerated.”4 Thus the “neoclassical” Stravinsky had consciously cast himself as the Mussolini of music, who wanted to do for modern music what the Duce promised to do for modern Europe. Nor was Stravinsky the only composer to draw an explicit connection, in the twenties, between the ideals of neoclassicism and those of Fascism. Alfredo Casella (1883–1947), an Italian composer educated in France and a great admirer of both Mussolini and Stravinsky, wrote of the “close affinity between the beneficial if sometimes chimerical objectives pursued by ‘Mussolinism,’ and the goal of intellectual restoration sought by the best Italians of the present day.”5 Both Fascism and the new currents in music, Casella wrote, were “movements full of audacity and life,” which together were bringing about a national reawakening. He compared his country and its political renewal with “a young composer” of his acquaintance, “who, formerly involved, muddled and postromantic, has suddenly turned classical: that is to say, concerned with imitating Frescobaldi.”6 Invoking the name of Italy’s great seventeenth-century organist, Casella was describing the Italian equivalent of the Franco-German “back to Bach” movement, but even better because, evoking a “still more remote past,” it was more truly classical.

  


  
    “Classicism is the natural form of Italian thought,” Casella declared, “inherited directly from the Greeks, through Rome”7 —the glorious Rome that Mussolini was reviving. “And this modern classicism,” he went on, “far from being an artificial thing” like that of some composers he could name, “is with us an enforced result of language, tradition and daily contemplation of nature.” That was why Italian neoclassicism, a “deep and fertile love of the past that now stirs young Italian musicians,” had nothing in common with those “famous ‘returns’ to other geniuses with which Paris (and Berlin too) have so heaped us during the last years,”8 for these were but the flabby goods of flabby and indolent democracies that lacked a glorious classical past of their own on which to draw.

  


  
    What changed everything, ending the romance of Fascism forever, was Mussolini’s eventual alliance with Adolf Hitler (1889–1945), his counterpart in Germany, who came to power in 1933 with a platform of barefaced racial intolerance; who practiced repressions and betrayals that rivaled and in some ways even exceeded those of the Soviet government, on which (many think) they were covertly modeled; whose insatiable territorial aggression led to the outbreak of the Second World War, the bloodiest military conflict in history; and who eventually committed the century’s most horrendous acts of politically rationalized and legalized mass murder.

  


  
    What brought Hitler and his National Socialist (Nazi) Party to power was, once again, the threat of Soviet-style subversion. As we already know from its potent propaganda impact on the arts, and especially on opera and music theater (see chapter 9), the German Communist Party had become very strong during the latter phases of the democratic Weimar Republic, which led many to mistrust democracy as a safeguard of their interests. It was his party’s strong showing in the free parliamentary elections of 1932 that led to Hitler’s being appointed Reichskanzler (Chancellor), the equivalent of prime minister, by Paul von Hindenburg, the last president of the Weimar Republic.

  


  
    By the end of the next year, Hitler had done away with the democratic institutions that had allowed his rise to power and had begun the systematic persecutions, not only of political opponents but of minority groups such as Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, and the mentally retarded. Nazi fury was especially vehement toward the Jews, who unlike the other targeted minorities had been politically active, culturally prominent, and therefore disproportionately powerful in the democratic republic, and who were easy scapegoats for the adverse economic conditions that led to the political unrest for which Hitler had promised a remedy. By the end of 1933, both Arnold Schoenberg and Kurt Weill, composers who had virtually nothing in common except their Jewish heritage, had fled Germany for their lives. (It is a measure of the then-perceived differences between totalitarian states that in retrospect seem kin that Schoenberg, who eventually went to the United States by way of France and Spain, first considered seeking refuge in the Soviet Union.) The Fascist and Nazi regimes lasted only until the end of the war Hitler had provoked and lost. The Soviet Union, though briefly Hitler’s ally, had ended up on the other side of that conflict as a result of Hitler’s betrayal. The wartime ally of the United States, Great Britain, and France, the Soviet Union emerged from the war badly scarred (since its territory had seen much of the worst fighting) but politically much strengthened. It almost immediately became the rival “superpower” to the United States. The period of international tension thus initiated, which lasted from about 1948 until the Soviet collapse some forty years later, was known as the Cold War. Its repercussions in music are a story in itself; for now we will consider music in the totalitarian countries chiefly in their “interwar” heyday.

  


  MUSIC AND MUSICMAKING IN THE NEW ITALY


  
    The most conspicuous feature of interwar totalitarianism as it affected music was the obvious fact that the two countries that had more or less dominated the international musical scene in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Italy and Germany, were to be found among the totalitarian powers. It is also an obvious historical fact that Italy and Germany lost their commanding musical positions during the twentieth century. The obvious question, then, is how, and to what degree, these two facts may be related.

  


  


  
    Italy’s arts policy during the period of Fascist rule was far less intrusive than the policies of the other totalitarian states. This was in keeping with the principles of the corporate state, which respected individual initiative and the autonomy of the professions, and was therefore not inherently hostile to modernism. Stravinsky’s cordial relationship with Mussolini is already evidence of this tolerance. In fact it was more than tolerance: Mussolini took pride in his advanced artistic views and was glad to have Italy play host to international festivals of contemporary music like the one in Venice in 1925 at which Stravinsky performed his Sonate for piano “sotto il patronato di S. E. Benito Mussolini” (under the patronage of His Excellency Benito Mussolini).

  


  
    Fascist cultural bureaucrats might be as philistine as their counterparts anywhere, issuing blustery, well-publicized manifestos against “atonal and polytonal honking” and “so-called objective music.”9 But Schoenberg, atonal honker par excellence, toured Italy with Pierrot lunaire in 1924, and his music continued to be performed there under prestigious auspices until 1938, five years after the composer had been forced out of Germany. Alban Berg’s concert aria Der Wein had its Italian premiere at the Venice Biennale (biennial festival) in 1934; the composer, in attendance, was resoundingly fêted. Wozzeck was given at the Rome Opera as late as 1942, with the war raging. (By then it had been banned not only in Germany but in Berg’s native Austria as well.)

  


  
    Also performed during that wartime season was the ballet The Miraculous Mandarin, the most modernistic composition by Bartók, the most outspoken antiFascist among modernists, who by then had for two years been a voluntary exile from Europe. These examples of artistic tolerance, moreover, were more than matched by the racial tolerance that the Fascist government exhibited, in pointed contrast with Germany, until 1938. Refugees from Hitler like the conductors Bruno Walter (1876–1962) and Otto Klemperer (1885–1973) regularly performed in Mussolini’s Italy. The Sacred Service, a setting of the Reform Jewish liturgy by Ernest Bloch (1880–1959), a Jewish composer of Swiss birth, had its world premiere over Radio Turin in 1934.

  


  
    In contrast to Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany, where the banning of artworks was common, Mussolini’s government actually suppressed a musical composition only once, in 1934. The unlucky work was an opera, La favola del figlio cambiato (“The fable of the changeling son”) by Gian Francesco Malipiero (1882–1973), to a libretto by Pirandello. The ban was provoked not by the music, but by the setting of the second act, which takes place in a brothel. It exemplified the prudery that all totalitarian regimes have in common, regarding sexual license as a certain path to political disorder.

  


  
    Still and all, the Fascist period did lend a new and unique coloration to Italian music. It was no coincidence, to begin with, that the most eminent composer of the period, and the one most lavishly promoted by the government, was known best (especially abroad) not for his operas but for his symphonic music. Ottorino Respighi (1879–1936) did write operas, of course—ten of them. Few composers from opera’s birthplace did not. (Even Casella wrote three, one of them in honor of Mussolini’s imperialist campaign in Ethiopia.) But all agreed that Respighi’s operas were a “secondary and uneven” branch of his output, to quote John C. G. Waterhouse,10 the foremost English expert on twentiethcentury Italian music. What brought him international fame were his superbly scored programmatic suites for orchestra: Fontane di Roma (“Fountains of Rome,” 1916), Pini di Roma (“Pines of Rome”, 1924), Vetrate di chiesa (“Church windows,” 1925), Trittico botticelliano (“Botticelli triptych,” 1927), Feste romane (“Roman festivals,” 1928).
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    FIG. 13-2 Ernest Bloch with his children: Lucien, Suzanne (who became a pioneering scholar and performer of early music), and Ivan.

  


  


  
    As their very titles suggest, these works were pictorial in character rather than narrative. As an orchestral colorist Respighi was rivaled during his lifetime only by Ravel. He developed his skills by studying the scores of Richard Strauss and by submitting his early attempts for critique to RimskyKorsakov, the best possible teacher, during the musical seasons of 1900–1901 and 1902–1903, which Respighi spent in St. Petersburg as leader of the viola section in the orchestra of the Maryinsky Theater. He prided himself particularly (as did Strauss) on the precision of his musical depictions.

  


  
    The most famous instance of Respighi’s precision—the use of a phonograph recording of a singing nightingale in the Pines of Rome—has become controversial. Such literalness, it is often argued, misses the artistic point. (Indeed, as long ago as the first century CE, the Greek writer Plutarch, in his biography of King Agesilaus of Sparta, recounted how the king, “being invited once to hear a man who admirably imitated the nightingale, declined, saying he had heard the nightingale itself.”) More darkly, it has been suggested that both the recourse to what in 1924 was “high technology,” and the extreme resort to realism (to the point of coercing the listener’s imagination), were indicative of a Fascist mentality.

  


  
    That may be overstating the case in retrospect. But the extravagantly vivid nationalism of Respighi’s scores, sentimental and aggressive by turn, and almost unprecedented in Italian music, is less easy to disengage from the clamorous politics of the day. Some of it was nostalgic or archaic, in the neoclassical fashion. Respighi arranged three orchestral suites (1917, 1923, 1931) of Antiche arie e danze per liuto (“Ancient airs and dances for the lute”) based on transcriptions by the pioneering Italian musicologist and early-music performer Oscar Chilesotti. More interesting were the works in which Respighi took his thematic material from Gregorian chant. These included the Church Windows for orchestra, but also several nonprogrammatic compositions, like the Concerto gregoriano for violin and orchestra (1921), the Quartetto dorico (“String quartet in the dorian mode,” 1924) and the Concerto in modo misolidio (“Concerto in the mixolydian mode”) for piano and orchestra (1925).

  


  
    And then there is Feste romane, Respighi’s most modernistic score, full of polytonal and polyrhythmic effects and heavy with somewhat belated reminiscences of Stravinsky’s neoprimitivist ballets. Its first movement, “Circus Maximus,” gives full rein to the preor anti-Christian sentiments that the Fascist regime glorified in the name of Il Duce, the new Caesar. Deploying a huge orchestra with virtuoso facility, Respighi evokes the sadistic spectacles of ancient Rome. In its central episode, a band of Christians (identifiable by their hymn) is stalked and set upon by lions (identifiable by their cacophonous snarling and roaring) while the crowd goes wild and the bucinatores (trumpeters) rend the air with fanfares. The ending, seemingly modeled on the blaring chords that bring Berlioz’s “March to the Scaffold” (from the Symphonie fantastique) to its grisly conclusion, lacks the saving irony of its prototype.

  


  
    The abnegation of Christian meekness and humility in favor of Roman aggression and audacity was an explicit plank in the Fascist platform. Its musical analogue, equally explicit, was the brash orchestral virtuosity Respighi’s scores exemplified. In 1931, Mussolini sent around a circular to Italian diplomats abroad on the need for projecting a new image of Italy—spartan, ruthless, militaristic. Aware of the historic importance of music in framing the national reputation, the Duce gave it special attention, heaping special scorn on the recently deceased Enrico Caruso (1873–1921), the great tenor who had in his time been Italy’s chief musical ambassador:

  


  
    I prescribe that from now on, no favor be shown in any way to musical initiatives—operas, vocal recitals, concerts or musical soirées—and that they be treated icily. Exceptions will be made for symphony orchestras, whose performances give an idea of collective group discipline. All the rest must be ignored. It is high time that the world—that is, hundreds of millions of men—get to know a different type of Italian from that of yesterday—the eternal tenor and mandolinist for the entertainment of others. Caruso and the like were or are the old Italy.11

  


  


  
    The chief musical representative of the new Italy, by Mussolini’s implied definition, was Arturo Toscanini, in the opinion of many the century’s most important conductor, who (among many greater accomplishments) was instrumental in popularizing the work of Respighi and other modern Italians abroad. Toscanini revolutionized orchestral performance precisely in the way that Mussolini emphasized (undoubtedly with Toscanini in mind), and in a way that also exemplified the ideal of objective performance practice identified in chapter 8 with neoclassicism. A Toscanini performance, to a degree previously unprecedented, was a display of “collective group discipline” that aimed above all for a scrupulous (“uninterpreted”) realization of the musical text.

  


  
    At the time Mussolini came to power, Toscanini was known primarily as a conductor of opera, in which field he was already supreme. Since 1898, though with several interruptions for engagements and residencies abroad (including a seven-year stint at New York’s Metropolitan Opera), he had been the artistic director of La Scala, the Milan opera theater and Italy’s premiere performing arts institution. His range was broad, encompassing Wagner, Debussy, and Chaikovsky in addition to the full Italian repertoire. He had given the world premieres of Leoncavallo’s I pagliacci (1892) and of two operas by Puccini: La bohème (1896) and La fanciulla del west (“The girl of the golden West,” 1910). He was the first non-German to be invited to conduct at the yearly Wagner Festival in Bayreuth.

  


  
    Unlike most opera specialists, Toscanini had a longstanding interest in the symphonic repertoire. He conducted the Municipal Orchestra of Turin from 1898, and gave with it the world premiere of Verdi’s last major work, Quattro pezzi sacri (“Four sacred pieces,” including a Stabat Mater and a Te Deum) for chorus and orchestra. He first achieved world celebrity as a symphonic conductor during the 1920–1921 season, when, already past the age of fifty, he made a tour of Europe and America with a newly constituted La Scala Orchestra (called the Orchestra Arturo Toscanini for the occasion). In under eight months they gave 133 performances before audiences totaling over a quarter of a million.

  


  
    These concerts were received everywhere as a revelation, in part for purely technical reasons. The crisp attacks and cutoffs, the transparent textures, the rhythmic precision of Toscanini’s performances far exceeded contemporary standards, as may be corroborated by listening to the recordings he made with his orchestra at the Victor Talking Machine studios in Camden, New Jersey. Critics used to the Germanic approach to Beethoven and Brahms complained about Toscanini’s relentless tempos and his “small, short-breathed and over-detailed”12 conceptions (to quote Richard Aldrich, the reviewer for the New York Times). But audiences found the approach irresistible, and so, in consequence, did concert managers.

  


  
    By 1926 Toscanini was dividing his time between La Scala and the New York Philharmonic Orchestra (which had been led, from 1909 to 1911, by Gustav Mahler, the supreme apostle of the elastic German Romantic tradition). After two years as guest and associate conductor of the orchestra, Toscanini was appointed music director of the Philharmonic, which had just merged with its chief rival, the New York Symphony, to become the New York Philharmonic-Symphony Orchestra. The next year he resigned from La Scala; except for guest appearances at festivals, his opera days were over.

  


  
    He led the New York orchestra, which he took on triumphal tours of Europe, until 1936. He retired at the age of sixty-nine and returned to Italy; but the very next year, in 1937, he received an invitation from David Sarnoff, the head of the National Broadcasting Company, to return to America to lead a handpicked orchestra that would be created for him, that would do its performing on the radio rather than in the concert hall, and that would record the entire standard symphonic repertoire for Victor, the producers of Toscanini’s first records, which was by then a subsidiary of Sarnoff’s corporation. Toscanini led the NBC Symphony for seventeen years, until he re-retired, in 1954, at the age of eighty-seven. He died in New York in January 1957, two months short of his ninetieth birthday.

  


  
    For the culminating phase of his career, then, Toscanini worked almost exclusively through the broadcast and recording media, achieving through technology a fame no “classical” musician had ever previously known (except, perhaps, and ironically, Caruso). He fulfilled, and then some, Mussolini’s musical prediction for the New Italy, which is also ironic, since Toscanini and Mussolini had fallen out in the 1920s (leading indirectly to the conductor’s retirement from La Scala), and during the 1930s and 1940s, decades spent almost entirely in America, Toscanini traded heavily on his antiFascist credentials and lent his celebrated name and priceless services to Allied wartime propaganda.

  


  
    For this reason it may seem bizarre to discuss Toscanini in the context of totalitarianism. And yet the kind of performances he achieved were attributable as much to the dominating force of his personality, and his dictatorial behavior, as they were to his musical insight. Musicians who played under him, and who were subject to summary dismissal, experienced a veritable reign of terror that is documented not only in anecdotes but in recordings that were surreptitiously made of Toscanini’s appalling outbursts of temper. Toscanini justified his behavior precisely the way political dictators do, by claiming that the ends justified the means. “Gentlemen, be democrats in life but aristocrats in art,”13 he told his orchestras. Only the strictest hierarchy of command could achieve the precision results for which Toscanini became famous, and which the musical world has treasured ever since. But if Mussolini cannot be excused his violations of human rights because he made the trains run on time, is it right to excuse Toscanini’s tyrannical behavior because he made his orchestras play in time, or submit more obediently to the composer’s notations?

  


  
    Toscanini’s hostility toward Mussolini, and his fortuitous situation as an American “exile,” made the double standard easier to maintain; but with historical distance it is clear that Toscanini was no political resister. He actually declined his one documented opportunity to give public voice to principled political opposition to the dictator, when he refused to sign an antiFascist manifesto circulated in 1925 by the philosopher Benedetto Croce. His run-ins with Mussolini had mainly to do with the Duce’s attempts to infringe upon the conductor’s authority at La Scala. It was a matter of symbolic trifles, like playing the Fascist hymn (La Giovinezza, “Youth”) before performances, or displaying the leader’s portrait in the foyer. The story of Toscanini vs. Mussolini was the tale of two Duci engaged in a protracted battle of wills.

  


  
    And so the difficult problems raised by the relationship between Toscanini’s methods and his results continue to nag. It is a particularly crisp and concentrated instance of the old, perpetually renegotiated dilemma concerning the relationship between the competing, possibly incompatible ideals of equality and excellence. Toscanini’s revolutionary transformation of orchestral performance, amounting to the creation of a new standard of clean, efficient, uncomplicated (in a word, streamlined) execution, chimed well with Fascist ideals of polity. He contributed more than anyone else toward turning the art of musical performance into an “Art of Being Ruled,” to borrow the title of a book of essays by Wyndham Lewis, a British modernist writer and painter who was notoriously a Fascist sympathizer in the years preceding the Second World War. Can we now endorse the artistic results and at the same time ignore or reject the political parallel? If we cannot, is artistic excellence achievable within a democratic society, or is it to be regarded as politically tainted?

  


  DEGENERACY


  
    In any case, a stance of high moral dudgeon is harder to maintain with respect to Mussolini’s Italy than it is with respect to the other twentiethcentury totalitarian states, whose histories were incomparably bloodier. Fascist Italy entered the phase that now inspires universal condemnation—primarily for its imperialist adventures in Africa and Albania, and its persecution of minorities—in its last decade, beginning in the mid-1930s, chiefly in consequence of its military alliance with Nazi Germany, with whose policies it had to maintain a united front.
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    FIG. 13-3 Lothar Heinemann, “Germany, the Land of Music” (1935), a poster that strongly conveys the subordination of art to totalitarian political power.

  


  


  
    The Nazis’ arts policies were motivated by the same horridly explicit racial and ethnic biases as their political policies. Indeed there was no separate or separable arts policy: arts censorship in Nazi Germany was merely an application of Nazi race theory to art, for which reason the idea of “Nazi esthetics” is entirely incoherent both as theory and as practice. What follows, therefore, is no more than a selection of tragicomic vignettes from the history of that application.

  


  
    Insofar as Nazi esthetics had a theory, it followed the theory of “degeneracy” put forth by the nineteenth-century Italian psychiatrist Cesare Lombroso (1836–1909), who ended his career as a professor of criminal anthropology at the University of Turin. Lombroso sought through empirical science to account for criminal tendencies—and thus (the chilling part) to predict and preemptively control them—by identifying the “born criminal” (l’uomo deliquente) as a distinct anthropological “type” with measurable physical and mental “stigmata.” (Lombroso checked particularly for imperfections in the shape of the outer ear.) Such “stigmata,” Lombroso alleged, were the product of a morbid genetic regression brought about by inbreeding (the Nazis added miscegenation, interracial mating), or by what we now call substance abuse.

  


  
    The application of these theories to art and literature was first made by Lombroso’s disciple Max Nordau (1849–1923), a Hungarian physician, in a massive two-volume treatise called Entartung (“Degeneration”), which appeared in 1893 and went through many printings. Nordau drew many sensational connections—or rather, asserted many facile analogies—between genetic mental or physiological decay as described by Lombroso and fin-de-siècle “decadence” in the arts, which amounted, from Nordau’s middle-class perspective, to “contempt for traditional views of custom and morality.” Nordau maintained that the eroticized mysticism and egomania of contemporary art (in music, say, Scriabin’s), its overrefined estheticism (as in, say, Debussy), or its gruesome naturalism (as in, say, Strauss or Stravinsky) all had the same pathological basis.

  


  
    That this was pseudoscience in the service of philistinism is apparent from the nature of the “evidence” that Nordau adduced, entirely speculative and tautological:

  


  
    There might be a sure means of proving that the application of the term “degenerates” to the originators of all the fin de siècle movements in art and literature is not arbitrary, that it is no baseless conceit, but a fact; and that would be a careful physical examination of the persons concerned, and an inquiry into their pedigree. In almost all cases, relatives would surely be met who were undoubtedly degenerate, and one or more stigmata discovered which would indisputably establish the diagnosis of “degeneration.” Science has found, together with these physical stigmata, others of a mental order, which betoken degeneracy quite as clearly as the former; so that it is not necessary to measure the cranium of an author, or to see the lobe of a painter’s ear, in order to recognize the fact that he belongs to the class of degenerates.14

  


  


  
    For the Nazis, the process of verification became even easier: all that was needed was evidence of “Jewish blood.” Ironically enough, Max Nordau himself was not only Jewish but also an early Zionist leader; his prime example of artistic degeneracy was Wagner, and his prime diagnostic symptoms were anti-Semitism and “Teutomaniacal Chauvinism.” But any number can play the same pseudoscientific game, and the theory of degeneracy was easily adapted to a new set of politically predicated stigmata. The adaptation became notorious in 1937, when the German government sponsored a huge show of otherwise unshowable modern art in Munich under the title Entartete Kunst, “Degenerate Art.” It was followed the next year by a somewhat smaller exhibition in Düsseldorf, called Entartete Musik.

  


  
    A deliberately ape-like caricature of the blackface title character from Ernst Krenek’s Jonny spielt auf, the wildly popular “Zeitoper” of a decade before (see chapter 9) graced the cover of the 1938 exhibition catalogue (Fig. 13-1), which contained a list or index of banned Jewish musicians, including a few who were either mistakenly or deliberately made honorary Jews for the occasion: Alexander Glazunov, Maurice Ravel, Erik Satie, Camille Saint-Saëns. (Krenek himself was listed as jüdisch versippt, Jewish by marriage.)

  


  
    There were a couple of somewhat more serious errors of classification. Because he was of Slavic blood and a naturalized Parisian, Igor Stravinsky was assumed to be a foe of the Nazis, and his portrait was displayed at the exhibit with the insulting caption, “Who ever invented the story that Stravinsky is descended from Russian noble stock?” The mortified composer, through his German publisher, protested to the German Bureau of Foreign Affairs at his inclusion, explicitly disavowing any taint of “Jewish cultural Bolshevism.”15 As he had previously taken the precaution of submitting an affidavit to his publisher, in lieu of the official Nazi questionnaire establishing Aryan heredity, and as the publisher had placed an item in the papers quoting Richard Strauss on Stravinsky’s enthusiasm for Hitler’s ideas, Stravinsky received a declaration from the German government affirming its “benevolent neutrality” toward him. (The 74-year-old Richard Strauss was not only Germany’s musical elder statesman, but also for a time the figurehead president of the official Nazi musical supervisory organization, the Reichsmusikkammer.)

  


  
    And because he was a citizen of Hungary, an ally of Germany, Béla Bartók was assumed, like the composers of Mussolini’s Italy, to be a friend of the “Reich,” and was therefore left out of the Entartete Musik exhibit. The mortified composer, who had refused his publisher’s request to file what he called “the questionnaire about grandfathers,”16 protested his exemption, attached the E-word to himself, and tried to prevent the performance of his music in Germany and Italy. He wrote to an official of the German Radio in 1939, about his own First Piano Concerto, that he was “astonished that such ‘degenerate’ music should be selected for—of all things—a radio broadcast”17 in the Nazi state. But of course the broadcast went on as scheduled: as these examples show, for the Nazis the first question about a work of art was never, What does it say? It was, rather, Who is speaking, friend or foe?

  


  
    There was no principle to override this double standard. Erich Wolfgang Korngold’s opera Das Wunder der Heliane, mentioned in chapter 9, aroused Nazi antipathies almost as strongly as Jonny spielt auf. Almost the minute it came to power, Hitler’s government banned it. The stated reason both for the original antipathy and for the ban was the opera’s “decadent” nude scene. But Reichsmusikkammerpräsident Strauss’s Salome also had a nude scene, even more brazen (and certainly more garish) than Korngold’s, not to mention a libretto by Oscar Wilde, the archdegenerate of all degenerates, and yet it played steadily to good Aryan audiences throughout the Hitler years.

  


  
    True, Salome perishes at the end of “her” opera, while Heliane triumphs at the end of “hers,” but the real reason for the ban on the latter was the Jewishness of its composer, who had to flee as soon as the Nazis annexed Austria to the German Reich; and the reason for Salome’s survival was the venerable name of its composer—“international celebrity, German, late romanticist, advocate for copyright protection and senior citizen,”18 in the words of Pamela Potter, the best-informed historian of the Nazi musical establishment. It was his interest in lengthening the term of copyright for composers that induced Strauss to accept from Hitler a bureaucratic post. Strauss’s collaboration—like that of the great conductor Wilhelm Furtwängler (1886–1954), Toscanini’s only rival in fame and authority from within the Germanic-romantic “mainstream”—offered the Nazis the most potent insurance they could buy against the charge of barbarism.

  


  YOUTH CULTURE


  
    That charge was frequently leveled against the music of Carl Orff (1895–1982), the foremost German composer to achieve international eminence during the Nazi years, and the only one whose music has survived in the international repertory. The work that made him famous was Carmina burana (1936), a “scenic cantata” (sometimes staged as a ballet with singing, like Stravinsky’s Les noces) based on “Goliard” poems—Latin poems by German students of the late middle ages that lustily celebrated the vagabond life. The largest extant collection of Goliard poems is a manuscript now kept at the Bavarian State Museum in Munich, but which had belonged for centuries to the Catholic monastery at Benediktbeuren, a town nearby; Carmina burana means “Songs of Beuren.”) Orff, who lived all his life in Munich, made a selection of songs from the manuscript, which he knew from a nineteenth-century edition that contained only the texts, and grouped them into “scenes” on the basis of their subject matter: songs of fatalism under the heading Fortuna imperatrix mundi (“Dame Fortune, the ruler of the world”); nature songs (Primo vere, “In early spring”); carousing songs (In taberna, “In the tavern”); songs of love (Cour d’Amours, “At Venus’s court”). The music—scored for eight soloists, three choruses, and a huge orchestra including five percussionists, full of diatonic melodies in a vaguely antique (“modal” or at least “leading-toneless”) style, and driven by vigorous, unyielding ostinatos—was a streamlined “populist” (in German, Völkisch) adaptation of Stravinsky’s neoprimitivist manner that made its appeal to a much wider audience than did the modernist (“elitist”) original.

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    FIG. 13-4 Carl Orff, 1930.

  


  


  
    The opening number (“O Fortuna,” Ex. 13-1a), which also serves as the finale, sets the tone. Although written out in full, it is a strophic song in three stanzas (the first a bit truncated, the last somewhat embellished) to a tune that until the final melisma uses only the first five degrees of a D-minor (or, arguably, a “Dorian”) scale. Although composed by Orff, it is meant to sound like an authentic medieval tune (of which the Benediktbeuren manuscript actually contains many). The climactic number (“Tempus est iocundum,” “It is the time of joy”; Ex. 59-1b) is of a similar design, this time in five slightly varied strophes, and followed by a melismatic soprano solo—“Dulcissime” (O Sweetie!; Ex. 13-1c)—that, without actually saying so, is as unmistakably a portrait of feminine sexual ecstasy as the preceding chorus, with its huffing and puffing (“oh, oh, oh …”) had been one of masculine potency.

  


  
    EX. 13-1A Carl Orff, Carmina burana, no. 1, “O fortuna,” mm. 5–28
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    After its 1937 premiere, at which a certain amount of unofficial discomfort was expressed at the frank sexual innuendoes, Carmina burana’s instant popularity and international success won it official approval as a display piece celebrating Nazi “youth culture.” In 1943, at the height of the war, Orff followed up with a sequel, Catulli carmina (“Songs of Catullus”), a setting of erotic poems by the Roman poet named in the title. Subtitled “Ludi scaenici” (“scenic games”), it was another ballet with songs, consisting of twelve a cappella choruses framed by a huge choral-instrumental number that in its scoring for soloists, chorus, four pianos, and a huge battery requiring the services of a timpanist and a dozen assistant percussionists, announced even more plainly its derivation from Stravinsky’s Noces. (Stravinsky was by this time banned again in Nazi Germany, not for musical or ethnic reasons but simply because he was an “enemy national” living in the United States.) Somehow Orff managed to strip the already virtually denuded style of Carmina burana even further down in the new piece, producing an even franker, ruder, more athletic eroticism.

  


  
    EX. 13-1B Carl Orff, Carmina burana, no. 22, “Tempus est iocundum”
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    EX. 13-1C Carl Orff, Carmina burana, no. 23, “Dulcissime”
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    In the passage shown in Ex. 13-2, for example, the poet hymns at length the beauty of his beloved’s breasts. Just like medieval churchmen confronted with the Hebrew psalms or the Song of Songs, the puritanical critics of the official Nazi press managed to reconcile themselves to the content of Orff’s cantatas by giving them allegorical, “politically correct” interpretations. The critic of the Zeitschrift für Musik, since Schumann’s day the leading German musical paper, claimed that Carmina burana was “in terms of expression, a Song of Songs praising the strength of the unbroken life-instinct,” hence an antidote to “decadence,” and exulted that “German musical creativity in our day can produce such a work.”19 The Völkischer Beobachter (“People’s observer”), the Nazi Party’s official organ, pointed to Orff’s cantatas as “the kind of clear, stormy, and yet always disciplined music that our time requires.”20

  


  
    Stravinsky, when he came to know these imitations of his own youthful style, dismissed them with a snicker as “Neo-Neanderthal.”21 (More recently it has been described as “pop Gothic.”) There were many who saw Orff’s celebrations of youthful vitality as debased (if not newly—and hypocritically—“decadent”), and saw their popularity as evidence of that fact. And there were just as many who dismissed such criticism as a remnant of high-modernist snobbery and greeted the simple music for its infectiousness, its ability to bond an audience in the spirit of Gemeinschaft, “community.” Such defenders of Orff could remind his critics that not only Nazis, and not only totalitarians, had called for art to fulfill a communitarian aim and carry a social message. (In Weimar Germany, we may recall from chapter 9, Weill and Eisler, not to mention Brecht, had made a similar appeal from the political left, and might well have welcomed music like Orff’s had it been set to a different sort of text.)

  


  
    EX. 13-2 Carl Orff, Catulli carmina, “mammae molliculae”
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    Back at them comes the argument that in Nazi Germany the spirit of Gemeinschaft had been hopelessly tainted by Volksgemeinschaft, “ethnic communalism,” a tribalism that was as much an exclusionary as a communitarian sentiment. In its insistent simplicities and its hypnotic rhythmic monotony, Orff’s music, which so effectively roused primitive, unreflective enthusiasm in millions, was inviting (or compelling) its listeners, to put it as Hitler did, to “think with their blood” instead of their brains, and was thus humanly as well as artistically debasing. Historically, the best (or most specifically) grounded approach to the question of Orff’s place within the culture of Nazism would situate the reception of his orgiastic and “paganistic” cantatas within the context of the propaganda war the Nazi Party was waging against the Christian churches of Germany, both Catholic and Protestant, which resisted the Nazi doctrine of hatred as long as possible.

  


  
    The controversy, which reached a head in 1936–37 (the period of Carmina burana’s genesis and premiere), ended with a ban on all political activities by clergymen outside their houses of worship. In the decree silencing the churches, promulgated on 12 September 1938, Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess (1894–1987) emphasized the need to combat Christianity (“a doctrine from the Near East and Jewish through and through”) not by direct polemics but by counterexample:

  


  
    The more we National Socialists avoid religious controversies, abstain from Church ceremonies, but on the other hand win the confidence of the people by our dutifulness, justice, and loyalty, the more men will feel that they belong to National Socialism. The more National Socialism is seen as a blessing as a result of our work and the conviction spreads that Providence is with us and with our work, the more people will recognize that National Socialism is a God-ordained order and institution. Thus they will gradually become increasingly alienated by the Churches and their dogmas in the degree to which the latter stand in our way.22

  


  


  
    After the outbreak of the war in 1939, the Nazi government actually tried to set up a competing anti-Christian and explicitly neo-Pagan religious denomination, that of the Gottgläubige (“Believers in God”). Beginning in 1940, Orff’s cantata was performed at Party and government functions, and received the status of a quasi-official anthem.

  


  
    The continuing popularity of Orff’s cantatas since the war, both in and outside of Germany, has worked to counteract the taint of association. Debate has proceeded on a new footing, the main question now being whether the origin or original context of an artwork has a decisive bearing on its interpretation or its effect, or whether works like Carmina burana and Catulli carmina can now be taken at face value and enjoyed as innocently mindless fun and games. Orff’s continued popularity has also quickened postwar debate as to whether hermetic, difficult modernist art, insofar as it is so much less easily exploited for possibly unsavory or even criminal political purposes, might after all be morally superior to “accessible” art. (Whatever Schoenberg may have been, to put it bluntly, at least he was no rabble-rouser.) One of the things that make these questions hard is the fact that they cannot be answered simply on the basis of the composer’s intention. Nothing that has been said about Orff’s work is evidence of his own political or social beliefs. After the war, like most Germans, he claimed to have been opposed to the Hitler regime. The present discussion has not accused him of Nazism, just as the discussion of Respighi made no claims about his personal commitment to Mussolini’s policies. (We have far stronger evidence of Stravinsky’s commitments in that regard than we do of Respighi’s or Orff’s.) Were it established that Orff was anti-Nazi and Respighi antiFascist, the information would be relevant to their biographies, but not of decisive import in interpreting their works, which left their hands the moment they were performed and have in any case outlived their authors. The question of political meaning is as much or more a question about reception as it is a question about intention.

  


  
    But neither intention nor reception alone can be decisive. If an author’s intention were the sole criterion for evaluating his work, Wagner’s Ring would surely draw picket lines today (as it does in the state of Israel); and if reception were the sole criterion, then Beethoven and Bruckner would draw picket lines, since the Nazis claimed them, along with Wagner, as spiritual forerunners. In any case, musical life in Nazi Germany continued to function at a high professional level. The performance traditions that had previously been established for the German classics reached new heights of achievement, as recordings that continue to circulate, and to be enjoyed everywhere, attest.

  


  
    This, too, has made for aesthetic quandaries: since the Second World War it has been much more difficult to claim that exposure to the greatest masterpieces of art is inherently ennobling. The Germans continued to be sincere and discriminating lovers of their finest music (and thanks to Furtwängler, experienced the finest performances of it) all through the period of Nazi atrocity. It did not inhibit the prevailing barbarism of the period in any way. (And in this sad observation may unexpectedly lie Orff’s best defense; for if Bach and Beethoven could not prevent Nazi barbarity is it hard to claim that Orff could have inspired it.)

  


  VARIETIES OF EMIGRATION


  
    The only musicians who could avoid questions of complicity with the Nazi regime were the many who emigrated from Germany during the dozen years of its ascendancy. But even emigration had its degrees and nuances. Some emigration was forced, like that of Jews or Communists or others for whom remaining in Germany would have been fatal. The most celebrated forced emigrant was of course Schoenberg, formerly an ardent German cultural chauvinist, who defiantly reconverted to the Hebrew faith of his ancestors in Paris in 1933, and who went on from there to the United States, where he spent the last seventeen years of his life, eight of them (1936–44) on the faculty of the University of California at Los Angeles. Other famous forced emigrés included Weill, Eisler, and Brecht, the conductors Bruno Walter and Otto Klemperer, the cellist Emanuel Feuermann (1902–42), and the music scholars Alfred Einstein (1880–1952) and Curt Sachs (1881–1959). All of them ended up in the United States, the musical life of which was enormously enriched by their presence, and which willy-nilly found itself at the end of the war with the greater part of the former European musical élite among its citizens.

  


  


  
    For Bartók, Stravinsky, and Hindemith were also in America at war’s end. They were voluntary émigrés. Bartók alone was purely a principled exile; as we have already seen he was a committed antiFascist and an outspoken opponent of the Nazi regime. He did not have to fear for his life or livelihood in Hungary, and he suffered many hardships in America, where he was not yet by any means a celebrity. He had to eke out a living as a piano teacher and occasional performer, and as the holder of a research sinecure in folklore that was tendered to him by Columbia University as an act of charity, at the instigation of Paul Henry Láng (1901–91), a Hungarian-born professor of musicology there. (Bartók’s stature as a composer rose tremendously, ironically enough, almost immediately after his death in New York from leukemia in September 1945.)

  


  
    Stravinsky’s emigration was more opportunistic than voluntary. The beginning of the war found him already in the United States, at the invitation of Harvard University, which had offered him a guest professorship to deliver the lectures that were later published as Poetics of Music. Although his political sympathies at the time of the war’s outbreak were equivocal to say the least, Stravinsky decided to remain in America after his Harvard tenure expired, so as to avoid the turbulent conditions on the European continent that would have made concentration on his work difficult. (He had sought neutral territory during World War I as well, which he sat out in Switzerland.) He bought a house in Hollywood, California, in 1940, not far from where Schoenberg was living, and took American citizenship in 1945. Their physical proximity did not lead to any lessening of the personal and esthetic tensions that had divided Schoenberg and Stravinsky in Europe. During the eleven years that they lived as neighbors they met only twice, by chance.

  


  
    The Hindemith case was complicated. By the time the Nazis came to power he was not only a famous performer but was also long established as the foremost composition teacher in Berlin next to Schoenberg, and it was inevitably “next to Schoenberg” that he was viewed. Thus despite his avantgarde reputation he was deemed, at least by comparison, acceptable to the new regime, and there is evidence of his early wish to accommodate it. The more radical Nazi contingents opposed him, however, and launched a press campaign in 1934 to discredit him on the basis of his earlier associations with leftist musicians and his continuing associations with Jewish playing partners, not to mention his scandalous early operas and a chamber concerto in which he was accused of parodying a favorite Nazi march.

  


  
    Furtwängler came to his defense in a widely disseminated newspaper article, “Der Fall Hindemith” (“The Hindemith case”), in which the conductor put Hindemith forth as the model for German composers of the day. The result was an intensified backlash against him in the press and at public Nazi functions. Although he suffered no material reprisals or personal threats, Hindemith decided in 1937 that he had best leave the country, in part because his wife was Jewish and he expected eventually to lose his professorship on that account. After three years in Switzerland he came to America. In 1941 he was appointed Battel Professor of the Theory of Music at Yale University, a position he held (eventually part time) until 1953, when he returned to Europe, spending his last decade again in Switzerland.
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    FIG. 13-5 Paul Hindemith with viola, photo ca. 1930.

  


  


  
    Hindemith did not consider himself a voluntary émigré, but felt that he had been hounded out of Germany. He left resentfully, and worked out his feelings of alienation on his American colleagues and pupils, with whom he achieved a legendary reputation for haughty arrogance and disparagement. (He awarded only twelve students masters’ degrees in composition during his entire tenure at Yale.) Although his reputation gave him considerable authority, and he had an impact both on music education and on American composing styles, Hindemith held himself aloof from the musical life of his adopted country despite his accepting American citizenship in 1946 and holding it to the end of his life. His most public (and possibly his most influential) activity in America, curiously, was in organizing and leading a Collegium Musicum at Yale—that is, a performing group not for contemporary but for “ancient” music, with which he made his only American appearances as a performer during his period of residence there, and with which he made some records. In short, his life in America ironically paralleled the sort of life he would have led had he remained in Germany: one of withdrawal from public life, or what was known in Germany as “inner emigration.”

  


  
    That Hindemith had inner emigration on his mind even while still in Germany is evident on the basis of his most celebrated work, the three-act opera Mathis der Maler (“Matthias the painter”), composed to his own libretto, which he began writing in 1934, the year of his disillusionment, and which received its premiere in Switzerland in 1938, after he had gone into exile. (A symphony on themes from the opera, also called Mathis der Maler, was actually composed in advance of the rest; Furtwängler gave it its very successful premiere in March 1934, and it became the focal point of his attempted defense of the composer.) Ostensibly based on the life and times of Matthias Grünewald, the fifteenthcentury German religious painter, the opera depicts an artist who retreats, spiritually wounded, from the turbulent world of contemporary politics—a world replete with class warfare and book burnings—into the timeless world of art.

  


  
    It was in fact an allegory of the composer’s own inner emigration, as Hindemith pointedly implied in his program essay for the premiere, in which the expatriated composer identified himself not only with Mathis, who “decides in his work to develop traditional art to its fullest extent,” but also, and predictably, with J. S. Bach, who “two centuries later proves to be a traditionalist in the stream of musical development.”23 At a time of anxiety and threat (in Hindemith’s day political, in Bach’s, presumably, merely stylistic), the true artist serves his art by withdrawal, enabling its preservation.

  


  
    This was a new conception of Bach’s role as universal model, born of a new twist in the politics of the twentieth century. Hindemith, who by the rather embittered end of his life was considered a very conservative composer indeed, would remain faithful to his new image of Bach for the duration of his composing career. In a sentimental lecture called Johann Sebastian Bach: Heritage and Obligation, delivered in Hamburg to honor Bach’s bicentennial in 1950, the former prophet of neue Sachlichkeit located Bach’s crowning achievement in the complete transcendence of the worldly: his “activity has become pure thought, freed from all incidents and frailties of structural manifestation, and he who ascended relentlessly has defeated the realm of substance and penetrated the unlimited region of thought.”24 In the works that followed Mathis der Maler, and especially in those of his American years, Hindemith tried his best to follow “his” Bach into the realm of pure speculation. During his brief Swiss exile he tried his hand at speculative theory, coming up with a revised tonal system to save the “natural” or “acoustic” basis of harmony in an age of “artificial” systems like Schoenberg’s. His system, embodied in a textbook called Unterweisung in Tonsatz (1937–39; published in English in 1942 as The Craft of Musical Composition), replaced the circle of fifths with a new tonal hierarchy, purportedly derived from the overtone series, that arranged the degrees of the chromatic scale “concentrically,” in intervallic pairs of increasing functional distance from the keynote (Ex. 13-3): dominant/subdominant, submediant/mediant, flat mediant/flat submediant, supertonic/flat subtonic, “Neapolitan” supertonic/leading tone, tritone (equidistant from the keynote in both directions).

  


  
    EX. 13-3 Paul Hindemith, “Series I” from Unterweisung in Tonsatz

  


  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    One of the first works Hindemith completed in America, Ludus tonalis (“The game [or play] of tones,” 1942), subtitled “Studies in Counterpoint, Tonal Organization, and Piano Playing,” was a systematic practical application of his theories in emulation of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier. Instead of Bach’s twenty-four preludes and fugues, Hindemith presents twelve fugues (since his system did not distinguish major and minor modes), framed by a Preludium and a Postludium (the Preludium in mirror inversion) and connected by eleven interludes that bridge their keys and moods. The keys are presented in an order corresponding to Ex. 13-3, which Hindemith called “Series I.” (Series II is an array of harmonic intervals that assigns a root to each so that logical progressions can be plotted.) As one can see from the way in which Fugue No. 5 ends (Ex. 13-4)—somewhat willfully or wistfully, perhaps—on a plain and placid major triad, Hindemith has indeed withdrawn from the mad stylistic rat-race of the twentieth century in which he had played a very conspicuous role before the commotions and coercions of the times had overwhelmed him, in favor of an imagined tonal utopia—a far, far better (or at least more orderly) place than the one history had wrought.

  


  
    EX. 13-4 Paul Hindemith, Ludus tonalis, Interlude and Fugue no. 5 (in E)
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    Even more tellingly, Hindemith revised some of his earlier, expressionistic or new-objective works so that they might enter his timeless tonal paradise. The most radical and striking revision of this kind involved the song cycle Das Marienleben (“The life of Mary”), op. 27 (1923), to ecstatic poems by Rainer Maria Rilke. The religious subject matter of this particular work made its compliance with timeless values and verities especially urgent. Hindemith began revising it in 1936, just as he was formulating his new rules of harmony, and finished the new version in 1948. The cycle’s key sequence was reordered in conformity with Series I, its harmonies were clarified in conformity with Series II, and its melodic writing was tamed to make it more practicable for the singer.

  


  
    The two versions of Das Marienleben have become a touchstone for criticism; one’s preference for the original (composed as an act of passionate engagement with the novelties and challenges of the day) or the revision (composed as an act of withdrawal from the same, amounting to an inner emigration) says a lot about one’s attitude toward modernism. The endings of both versions of the final song, “Vom Tode Mariä III” (“Third song on the death of Mary”) are given for comparison in Ex. 13-5.

  


  SHADES OF GRAY


  
    The most noteworthy and literal case of inner emigration among composers who remained in Germany was that of the Munich composer Karl Amadeus Hartmann (1905–63). By the time of the Nazi takeover, Hartmann had already made a name for himself with a few piano and chamber pieces of a “new-objective” character, including a Jazz-Toccata und Fuge (1928) and two works for wind ensemble—Tanzsuite (1931) and Burleske Musik (1930)—that drew upon the composer’s experience, both in wind playing and in contemporary dance music, as a professional trombonist. From 1933 to 1945 not a note of Hartmann’s was played in Germany. Between 1933 and 1939 he submitted his music to competitions and festivals in neighboring countries (France, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Switzerland, Belgium), but with the coming of the war Hartmann’s withdrawal from public life became absolute.

  


  


  
    EX. 13-5A Paul Hindemith, Das Marienleben, “Vom Tode Mariä III,” 1923 version, end
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    EX. 13-5B Paul Hindemith, Das Marienleben, “Vom Tode Mariä III,” 1948 version, end
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    During the war years Hartmann composed three symphonies in a newly “subjective” or neoromantic style, all of them bitterly lamenting or remonstrative works at a time when official Nazi art, like all totalitarian art, was invincibly optimistic. One of them—Sinfonia dramatica: China kämpft (“Dramatic Symphony: China struggles,” 1942)—would have counted as politically seditious had it been performed. They were written, however, “for the drawer.” In the fall of 1942, Hartmann traveled to Vienna and took lessons from Webern, but never adopted the twelve-tone technique.
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    FIG. 13-6 Karl Amadeus Hartmann and his wife with (at right) Stravinsky, in Munich; photo 1956.

  


  


  
    Immediately after the war Hartmann founded Musica Viva, a performing organization for new music, which made a specialty of acquainting audiences with music that the Nazi regime had banned. His wartime works were performed there, and also at other new music centers that were cropping up in Germany, and won him enormous acclaim and prestige. By the time of his fairly early death he had composed another eight symphonies, and was widely credited with reviving the Austro-German symphonic tradition, dormant since the death of Mahler. Between 1948 and 1961, Hartmann was awarded major prizes practically on a yearly basis. He was honored not only as a musician but also as a heroic political resister at a time when Germany was in dire need of new role models.

  


  
    Of course the situation was more complicated than that. Hartmann was able to sustain his much-admired stance of principled if passive opposition during the war, composing prolifically but refusing to participate in the musical life of his corrupted homeland, because he was economically privileged. He lived off the generosity of his father-in-law, a wealthy factory manager, who provided Hartmann and his family with a spacious apartment, the use of a suburban summer home where they lived full-time at the height of the war when Munich was subjected to aerial attacks, and freedom from the need to seek salaried employment.

  


  
    To take these factors into consideration is by no means to impugn the sincerity of Hartmann’s dissidence; but it paints his story, like those of Orff and Hindemith, in shades of gray. As Michael Kater, a sympathetic but unsentimental historian of the arts in Nazi Germany, has put it, Hartmann’s situation mixes elements of sacrifice with elements of “self-centeredness, sometimes to the point of narcissism,”25 especially as regards the claims of wartime suffering on which the composer’s postwar reputation as a moral paragon were largely based. One’s tendency in retrospect is to imagine life under totalitarianism in terms of stark choices and moral extremes. Real-life conditions and alternatives are seldom so clear-cut.

  


  
    Most poignant of all, perhaps, was the case of Webern. From the time of the German annexation of Austria in 1938 until his dreadful death, on 15 September 1945, in the aftermath of the German defeat (shot by an American soldier in the course of a raid on his home on account of his son-in-law’s black-market activities), Webern, shorn of performance prospects for his “degenerate” music, was altogether shut out of public musical life. He subsisted on private lessons and a small pension. He continued to compose for the drawer at his slow devoted pace, completing his last three compositions (Variations for Orchestra, op. 30, and two Cantatas to texts by his poet friend Hildegard Jone, opp. 29 and 31) in conditions of virtual seclusion.

  


  
    Considering not only the conditions in which he worked but also the esoteric, utopian qualities of his music, Webern would seem the archetypal “inner emigrant,” retreating from his adverse surroundings into a purer world of art and scholarship. So, indeed, he was regarded in the immediate postwar decades, when his music became for many a shining model of transcendent artistry surviving in a time of depravity, thence a symbol of pertinacious resistance to evil. The uncompromising character of his music, its commitment to reviled but unsullied artistic ideals, became an emblem of uncompromising ethics.

  


  
    It was therefore an agonizing discovery for many when evidence began mounting in the late 1970s that Webern had been a supporter of the Nazi regime. Hartmann had already found this out in 1942. He cut his studies with Webern short because, as he wrote back to his wife,

  


  
    The conversation kept returning to politics. I would not have steered it there, for I learned things that I would rather not have heard. He seriously defended the viewpoint that, for dear order’s sake, any kind of authority should be respected and that the State under which one lives would have to be recognized at any price.26

  


  


  
    That much sounds like resignation, but Webern’s letters show him reading Hitler’s autobiography Mein Kampf (“My struggle”) with exhilaration, and exulting in Germany’s prosecution of the war. “Are things not going forward with giant steps?” he wrote a friend in 1940, still using the hyperbolic tone and style we may recall from his lectures and writings on music, quoted in chapters 6 and 12:

  


  
    This is Germany today! But the National Socialist one, to be sure! This is the new state, for which the seed was already laid twenty years ago. Yes, a new state it is, one that has never existed before!! It is something new! Created by this unique man!!!27

  


  


  
    There are elements here of hysteria and denial that require a sort of analysis far beyond the scope of a book like this. But that we are hopelessly in a realm of comfortless moral grays is evident. Webern’s tragicomic powers of dissociation were not at all unusual at the time, however difficult it may be at half a century’s remove to empathize with them. There was, to begin with, the dissociation of the Nazi regime from the anti-Semitic policies that had made an exile out of Schoenberg, Webern’s beloved mentor. Webern, who was not personally anti-Semitic, continued as long as possible his association with Jewish musicians, and even deplored official persecutions, though he usually ascribed reports of them to anti-German propaganda.

  


  
    Stranger yet, perhaps, was his inability to grasp the fact that the music to which he was committed was considered socially unacceptable beyond all petition or appeal by the new rulers of his country. Webern persisted in the quixotic belief that the historical inevitability of dodecaphonic music paralleled the historical inevitability of Nazism, that both were the fruits of German greatness, and that eventually he (or someone) would be able “to convince the Hitler regime of the rightness of the twelve-tone system.”28 It would be far too simple, as well as invidious, to draw direct parallels between the order that Webern sought in his art and the order that, to Hartmann’s dismay, he upheld in political discussions. But here, too, Webern was not alone. Although Schoenberg would have been persecuted for his ethnic background no matter what kind of music he wrote, twelve-tone music was indeed tainted by association in Nazi eyes as “Jewish” as well as “Bolshevik.” Or so many official documents proclaimed. And yet, amazingly enough, there was an officially tolerated cadre of twelve-tone composers in the Third Reich. Its members included Winfried Zillig (1905–63), a former pupil of Schoenberg, who had a successful career as an opera conductor in German-occupied Poland during the war; and Paul von Klenau (1883–1946), a Danish composer who made his career in Germany, and whose historical operas—Michael Kohlhaas (1933), Rembrandt van Rijn (1937), and Elisabeth von England (1939)—were successfully produced there despite his use of twelve-tone procedures.

  


  
    Nor did von Klenau keep them hidden. On the contrary, exactly as Webern might have wished, he proclaimed the virtues—the specifically Nazi virtues—of twelve-tone music in the public press, openly touting the method as “totalitarian,” and claiming that its strict discipline made it “entirely appropriate to the future direction of the ‘National Socialist World.’” He justified it further as “consistent with Nazi insistence on technical competence,” and, in its strictness, as an antidote to the “individualistic arbitrariness” that had formerly plagued modern music.29

  


  
    So was it inherently “degenerate” or inherently “totalitarian”? Inherently Jewish or inherently Nazi? The questions, one must surely recognize by now, are silly. Musical techniques do not have political sympathies or ethnic backgrounds; the people who use them are the ones that do. And as people are inconstant and inconsistent, their means of expression are shaped and colored by their expressive aims. Twelve-tone music has been interpreted in many cultural contexts and in the light of many subtexts. The most contentious period of such readings, of course, took place after the war.

  


  
    One foreshadow of it is relevant here. In his Doktor Faustus (1949), an allegory of the Nazi period in the form of the biography of a fictitious composer who is the complete inner emigrant, the war-exiled German novelist Thomas Mann (1875–1955) made an elaborate, though implicit, comparison between the twelve-tone system and the Nazi political regime. Its point was a dual paradox: as Hitler enslaved the German people so as to liberate “Germany,” so the twelve-tone system regimented the notes in a musical composition to an unprecedented degree in order to achieve the ultimate artistic “autonomy.” (In a note added to the English translation at the insistence of its infuriated inventor, Mann called the twelve-tone system “the intellectual property of a contemporary composer and theoretician, Arnold Schoenberg”; Schoenberg’s rejoinder: “We will see who is whose contemporary!”)30

  


  SOCIALIST REALISM AND THE SOVIET AVANTGARDE


  
    Inner emigration, by and large, was not an option for the artists of Soviet Russia. While the overtly genocidal policies of the Nazi regime have earned it supremacy in the annals of human horror, most historians agree that the Soviet regime, particularly during the reign of Joseph Stalin (1879–1953), its most adamant dictator, was the most oppressive of the twentiethcentury totalitarian states in terms of general regimentation of the population, and the most intrusive into the daily lives of its inhabitants. In a bitterly ironic twist, it was precisely the egalitarian and communitarian ideals on which the Communist regime was founded—“from each according to his ability; to each according to his needs,”31 in the words of Marx—that eventually justified what may have been the bloodiest political terror the world had ever seen. It was a replay of the aftermath of the French Revolution, but on a scale only twentiethcentury technology could enable.

  


  


  
    Principled or alienated withdrawal from public affairs in such a society was impossible. Anyone not engaged in productive, salaried employment (and all citizens were in effect the government’s employees) was judged a social parasite and prosecuted under law. Nowhere were the demands of citizenship more pervasive or more zealously enforced, and artists were citizens above all. Neither in Fascist Italy nor in Nazi Germany were the arts so policed and watchdogged as in the Soviet Union, nor did the Italian or German governments ever promulgate a theory that would effectively transform the arts into a delivery system for state propaganda, as did the Soviet government under Stalin.

  


  
    That theory was called “socialist realism.” It was defined in countless encyclopedias and dictionaries as “a creative method based on the truthful, historically concrete artistic reflection of reality in its revolutionary development.”32 The wording was framed by Andrey Alexandrovich Zhdanov (1896–1948), a member of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party with responsibilities for overseeing the arts, and was enunciated in 1932, at the first Congress of the Union of Soviet Writers, by the famous novelist Maxim Gorky (1868–1936), who had just returned from emigration, and who allowed himself to be used as a figurehead for the dissemination of official doctrine.

  


  
    It is from that year, 1932, in which official unions were set up for writers, graphic and plastic artists, and composers, that stringent Stalinist controls over the arts are usually said to date. During the first decade and a half after the Russian revolution, the arts were far less subject to direct state intervention. Nor was modernism discouraged, since revolutionary politics was seen as a form of avantgardism that sought an appropriately maximalistic reflection in art. “You are revolutionaries in art, we are revolutionaries in life” said Anatoly Lunacharsky, the first Soviet commissar of culture and education, to Prokofieff when the latter announced his intention to emigrate. “We ought to work together.”33
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    FIG. 13-7 Poster by Alexander Rodchenko for the Soviet section of the Paris Art Deco Exposition, 1925.

  


  


  
    The most spectacular instances of this collaboration occurred in the visual arts, not in music, and took the form of Soviet propaganda posters and placards designed by the most advanced—“futurist,” “suprematist,” “constructivist”—painters and photographers of the day, like Kazimir Malevich (1878–1935), Lazar (El) Lissitsky (1890–1941), and Alexander Rodchenko (1891–1956). At the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes (International Exhibition of Modern Decorative and Industrial Arts) in 1925—the event from which the term “art-deco” was derived—the Soviet contingent made a colossal impression on viewers and critics in Paris, the very nerve center of international modernism.

  


  
    Amazed by it, Sergey Diaghilev commissioned from one of the Soviet artists exhibited there, Georgiy Bogdanovich Yakulov (1884–1928), a “constructivist” set for a ballet, to be composed by Prokofieff, that would celebrate Soviet industrialization. The cacophonous work that emerged from this collaboration, Le pas d’acier (“The leap of steel,” 1928), was best seen in its Parisian modernist context as an exercise in “radical chic.” (Stravinsky, from whose The Rite of Spring it poached a bit, but who was by then completely cold to Russia and to primitivism, declared that it made him ill.) But it gave Prokofieff specious reassurance that the atmosphere back home would be hospitable to his work, and was one of the first nudges in the direction of his eventual return to Russia.

  


  
    With one exception, however, the early Soviet musical scene was devoid of a real avantgarde. And that is because, owing to a combination of powerful patronage incentives and a strong educational establishment, there had been virtually no musical avantgarde to speak of in the immediate prerevolutionary period, with Scriabin prematurely dead and Stravinsky already living abroad. Not even Prokofieff, conservatory-trained and proud of it, was truly an avantgarde artist. His technique, like Stravinsky’s or Scriabin’s, may have been “advanced” by conservatory standards, but it was elite, highly professionalized, and, like all maximalism, committed to extending a tradition. That implies loyalty to the tradition one is extending, even if one is extending it to the point of “decadence.” An avantgarde is something else. The term is military, and it implies belligerence: countercultural hostility, antagonism to existing institutions and traditions. That was indeed the fear among traditional artists, no matter how advanced, in the aftermath of the revolution. It seemed at first inevitable that a “workers’ and peasants’” government would be hostile to the art institutions of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie, which had harbored the art of what Lenin called the “bored upper ten thousand.”34 It seemed to elite establishmentarians that the handwriting was on the wall, and they left—the Rachmaninoffs and the Prokofieffs alike.

  


  
    But if Prokofieff was no true revolutionary in art, neither, it turned out, were Lenin or Lunacharsky. They too were committed traditionalists in art. On reflection that should not be surprising since, although the Soviet government was set up in the name of the workers and the peasants, the revolution that produced it was led not “from below” by workers or peasants but “from above,” by the descendents of the urban intelligentsia, whose tastes were formed within the social class from which they had emerged. In a famous conversation with the German Communist Clara Zetkin, Lenin had no hesitation in proclaiming himself a philistine with respect to modern art movements, and even derided the sentiment Lunacharsky expressed to Prokofieff. “We are good revolutionaries,” he said, “but somehow we feel obliged to prove that we are on a par with ‘contemporary culture.’ But I have the courage to declare myself a ‘barbarian.’ I am unable to count the works of expressionism, futurism, cubism, and similar ‘isms’ among the highest manifestations of creative genius. I do not understand them. I do not derive any pleasure from them.”35 If Lenin had gone on to say that therefore the art of the traditional high culture was corrupt and had to be replaced with a proletarian culture, he would have qualified as an avantgardist. But he said nothing of the kind. In fact, he said, “We must preserve the beautiful, take it as a model, use it as a starting point, even if it is ‘old.’ Why must we bow low in front of the new, as if it were God, only because it is ‘new’?” That traditionalism, under the paradoxical (or hypocritical) cover of revolutionary rhetoric, would later be canonized in the doctrine of socialist realism.

  


  
    But during the 1920s, the period of the so-called New Economic Policy (a limited free-market economy that Lenin reintroduced in 1921 and that lasted until 1929), a genuine Soviet avantgarde emerged. In 1923, two major professional associations of musicians were organized on the initiative of their memberships. One, the Association of Contemporary Music (called the ASM after its Russian initials) comprised the traditional establishment, including the traditional modernists. Its leading creative figure, Nikolai Yakovlevich Myaskovsky (1881–1950), became the Soviet “classicist” par excellence with twenty-seven symphonies and thirteen string quartets to his credit. Its fierce and frightening adversary, the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians (RAPM), was the Soviet avantgarde. Militantly countercultural, hopelessly doctrinaire, intolerant, self-righteous, these radical proletarians (and not the Soviet government) were the ones who wanted to throw out all sophisticated traditions and build the new Soviet music on the rubble.

  


  
    RAPM defined itself by what it opposed: it was antimodernist, anti-Western, and anti-jazz, but also anti-folklore and antinationalist in the spirit of Marxist internationalism. In place of all existing classical, popular, and folk music (except revolutionary songs and a few works of Beethoven, the “voice of the French revolution”) RAPM proffered revolutionary utilitarian music—what in “new-objective” Germany would have been called Gebrauchsmusik: mainly marchlike “mass songs” for group singing, set to agitational propaganda (agitprop) lyrics. For six years ASM and RAPM contended, until in 1929 the NEP came to an end and the country entered its harsh totalitarian phase with the inauguration of the first Five Year Plan. As part of the general centralization of authority now imposed, RAPM was given administrative control over Soviet musical institutions.

  


  
    This was the period during which the Moscow Conservatory was renamed the Felix Kon School of Higher Musical Education, after a firebrand politician of the period who edited the newspaper Rabochaya gazeta, The Workers’ Gazette. A nonmusician, Boleslaw Przybyszewski, the doctrinaire Marxist son of a famous symbolist writer, was installed as rector. Myaskovsky, together with Reinhold Glière (1875–1956) and Mikhail Gnesin (1883–1957), his fellow stalwarts of the prerevolutionary creative elite, were denounced and fired from the faculty. Grades and examinations were abolished, and admission restricted to students of acceptable class background. Composers were exhorted to spurn all styles and genres that had flourished under the tsars. The only politically correct concept of authorship was collective, epitomized in the so-called Prokoll, a group of Moscow Conservatory students who banded together to produce revolutionary operas and oratorios that were in essence medleys of mass songs.

  


  
    The joyous declaration after three years of a prematurely successful completion to the first Five Year Plan was the Soviet (now firmly Stalinist) leadership’s way of retreating from a ruinous situation without admitting error. The country was in misery—a misery that could be blamed on local administrators and “wreckers” in the case of the real tragedies like forced collectivization of agriculture, in which millions had died as a result of mass starvation tactics. This was the beginning of the era of Soviet “show trials,” in which scapegoats were subjected to orchestrated campaigns of denunciation and coerced confessions that deflected popular discontent away from the real culprits, the economic planners themselves and their enforcers. On the artistic and intellectual fronts, all excesses were blamed on “left deviationism” from the true Party line.

  


  
    The same Party that installed the proletarianists in 1929 suppressed them in 1932 in the name of a benign administrative perestroyka or “restructuring.” The RAPM and its sister organizations in the other arts were “liquidated,” along with ASM, and replaced by the all-encompassing creative unions. The RAPMists were stripped of power and forced to make public recantations. Nominal power reverted to the old guard, from whose standpoint the 1932 perestroyka meant salvation from chaos and obscurantism. The grateful old conservatory professors were given back their classrooms and installed as willing figureheads in the organizational structure of the Composers’ Union. To all appearances, the union was a service organization, even a fraternal club.

  


  
    The real power, of course, lay elsewhere, and the real purpose of the organization, though this was not immediately apparent, was to be a conduit of centralized authority and largesse. As the guarantor of its members’ right to work, as the channeler of state patronage through commissions, and as dispenser of material assistance, the union was ostensibly engaged in protecting the interests of composers, but by the same token it was implicitly endowed with the power to enforce conformity. Its chief social functions were the so-called internal pokazï—meetings at which composers submitted their work in progress to comradely peer review in the spirit of idealistic “Bolshevik self-criticism,” and open forums at which composers and musical intellectuals shared the floor discussing topics like Soviet opera or “symphonism” for eventual publication in Sovetskaya muzïka (Soviet Music), the union’s official organ.

  


  
    Early discussions of Socialist Realism and the problems of its application to music, the least inherently “realistic” of the arts, were also carried by the journal. As in the case of literature and the fine arts, the nature of the doctrine was fully revealed in its application rather than its theory. It turned out to have far less to do with Marxist socialism than with more traditional Russian attitudes to the arts, particularly those associated most recently with the Christian doctrines of Count Leo Tolstoy, and more remotely with the doctrine of official nationalism that was promulgated a round century before in the early reign of Tsar Nikolai I.

  


  
    It may seem bizarre to trace a militantly atheistic ideology like Socialist Realism back to a militant Christian thinker, but their common militancy, and their shared contempt for “art for art’s sake,” provided the link. In his tract What Is Art? (1898), Tolstoy asserted that all art must contain the Good and the Important. If these are present, a work of art is “moral” and satisfies one of Tolstoy’s three criteria for consideration as art, the others being intelligibility and sincerity. Tolstoy defined the Good as “that which is always necessary to all people,”36 namely “feeling that can unite people with God and with one another.”37 The Important, for Tolstoy, was “that which causes people to understand and to love what previously they did not understand or love.”38 Thus, in order to deserve its existence and dissemination, art must be communitarian, didactic, and comprehensible to all.

  


  
    Modernism, socially divisive and “elitist,” is immediately excluded. Substitute the words Socialist for Christian, Socialism for Christianity, political for religious, and the following passage from Tolstoy could easily have issued from the pen of a Gorky, a Lunacharsky, or a Lenin:

  


  
    The art of our time should be appraised differently from former art chiefly in this, that the art of our time, that is, Christian art (basing itself on a religious perception which demands the union of man), excludes, from the domain of art good in subject-matter, everything transmitting exclusive feelings which do not unite men but divide them. It relegates such work to the category of art that is bad in its subject-matter; while on the other hand it includes in the category of art that is good in subject-matter a section not formerly admitted as deserving of selection and respect, namely, universal art transmitting even the most trifling and simple feelings if only they are accessible to all men without exception, and therefore unite them. Such art cannot but be esteemed good in our time, for it attains the end which Christianity, the religious perception of our time, sets before humanity.39

  


  


  
    Here in embryo is the essence of Socialist Realism as expressed by a trio of terms that was fashioned by Zhdanov as if expressly to echo the trio—pravoslaviye (Orthodoxy), samoderzhaviye (autocracy), narodnost’ (nationality)—that had characterized Russian official nationalism a century before. The last term, narodnost’, remained the same. Like the earlier concept, Socialist Realism demanded that art be rooted in folklore, or at least in styles familiar and meaningful to all without special preparation. The other terms were partiynost’ and ideynost’. The former means loyalty to the Communist Party and conformity with its official line—which, though it claimed to be a stable point of political and moral reference, proved to be as changeable as the weather, and therefore dangerous to artists. The latter term, ideynost’, means “being full of ideas,” which in practice amounted to a requirement that works of art have a content that is easily grasped and paraphrased.

  


  
    This last was a difficult demand to enforce in the case of textless music. The difficulty had two consequences. At times it led to the catastrophic downgrading of the instrumental genres in the Soviet scheme of musical value. At other times it led to theorizing the means whereby the ideological content of instrumental music could be rendered “objectively” intelligible (and therefore censorable). The chief theorizer was Boris Asafyev (1884–1949), a mediocre composer but a brilliant musicologist, in a book called Muzïkal’naya forma kak protsess (“Musical form as process”), first issued in 1930 and continually reworked and reissued as Asafyev refined his thinking according to changing political demands.

  


  
    Asafyev theorized that instrumental music contained semantic units comparable to what linguists call morphemes—minimal bearers of meaning. Asafyev’s term for his musical morphemes was “intonation” (intonatsiya); in combination, intonations produced musical “imagery” (obraznost’) that could be verbally paraphrased just as iconographical codes might be invoked to translate the meaning of a painting into words. Ironically enough, these formulations of Asafyev’s were all adaptations of theories associated with “Russian formalism,” a school of criticism that flourished in the 1920s, which interpreted works of literature “semiotically” (according, that is, to a “sign language” of tacit codes and signaling “devices” that made form as meaningful as content). Formalism as a literary practice was officially banned as modernist in the 1930s; indeed the very word “formalist” became an all-purpose and much dreaded term of Stalinist abuse. But as adapted by Asafyev (not, originally, with any political purpose in mind), and called by another name, it remained viable for music, because it could in principle help render instrumental music policeable.

  


  PROTAGONIST OR VICTIM?


  
    So much for theory. The story of Stalinist totalitarianism in practice, where music was concerned, can best be told—in fact, in some ways can only be told—in terms of the creative biography of Dmitriy Dmitriyevich Shostakovich (1906–75), the Soviet Union’s emblematic composer. Shostakovich was the one composer wholly formed in the Soviet Union to achieve unquestionable world eminence. In that sense his work was not only regarded, but was actively promoted by the regime, as an emblem of Soviet cultural achievement and a vindication of the theory of socialist realism. His actual biography, containing as it did dramatic collisions and painful compromises with Soviet authority, is emblematic in another way, symbolizing the plight of artists who are subject to direct political control under uniquely modern conditions. And the controversies that have swirled about his legacy since his death (and especially since the collapse of the Soviet Union) are emblematic in yet a third way, exemplifying the contests over the meaning of art to which conditions of censorship and political manipulation inevitably give rise.

  


  


  
    Shostakovich was a composing prodigy. He became nationally famous at the age of nineteen, when his First Symphony, his conservatory graduation piece, was publicly performed in Leningrad (the former Russian capital, St. Petersburg, renamed in honor of Lenin) on 12 May 1926. (Shostakovich celebrated the date for the rest of his life as a personal holiday.) World fame followed less than a year later, when Bruno Walter performed the symphony with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra on 5 May 1927. The American premiere, by Leopold Stokowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra, took place in November 1928. By then Shostakovich had won international recognition as a pianist as well, receiving a prize at the International Chopin Competition in Warsaw.
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    FIG. 13-8 Dmitriy Shostakovich at a rehearsal of Vladimir Mayakovsky’s Bedbug in Leningrad, 1929. Seated beside the composer is the director Vsevolod Meyerhold. Standing behind are (left) the designer, Alexander Rodchenko; and (right) Mayakovsky.

  


  


  
    The precocious symphony, very much a sign of its times, shows Shostakovich to have been well abreast of all the fashionable currents in European music. In form it was impeccably “neoclassical,” while in content it was full of “new-objective” irony in its allusions to “subartistic” or utilitarian genres and its sarcastic tendency to take things to laughable expressive extremes. The first and second themes in the opening movement, for example, are a cheeky military march and a shyly coquettish waltz. The second movement, nominally a scherzo and trio, contrasts a maniacal galop (in which the piano takes a leading part) with some sort of weirdly antiquated hymn or ersatz medieval organum. The finale, another galop (or possibly a circus march), brazenly and explicitly mocks the pathos of the affecting slow movement—and implicitly mocks the listener who had been taken in by it. The main sentiment of neue Sachlichkeit—“We won’t be fooled again!”—is written all over this icily brilliant score.

  


  
    The piano’s conspicuous mischief-making in the second and fourth movements is perhaps a reminder of the composer’s apprenticeship, during the hard days following the Bolshevik coup and the ensuing civil war, as low-paid pianist in a cold silent movie theater, where he may have acquired his lifelong taste for satirical intrusions of “low” genres, and for abrupt quasi-cinematic “cuts” in lieu of smooth transitions, to undermine the dignity of classical instrumental forms. His keen insolence seems to reflect that of early Soviet society, which saw itself very much as a buoyantly renewed culture injecting vigor into a decadent world.

  


  
    Shostakovich’s early satirical vein reached a peak in his first opera, The Nose, on which he embarked in the summer of 1927 and finished a year later, aged twenty-one. It is based on a famously hilarious but inscrutable tale by the novelist Nikolai Gogol (1809–52), in which a pompous civil servant awakens one morning to find that his nose has left his face; later he encounters his nose gallivanting around the city in a uniform that outranks his own. By the end of the opera all St. Petersburg is chasing after the nose, which is apprehended, beaten back to its normal size, and returned to its owner, who tries in vain to affix it to his face, but wakes up the next day to find it has returned there of its own accord. The story can support any number of interpretations ranging from the sexual to the political to the religious. The opera attempts none at all, aping Gogol’s own deadpan (or “objective”) manner and leaving the task of “reading” to others—another lifelong habit of the composer’s.

  


  
    Instead, the music seeks out every conceivable opportunity to underscore Gogol’s extravagant sense of the absurd. Toward the end of the second scene in act I, for example, a policeman, grotesquely cast as a tenor falsettist (as close to a castrato as a twentiethcentury composer could come) and incongruously accompanied by an ensemble of balalaikas (a folk instrument entirely out of place in an urban street scene), tries to apprehend a barber, who has discovered the nose in a freshly baked roll and is trying to dispose of it (Ex. 13-6). The stage is abruptly plunged in darkness, and an entr’acte ensues that has become famous as perhaps the earliest example in modern music of a composition scored entirely for unpitched percussion instruments. (It was often performed as a separate piece, and is included as one of the movements in an instrumental suite Shostakovich extracted from the opera after its 1930 premiere; among other claimants to patent-office primacy is the all-percussion scherzo from the First Symphony by another young Russian composer, Alexander Tcherepnin, also composed in 1927 and actually performed earlier than The Nose.)

  


  
    EX. 13-6 Dmitriy Shostakovich, The Nose in vocal score, end of Act I, scene 2
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    Policeman: Come here, kind sir.

    Barber (spoken): I wish your lordship good health.

    Policeman: No! No! My good fellow, I’m no lordship; tell me, though, what were you doing standing by the river?

    Barber: I swear, guv’nor, I was on my way to give a shave and just looked down to see how fast the river was going.

    Policeman: You’re lying, yes you’re lying, and you won’t get away with it. Please be so kind as to answer.

    Barber: I’ll gladly shave your grace twice or even three times a week—without the slightest demur.

  


  


  — Trans. R.T.


  


  
    The curtain goes up on the third scene to find Kovalyov, the civil servant, asleep in bed. He gets up to wash and sees his noseless face in the mirror. His “cavatina” (Ex. 13-7), consisting of nothing but grunts and gargles, is a pointed satirical counterpart to the tuneless percussion entr’acte. The whole opera burlesques the conventions of the genre in a similarly broad, unsubtle yet impressively inventive manner. More than any other composer of the time, perhaps, the young Shostakovich comes across as someone out to debunk and discredit the musical status quo from within. It was at the time an authentically and typically “Soviet” attitude toward “bourgeois” traditions.

  


  
    The radical proletarianists (RAPMists) opposed Shostakovich’s opera, for it still honored those traditions “in the breach,” displayed elite virtuosity in its composing, and demanded a sophisticated audience for its appreciation. Once in power they managed to get the work taken off the boards, not to be revived until the 1960s. But their opposition was as yet a factional, not an official one. Until the end of his third decade, Shostakovich was regarded everywhere as the brash young musical genius of a brash young society, thriving in the din of its social upheavals, and pampered by its artistic elite.

  


  
    Like most Soviet artists, Shostakovich greeted the 1932 perestroyka, which removed RAPM from the scene, as a great boon. His confidence restored, he embarked on another opera. This one was based on another famous nineteenth-century novella, but a serious one: The Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District by Nikolai Leskov (1831–95), not a fantastical writer like Gogol but an adherent of the naturalist school. It is the story of Katerina Izmailova, a childless merchant’s wife in the middle of the great Russian nowhere, who rebels against her patriarchal surroundings by murdering her husband, her father-in-law, and her husband’s saintly nephew. She and her lover, Sergey, are discovered in the act of killing the little boy and sentenced to exile in Siberia. On the way there, Sergey takes a shine to another woman, whom Katerina duly murders by jumping with her into a freezing river in which both of them drown.

  


  
    EX. 13-7 Dmitriy Shostakovich, The Nose in vocal score, Act I, scene 3, Kovalyov’s“cavatina”
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    Shostakovich and his librettist Alexander Preys (with whom he had collaborated on The Nose as well) tried to turn Leskov’s creepy “sketch” of ungovernable passion and mayhem into a Soviet morality play. The objective conditions under which Katerina was forced to live, they argued in a program essay, justified her acts of violence. They were presented not as crimes but as acts of liberation. (Still, the third murder had to be eliminated because, as Shostakovich put it in the program, “killing a child always makes a bad impression.”)40 By emphasizing Katerina’s awakened libido as her motivation, moreover, Shostakovich and Preys purported to turn her into a feminist icon. Shostakovich announced the opera as the first in a trilogy that would glorify Russian womankind, first as rebel against the tsarist order, then as revolutionary, finally as the fully emancipated and productive heroine of Soviet society.

  


  [image: Image]


  


  
    FIG. 13-9 Shostakovich, The Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, act I, scene 2.

  


  


  
    As befitted its loftier if morally distorted theme, Shostakovich’s music balanced his earlier satirical manner against a more lyrical and conventionally beautiful idiom. The latter he reserved for Katerina, the former for her victims, so that the dubious heroine of this very inhumane opera becomes the only character with whom it is possible for the audience to identify as a human being. Katerina’s is the only music in the opera that has emotional “life,” as traditionally (that is, romantically) portrayed. It waxes and wanes; it has rhythmic and dynamic flexibility; it reaches climaxes. All the other characters are portrayed as subhuman. Their singing and, above all, their movements are accompanied by trudging or galloping ostinatos whose inflexible pulsations characterize them as soulless, insensate automatons, comic-strip creatures incapable of experiencing or evoking an emotional response.

  


  
    The technique of dehumanizing victims operates most effectively in the crucial fifth scene of the opera, which depicts the murder of Katerina’s husband, a well-meaning, ineffectual chap who (unlike his father) has done her no harm. The scene opens with Katerina in bed with Sergey, surrounded by the opera’s lushest, most lyrical orchestral music. The mood lasts until the husband’s offstage approach, signaled by a typical “trudging” ostinato. Once he arrives on stage, the trudge gives way to one of Shostakovich’s signature galops. The whole scene of confrontation and murder is played against its unremitting oompah (Ex. 13-8).

  


  
    When this scene has been performed abroad, many have found it puzzling. The American composer Elliott Carter, who saw The Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District in Berlin, wrote that “the relation of the music to the action is unaccountable,” since he could not imagine why Shostakovich would have “the heroine and her lover strangle her husband on a large stage-sized four-poster bed to a lively dance tune.”41 Within the semiotic codes of socialist realism, however, the reason is clear enough: the dance tune is there to dehumanize the husband and mitigate the heroine’s crime to one of cruelty to animals at worst. What condemns him is nothing more than his being part of Katerina’s hated environment. He is dehumanized and dispatched not for anything he has done but for what he is: a beneficiary of the social system that oppressed his wife, or in Marxian terms, a “class enemy.” That is enough “objectively” to justify his liquidation. And all of this is conveyed, as in any successful opera, by the music, read through its appropriate codes by a properly attuned audience.

  


  
    EX. 13-8 Dmitriy Shostakovich, The Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, Act I, scene 5
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    Zinovy: for my wife’s honor! Tell me the truth! Tell me the whole truth! Well, then! Well, then! Take that! What? What Sergey? Who’s that? What Sergey? Bastards!

  


  


  
    Katerina: What for? I don’t even want to talk to you, I don’t care, you lousy merchant, you’ll never understand! Ai! Ai! Sergey! Sergey! I’m getting beaten! Come out, protect me! Sergey, my love!

  


  


  
    The Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District was a huge success with audiences and critics alike after its nearly simultaneous premieres in Leningrad, the composer’s hometown, and Moscow, the Soviet capital, in January of 1934. It played to full houses for two years and toured the Western world as well, where, if it was not understood quite the way it was understood at home, it nevertheless captivated audiences, as Wozzeck did, with its strong doses of sex and violence. (The scene in which Sergey rapes Katerina—musically quite similar to the murder scene—became especially famous when a New York critic, quoted later in a national news magazine, dubbed it an exercise in “pornophony.”)42 No one foresaw its now emblematic fate.

  


  
    In January 1936, a festival of Soviet music was held in Moscow. The Little Opera Theater of Leningrad lent its two most successful productions to Moscow’s Bolshoi Theater for the occasion. One was Quiet Flows the Don, a corny “song opera” (a uniquely Soviet genre somewhat similar to a Broadway musical but sung throughout) by a hack named Ivan Dzerzhinsky, which was based on Mikhail Sholokhov’s famous novel of the postrevolutionary civil war. The other was Lady Macbeth. On the evening of January 17, Stalin attended a performance of Dzerzhinsky’s opera in the company of a close aide, and, in the words of an official press communiqué, called the composer, the conductor, and the director to his box, where he “gave a positive assessment of the theater’s efforts on behalf of Soviet opera and noted the considerable ideological and political merits of the production.”43 On the evening of January 26, Stalin returned to the theater, together with a somewhat larger entourage that included Andrey Zhdanov, to see Lady Macbeth. Shostakovich, alerted by telegram, was in the audience. He left the theater perturbed (as he wrote to a friend) about “what had happened to Dzerzhinsky, and what didn’t happen to me.”44 For Stalin and his retinue had left without comment before the end. Two days later, what soon became known all over the Soviet Union as the Historic Document appeared in Pravda, the Soviet Communist Party’s official organ. It was an unsigned editorial titled “Muddle Instead of Music,” and a historic document it was indeed. At a time when newspaper campaigns were already rife against the “left deviationism” of old Bolsheviks in preparation for the show trials and mass executions that were then in the planning stage, the same merciless rhetoric of political denunciation was leveled, for the first time anywhere, at an artist.

  


  
    The opera was excoriated both for its libretto and its music. The main thrust of the invective was puritanical: no surprise, since totalitarian regimes fear nothing so much as an unleashed libido. “The music croaks and hoots and snorts and pants in order to represent love scenes as naturally as possible,” Pravda fumed;“and ‘love,’ in its most vulgar form is smeared all over the opera.”45 That, the editorial insinuated, was why the opera had enjoyed its sensational international success. It was a capitulation to “the depraved tastes of bourgeois audiences,” whom it titillated with its “witching, clamorous, neurasthenic music.” But then the attack turned from the opera’s subject to its style. “The composer,” Pravda ranted, “seems to have deliberately encoded his music, twisted all its sounds so that it would appeal only to aesthetes and formalists who have lost all healthy tastes.” And now came the threat. “Left deviationism in opera grows out of the same source as left deviationism in painting, in poetry, in pedagogy, in science,” the newspaper asserted, using the very term that was a death sentence to political losers. In a phrase that must have scared the poor composer half out of his wits, the chief organ of Soviet power denounced him for “trifling with difficult matters,” and hinted that “it might end very badly.”

  


  
    Lady Macbeth, until then the jewel of the Soviet operatic stage, was summarily banned, not to return until 1961, in a revised version stripped of pornophony (but also with an expanded final scene depicting the convoy en route to Siberia, which many read as Shostakovich’s oblique reference to the threats he had endured). The premiere of Shostakovich’s monumental Fourth Symphony was canceled on its very eve. (It would not be performed until 1962.) There have been many attempts to find a rationale for these bans on the basis of musical content, or on that of Stalinist taste (or even the personal taste of the dictator, who had been a seminarian in his youth and perhaps retained a prospective clergyman’s squeamishness about sex).

  


  
    It is more likely that Shostakovich was singled out for attack not because his works gave particular offense, but because of his preeminence among the Soviet composers of his generation. If Shostakovich could be summarily silenced and brought low, then nobody was safe. It was a demonstration of the omnipotence of Soviet power over the arts in the wake of the 1932 perestroyka, which by dissolving all musical institutions not directly administered by the government at the behest of the Party, removed all impediments to the exercise of Stalin’s arbitrary rule.

  


  
    Some of Shostakovich’s surviving friends have stated since his death that at the time of the Pravda editorial, the composer fully expected to be arrested and imprisoned, and packed a suitcase. That never happened, but for the rest of his life, or at least until the end of Stalin’s reign, he had to live with the threat of a “bad end.” That this tortured figure continued to function as an artist and a citizen has lent his career, and many of his works, a heroic luster that no “benignly neglected” modernist composer in the West can hope to rival.

  


  READINGS


  
    The first work to be so regarded, the Fifth Symphony, was also the work that won Shostakovich his rehabilitation and return to official favor. It was first performed in Leningrad, on 21 November 1937, at the very height of Stalin’s so-called “purge” of the Party and government, in the midst of mass arrests, disappearances, and executions, to an audience that, according to reliable reports, had been weeping openly during the slow movement and cheered the symphony for fully half an hour when it was over. The history of its reception is a most revealing narrative, not only in the context of Soviet music, but in the more general context of music created, presented, and interpreted under conditions of modern totalitarianism at its most stringent.

  


  


  
    The most conspicuous difference between the Fifth Symphony and its composer’s earlier works is the total suppression of the satirical mode, formerly one of Shostakovich’s most distinctive features. The scherzo, where formerly one might have expected a madcap caricature of a march or galop, was a rather heavy, traditionally Germanic (hence “classical”) triple-metered affair—perhaps a waltz, perhaps a Ländler, perhaps even a somewhat cloddish minuet—in an idiom seemingly derived from that of Mahler’s early symphonies (particularly the First, in which the scherzo shares the key of D major with that of Shostakovich’s Fifth). The change was noted with satisfaction by the critic for Sovetskaya muzïka, who approvingly contrasted the scherzo’s “new traits of fresh, hearty humor, naivety, and even tenderness” with Shostakovich’s previous “pretentious urbanity,” his “flaunting of cheap effects.”46 The work was taken on high as a recantation. The composer, at least outwardly, sought (or allowed himself to appear to seek) to abet the impression. The very “iffy” language is necessary since no public utterance by a public figure in Stalinist Russia can be presumed actually to come from its ostensible source. In the present case the utterance took the form of a newspaper article called “My Creative Answer,” which was published in a Moscow newspaper on the eve of the Symphony’s premiere in the capital, 25 January 1938. The author of the article announced that in the wake of the Leningrad premiere, “among the often very substantial responses that have analyzed this work, one that particularly gratified me said that ‘the Fifth Symphony is a Soviet artist’s practical creative answer to just criticism.’” He went on to state that “at the center of the work’s conception I envisioned a man in all his suffering,” and that “the Symphony’s finale resolves the tense and tragic moments of the preceding movements in a joyous, optimistic fashion.”

  


  
    That man, the Symphony’s hero, is explicitly identified with the composer and his recent past: “If I have really succeeded in embodying in musical images all that I have thought and felt since the critical articles in Pravda, if the demanding listener will detect in my music a turn toward greater clarity and simplicity, I will be satisfied.”47 In keeping with the explicit demands of Socialist Realism, a special effort was made to dissociate the Symphony’s “tense and tragic moments” from any hint of “pessimism,” an impermissible message for art to convey since it promoted passivity and low productivity. “I think that Soviet tragedy, as a genre, has every right to exist,” the author of the article published over Shostakovich’s name declared,

  


  
    but: its content must be suffused with a positive idea, comparable, for example, to the life-affirming ardor of Shakespeare’s tragedies. In the literature of music we are likewise familiar with many inspired pages in which, for example, the severe images of suffering in Verdi’s or Mozart’s Requiems manage to arouse not weakness or despair in the human spirit but courage and the will to fight.

  


  


  
    The official press, which may have actually authored this interpretation of the symphony, naturally accepted it at its face value, even if some of the stricter critics, like the one in Sovetskaya muzïka, faulted Shostakovich for occasionally falling short of his intentions as set forth in “My Creative Answer.” The slow movement, which had provoked the epidemic of weeping in the hall, was a failure, in the critic’s view, because instead of arousing “courage and the will to fight,” it seemed to depict instead a state of “torpor, numbness, a condition of spiritual prostration, in which the will is annihilated along with the strength to resist or overcome. This numbness, this torpor is the very negation of the life-affirming principle.”48 And it would have made the Symphony unacceptable, one feels after reading the review, had not the finale saved the day—or tried to—by breaking the objectionable mood, and especially with its insistently, earsplittingly yea-saying D major coda (Ex. 13-9). The critic ended his review with cautious approval, but with a question in his mind: had Shostakovich truly succeeded in dispelling the torpor he so vividly portrayed (and possibly conveyed) in the Largo?

  


  
    With that, the critic unwittingly (or—who knows?—perhaps wittingly) signaled the real story of the Fifth’s reception, in which the official reading contended with a sort of folk tradition of “dissident” readings that put the symphony’s supposed message in quite another light. This tradition, carried on in private (or in coded language), has to be pieced together from scattered documents and reminiscences, beginning with a notation that Alexander Fadeyev, the very orthodox head of the Soviet Writers’ Union, made in his diary after hearing the 1938 Moscow premiere and published posthumously, in 1957: “A work of astonishing strength. The third movement is beautiful. But the ending does not sound like a resolution (still less like a triumph or victory), but rather like a punishment or vengeance on someone. A terrible emotional force, but a tragic force. It arouses painful feelings.”49

  


  
    EX. 13-9 Dmitri Shostakovich, Symphony no. 5, IV, coda
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    This turned the official reading on its head, judging most successful the very movement that the official critic had called the least, and hinting that the finale may have “failed” on purpose. Myaskovsky, writing to Prokofieff (who was traveling abroad), confessed that he was surprised that Shostakovich could have come up with a finale so “utterly flat,”50 and Yevgeniy Mravinsky, the conductor of the Leningrad premiere, wrote much later that despite the composer’s “great effort to make the finale the authentic confirmation of an objectively affirmative conclusion,” the confirmation was unconvincing since it was achieved by transparently artificial means: “Somewhere in the middle of the movement the quick tempo spends itself and the music seemingly leans against some sort of obstacle, following which the composer leads it out of the cul-de-sac, subjecting it to a big dynamic buildup, applying an ‘induction coil’”51—that is, an externally administered electric shock.

  


  
    Were these writers using code? And was even Georgiy Khubov, the “official critic,” using code when he called such insistent attention to the slow movement’s “torpor”? By now a whole library of late-and post-Soviet memoirs, accounts by émigrés, and clandestinely published dissident writings attests that that was precisely the mood that reigned among the populace during the political terror—the “Yezhovshchina,” as it was called, after Nikolai Yezhov, the commissar who directed it—whose very peak coincided with the symphony’s premiere. The Russian poet Anna Akhmatova (1889–1966) used that very word—torpor (otsepeneniye)—in the prose preface to her poem “Requiem” (composed and memorized at the time, committed to paper and published after Stalin’s death) to characterize the endless queues of women who gathered daily at the prisons of Leningrad to learn the fates of their arrested loved ones:

  


  
    In the terrible years of the Yezhovshchina I spent seventeen months in the Leningrad prison lines. One day someone “fingered” me. Then the blue-lipped woman standing behind me, who of course had never heard my name, roused herself out of the torpor we all shared and whispered in my ear (for everyone there spoke in whispers): “But can you describe this?” And I said, “I can.” Then something like a smile slid across what had once been her face.

  


  


  
    There are many now, both in and out of Russia, who believe that Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony was a similar act of witness. In 1979, four years after the composer’s death, a book called Testimony was published in New York, purporting to be memoirs of Shostakovich as transcribed from conversations with an émigré journalist named Solomon Volkov. It contains this unequivocal characterization of the symphony that had once been called Shostakovich’s creative response to just criticism:

  


  
    I think it is clear to everyone what happens in the Fifth. The rejoicing is forced, created under threat, as in [the first scene of Musorgsky’s opera] Boris Godunov. It’s as if someone were beating you with a stick and saying, “Your business is rejoicing, your business is rejoicing,” and you rise, shaky, and go marching off, muttering, “Our business is rejoicing, our business is rejoicing.” What kind of apotheosis is that? You have to be a complete oaf not to hear that.52

  


  


  
    The authenticity of Testimony has been seriously questioned, but in the end it is not relevant to the point at issue here, which is the way in which the folk reading has triumphed, both in Russia and abroad, over the official one as Soviet power grew weaker and eventually collapsed. We may never know what Shostakovich intended, but (as is always the case with instrumental music) multiple readings were available to listeners despite all attempts to control interpretation by means of Socialist Realism, and those who wished to believe in the work’s dissident message had a consolation that was otherwise unavailable under conditions of Soviet censorship. And that is why nowhere on earth was symphonic music ever valued more highly by multitudes of listeners than in the Soviet Union.

  


  
    That high social value was purchased at an exorbitant price in suffering, one that neither the composer nor his audience, given the choice, might willingly have paid. But it illustrates more poignantly, perhaps, than any other episode in the history of music just what it is that has made music so special among the arts. It was something that the Romantics had valued in all art. As early as 1794, when the idea of the esthetic was in its infancy, the German poet Friedrich Schiller observed that “the real and express content that the poet puts into his work remains always finite; the possible content that he allows us to contribute is an infinite quality.”53 But it was a quality that, inevitably, became especially associated with the art that had the least, or most weakly specified, semantic content. A century and a half later, in a country and a society undreamt of by Schiller, the truth of his statement received its greatest validation when it allowed the formerly sarcastic, “objective” and often somewhat trivial music of a chastened and newly serious Dmitriy Shostakovich to become the secret diary of a nation.
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  Praise for Richard Taruskin’s The Oxford History of Western Music


  “There is not a page without insight, and not a chapter that does not fundamentally change the reader’s perspective on its subject matter… . It is a visionary addition to our understanding of our culture.”–Roger Scruton, Times Literary Supplement


  “Readable, provocative, endlessly challenging and informative, his narrative account of more than a millennium’s worth of musical activity represents a virtuoso display of the historian’s craft.”—Joshua Kosman, San Francisco Chronicle


  “The most important publishing event in classical music since The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians.”—The New York Times


  “Expresses the magnificence and melancholy of its age…. Singular in every possible way.”—Paul Griffiths, The Nation


  “If you want to know how brilliant Richard Taruskin’s Oxford History of Western Music is, just open the first of its five long volumes and start reading right from page one. I found myself on the edge of my seat, as Mr. Taruskin begins his journey of a thousand years.”—Greg Sandow, The Wall Street Journal


  “Erudite, engaging, and suffused throughout with a mixture of brilliance and delirium…a highly personal (and often delightfully prickly) take on musical history from an original and eccentric mind—a mind to which anybody interested in the art of music should be exposed.”—Tim Page, The Washington Post


  “[Taruskin’s] analyses are generally both cogent and entertaining, written in a rambunctious style that conveys technical information with great lucidity.”—Charles Rosen, The New York Review of Books


  “Taruskin has created a corpus of scholarship of breathtaking scope and crushing weight.”–Lingua Franca


  “[Taruskinis]…one of the most fluent writerson musicinmodernscholarship.”–The Musical Times


  “Entertaining. Provocative.”–The New York Times Book Review


  “Taruskin’s magnum opus is a must-read, and in its way, a real page-turner of detective non-fiction. It’s a cinch to become the most discussed music title of the year, if not of the decade.”—Robert Everett-Green, The Globe & Mail


  “It’s a must-read for people who love or are curious about what we call western classical music…. Suddenly there is a coherent, irresistible narrative, full of delightful, sometimes disturbing surprises that leave you thinking for days. Suddenly, music history lives and breathes.”—Tamara Bernstein, CBC Online


  “Erudite, biased and persuasive; an irresistible survey of a millennium of music. Its ideas, a brillliant distillation of contemporary cultural attitudes, will likely percolate across music studies and other cultural histories.”—Pierre Ruhe, Atlanta Journal-Constitution


  “He is an elegant storyteller whose gifts of explication lead the reader to new levels of understanding, if not always agreement…his history is destined to remain intriguing and influential for years to come.”—Don Rosenberg, Cleveland Plain Dealer


  “It isn’t likely that anyone, anytime soon, will challenge or replace this huge effort of Taruskin’s…it is a staggering accomplishment.”—Alan Rich, LA Weekly


  “The book is nothing short of spectacular…stellar, worthwhile reading.—Daniel Felsenfeld, New Music Box


  “One of the liveliest and most remakable books about music… . It will give real pleasures and revelations to any music lover, amateur or professional.”—Raphael Mostel, The Forward


  “It is difficult to arrive at a final opinion of so vast and multifarious a work other than to say that few people in the field could have encompassed it with the thoroughness and knowledge of Richard Taruskin.”—Patrick J. Smith, The New Criterion


  “Musicians, students, historians, and other readers wishing a detailed narrative about the career, patronage, musical influences, reception, and creative production of western composers, as well as the development of musical styles, will find this a fascinating and satisfying resource.”—Reference & Research Library Book News


  “Richard Taruskin, the most authoritative controversialist in modern musicology, has written an Oxford History of Western Music to rival Gibbon’s Decline and Fall in ambition, literary distinction and sheer bulk. “—David Gutman, The Independent


  “There’s no doubt…that The Oxford History of Western Music is an important model of music historiography for some years to come.”—Rob Haskins, American Record Guide


  “There’s no place else to look for such a comprehensive, entertaining overview of this immense subject.”—John W. Freeman, Opera News


  “It’s likely to be remembered as the magnum opus of the most stimulating and insightful English-languge writer on music at work today.”—Claude Bustard, Richmond Times-Dispatch


  “A towering achievement.”—Melinda Bargreen, The Seattle Times


  “Taruskin has suceeded in writing a stimulating overview of Western society, setting a standard that will not be surpassed for a very long time.”—Timothy J. McGee, Library Journal starred review


  “Wickedly brilliant.”—BBC Music Magazine
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  Introduction:

  The History of What?


  
    The argument is no other than to inquire and collect out of the records of all time what particular kinds of learning and arts have flourished in what ages and regions of the world, their antiquities, their progresses, their migrations (for sciences migrate like nations) over the different parts of the globe; and again their decays, disappearances, and revivals; [and also] an account of the principal authors, books, schools, successions, academies, societies, colleges, orders—in a word, everything which relates to the state of learning. Above all things, I wish events to be coupled with their causes. All this I would have handled in a historical way, not wasting time, after the manner of critics, in praise and blame, but simply narrating the fact historically, with but slight intermixture of private judgment. For the manner of compiling such a history I particularly advise that the matter and provision of it be not drawn from histories and commentaries alone; but that the principal books written in each century, or perhaps in shorter periods, proceeding in regular order from the earliest ages, be themselves taken into consultation; that so (I do not say by a complete perusal, for that would be an endless labour, but) by tasting them here and there, and observing their argument, style, and method, the Literary Spirit of each age may be charmed as it were from the dead.

  


  


  
    —FRANCIS BACON, De dignitate et augmentis scientiarum libri ix (1623)1

  


  


  M


  


  utatis mutandis, Bacon’s task was mine. He never lived to complete it; I have—but only by dint of a drastic narrowing of scope. My mutanda are stated in my title (one not chosen but granted; and for that honor I extend my thanks to the Delegates of the Oxford University Press). For “learning and the arts” substitute music. For “the different parts of the globe” substitute Europe, joined in Volume 3 by America. (That is what we still casually mean by “the West,” although the concept is undergoing sometimes curious change: a Soviet music magazine I once subscribed to gave news of the pianist Yevgeny Kissin’s “Western debut”—in Tokyo.) And as for antiquities, they hardly exist for music. (Jacques Chailley’s magnificently titled conspectus, 40,000 ans de musique, got through the first 39,000 years—I exaggerate only slightly—on its first page.2)


  Still, as the sheer bulk of this offering attests, a lot was left, because I took seriously Bacon’s stipulations that causes be investigated, that original documents be not only cited but analyzed (for their “argument, style, and method”) and that the approach should be catholic and as near exhaustive as possible, based not on my preferences but on my estimation of what needed to be included in order to satisfy the dual requirement of causal explanation and technical explication. Most books that call themselves histories of Western music, or of any of its traditional “style periods,” are in fact surveys, which cover—and celebrate—the relevant repertoire, but make little effort truly to explain why and how things happened as they did. This set of books is an attempt at a true history.


  Paradoxically, that means it does not take “coverage” as its primary task. A lot of famous music goes unmentioned in these pages, and even some famous composers. Inclusion and omission imply no judgment of value here. I never asked myself whether this or that composition or musician was “worth mentioning,” and I hope readers will agree that I have sought neither to advocate nor to denigrate what I did include.


  But there is something more fundamental yet to explain, given my claim of catholicity. Coverage of all the musics that have been made in Europe and America is obviously neither the aim of this book nor its achievement. A glance at the table of contents will instantly confirm, to the inevitable disappointment and perhaps consternation of some, that “Western music” here means what it has always meant in general academic histories: it means what is usually called “art music” or “classical music,” and looks suspiciously like the traditional canon that has come under so much justified fire for its long-unquestioned dominance of the academic curriculum (a dominance that is now in irreversible process of decline). A very challenging example of that fire is a fusillade by Robert Walser, a scholar of popular music, who characterizes the repertoire treated here in terms borrowed from the writings of the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm. “Classical music,” writes Walser,


  
    
      is the sort of thing Eric Hobsbawm calls an “invented tradition,” whereby present interests construct a cohesive past to establish or legitimize present-day institutions or social relations. The hodgepodge of the classical canon—aristocratic and bourgeois music; academic, sacred and secular; music for public concerts, private soirées and dancing—achieves its coherence through its function as the most prestigious musical culture of the twentieth century.3

    

  


  


  Why in the world would one want to continue propagating such a hodgepodge in the twenty-first century?


  The heterogeneity of the classical canon is undeniable. Indeed, that is one of its main attractions. And while I reject Walser’s conspiracy-theorizing, I definitely sympathize with the social and political implications of his argument, as will be evident (for some—a different some—all too evident) in the many pages that follow. But that very sympathy is what impelled me to subject that impossibly heterogeneous body of music to one more (perhaps the last) comprehensive examination—under a revised definition that supplies the coherence that Walser impugns. All of the genres he mentions, and all of the genres that are treated in this book, are literate genres. That is, they are genres that have been disseminated primarily through the medium of writing. The sheer abundance and the generic heterogeneity of the music so disseminated in “the West” is a truly distinguishing feature—perhaps the West’s signal musical distinction. It is deserving of critical study.


  By critical study I mean a study that does not take literacy for granted, or simply tout it as a unique Western achievement, but rather “interrogates” it (as our hermeneutics of suspicion now demands) for its consequences. The first chapter of this book makes a fairly detailed attempt to assess the specific consequences for music of a literate culture, and that theme remains a constant factor—always implicit, often explicit—in every chapter that follows, right up to (and especially) the concluding ones. For it is the basic claim of this multivolumed narrative—its number-one postulate—that the literate tradition of Western music is coherent at least insofar as it has a completed shape. Its beginnings are known and explicable, and its end is now foreseeable (and also explicable). And just as the early chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and preliterate modes of thinking and transmission (and the middle chapters try to cite enough examples to keep the interplay of literate and nonliterate alive in the reader’s consciousness), so the concluding chapters are dominated by the interplay of literate and postliterate modes, which have been discernable at least since the middle of the twentieth century, and which sent the literate tradition (in the form of a backlash) into its culminating phase.


  This is by no means to imply that everything within the covers of these volumes constitutes a single story. I am as suspicious as the next scholar of what we now call metanarratives (or worse, “master narratives”). Indeed, one of the main tasks of this telling will be to account for the rise of our reigning narratives, and show that they too have histories with beginnings and (implicitly) with ends. The main ones, for music, have been, first, an esthetic narrative—recounting the achievement of “art for art’s sake,” or (in the present instance) of “absolute music”—that asserts the autonomy of artworks (often tautologically insulated by adding “insofar as they are artworks”) as an indispensable and retroactive criterion of value and, second, a historical narrative—call it “neo-Hegelian”—that celebrates progressive (or “revolutionary”) emancipation and values artworks according to their contribution to that project. Both are shopworn heirlooms of German romanticism. These romantic tales are “historicized” in volume III, the key volume of the set, for it furnishes our intellectual present with a past. This is done in the fervent belief that no claim of universality can survive situation in intellectual history. Each of the genres that Walser names has its own history, moreover, as do the many that he does not name, and it will be evident to all readers that this narrative devotes as much attention to a congeries of “petits récits”—individual accounts of this and that—as it does to the epic sketched in the foregoing paragraphs. But the overarching trajectory of musical literacy is nevertheless a part of all the stories, and a particularly revealing one.


  
    *****

  


  


  The first thing that it reveals is that the history narrated within these covers is the history of elite genres. For until very recent times, and in some ways even up to the present, literacy and its fruits have been the possession—the closely guarded and privileging (even life-saving) possession—of social elites: ecclesiastical, political, military, hereditary, meritocratic, professional, economic, educational, academic, fashionable, even criminal. What else, after all, makes high art high? The casting of the story as the story of the literate culture of music turns it willy-nilly into a social history —a contradictory social history in which progressive broadening of access to literacy and its attendant cultural perquisites (the history, as it has sometimes been called, of the democratization of taste), is accompanied at every turn by a counterthrust that seeks to redefine elite status (and its attendant genres) ever upward. As most comprehensively documented by Pierre Bourdieu, consumption of cultural goods (and music, on Bourdieu’s showing, above all) is one of the primary means of social classification (including self-classification)—hence, social division—and (familiar proverbs notwithstanding) one of the liveliest sites of dispute in Western culture.4 Most broadly, contestations of taste occur across lines of class division, and are easiest to discern between proponents of literate genres and nonliterate ones; but within and among elites they are no less potent, no less heated, and no less decisively influential on the course of events. Taste is one of the sites of contention to which this book gives extensive, and, I would claim, unprecedented coverage, beginning with chapter 4 and lasting to the bitter end.


  Indeed, if one had to be nominated, I would single out social contention as embodied in words and deeds — what cultural theorists call “discourse” (and others call “buzz” or “spin”)—as the paramount force driving this narrative. It has many arenas. Perhaps the most conspicuous is that of meaning, an area that was for a long time considered virtually off limits to professional scholarly investigation, since it was naively assumed to be a nonfactual domain inasmuch as music lacks the semantic (or “propositional”) specificity of literature or even painting. But musical meaning is no more confinable to matters of simple semantic paraphrase than any other sort of meaning. Utterances are deemed meaningful (or not) insofar as they trigger associations, and in the absence of association no utterance is intelligible. Meaning in this book is taken to represent the full range of associations encompassed by locutions such as “If that is true, it means that … ,” or “that’s what M-O-T-H-E-R means to me,” or, simply, “know what I mean?” It covers implications, consequences, metaphors, emotional attachments, social attitudes, proprietary interests, suggested possibilities, motives, significance (as distinguished from signification)… and simple semantic paraphrase, too, when that is relevant.


  And while it is perfectly true that semantic paraphrases of music are never “factual,” their assertion is indeed a social fact—one that belongs to a category of historical fact of the most vital importance, since such facts are among the clearest connectors of musical history to the history of everything else. Take for example the current impassioned debate over the meaning of Dmitry Shostakovich’s music, with all of its insistent claims and counterclaims. The assertion that Shostakovich’s music reveals him to be a political dissident is only an opinion, as is the opposite claim, that his music shows him to have been a “loyal musical son of the Soviet Union”—as, for that matter, is the alternative claim that his music has no light to shed on the question of his personal political allegiances. And yet the fact that such assertions are advanced with passion is a powerful testimony to the social and political role Shostakovich’s music has played in the world, both during his lifetime and (especially) after his death, when the Cold War was playing itself out. Espousing a particular position in the debate is no business of the historian. (Some readers may know that I have espoused one as a critic; I would like to think that readers who do not know my position will not discover it here.) But to report the debate in its full range, and draw relevant implications from it, is the historian’s ineluctable duty. That report includes the designation of what elements within the sounding composition have triggered the associations—a properly historical sort of analysis that is particularly abundant in the present narrative. Call it semiotics if you will.


  But of course semiotics has been much abused. It is an old vice of criticism, and lately of scholarship, to assume that the meaning of artworks is fully vested in them by their creators, and is simply “there” to be decoded by a specially gifted interpreter. That assumption can lead to gross errors. It is what vitiated the preposterously overrated work of Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, and what has caused the work of the “new musicologists” of the 1980s and 1990s—Adornians to a man and woman—to age with such stunning rapidity. It is, all pretenses aside, still an authoritarian discourse and an asocial one. It still grants oracular privilege to the creative genius and his prophets, the gifted interpreters. It is altogether unacceptable as a historical method, although it is part of history and, like everything else, deserving of report. The historian’s trick is to shift the question from “What does it mean?” to “What has it meant?” That move is what transforms futile speculation and dogmatic polemic into historical illumination. What it illuminates, in a word, are the stakes, both “theirs” and “ours.”


  Not that all meaningful discourse about music is semiotic. Much of it is evaluative. And value judgments, too, have a place of honor in historical narratives, so long as they are not merely the historian’s judgment (as Francis Bacon was already presciently aware). Beethoven’s greatness is an excellent case in point because it will come in for so much discussion in the later volumes of this book. As such, the notion of Beethoven’s greatness is “only” an opinion. To assert it as a fact would be the sort of historians’ transgression on which master narratives are built. (And because historians’ transgressions so often make history, they will be given a lot of attention in the pages that follow.) But to say this much is already to observe that such assertions, precisely insofar as they are not factual, often have enormous performative import. Statements and actions predicated on Beethoven’s perceived greatness are what constitute Beethoven’s authority, which certainly is a historical fact—one that practically determined the course of late-nineteenth-century music history. Without taking it into account one can explain little of what went on in the world of literate musicmaking during that time—and even up to the present. Whether the historian agrees with the perception on which Beethoven’s authority has been based is of no consequence to the tale, and has no bearing on the historian’s obligation to report it. That report constitutes “reception history”—a relatively new thing in musicology, but (many scholars now agree) of equal importance to the production history that used to count as the whole story. I have made a great effort to give the two equal time, since both are necessary ingredients of any account that claims fairly to represent history.


  
    ****

  


  


  Statements and actions in response to real or perceived conditions: these are the essential facts of human history. The discourse, so often slighted in the past, is in fact the story. It creates new social and intellectual conditions to which more statements and actions will respond, in an endless chain of agency. The historian needs to be on guard against the tendency, or the temptation, to simplify the story by neglecting this most basic fact of all. No historical event or change can be meaningfully asserted unless its agents can be specified; and agents can only be people. Attributions of agency unmediated by human action are, in effect, lies—or at the very least, evasions. They occur inadvertently in careless historiography (or historiography that has submitted unawares to a master narrative), and are invoked deliberately in propaganda (i.e., historiography that consciously colludes with a master narrative). I adduce what I consider to be an example of each (and leave it to the reader to decide which, if any, is the honorable blunder and which the propaganda). The first comes from Pieter C. Van den Toorn’s Music, Politics, and the Academy, a rebuttal of the so-called New Musicology of the 1980s.


  
    
      The question of an engaging context is an aesthetic as well as an historical and analytic-theoretical one. And once individual works begin to prevail for what they are in and of themselves and not for what they represent, then context itself, as a reflection of this transcendence, becomes less dependent on matters of historical placement. A great variety of contexts can suggest themselves as attention is focused on the works, on the nature of both their immediacy and the relationship that is struck with the contemporary listener.5

    

  


  


  The second is from the most recent narrative history of music published in America as of this writing, Mark Evan Bonds’s A History of Music in Western Culture.


  
    
      By the early 16th century, the rondeau, the last of the surviving formes fixes from the medieval era, had largely disappeared, replaced by more freely structured chansons based on the principle of pervading imitation. What emerged during the 1520s and 1530s were new approaches to setting vernacular texts: the Parisian chanson in France and the madrigal in Italy.


      During the 1520s, a new genre of song, now known as the Parisian chanson emerged in the French capital. Among its most notable composers were Claudin de Sermisy (ca. 1490–1562) and Clément Jannequin (ca. 1485–ca. 1560), whose works were widely disseminated by the Parisian music publisher Pierre Attaingnant. Reflecting the influence of the Italian frottola, the Parisian chanson is lighter and more chordally oriented than earlier chansons.6

    

  


  


  This sort of writing gives everybody an alibi. All the active verbs have ideas or inanimate objects as subjects, and all human acts are described in the passive voice. Nobody is seen as doing (or deciding) anything. Even the composers in the second extract are not described in the act, but only as an impersonal medium or passive vehicle of “emergence.” Because nobody is doing anything, the authors never have to deal with motives or values, with choices or responsibilities, and that is their alibi. The second extract is a kind of shorthand historiography that inevitably devolves into inert survey, since it does nothing more than describe objects, thinking, perhaps, that is how one safeguards “objectivity.” The first extract commits a far more serious transgression, for it is ideologically committed to its impersonality. Its elimination of human agency is calculated to protect the autonomy of the work-object and actually prevent historical thinking, which the author evidently regards as a threat to the universality (in his thinking, the validity) of the values he upholds. It is an attempt, caught as it were in the act, to enforce what I call the Great Either/Or, the great bane of contemporary musicology.


  The Great Either/Or is the seemingly inescapable debate, familiar to all academically trained musicologists (who have had to endure it in their fledgling proseminars), epitomized in the question made famous by Carl Dahlhaus (1928 –89), the most prestigious German music scholar of his generation: Is art history the history of art, or is it the history of art? What a senseless distinction! What seemed to make it necessary was the pseudo-dialectical “method” that cast all thought in rigidly—and artificially—binarized terms: “Does music mirror the reality surrounding a composer, OR does it propose an alternative reality? Does it have common roots with political events and philosophical ideas; OR is music written simply because music has always been written and not, or only incidentally, because a composer is seeking to respond with music to the world he lives in?” These questions all come from the second chapter of Dahlhaus’s Foundations of Music History, the title of which—”The significance of art: historical or aesthetic?”—is yet another forced dichotomy. The whole chapter, which has achieved in its way the status of a classic, consists, throughout, of a veritable salad of empty binarisms.7


  This sort of thinking has long been seen through—except, it seems, by musicologists. A scurrilous little tract—David Hackett Fischer’s Historians’ Fallacies—that graduate students of my generation liked to read (often aloud, to one another) behind our professors’ backs includes it under the rubric “Fallacies of Question-Framing,” and gives an unforgettable example: “Basil of Byzantium: Rat or Fink?” (“Maybe,” the author comments, “Basil was the very model of a modern ratfink.”8) There is nothing a priori to rule out both/and rather than either/or. Indeed, if it is true that production and reception history are of equal and interdependent importance to an understanding of cultural products, then it must follow that types of analysis usually conceived in mutually exclusive “internal” and “external” categories can and must function symbiotically. That is the assumption on which this book has been written, reflecting its author’s refusal to choose between this and that, but rather to embrace this, that, and the other.


  Reasons for the long if lately embattled dominance of internalist models for music history in the West (a dominance that in large part accounts for Dahlhaus’s otherwise inexplicable prestige) have more than two centuries of intellectual history behind them, and I shall try to illuminate them at appropriate points. But a comment is required up front about the special reasons for their dominance in the recent history of the discipline—reasons having to do with the Cold War, when the general intellectual atmosphere was excessively polarized (hence binarized) around a pair of seemingly exhaustive and totalized alternatives. The only alternative to strict internalist thinking, it then seemed, was a discourse that was utterly corrupted by totalitarian cooption. Admit a social purview, it then seemed, and you were part of the Communist threat to the integrity (and the freedom) of the creative individual. In Germany, Dahlhaus was cast as the dialectical antithesis to Georg Knepler, his equally magisterial East German counterpart.9 Within his own geographical and political milieu, then, his ideological commitments were acknowledged.10 In the English-speaking countries, where Knepler was practically unknown, Dahlhaus’s influence was more pernicious because he was assimilated, quite erroneously, to an indigenous scholarly pragmatism that thought itself ideologically uncommitted, free of theoretical preconceptions, and therefore capable of seeing things as they actually are. That, too, was of course a fallacy (Fischer calls it, perhaps unfairly, the “Baconian fallacy”). We all acknowledge now that our methods are grounded in and guided by theory, even if our theories are not consciously preformulated or explicitly enunciated.


  And so this narrative has been guided. Its theoretical assumptions and consequent methodology—the cards I am in process of laying on the table—were, as it happens, not preformulated; but that did not make them any less real, or lessen their potency as enablers and constraints. By the end of writing I was sufficiently self-aware to recognize the kinship between the methods I had arrived at and those advocated in Art Worlds, a methodological conspectus by Howard Becker, a sociologist of art. Celebrated among sociologists, the book has not been widely read by musicologists, and I discovered it after my own work was finished in first draft.11 But a short description of its tenets will round out the picture I am attempting to draw of the premises on which this book rests, and a reading of Becker’s book will, I think, be of conceptual benefit not only to the readers of this book, but also to the writers of others.


  An “art world,” as Becker conceives it, is the ensemble of agents and social relations that it takes to produce works of art (or maintain artistic activity) in various media. To study art worlds is to study processes of collective action and mediation, the very things that are most often missing in conventional musical historiography. Such a study tries to answer in all their complexity questions like “What did it take to produce Beethoven’s Fifth?” Anyone who thinks that the answer to that question can be given in one word—”Beethoven”—needs to read Becker (or, if one has the time, this book). But of course no one who has reflected on the matter at all would give the one-word answer. Bartók gave a valuable clue to the kind of account that truly explains when he commented dryly that Kodály’s Psalmus Hungaricus “could not have been written without Hungarian peasant music. (Neither, of course, could it have been written without Kodály.)”12 An explanatory account describes the dynamic (and, in the true sense, dialectical) relationship that obtains between powerful agents and mediating factors: institutions and their gatekeepers, ideologies, patterns of consumption and dissemination involving patrons, audiences, publishers and publicists, critics, chroniclers, commentators, and so on practically indefinitely until one chooses to draw the line.


  Where shall it be drawn? Becker begins his book with a piquant epigraph that engages the question head-on, leading him directly to his first, most crucial theoretical point: namely, that “all artistic work, like all human activity, involves the joint activity of a number, often a large number, of people, through whose cooperation the art work we eventually see or hear comes to be and continues to be.” The epigraph comes from the autobiography of Anthony Trollope:


  
    
      It was my practice to be at my table every morning at 5:30 A. M.; and it was also my practice to allow myself no mercy. An old groom, whose business it was to call me, and to whom I paid £5 a year extra for the duty, allowed himself no mercy. During all those years at Waltham Cross he was never once late with the coffee which it was his duty to bring me. I do not know that I ought not to feel that I owe more to him than to any one else for the success I have had. By beginning at that hour I could complete my literary work before I dressed for breakfast.13

    

  


  


  Quite a few coffee porters, so to speak, will figure in the pages that follow, as will agents who enforce conventions (and, occasionally, the law), mobilize resources, disseminate products (often altering them in the process), and create reputations. All of them are at once potential enablers and potential constrainers, and create the conditions within which creative agents act. Composers will inevitably loom largest in the discussion despite all caveats, because theirs are the names on the artifacts that will be most closely analyzed. But the act of naming is itself an instrument of power, and a propagator of master narratives (now in a second, more literal, meaning), and it too must receive its meed of interrogation. The very first chapter in Volume I can stand as a model, in a sense, for the more realistic assessment of the place composers and compositions occupy in the general historical scheme: first, because it names no composers at all; and second, because before any musical artifacts are discussed, the story of their enabling is told at considerable length—a story whose cast of characters includes kings, popes, teachers, painters, scribes and chroniclers, the latter furnishing a Rashomon choir of contradiction, disagreement and contention.


  Another advantage of focusing on discourse and contention is that such a view prevents the lazy depiction of monoliths. The familiar “Frankfurt School” paradigm that casts the history of twentiethcentury music as a simple two-sided battle between an avantgarde of heroic resisters and the homogenizing commercial juggernaut known as the Culture Industry is one of the most conspicuous and deserving victims of the kind of close observation encouraged here of the actual statements and actions of human agents (“real people”). Historians of popular music have shown over and over again that the Culture Industry has never been a monolith, and all it takes is the reading of a couple of memoirs—as witnesses, never as oracles—to make it obvious that neither was the avantgarde. Both imagined entities were in themselves sites of sometimes furious social contention, their discord breeding diversity; and paying due attention to their intramural dissensions will vastly complicate the depiction of their mutual relations.


  If nothing else, this brief account of premises and methods, with its insistence on an eclectic multiplicity of approaches to observed phenomena and on greatly expanding the purview of what is observed, should help account for the extravagant length of this submission. As justification, I can offer only my conviction that the same factors that have increased its length have also, and in equal measure, increased its interest and its usefulness.


  
    R. T.

    El Cerrito, California

    16 July 2008

  


  


  


  


  Preface


  Many believe that all history is about the present, in that our present dilemmas are what impel our interest in the past. I would not necessarily go that far. I see no need to insist that no one studies the past—especially the remote past—for its own sake. When I lived to perform medieval and Renaissance music, I was not conscious of any ulterior purpose (other than wealth, fame and power). But when my interests began to turn toward the more recent past, I was very much aware that I was motivated by my discontent with the present and my wish to understand its sources as a first step toward amelioration.


  If one accepts the premise that the more recent the past, the less disinterested our curiosity about it, then one has an additional explanation for a phenomenon with which all teachers of music history must contend. At the front end of the narrative, everyone seems to teach the same material, but by the time one reaches the twentieth century, and particularly the later twentieth century, one has to cut one’s own swath through the jungle, and no two treatments of the period ever duplicate one another’s choice of topics or examples. This situation is usually attributed to the increasing, eventually bewildering, abundance of sources as one moves through time or to the relative stability of consensus about the early phases. But, in fact, consensus has been significantly destabilized in recent years, even for the early periods, and noting the proliferation of sources does nothing to account for the swath one has chosen to cut through them.


  The theme governing this volume’s coverage is the cold war and its as yet insufficiently acknowledged (not to say tendentiously minimized) impact on the arts. The cold war was a period of political and cultural polarization—a polarization that is all too readily apparent in terms of musical style, but one that is rarely explained in any way other than by appealing to what Leonard B. Meyer called “fluctuating stasis” or “delight in diversity.” Yet even as pluralism took hold, significant evolution continued, and the late-twentieth-century diversity was not generally experienced as delightful. No period was ever more contentious, be it the late nineteenth century, with its Brahms versus Wagner brawling, or the early twentieth, with its Schoenberg–Stravinsky rows. The contention has by no means abated even now, which turns any attempt to treat the last fifty years of music history into a polemic or at the very least something that will attract polemical responses. The reception of The Oxford History, following its original (2005) publication in six volumes, is sufficient evidence of that.


  Among the factors that made for contention was the emphasis—the willfully exaggerated emphasis, in the eyes of British and Western European reviewers—on events in America and their musical repercussions. I, of course, acknowledge the obvious prominence of matters American in this account, but it is hardly exaggerated. The United States unquestionably inherited musical leadership during this period from Europe—at first by default, as a gift from Adolf Hitler, thanks to whom Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Bartók, Hindemith, Krenek, Korngold, Milhaud, and many others had, by 1945, joined Rachmaninoff, Varese, and Bloch in America, many of them remaining and becoming citizens. The conditions that stimulated the rise of the postwar European avantgarde were largely created by the Office of Military Government, United States (OMGUS), the American occupying force that, for one particularly telling example, financed and at first administered the Darmstädter Ferienkurse, at which total serialism, European-style, was born—in far more direct response to Soviet arts policy than has ever been publicly admitted. Thereafter, it was the music of the American avantgarde, chiefly represented by John Cage and Morton Feldman, and enthusiastically propagated by lavishly subsidized West German radio stations (which, in the words of Björn Heile, “competed for prestige but not for resources”), that set the tone for European experimentation. (This unprecedented, much vaunted public support for avantgarde music lasted, of course, only—and exactly—as long as the cold war; it came to an abrupt end with German reunification.) Still later, minimalism became the first style of literate music making originating in America to have the same transformative impact on European musicians that earlier European innovations had previously had on Americans, especially those studying abroad. Even here, there was a significant postwar cross-current, with many European composers coming to the United States for training as well as employment. The main impetus, moreover, for the countervailing trends toward eclecticism, postmodernism, and rapprochement with commercial genres came likewise from the United States, having originated in American youth culture and the social turbulence of the 1960s, which spread from America to Europe rather than the other way round. My emphases have been predictably ascribed to chauvinism by Europeans, but I am sooner inclined to see chauvinism in their resistance, for their accusations have not been accompanied by rebuttals or counterexamples.


  American leadership in directions musicians in the West have regarded as progressive (and therefore worthy of claiming by others) is offset, of course, by Soviet leadership in directions the same musicians tend to stigmatize as reactionary. But the very use of such terminology is the best proof that esthetic judgments during the period of the cold war had been tacitly politicized. It is one of the missions of the present account to make that politicization explicit, to force it into consciousness as a necessary prelude to exorcism. That the national protagonists of this account should, in fact, turn out to be the postwar superpowers, rather than the older musical leader nations left fatigued and impoverished at war’s end, only confirms the truer correspondence of this account to historical realities.


  Thus, the present account is offered not in a spirit of contention, but rather one of corrective. That, of course, is the most contentious claim of all.


  
    R. T.

    November 2008

  


  


  


  MUSIC IN THE


  LATE TWENTIETH CENTURY


  


  


  


  CHAPTER 1


  Starting from Scratch


  MUSIC IN THE AFTERMATH OF WORLD WAR II:

  ZHDANOVSHCHINA, DARMSTADT


  
    “I can’t go on. I’ll go on.”

  


  


  
    —SAMUEL BECKETT, THE UNNAMABLE (1953)

  


  A NEW AGE


  T


  


  he Second World War ended with a bang the likes of which the world had never seen. The atomic bombs dropped by the United States Army Air Forces on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 instantly reduced them to rubble. Between them they ended some 114,000 lives in seconds. Those who justified the bombing cited the far greater number of casualties that would have inevitably followed upon an Allied invasion of the Japanese home islands; those who condemned it held that balancing military casualties against civilian ones was a barbarian calculation that wiped out the moral superiority of the Allied cause.


  What everyone had to recognize, and somehow cope with, was the fact that the history of humanity had entered a new and potentially terminal phase. People living in the atomic age could no longer believe in the permanence of anything human. Individual human lives and destinies were irrevocably marked as fragile, and as expendable. Living with the constant threat of annihilation was the war’s lasting legacy. It cast a long shadow over the second half of the twentieth century. It was that period’s dominant fact of life. No aspect of human existence or activity could possibly escape its impact.
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  FIG. 1-1 Nuclear bomb test, three weeks before the bomb was dropped.


  The nervous strain of mid-twentiethcentury existence in the shadow of the bomb is perhaps best summarized in the harsh but highly influential philosophy of existentialism put forth by Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–80) and other French writers in the aftermath of the war, according to which man’s freedom is a curse from which there can no longer be any refuge in faith. Cut adrift from all moral certainty in an amoral and indifferent universe, man is nevertheless morally responsible; but one’s choices, however dreadful (like the decision to drop the bomb), can be justified only on the basis of one’s voluntary, fallible, and constantly threatened personal principles, principles in which one can have no a priori faith. We have no choice but to choose.


  One can never invoke external legal or ethical standards that absolve oneself from the onus of personal responsibility (as many who served the Nazis tried to do). One cannot look to others for validation, for they, too, are fallible and corruptible. Only by shouldering the risks of choice can one hope (against hope) to achieve essence: authentic, rather than merely contingent, being. A pitiless and puritanical philosophy, it offered some small comfort in the face of perceived helplessness, but only at the price of all moral security and easy pleasure. No wonder, as the title of the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm’s bestselling existentialist primer proclaimed, people sought “Escape from Freedom.”


  These shattering perceptions and the ensuing malaise were somewhat delayed, especially on the victorious side, by the immediate exhilaration of triumph. The triumph, moreover, was of a novel character. For it was not force of arms per se that finally decided the outcome of the war in the Pacific; it was superior technology. Science had won the war and saved mankind from the fascist threat. J. Robert Oppenheimer (1904–67), the American physicist who directed the atomic energy research project at Los Alamos, New Mexico, where over the years 1942–45 the bombs that would vanquish Japan were designed and produced, was widely regarded as a war hero, and thereafter as a culture-hero. His later political disgrace, over issues of national security, fairly epitomizes the neurotic suspicions that eventually came to the fore as the ghastly price of victory was realized; but in the immediate postwar period, science and technology enjoyed an unprecedented prestige.
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  FIG. 1-2 Albert Einstein.


  That prestige was symbolized by the figure of Albert Einstein (1879–1955), the outstanding German physicist whose presence in the United States as a refugee from the Nazis was seen as indirectly responsible for the Allied victory, since it was his letter to President Roosevelt that first brought the military potential of atomic power to the attention of the government. Einstein became a household name, synonymous with intellect, and his grandfatherly, bushy-haired, walrus-mustached countenance became a household icon. His status, and that of science itself, was symbolized and enhanced by the folk saying, “In all the world only twelve men understand Einstein.” The reconditeness of “advanced” modern science was taken as an implicit proof of its value; the winning of the war on the basis of arcane formulas like E = mc2 (which also, in its way, became a folk saying) was more tangible proof.


  The contradictory or “dialectical” themes broached in these introductory paragraphs—triumph vs. insecurity, responsibility vs. escape, science-as-savior vs. science-as-destroyer, esotericism vs. utility, intellect vs. barbarism, faith in progress vs. omnibus suspicion—will be the cantus firmi of the next several chapters, along with the all-pervading image of rubble and waste, and the paralyzing (or inspiring) prospect of rebuilding. All of the bizarre and contradictory musical events and phenomena to be recounted must be understood as counterpoints against these intractable and irresolvable dilemmas that unbalanced the world’s mind.


  A foretaste of the ambivalences to come can be read in the story of Aaron Copland’s Third Symphony. Written between the summer of 1944, right after the American landing in Normandy (“D day”), and the summer of 1946, it was the Great American Symphony to end all great American symphonies. Third Symphonies by American composers had always inclined Beethovenishly toward the “heroic”; in Copland’s case that tendency (already heightened, perhaps, by his rivalry with Roy Harris) was abetted by the mood of euphoria that accompanied the end of the war.


  That mood is embodied in hymns and fanfares. The scherzo (second movement) is based on a marchlike idea Copland discarded on the way to the Fanfare for the Common Man, his 1942 contribution to wartime morale; and the finale is based on the Fanfare itself, developed in the coda into a grandiose peroration (Ex. 1-1) that some commentators have compared with the climax of the “Ode to Joy” in Beethoven’s Ninth. A huge orchestra with triple and quadruple winds, augmented by a piano, two harps, and a clangorous percussion section manned by six players, reaches full tilt with a sudden halving of the tempo in every way comparable to the climax that capped the first movement of Copland’s Music for the Theater some twenty years before—in every way, that is, except context. For whereas the earlier climax had scandalized the Boston Symphony audience by evoking a sexy bump-and-grind, the new one brought the very same audience to its feet at the premiere (under Serge Koussevitzky, Copland’s longstanding patron) on 18 October 1946. One critic immediately ranked it with Harris’s Third as “the two finest works in the form by American composers.”1 Koussevitzky himself broke the tie by flatly declaring Copland’s symphony the greatest.2 Virgil Thomson showed his envy in a mixed review titled, somewhat sardonically, “Copland as Great Man.”3


  But something festered beneath the praise. Copland’s composer friends were uncomfortable with the overly triumphant tone, or became so as the euphoric mood of 1946 gave way to a somewhat hung-over sobriety in 1947 (the year in which Sartre’s L’existentialisme was published in English translation). Leonard Bernstein (1918 –90), Koussevitzky’s main conducting protégé, led the European premiere at the World Youth Festival in Prague on 25 May 1947; two days later he wrote to Copland, “Sweetie, the end is a sin.”4 Arthur Berger (1912–2003), another fellow composer, who was also Copland’s first biographer, complained in a 1948 review of the finale’s “pomp and overstatement.”5 Bernstein wrote again, from the newborn state of Israel in November 1948, to say that he now thought the work “quite magnificent,” but then confessed that he had “made a sizable cut near the end and believe me it makes a whale of a difference.”6


  EX. 1-1 Aaron Copland, Symphony no. 3, IV, climax (original version)
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  In fact he had taken out the first eight measures of Ex. 1-1. Copland was at first as miffed by Bernstein’s “nervy”7 deed as one might have expected. “Being a careful and slow worker,” he told an interviewer, “I rarely felt it necessary to revise a composition after it was finished, and even more rarely after it was published.” But amazingly enough, he went on to say that “I came to agree with Lenny and several others about the advisability of shortening the ending,” and had the publisher remove the offending passage from subsequent printings of the score; it has never been recorded commercially. Even in its toned-down form, the finale is an effective memento of its euphoric time; but the squeamishness that so swiftly forced revision (little noticed or commented on at the time, since the publisher never announced the change and the small first printing was quickly sold out) is perhaps a more significant token.


  By the end of 1946, victors’ euphoria had given way to mutual suspicion among the erstwhile Allies. The United States and Soviet Russia, united during the war by a common enemy, now saw their foreign policies diverge irreparably into antagonism. The Soviet Union, which had suffered betrayal and invasion in 1941, and sustained heavy losses in the war (as many as twenty million lives), had insisted at the Yalta Conference, held shortly before the German surrender, and the Potsdam Conference shortly afterward, on a buffer of friendly states (that is, Communist-dominated governments) along the length of its European frontiers.


  The compromise reached at the conferences fell short of these demands, and the Soviets felt justified in sealing off the areas of the former German Reich that were occupied by the Red Army, and fomenting coups d’état in other Eastern European countries. As early as March 1946, less than seven months after the war’s end, former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill could speak, in a speech delivered in the United States, of an “Iron Curtain” that had descended over Europe dividing East from West. The coining of this famous phrase was a defining moment. The Cold War had begun.


  COLD WAR


  The Cold War, which lasted at full terrifying strength at least until the early 1970s, and remained a major factor in Euro-American foreign policy and internal politics until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, was a period of intense political and ideological rivalry between the United States and its European allies, on the one hand, and the Soviet Union and its “satellites,” on the other. After the Soviets successfully tested an atom bomb of their own in 1949, the Cold War constantly threatened to erupt into an actual military engagement with the potential to destroy civilization. In a widely used phrase of the time, the world was permanently poised on “the brink of World War III.” It was widely assumed in “the West” that the Soviets had been aided toward their scientific achievement by espionage, some of it carried on not by the Soviets themselves but by Westerners under Communist discipline. (Some, indeed, were detected: in the United States Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were convicted and executed for passing “atomic secrets”; in Great Britain, Guy Burgess and Kim Philby were exposed but escaped to the USSR.) Political suspicion, directed not only at the potential enemy, but at fellow citizens, now became a fact of life in East and West alike.
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  FIG. 1-3 Cold War military alignments.


  The same year that the Soviets exploded their atomic bomb, “the West” collectively adopted and implemented the policy of “containment”8 (so named after a famous memo by the American diplomat George F. Kennan). To check any further Soviet expansionist efforts in Europe the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was established, the members of which were pledged to consider an armed attack on any one of them an attack against them all. Despite its name, the North Atlantic Treaty’s guarantee of mutual defense extended far beyond the North Atlantic. Its signatories included Italy and Denmark, countries without an Atlantic seacoast, and (after 1952) Greece and Turkey as well (where Communist coups had nearly succeeded in the Cold War’s early days).


  Needless to say, the Soviet Union regarded the formation of NATO as an act of aggression and countered with the Warsaw Pact, a mutual defense treaty signed in 1955 by the USSR and the countries that by then formed the “Soviet bloc” of buffer states: Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and the German Democratic Republic or “East Germany,” namely the part of Germany that had been assigned to the Soviet Army of occupation at Yalta, and that Stalin refused to give up when the rest of Germany was united under a demilitarized government called the Federal Republic of Germany.


  Naturally, “West Germany” was admitted, in retaliation, to NATO, thus putting the border between East and West right in the middle of the old common foe. A decade after the war, all of Europe and North America was a virtual armed camp—or rather, two hostile armed camps, each with the power of “mutual assured destruction” (MAD) against the other. Local conflicts—over the political status of Berlin, over a border clash in divided Korea that was interpreted by NATO as a Soviet-inspired invasion, over the political status of newly independent states in Africa—were all magnified into superpower confrontations that threatened world destruction.


  The mutual threat of annihilation, it was widely agreed, was the only effective deterrent against deployment of thermonuclear weapons, and so the United States and the Soviet Union became embroiled in an economically draining and psychologically intolerable arms race, stockpiling weapons of mass destruction that now included hydrogen bombs with many times the annihilative power of the bombs dropped on Japan. When a 1959 revolution in Cuba put that island neighbor of the United States in the Soviet camp, tensions reached their peak. The “Cuban missile crisis” of October 1962, brought on when a Soviet missile base was detected in Cuba (installed as a countermeasure to NATO installations in Turkey), was the closest the “nuclear superpowers” actually came to the well-named MAD-point.


  DENUNCIATION AND CONTRITION


  Amid the kind of chronic anxiety to which Cold War tensions gave rise, triumphant rhetoric in the arts took on an air of saber-rattling, producing not euphoria but heightened apprehension. It was to the beginnings of that mood that Copland’s critics, and eventually the composer himself, were surely reacting when he allowed himself to be persuaded to tone down the end of his Third Symphony. The effects of incipient Cold War anxieties were felt much more directly by artists in the Soviet Union, the surviving (and spreading) totalitarian state, where the government saw the regulation of all society as its proper responsibility.


  The war itself (known in Russia as the “Great Patriotic War of 1941–1945”) had, paradoxically enough, been a period of relatively free expression in the Soviet Union. The early and easy victories of Hitler’s armies in White Russia and the Ukraine, where the local populations often greeted the invaders as liberators, had frightened Stalin into a relaxation of censorship and political repressions in an effort to regain the good will of intellectuals and mobilize them for war propaganda. Dmitry Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, dedicated to the city of Leningrad, with a first movement that graphically portrayed the fascist invasion and its heroic repulsion, had been microfilmed and sent via Tehran and Cairo to America, where it was broadcast by Toscanini and the NBC Symphony in the summer of 1942 in a frenzy of media publicity.


  Shostakovich became the recipient of high state honors. His Eighth Symphony (1943), a monumental work without program, but unquestionably grim, was received with equal fervor and praise, even though its implied “dramaturgy” was far from the sort of optimistic, “life-affirming” declaration normally demanded by the doctrine of socialist realism. It was accepted on the basis of its “truthful” reflection of the horrors and losses of war, as were some ponderous works of Sergey Prokofieff, like his Seventh (1942) and Eighth (1944) Sonatas for piano, and his Sixth Symphony, in the dark key of E-flat minor, composed immediately after the war and first performed on 25 December 1947.


  Full Stalinist controls were reimposed, and with a vengeance, as the Cold War gathered impetus. Responsibility for taming the arts was delegated to Andrey Zhdanov, the old theorist of socialist realism. Now the Leningrad Party leader and a full member of the ruling Politburo, Zhdanov was one of the main architects of the Soviet Union’s paranoically anti-Western postwar foreign policy, and the chief organizer of the Cominform (Communist Information Bureau), the successor to the Comintern (dissolved by Stalin in 1943 in a gesture to the wartime Allies) as the central agency that managed and coordinated the activities of communist parties abroad. Next to Stalin himself, Zhdanov was the most powerful politician in the growing Communist world.


  Working through the creative unions managed by the Ministry of Culture, Zhdanov convened a series of extraordinary conferences at the headquarters of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party. They amounted to political hearings at which charges were brought against deviant artists in the fields of literature (1946), film (1947), and finally music. The conference on music opened on 10 January 1948. The immediate pretext was discussion of the shortcomings of an opera, Velikaya druzhba (“The great friendship”), by Vano Muradeli (1908 –70), a minor composer of Georgian birth, which was accused both of historical inaccuracies in its portrayal of events connected with the Russian Revolution, and of an excessively modernistic musical style that rendered it inaccessible to nonprofessional audiences.


  Over the next three days, however, the designated scapegoat was forgotten as twenty-seven musical figures took the floor in a frightening ritual of denunciation and contrition. The chief targets were the so-called “Big Four” of Soviet music: Prokofieff, Shostakovich, Nikolai Myaskovsky (a prolific composer of symphonies), and Aram Ilyich Khachaturian (1903–78), a composer of Armenian heritage and Georgian birth, famous in the West for some colorful concertos and a ballet suite containing a rousing “Sabre Dance” that had become a jukebox hit. All were charged with “formalism,” a vague term with a checkered history, defined in a post-1948 Soviet music encyclopedia as “an esthetic conception proceeding from an affirmation of the selfsufficiency of form in art, and its independence from ideological or pictorial content.”9 In practice it was code for elite modernism, something that the doctrine of socialist realism expressly forbade.


  Shostakovich, who had already been singled out for political attack in 1936, received the roughest treatment. Vladimir Zakharov, the director of the leading Russian professional ensemble for folk song and dance, rose on the first day to render judgment on behalf of “the people.” Never mind The Great Friendship, he told the assembled musicians and political functionaries:


  
    
      That’s not the point. Muradeli’s opera is actually one of the more intelligible pieces. But if you look at our symphonic music, you’ll see that some big names have gradually arisen among us, very famous both here and abroad. But I must say that the works of these composers are altogether alien and unintelligible to our Soviet people. Debate continues among us about whether Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony is good or bad. In my opinion, the question is meaningless. I reckon that from the people’s point of view the Eighth Symphony is not a musical work at all, but a “work” that has nothing whatever to do with the art of music.10

    

  


  


  As Zakharov’s remarks continued, they led into even more sinister terrain. “We read in the papers about the heroic deeds that are being accomplished by the workers in our factories, on our collective farms, and so forth,” he reminded his listeners. “Ask these people whether they really like the Eighth or Ninth Symphonies of Shostakovich.” And after thus insinuating that Shostakovich, in his “formalism,” was an “enemy of the people,” the most dangerous of all Soviet epithets, Zakharov went on to impugn his loyalty to the Soviet state:


  
    
      Several of these composers think that they enjoy success abroad, or even that they are taken there to represent the highest achievements of Soviet musical culture. But let’s take a look at the question. Let’s say that, for example, the Eighth, the Ninth or the Seventh Symphonies of Shostakovich are looked upon abroad as works of genius. But who, exactly, is looking upon them? There are lots of persons living abroad. Besides the reactionaries whom we struggle against, besides the bandits, the imperialists, and so on, there are also the people. It would be interesting to know with whom these compositions are having such success. With the people? I can answer that wholly categorically: no, it cannot be.

    

  


  


  After hearing all these calumnies, after being branded alien to the people but congenial to reactionaries, bandits, and imperialists, Shostakovich was obliged to mount the podium and express his thanks for the constructive critique he had received. “In my work I have had many failures,” he admitted to the meeting,


  
    
      even though, throughout my career, I have always thought of the people, of my listeners, of those who reared me; and I always strive that the people should accept my music. I have always listened to criticism, and have always tried to work harder and better. I am listening to criticism now, and shall continue to listen to it and shall accept critical instructions.11

    

  


  


  Since his death, Shostakovich’s friends have disclosed that in the aftermath of the “Zhdanov flap” (Zhdanovshchina), as it became popularly known, the composer had contemplated suicide. To many observers, however, particularly those abroad, the most dreadful humiliation was not Shostakovich’s; it was Prokofieff’s. For Prokofieff, unlike any other major Soviet composer, was a former émigré. He had had a brilliant cosmopolitan career and had many friends in the West who esteemed his talent and achievements, and who had assumed (as Prokofieff himself must have assumed) that his international reputation would insulate him from bureaucratic meddling. The presumption that he was promised immunity is the only way to make sense of Prokofieff’s decision to return home in 1936, the very year in which Shostakovich was disgraced and threatened for the first time, thus the year that ushered in the most draconian period in Soviet arts policy.


  Even at that, Prokofieff’s powers of denial were impressive. In 1939, for example, the famous director Vsevolod Meyerhold, who had already collaborated indirectly with the composer on the opera The Love for Three Oranges, disappeared (that is, was arrested and condemned) just as he and Prokofieff were working intensively on the staging of Semyon Kotko, Prokofieff’s first Soviet opera. Yet Prokofieff was untouched, just as he had not been mentioned in the attacks on Shostakovich, and his opera’s production proceeded on schedule (albeit with big disfiguring changes in the libretto made necessary by the infamous Hitler-Stalin pact). Crazy as it seems in retrospect, Prokofieff had read good omens in all of these events. The Zhdanovshchina took him completely by surprise.


  But now, less than three weeks after the brilliant premiere of his Sixth Symphony, Prokofieff heard himself denounced at the headquarters of the Communist Party’s Central Committee as a composer “who has even now not yet outgrown the childish dogma of innovation for the sake of innovation, who still practices artistic snobbism, who still suffers from a mistaken fear of the commonplace or ordinary.” As for the Sixth Symphony, “it was quaint to hear the way one Prokofieff struggled with another in it: the penchant for broad melody and vivid thematic development is constantly interrupted and overthrown by the crude, unprovoked intrusion of the nasty, antisocial Prokofieff.”12 In particular, Prokofieff was faulted for spurning the resources of folklore—not only an unpatriotic move, but one bound to lessen the accessibility of his music to ordinary listeners.


  Prokofieff, too, was obliged to make a public recantation and express his thanks to the Party for its “precise directives,” which “will help me in my search of a musical language accessible and natural to our people, worthy of our people and of our great country.”13 Owing to his greater age and his precarious health, he was spared the ignominy of a personal appearance before his judges. Instead, he wrote (or at least signed) a letter that was published as a response to the “Resolution on Music” that the Communist Party issued on 10 February 1948.


  This Resolution decreed that Soviet composers henceforth favor vocal music over instrumental; program music over “absolute”; shun the use of modernistic techniques that shut out nonprofessional listeners; make liberal use of folklore; and actually emulate the styles of the great Russian composers of the nineteenth century. Never before, not even in Nazi Germany, were composers ever enjoined so literally to isolate themselves from the rest of the musical world and turn back the stylistic clock. But style was not the main issue. The Resolution’s demands, especially for concrete musical “content” embodied in texts and programs, were at bottom an attempt to render musical compositions more easily censorable.


  The Zhdanovite directives were quickly disseminated to the “fraternal republics” that were forming in Eastern Europe. The Resolution was paraphrased, if anything in even stronger terms, in a proclamation drafted in German by Hanns Eisler at the Second International Congress of Composers and Music Critics, held in Prague in May 1948, three months after the Communist coup d’état in Czechoslovakia. The crisis in “the music and the musical life of our times” it was there declared, can only be overcome if composers renounce “bourgeois individualism” once and for all, so that “their music becomes the expression of the great new progressive ideas and feelings of the masses.“14


  Works by the Soviet Big Four, not to mention countless lesser fry in all the countries of the burgeoning Soviet empire, that were not considered to be in conformity with the Resolution (and that meant most of them) were banned from performance. Many composers suffered reprisals. Shostakovich, ever the main scapegoat, was fired from his post as professor of composition at the Moscow Conservatory. All were required to make propitiatory offerings. Shostakovich’s included an oratorio, Pesn’ o lesakh (“Song of the forests,” 1949), and a cantata, Nad rodinoy nashey solntse siyayet (“The sun shines over our motherland,” 1952), both to texts by the poet Yevgeniy Dolmatovsky (1915–94), a dependable Party hack who was best known for writing lyrics for “mass” (propaganda) songs.


  Both works feature a children’s chorus, as do two of Prokofieff’s offerings, a suite called Zimniy kostyor (“Winter bonfire,” 1949–50) and an oratorio called Na strazhe mira (“On guard for peace,” 1950), both to texts by Samuil Marshak (1887–1964), a poet and translator best known for his children’s verse. Prokofieff’s last symphony, the posthumously performed Seventh (1952), a work in which he expressly simplified his style to a point that privately embarrassed him as “childish,” won a government prize that formally rehabilitated his name, but only after an even more “optimistic” ending (fast and jolly instead of dreamy and nostalgic) had been demanded and supplied.


  The Soviet music of what might be called the post-Zhdanov half-decade, lasting from the 1948 Resolution until the death of Stalin (the same day as Prokofieff’s) in 1953, is the work of gifted and extremely well trained composers. Much of it is highly palatable stuff that compares favorably with the 50-to 100-year-old Russian “classics” it forcibly imitated. But of course when one knows its actual date, and the fear and trembling that stood behind its folksy pleasantries and its smooth or stirring platitudes, it can turn quite indigestible. As always, inevitably, subtexts of a kind not intended either by the composers or by those who compelled their output have grown into the works over the course of their histories.


  But their immediate and intended subtext, now grown faint perhaps, is no less historically significant. The emphasis on childhood themes—themes of reassurance, innocence, and calm bright futures—is clearly a response to the same anxieties of the early Cold War that we have so far examined mainly from the “Western” side. In Russia, too, the triumphant mood of the immediate postwar moment had modulated into one of insecurity. Where in 1945 Prokofieff could compose an “Ode to the End of the War” for wind band (including six flute and six trumpet parts), four pianos, eight harps, four saxophones, and augmented percussion (and Khachaturian could outdo him with a Simfoniya-Poèma for orchestra, organ, and twenty-three obbligato trombones), his oratorio of 1950 included a Lullaby for a solo mezzo-soprano who croons to her child (and to the country at large), “Sleep, don’t be afraid, your life and quiet home are guarded by a great friend who lives above us all in the Kremlin.” Shostakovich, for his part, had shown a squeamishness about “Ninth Symphony” rhetoric even earlier than Aaron Copland did. At the end of the war he was up to his own Symphony no. 9, but found he could not bring himself, after Hiroshima, to compose the glorious choral symphony, replete with personal praise of Stalin, that many were awaiting from him. Instead, his cold feet sent him in the opposite direction: his Ninth Symphony is for the most part a slight and whimsical opus in the spirit, the composer suggested, of Haydn. It became another point against him at the Zhdanov conference.


  The mood of calm and comfort that Shostakovich and Prokofieff were now seeking, at the Party’s behest, to communicate was not so far, ironically enough, from that of Shostakovich’s unexpectedly good-humored and diverting Ninth. Yet not everybody was consoled. Prokofieff’s former colleagues in the West were appalled. As we know from letters and memoirs, composers like Francis Poulenc and Arthur Honegger, who had known Prokofieff in Paris, were dismayed at his mistreatment and disillusioned with the society for the sake of which he had forsaken them, and which until then had continued despite everything to be for many idealists a beacon of hope. Stravinsky, who was under no illusions where Soviet totalitarianism was concerned, was nevertheless shocked out of his complacency about “benevolent despotisms.” The former admirer of Mussolini, now living in Hollywood, remarked to a friend about the Europeans, “As far as I am concerned, they can have their Marshals and Fuehrers; leave me Mr. Truman and I’m quite satisfied.”15


  BREAKING RANKS


  One of the most poignant reactions was that of the German composer Stefan Wolpe (1902 –72). An ardent Communist in “Weimar” Berlin, he followed the example of Hanns Eisler in renouncing his elite training for the sake of political activism, conducting choruses at demonstrations and rallies, and composing militant mass songs (Kampflieder) and revolutionary cantatas and oratorios. He first became famous in 1931 as the composer of the incidental score for Die Mausefalle (“The mousetrap”), the maiden production of Die Truppe 31, a workers’ theater collective led by the director Gustav von Wangenheim. It was scored for a shoestring cabaret “jazz” ensemble of trumpet, saxophone, piano, and percussion. Wolpe was actively promoted as an activist composer by the Comintern. His Kampflied “Ours Is the Future” (also known as Rote Soldaten or “Red Soldiers”) appeared in the New York Composers Collective’s Workers Song Book No. 2 and many other Communist publications of the 1930s.


  When Hitler came to power in 1933, Wolpe fled to Vienna, where he took some lessons in orchestration from Webern. In 1934 he went to Jerusalem to head the theory and composition faculty at the newly founded Palestine Conservatory. But Wolpe’s continued, flamboyant commitment to leftist politics (flaunting red bandanas and preaching revolution to his pupils) cost him his job there and helped precipitate his move, in 1938, to the United States, where he was no longer in demand as a revolutionary. Instead, he carried on as a much sought-after private composition teacher. His works, too, grew more “private” and abstract (although they still often embodied tacit political programs).


  After the war, Wolpe’s retreat into abstraction continued, now in response to the suspicion with which left-leaning artists were held in America with the coming of the Cold War, but also in response to something else. Wolpe was painfully disillusioned by the postwar political crackdown in the Soviet Union and horrified by the persecution and humiliation of Prokofieff. In a sense his disillusion only confirmed and intensified his commitment to political and artistic avantgardism; but the status quo he now opposed encompassed all entrenched power, which, he now saw, was by definition reactionary and intolerant of difference.


  And so when he went back on a visit to his native Berlin, now the capital of “East Germany,” in 1957, Wolpe found himself unable to comply with an invitation from his old collaborator Wangenheim (now a decorated state-subsidized artist) to play over his old Kampflieder. In the postwar context such music no longer seemed to represent protest, but instead political hegemony and repression. And so, feigning forgetfulness, he played his host instead a recording of his two-movement Quartet (1950) for trumpet, saxophone, piano, and drums, and was met with incomprehension.


  Although the performing ensemble was the very same as the combo that used to accompany the Truppe 31 plays, which made the Quartet to that extent nostalgic, the musical content was altogether different. The jazz it now echoed was be-bop, a postwar New York elite or “avantgarde” style that many jazz lovers found as incomprehensible as their “classical” counterparts found twelve-tone music. And sure enough, the Quartet, like most of the music Wolpe had written in America (and would continue to write until his death) was composed using a modified twelve-tone technique, formerly the bête noire of all socially committed musicians.


  Whether the lively second movement of Wolpe’s Quartet (Ex. 1-2) was composed with a specific program in mind is open to question. Wolpe gave it two different story lines in conversation with different interviewers. On one occasion he said that it had been inspired by Henri Cartier-Bresson’s famous photograph of children playing amid the rubble of the Spanish Civil War, a famous metaphor of optimism in the face of political catastrophe. On another, he said that it celebrated the victory of the Chinese Communists in 1949 over the regime of Chiang Kai-shek (and that the grim first movement memorialized Mao Tse-tung’s famous Long March, an equally potent symbol of resolution in the face of privation).


  Either or both stories could be true, and there is no reason to doubt the sincerity of the composer’s inspiration. But the music no longer communicates with the directness of a Kampflied. A listener would be hard pressed to paraphrase its “message,” or guess its precise motivation, with any confidence. But if it thus frustrated willing listeners, it also frustrated wouldbe censors, and that may well have been the point. The hermeticism of Wolpe’s postwar—or rather, Cold War—music was a deliberate and demonstrative refusal to comply with the directives of the Zhdanovshchina. And yet, the question nags, how did an artist with Wolpe’s social conscience feel about a decision, however honestly arrived at, to insulate his artistic integrity within a music that eventually became so abstract that its content would be a riddle, its style so advanced that few except fellow musicians could take pleasure in it, and so demanding of its performers that almost no one could play it?


  ZERO HOUR


  The tension and frustration inherent in Wolpe’s position was characteristic of the time, and contributed to many a strange turn of events that could never have been predicted before the war’s end. The most noteworthy was the unexpected resurgence of twelve-tone composition—or “serialism,” to use the postwar term—from what many considered to be a moribund, sectarian status into something that began to look like stylistic dominance among “serious” composers in Western Europe and America. (The word serious, now widely recognized as an invidious standard and an enforcer of conformity, is nevertheless the word to use in this context, for it was the word then used: it derived from German usage, in which the distinction between “classical” and “popular” music was couched as one between ernste Musik or “E-Musik”—that is, “serious music”—and Unterhaltungsmusik or “U-Musik,” meaning “entertainment music.”) For such a thing to happen, a complex and remarkable convergence of circumstances and personalities was required.


  EX. 1-2 Stefan Wolpe, Quartet (1950), II, mm. 1–5
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  Perhaps the best place to begin surveying it would be with a book that appeared in Paris in 1946, bearing a most un-Parisian message. Schönberg et son école: L’état contemporaine du langage musical (Schoenberg and His School: The Contemporary Stage of the Language of Music), by René Leibowitz (1913–72), was the first extended treatment on the work of the Viennese atonalists to appear in a language other than German, and the first anywhere since the rise of Nazism. The author was a Polish-born musician — equally active and significant as composer, conductor, and teacher — who had lived in Paris since 1929 but claimed to have studied in the early 1930s with Schoenberg in Berlin and Webern in Vienna. He spent the war years hiding from the Nazis in unoccupied (Vichy) France. A widely admired figure, he had many pupils who went on to important careers.


  Schönberg et son école was a militant reprise of the neo-Hegelian position first asserted ninety years before by the historian-spokesmen of the New German School. The subtitle already said it all, simply in the way it used the definite article. The language of music is a universal language that has undergone a single historical development, of which the most advanced contemporary stage is perforce the only historically valid and viable language at any given time. That stage, as of 1946, was the stage reached by the Schoenberg school; any music not at that level of historical evolution was of no historical account and consequently of no serious interest. As Leibowitz put it at the very outset, twelve-tone serial music was “the only genuine and inevitable expression of the musical art of our time.” Indeed, unless one has recognized this basic fact, he went so far as to allege, one had no right to call oneself a composer at all.


  
    
      If the activity of composing or making music is carried on with the intention of solving those profound problems which have confronted the consciousness of the individual, that individual has a chance to become a composer, a true musician. In the case of the composer, this sudden consciousness comes at the moment when, in the work of a contemporary musician, he discovers what seems to him to be the language of his epoch, the language which he himself wants to speak. Up to that point, he may have assimilated, in more or less accurate fashion, the language of the past; he may have believed that he has profited from certain excursions into a style which seems to him to furnish fresh possibilities. But his real consciousness of being a composer cannot be foursquare and unshakable until some master of our time brings him the assurance, the irrefutable evidence of the necessity and authenticity of his personal language.16

    

  


  


  Aaron Copland, asked to review Leibowitz’s book on its publication in English translation in 1949, was shocked at its “dogmatic” and “fanatical”17 tone; indeed, the authoritarian subtext is palpable, and in stark contradiction to the lip service the text paid (in good existentialist fashion) to the responsible “individual.” Phrases like “master of our time” had disquieting resonances, to put it mildly, in a world just rid of Hitler, and one where Stalin’s ascendancy was still encroaching. And yet the book’s message was heard and widely obeyed — even by Copland, who only a year later, and against his own expectations, began sketching his first twelve-tone composition (see chapter 3 for details). Clearly, it was not just Leibowitz’s authoritarianism that invested his words with authority.


  There was also the fact that in territories under Nazi control, the work of Schoenberg and his school had been banned. That gave it not only the aura of forbidden fruit, but something more as well. Twelve-tone music became a symbol of resistance (embodied, too, in Leibowitz’s wartime activities, which included the making of a clandestine recording of Schoenberg’s Wind Quintet, an early twelve-tone piece), and, by extension, a symbol of creative freedom. As it happened, this last perception was based on a historical error: Schoenberg’s music was banned by the Nazis because it was “Jewish,” not because it was twelve-tone. In fact, there had been an officially tolerated Nazi school of twelve-tone composers; nor were all twelve-tone composers anti-Nazi. But factual accuracy is never the decisive factor in the creation of a legend.


  Serial music was also viewed by many as a symbol of incorruptible purity, precisely because it was (to use the Soviet term) so “formalist.” Because it seemed to deal only with “purely musical” relationships of structure rather than with “extramusical” considerations of expression, it was a music that seemed incapable of being commandeered for purposes of propaganda. Its only political stand seemed to be the rejection of politics and the affirmation of the right of the individual to turn away from the coercive public sphere. What Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno called its “dialectics of loneliness”18 made twelve-tone music seem an embodiment of Sartre’s existentialism.


  Adorno made his famous remark in Philosophie der neuen Musik (“Philosophy of new music”), a book he published in 1949, shortly after returning to Germany from his wartime exile in the United States. This book, which added an existentialist argument to the older doctrine of progress, proved even more influential than Leibowitz’s. If, as the existentialists argued, authenticity can only be personal and justified from within, never collectively asserted or justified from without, then a music that by virtue of its difficulty shunned popularity had to be a more authentic music than one that potentially spoke for the many. Responding only to what Adorno called “the inherent tendency of musical material”19 rather to any call from the wider world, twelve-tone music seemed to embody a perfect artistic “autonomy.” That autonomy easily translated into personal and political autonomy—that is, individual integrity—in the minds of many who were emerging from decades of oppression, an oppression that was still going on in the East.


  There was a telling difference between Adorno’s idea of musical value and Leibowitz’s. Adorno’s ideal of “autonomy” clearly owed a lot to romanticism and its glorification of subjective feeling. He regarded the autonomy of Schoenberg’s twelve-tone music as a sublimation of the composer’s earlier Expressionism; that is why, despite its abstractness, it remained for Adorno the most humane of all contemporary musics. For Leibowitz, his sincere reverence for Schoenberg notwithstanding, the culmination was Webern. Indeed, his book was for most readers their first exposure to the work of a composer who during his lifetime had remained an obscure and esoteric name, and whose music was still, much of it, unpublished.


  Leibowitz emphasized Webern’s radicalism and his purity. Obviously, he had no idea (and neither did anyone else at the time) of Webern’s actual political sympathies, which would have sorely disconcerted him and undermined his argument. Nor was he (or anyone else at the time) inclined to reflect on the relationship between radical artistic purisms and their political cousins. He was content to celebrate Webern’s “projection of the Schoenbergian acquisitions into the future,” which made him “the incarnation of the most radical side of Schoenberg,”20 implying the rejection of what remained conservative in Schoenberg’s outlook (particularly the useless “subjective” component). According to Leibowitz, Webern alone understood that the proper task of a composer was to “attack the most fundamental and radical problems of the evolution of music.” To understand Webern is to understand “the necessity of such purity,” and the “necessity of carrying an experience so far”21 that it cannot be carried further. It is on Webern, Leibowitz argued, that hopes of a “great renewal” of music must be pinned, although “it is evident that such a renewal cannot take place without a violent reaction.” The words are chilling; substitute politics for music, and they might have been written by Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda.


  But they chimed ideally with the dislocated, amnesiac mood of the times, particularly in Germany and the other parts of Western Europe, like Leibowitz’s northern France, that had been occupied by the Nazis. Those who looked to the future in the defeated parts of Europe saw the present as a Stunde Null, a “zero hour,” meaning a time without a past. The necessity to start from scratch, to reject the past in its totality as something tainted if not actually destroyed in the Holocaust of World War II, was a watchword. “During those immediate postwar years,” wrote Hans Werner Henze (b. 1926), a leading German composer then just beginning his career,


  
    
      no one believed how it could have been possible for a nation to have sunk so low—into a disgrace that centuries could not wash clean. We were assured by senior composers that music is abstract, not to be connected with everyday life, and that immeasurable and inalienable values are lodged in it (which is precisely why the Nazis censored those modern works which strove to achieve absolute freedom) … .


      Everything now had to be stylized and made abstract: music regarded as a glass-bead-game, a fossil of life. Discipline was the order of the day. Through discipline it was going to be possible to get music back on its feet again, though nobody asked what for. Discipline enabled form to come about; there were rules and parameters for everything. Expressionism and Surrealism were mystically remote; we were told that these movements were already obsolete before 1930, and had been surpassed. The new avantgarde would reaffirm this. The audience, at whom our music was supposed to be directed, would be made up of experts. The public would be excused from attending our concerts; in other words, our public would be the press and our protectors.22

    

  


  


  Thus the “Webern cult” became the musical expression of an anxious age. “We realized,” wrote Henze, “that dodecaphony and serialism were the only viable new techniques: fresh, and able to generate new musical patterns”23 without recalling the dead disgraceful past. Willed amnesia, however, is not quite the same as amnesty, which implies contrition and forgiveness. It can be a dangerous game: it offers solace, but it can also offer cover. And repressed memory, not only psychoanalysts but countless playwrights and novelists have warned, is the breeding ground of phobias.


  POLARIZATION


  All of this can be seen in the ultimate statement of the Stunde Null position: “Schoenberg est mort” (“Schoenberg is dead”), a manifesto published in February 1952, seven months after Schoenberg’s death, by Pierre Boulez (b. 1925), a young French composer who had studied officially with Messiaen, and with Leibowitz on the side. The violence that Leibowitz had predicted certainly came to the fore in Boulez’s frantically coercive and intolerant rhetoric. No one who has read the article has ever forgotten its frightening climax, expanded in a somewhat later squib into a battle cry: “Since the Viennese discoveries, any musician who has not experienced—I do not say understood, but truly experienced—the necessity of the dodecaphonic language is USELESS. For his entire work brings him up short of the needs of his time.”24


  Not even Zhdanov had ever voiced a judgment more categorical or intransigent (and indeed it is obvious that Boulez’s rhetorical model was the Communist journalism of his day). There were Nazi resonances as well. Herbert Eimert (1897 –1972), a once-persecuted member of the first generation of atonalists, declared a few years later, in response to a frequent complaint, that “if we say that only composers who follow Webern are worthy of the name, it is no new ‘totalitarian order’ but a simple statement of fact.” Nazi race theory, too, had once been a simple fact by similar decree. In any event, it was clear that, conventional “esthetic” opinion notwithstanding, musicians were not going to be exempt from the world’s dire postwar polarization; on the contrary, like everyone else they were to be participants in it and contributors to it.


  The most vivid early symptom of musical polarization was the fierce postwar controversy about Bartók, who had died in New York in September 1945, only a month after the end of the war. Over the next few years, Bartók’s legacy, like Europe itself, was ruthlessly partitioned into Eastern and Western zones. In his native Hungary, as in the rest of the Soviet bloc, those of his works in which folklorism seemed to predominate over modernism were touted by the cultural politicians as obligatory models and the rest were banned from public performance or broadcast. Since Bartók’s modernist peak came in the middle of his career, he became (for one often joked-about example) the composer of two quartets, the First and the Sixth.


  The Western avantgarde, meanwhile, made virtual fetishes out of the banned works, particularly the Fourth Quartet, which some critics, including Leibowitz, tried to read as proto-serial. The rest they rancorously consigned to the dustbin of history, sometimes in very sinister terms, as when Leibowitz (writing in Les temps modernes, a journal edited by Jean-Paul Sartre himself) attacked Bartók in 1947 for having “compromised” himself during the war with stylistically accessible pieces like the popular Concerto for Orchestra.25 That was the undisguised language of political denunciation, a cruel insult to Bartók’s principled antifascist commitment and the bitter sacrifices it had entailed.


  Bartók’s alleged moral failure was held against him in exactly the way that “passive collaborators” with the Nazis were blamed in the wake of the so-called Nuremberg trials. “The very fact that our purity or compromise in matters of composition depend only on our choice implies that it is our duty to create the one and avoid the other,” wrote Leibowitz.26 Bartók, looking for social approval rather than facing his lonely historical obligation, had not met this challenge, his stern posthumous accuser now asserted, very much in the spirit of the new existentialism.


  But the most shocking provocation (and the most potent) remained Boulez’s. For the violence that Leibowitz had somewhat smugly foreseen in the form of reaction had instead taken the form of a slander addressed to the new revolution’s very figurehead. There was logic in the position: if all the past had to be rejected, then Schoenberg had to be rejected too. (Had he not advertised himself as an upholder of the great tradition?) But Boulez exaggerated the difference between Schoenberg and Webern into one of kind rather than degree, and this gave him a pretext to dismiss Leibowitz along with Schoenberg and displace him as the leader of the young serialists. Danton had given way to Robespierre.


  “Schoenberg is open to bitter reproach for his exploration of the dodecaphonic realm,” Boulez alleged, “for it went off in the wrong direction so persistently that it would be hard to find an equally mistaken perspective in the entire history of music.”27 The great mistake had been the effort to reconcile the new means of tonal organization with traditional “classic” forms and traditional “expressive” rhetoric: “all those endless anticipations with expressive accent on the harmony note, those fake appoggiaturas, those arpeggios, tremolandos and note repetitions that sound so terribly hollow.”28 Thus Schoenberg was lumped together with the other neoclassicists of the interwar period as a practitioner of what Adorno called the “gemässigte Moderne,“ or “moderate modernism,”29 and tainted with the dishonor of the “moderate liberals” who could not stave off the rise of Nazism. It was Webern who pointed the way, in works like his Symphony and his Piano Variations to actual “serial structures” based on “serial functions.” Forgetting Schoenberg, Boulez advised,


  
    
      we might, like this Webern, investigate the musical evidence arising from the attempt at generating structure from material. Perhaps we might enlarge the serial domain with intervals other than the semitone: micro-intervals, irregular intervals, noises. Perhaps we might generalize the serial principle to the four constituents of sound: pitch, duration, dynamics/attack, and timbre. Perhaps … perhaps …30

    

  


  DARMSTADT


  Although Boulez cast them all as hypotheticals, some of the new extensions of serialism he was proposing had already been put into practice by 1952, both by Boulez himself and by some of the other musicians who had been meeting every summer at a unique institution that had been set up in 1946 in Darmstadt, a town located in the state of Hessen in central Germany, which is to say in the American zone of occupation. These International Summer Courses for New Music (Internationale FerienkursefürNeueMusik) were founded by Wolfgang Steinecke (1910-61), a music critic, and Wolfgang Fortner (1907 - 87), a composer, first with the permission, later with the active financial backing of the United States military government as channeled through Everett Helm (1913 - 99), an American composer and musicologist who held the position of chief music officer with the Theater and Music Branch of the American Military Government. (Fortner, who had been active and successful throughout the Nazi period but was now an ardent “post-Schoenbergian,” was perhaps the most conspicuous of those seeking cover in the “zero hour” myth.) The courses had two main goals: first, to propagate American political and cultural values as part of the general Allied effort to reeducate the German population in preparation for the establishment of democratic institutions; and second, to provide a meeting place where musicians from the former fascist or fascist-occupied areas of Europe — chiefly Germany/Austria, France, and Italy — might further their musical reeducation through exposure to (and instruction in) styles and techniques that had been prohibited or otherwise silenced during the fascist years. The first of these aims was mainly that of the American backers. The Summer Courses, in their earliest phase, have been compared with the Congress for Cultural Freedom, an antiCommunist organization headed by the composer Nicolas Nabokov, which was secretly funded by the United States government’s Central Intelligence Agency as an instrument of American foreign policy. (The difference was that the source of the Summer Courses’ financial support was never a secret.) The second aim, more insularly professional, was primarily that of the Germans. Each took advantage of the other’s interests — a classic case of mutual “cooption.” During the first few years, the American presence was strongly pronounced at the “Darmstadt school” (as the Courses quickly became known). Lectures by American musicians were frequent, as were those by Germans who had fled to America such as Leo Schrade, a famous musicologist who, though primarily a medievalist, spoke at Darmstadt about Charles Ives, and Stefan Wolpe, whose leftist commitments had been muted in the wake of the Zhdanovshchina. Music by Ives, Harris, Copland, Walter Piston, Wallingford Riegger, and other “Americanist” composers were performed at Darmstadt, as was the music of Paul Hindemith, who had become an American citizen.


  During the first session, in 1946, Henze conducted a performance of Brecht and Hindemith’s Lehrstück vom Einverständnis (“Lesson in Acquiescence”), a work that had been banned under Hitler for political rather than stylistic reasons. The fact that different, stylistically, from the music played seem superfluous at Darmstadt. It did not further Hindemith’s music was not all under Hitler eventually made it the politically important purposes of the “zero hour” myth. But the most decisive change of course came after (andasaresult of) the Zhdanovshchina, news of which was followed at Darmstadt with horrified fascination.
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  FIG. 1-4 Pierre Boulez, Bruno Maderna, and Karlheinz Stockhausen at Darmstadt, 1956.


  The urgent wish, especially after 1949 when administration of the courses passed from the American occupying force to the new West German government, was to provide the musicians of the avantgarde with a protected space free from all social or political pressures (“avantgarde” now being defined entirely in esthetic rather than political terms—in other words, no more Brecht!). It became imperative, in short, to foster at Darmstadt, in the name of creative freedom, exactly that which was subject to repression in the Soviet bloc. And that made, as if in obedience to some Newtonian law of culture, for equal and opposite repressions.


  Henze has left a vivid recollection of Darmstadt in 1955 that well captures the grim irony whereby the very thing most feared was reproduced. The dominating presences by then were three young composers who had first come in 1951 –1952. One was Boulez; the others were Karlheinz Stockhausen (1928 –2008), a German who had moved to Paris early in 1952 to study with Messiaen, and Bruno Maderna (1920–73), an Italian composer and conductor who had originally come as a member of the paid faculty, teaching conducting and analysis in addition to composition. In 1955, the composition class was taught by Henze, Maderna, and Boulez. “Things had become pretty absurd,” Henze recalled:


  
    
      Boulez, who saw himself as the supreme authority, was sitting at the piano, flanked by Maderna and myself—we must have looked like reluctant assistant judges at a trial, as young composers brought their pieces forward for opinion. Anything that wasn’t Webernian, he brusquely dismissed: “If it isn’t written in the style of Webern it’s of no interest.”


      My antipathy was directed not against Webern’s music, but against the misuse and misinterpretation of his aesthetic and, indeed, of his technique and its motivation and significance. Thanks to the initiative of Boulez and Stockhausen this had become institutionalized as official musical thinking, whose maxims the body of lesser mortals now had to put into practice with religious devotion, esprit de corps and slavish obedience…. There was constant talk of law and order. Just imagine: it was being bureaucratically determined how people should compose, in which style and according to which criteria.31

    

  


  


  It was an irony that was being played out in all walks of life during the early cold war. (Just to cite the most obvious example, it was paranoiac antagonism to expanding Soviet totalitarianism that led to the most serious breaches of democratic process in the United States during the so-called “McCarthy” period, named after Senator Joseph McCarthy, who in pursuit of traitors led aggressive and destructive investigations into the lives of many innocent Americans.) But this particular irony, while revealing, is far from all-explaining. Some investigation of the actual music produced at or for Darmstadt during the years 1949–54 will show another irony: its considerable actual distance from Webern, whose meticulous control over his materials was now systematically sacrificed in the interests of something more urgent that Webern, in his prewar or wartime world, never thought to seek. Identifying and assessing this discrepancy will shed the sharpest light on the world the war’s survivors inherited.


  FIXATIONS


  The earliest actual piece of music that can be securely identified as belonging to the “Darmstadt school” was not by any of the composers recalled by Henze, nor was it even a twelve-tone piece. It was a work for piano by Messiaen called Mode de valeurs et d’intensités (roughly, “Scheme of note values and dynamics”), which he composed (or began composing) during the summer of 1949 while engaged as an instructor at the Summer Courses. Published the next year as the second in a set of four Études de rhythme, it is in fact a study in “hypostatization,” the total determination (“fixing”) of a limited assemblage of sonic elements or events. This idea had a direct precedent in Webern, who in his Symphony, his String Quartet, and his Piano Variations had experimented with the fixed assignment of particular pitches to particular registers. As his title suggests, Messiaen thrust this principle of fixed assignment into three additional domains.


  EX. 1-3 Olivier Messiaen, Mode de valeurs et d’intensités, prefatory table


  [image: Image]


  


  The material out of which Messiaen assembled the composition consisted of thirty-six different notes, each characterized by a unique combination of pitch, duration, loudness, and attack. They are all systematically catalogued in a table (Ex. 1-3) that precedes the score. The thirty-six pitches are laid out in three overlapping registral domains (or “divisions,” as Messiaen calls them) containing all twelve notes of the chromatic scale, each represented once. In the score, of which the first page is given in Ex. 1-4, each division has a staff to itself. No pitch appears in the same register in more than one division. Within each division, a given pitch is assigned a duration from another set of three overlapping “divisions.” The first consists of all the durations between a thirty-second note and a dotted quarter (= twelve thirty-seconds), laid out in thirty-second-note increments: a sort of “chromatic scale” of thirty-seconds. The second division doubles everything: a chromatic scale of sixteenths, from one to twelve (= a dotted half); and the third doubles everything again: a chromatic scale of eighths, from one to twelve (= a dotted whole note).


  EX. 1-4 Olivier Messiaen, Mode de valeurs et d’intensités, mm. 1 -10
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  Within each domain there is thus a fixed correspondence between pitch and duration, and a systematic lengthening of durations as pitches descend. The highest note in the piece is also the shortest, and the lowest the longest. In addition, each note is assigned a mode of attack from an arbitrary list of twelve (the number corresponding again with the number of elements in the chromatic scale) and a loudness from an incremental list of seven. Thus every “pitch-class” (or “note-name,” e.g. A, B[image: Image], B, etc.) is represented in three different registers, each time with a different duration, loudness, and mode of attack. But since no combination of pitch, duration, loudness, and attack ever recurs within the scheme, every note is a completely discrete element. No special significance attaches to octave equivalency; the texture is utterly “atomized.” The only notes that recur in melodic conjunction are the ones that come under slurs (the first two in Division I; nos. 2-3, 4-5 and 6-8 in Division II; nos. 4-5 in Division III). To be fastidiously exact, then, the number of “elements” in the piece is thirty: twenty-five single notes, four two-note groups, and one three-note group.


  The music consists of a ceaseless “counterpointing” of elements drawn from the stringently limited menu just described, individual hypostatized objects in seemingly fortuitous relationships. Stockhausen called it “a mosaic of sound.” Calling it a sonic “mobile” might come even closer to its effect. Some sense of overall progression emerges from the general tendency of all three domains to descend and slow down; the thundering low C$at the end of Division III comes three times and seems to divide the piece into three sections, the last time (in the words of the critic Paul Griffiths) effectively “stopping the music in its tracks.”32 (Not much of a surprise, really; ending a piece with a long loud low note is not exactly unheard of.) Different registers, regardless of “division,” have characteristic attack and loudness features as well, as may be seen in Ex. 1-5, a summary devised by the pianist and Messiaen scholar Robert Sherlaw Johnson, in which the complete array of “particles” is laid out in a single succession. Finally, the middle staff, with its three slurred groups, possesses in consequence a certain amount of “motivic consistency,” so that despite the arbitrariness of its constituent elements and its atomized texture, the music never sounds entirely random.


  EX. 1-5 Olivier Messiaen’s scheme reduced to a single succession (after R. S. Johnson)
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  Still, one may fairly wonder why Messiaen would have wished to court an impression of randomness; or (perhaps more to the point) why one would wish to plan such an apparently haphazard outcome in such meticulous detail. (Even when the three staves line up on a plain old diminished triad, as happens in m. 56, it’s just a “happening,” and more likely to be spotted by eye than by ear; see Ex. 1-6.) In the case of Messiaen himself, answers are probably to be sought in his religious philosophy, in which the incomprehensible results of unknowable plans can symbolize the relationship of man and God.


  EX. 1-6 Olivier Messiaen, Mode de valeurs et d’intensités, mm. 54-56
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  Arcane structures, reminiscent of medieval speculations in sound, were an old story with Messiaen. They conveyed the “charm of impossibilities” — sublime truths that we may apprehend only with our minds, not our senses. Shortly after composing the Mode de valeurs et d’intensités, Messiaen wrote an organ piece called “Soixante-quatre durées” (“Sixty-four durations,” the seventh and last item in his Livre d’orgue or Organ Book); its title refers to a “chromatic” series of note values, increasing from one thirty-second all the way to a breve (or “double whole note”), which makes the divisions in Mode de valeurs seem like child’s play. Is a listener expected to distinguish a duration of 57 thirty-seconds from one of 56 or 58? Or is all the elaborate rational calculation a “theological” ploy to boggle (yet somehow comfort) the mind?


  But Mode de valeurs et d’intensités was special in its obsession with the number twelve; and that made it a sign of the times. As laid out in the preliminary table, the three pitch “divisions” looked like tone rows, even though in practice they were unordered rather than ordered sets. Moreover, by conceiving the durations as “chromatic scales,” and mapping them onto the pitches in a one-to-one relationship, Messiaen seemed (or could seem) to be doing something about that perceived gap between serial pitch structure and garden-variety “classical” rhythm that so bothered his pupil Boulez.


  “TOTAL SERIALISM”


  That is how the Darmstadt “class of 1951” chose to interpret Messiaen’s purpose, at any rate, when he played them his recording of the piece. Boulez in particular found the work inspiring, not only for the way in which it seemed to integrate “the four constituents of sound” as he listed them (surely under the influence of Messiaen’s “divisions”) in “Schoenberg Is Dead,” but also for the way in which the whole piece arose out of a set of axioms, or what Messiaen scholar Peter Hill called its “fantastically detailed set of a priori rules.”33 It promised a new utopia: “total” or “integral” serialism.


  All one had to do was introduce strict serial ordering into the four Messiaenic domains. And that is just what Boulez did in Structures for two pianos (1951). He paid tribute to Messiaen’s example, and declared his intention to realize explicitly what Messiaen had been content merely to imply, by adopting the pitch succession of Division I in Mode de valeurs as an actual tone row in Structures, turning what had been for Messiaen a quarry of “stones” for a mosaic into a rigorously ordered pitch and intervallic sequence. Next, Messiaen’s twelve chromatically graded durations were likewise put in a definite and rigorously maintained order, derived from the pitch order but operating independently. The method of derivation is what mathematicians call “mapping,” that is, a system of one-to-one correspondences. The starting point, as before, is Messiaen’s Division I of note values, in which each successive pitch is assigned the next successive “degree” of the “chromatic scale of thirty-second notes.” Thus E[image: Image] (pitch 1) is associated with the thirty-second note, D (pitch 2) with the sixteenth note, A (3) with the dotted sixteenth, A[image: Image] (4) with the eighth note, and so on.


  But where Messiaen maintained this pitch/duration association as a constant throughout Mode de valeurs, Boulez related the pitch-classes and durations independently to the order positions (the numbers in parentheses). This allowed him to create twelve “permutations” of the rhythm series that corresponded demonstrably (if only numerically) to the twelve possible transpositions of the pitch series, and to deploy the pitch and rhythm series independently of one another, like the color and talea in a medieval “isorhythmic” motet. The result is a truly fantastical set of a priori rules — fantastical in that the principle of correspondence is purely conceptual, devoid of any aurally perceivable relationship to the principle of pitch transposition on which it was based.


  Here is why. As we know, when any twelve-tone pitch series is transposed— down, say, by one semitone — the result is a new ordering of pitch classes that preserves the same intervallic relationships as the original one. (One of the most basic aspects of twelve-tone technique, then, is that a “tone row” is really an “interval row” since it is the succession of intervals — the all-important motivic Grundgestalt—that remains constant when the row is subjected to its various transformations.) In Ex. 1-7a, the stated transformation of the Structures row (transposition down a semitone) is set down twice, each time both in terms of letter names and in terms of the reordering of the pitch numbers:


  EX. 1-7A Transformation of Pierre Boulez’s Structures row
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  In Ex. 1-7b, the same mapping operation is shown for the durational “scale,” each time maintaining the original assignment of durations to pitch numbers:


  EX. 1-7B Transformation of Pierre Boulez’s Structures durational “scale”


  [image: Image]


  


  Boulez’s whole “precompositional strategy” can be represented as a pair of “magic squares” (Ex. 1-8). Running across the top and down the left side of the first square are the numbers corresponding to the original pitch/duration order of Messiaen’s “Division I” as set forth in the preceding example. Note that in these squares, the number 1 always refers to E\> (pitch 1 of the original series) and to a thirty-second note (the first “degree” of the chromatic scale of durations); the number 2 always refers to D (pitch 2 of the original series) and to a sixteenth note (the second “degree” of the durational scale); the number 3 to A (pitch 3) and a dotted sixteenth (the third “degree”), and so on. Thus the “transpositions,” reading down the left-hand column, are not by successive semitones (as in the explanatory example) but by the actual order of intervals in the row.


  If the twelve columns in the first square, reading from left to right across or down from top to bottom, represent the twelve possible transpositions of the original row, then the same columns read from right to left or bottom to top represent the twelve possible retrogrades. The columns of numbers in the second square (from left to right or top to bottom) represent the twelve inverted row forms, and (from right to left or bottom to top) the retrograde-inversions. The relationship between these pitch rows and their associated durational rows is again mediated by the numbers. Under these rules a given series of durations can be called the “inversion” of another only by this arbitrary set of numerical correspondences—that is, only by an ad hoc definition or convention.


  EX. 1-8 Pierre Boulez, Structures Ia, “O” and “I” matrices
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  The remaining “constituents of sound” for which Messiaen had provided unordered “modes” are serialized in Boulez’s composition according to a procedure that is even more arcane (so arcane, in fact, that it was not detected until 1958). Messiaen’s collection of seven degrees of loudness was easily expanded to twelve, simply by making the gradations finer:


  [image: Image]


  


  And Messiaen’s collection of twelve attacks could also be taken over (albeit with slight modifications for reasons that will soon become apparent).


  The deployment of loudnesses and attacks was geared not to the individual notes, as in Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs, but to the overall “structure” of Structures, which consisted of a single complete traversal of the pitch and durational “matrices” contained within his magic squares. Each section would contain forty-eight row statements, twenty-four for each piano. Boulez derived a series of twenty-four loudnesses for each piano by taking the right-to-left diagonals of each square. The diagonal from the square based on Messiaen’s original series (the “O” matrix) governed the loudnesses for piano I, and the diagonal from the other square (the one based on inversions, or the “I” matrix) governed the loudnesses for piano II.


  These diagonals formed “Webernian” palindromes, which must have been Boulez’s reason for selecting them. To arrive at a full forty-eight elements Boulez constructed additional palindromes by taking the identical left-to-right diagonals from the seventh order position both at the top and along the side of each square, and running them back-to-front then front-to-back. Thus (for the “O” matrix):


  Right-to-left diagonal across:
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  Left-to-right diagonals from 7th place:
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  The series of attacks is coordinated with the pitch/duration series by taking the opposite diagonals (full across from upper left to lower right and, from the sixth position, from upper right to lower left). What Boulez apparently did not foresee is that the numbers 4 and 10 happen to be absent from all the diagonals he selected. In the case of the dynamic series he fudged a bit to incorporate the levels in question (p and ff). In the case of the attack series he simply left them out, resulting in a “row” of only ten members.


  The only decisions that remained concerned the order of presentation of the concurrent (but independent) pitch and durational series. With the magic squares in hand these choices could be planned in fairly mechanical fashion, after which the composer could sit back, as it were, and let the music write itself. The real work, in short, was all “precompositional.” Thus, at the beginning of Structures (Ex. 1-9), Piano I simply goes through the twelve transpositions of the basic pitch series in the order given by the numbers read from left to right across the top of the “I” matrix as they match up with Messiaen’s old Division I: 1 (= E[image: Image]) 7(= E) 3(= A) 10(= B[image: Image]) 12(= B) 9(= C) 2(= D) 11(= F) 6(= F[image: Image]) 4(= A[image: Image]G[image: Image]) 8(= C[image: Image]) 5(= G). (The pitches in parentheses are the starting pitches for Piano I’s row forms through m. 64; Ex. 1-9 shows only the first two row forms.) Then, in similar mechanical fashion not shown in the example, Piano I goes through the twelve transpositions of the retrograde in an order determined by the numbers read from right to left across the bottom of the same magic square: 12(= B) 11(= F) 9(= C) 10(= B[image: Image]), and so on.


  Piano II performs exactly the “opposite” (that is, reciprocal) set of operations. First it goes through the twelve inversions in an order determined by the numbers read from left to right across the top of the “O” matrix (i.e., Messiaen’s original series), and then (from m. 65) it traverses the twelve retrograde inversions in an order determined by the numbers read from right to left across the bottom of the same magic square: 5 (= G) 8 (= C[image: Image]) 6(F[image: Image]) 4(G[image: Image]A[image: Image]), and so on.


  As for the durational series, their order is determined, first, by taking the rows or columns in sequence according to their positions in the squares, and then (from m. 65) in an order determined by the size of their first components. Again each piano reciprocates the other’s operations. The first durational series in Piano I, as shown in Ex. 1-9, is [image: Image], which corresponds to the numbers either read from bottom to top along the right edge of the “I” matrix or from right to left across the bottom; the second, [image: Image], corresponds to the next column to the left (or the next row from the bottom); the third (no longer shown in Ex. 1-9 but easily predictable, i.e., [image: Image], corresponds to the next column or row in the same direction and so on. (When the articulation is staccato, the durations are measured from attack to attack rather than in sustained sound.)


  EX. 1-9 Pierre Boulez, Structures Ia, mm. 1-15
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  At m. 65 (Ex. 1-10), Piano I shifts over to a contrapuntal combination of three row forms. The one marked ppp uses the “I” matrix series that begins with 12 (the fifth column from the left or the fifth row from the top); the one marked pp uses the series that begins with 11 (eighth column from the left or row from the top); the one marked pppp uses the series that begins with 10 (fourth column from the left or row from the top). At m. 73, the single line played by Piano I uses the series that begins with 9 (sixth column from the left or row from the top), and so it goes, all the way down to 1.


  Piano II, meanwhile, has started with the sequence of durational series beginning with the righthand column (read bottom to top) or bottom row (read right to left) in the “O” matrix, and progressing thereafter across to the left or up to the top. At m. 65 (Ex. 1-10), the pattern reverses: now Piano II’s durational series are chosen from the left-to-right rows or top-to-bottom columns. But the order of selection is no longer governed by a simple predetermined rule (or “algorithm,” to use the mathematical word). Here, and only here, in other words, Boulez seems to have chosen the order of presentation “freely”—that is, spontaneously, in the act of composing. (For the record, the order, counting the rows from top down, is 5/8, 6/4, 2/11, 12/9, 10, 7/1/3, with numbers grouped by slashes representing row forms that are played simultaneously, in counterpoint.) Boulez never acknowledged this spontaneous choice, but he did acknowledge others. One was “density,” as he called it, meaning the number of row forms deployed simultaneously in any given subsection of the piece. The number of contrapuntal lines varies from one to three in each piano (which means, potentially, four to six in toto). Even here, Boulez seems to have followed “rules” where he could. Consecutive row forms that are assigned by the “diagonals” to the same dynamic level are often played together. But not always; and the inconsistency must count as a “liberty.” The other conspicuous “liberty” is registral distribution. Although the score seems to be notated like conventional piano music, there is no a priori assignment of the players’ right and left hands to the top and bottom staves, nor does the assignment of a note to the upper or lower staff imply anything about its register. Instead, the contrapuntal lines so frequently cross, and leap so capriciously from register to register (often extreme ones) that it is impossible to hear the texture as consistently linear, the way one can hear the texture of Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs. Thus Boulez’s composition is not at all like Messiaen’s, its putative model, in aural effect. There is no consistent “hypostatization” to which the ear can grow accustomed. Since Boulez treats his “four constituents of sound” as independent variables, any pitch can occur in any register at any loudness and with any duration or attack.


  EX. 1-10 Pierre Boulez, Structures Ia, mm. 65 –81
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  Not only that, but whereas Messiaen clearly imagined his musical “atoms” or “particles” as sounds, and took acoustical factors (like the greater loudness and sustaining power of the low end of the keyboard) into account in devising his algorithms, Boulez’s are entirely abstract or “conceptual.” Boulez’s series of twelve dynamic gradations, in particular, is entirely utopian, both in its assumption that the twelve levels can be manipulated as discrete entities on a par with pitches and durations, and also in the way levels are assigned to pitches regardless of register.


  When the texture becomes dense, moreover, so much interference is caused by the mixing of registers that there can be no hope of grouping the individual notes into contrapuntal lines by ear, hence no way of perceiving by listening the relationship between the sounds heard on the “surface” of the music and the axioms that motivated their choice. In bluntest terms, then, the paradox created by “total serialism” is this: once the algorithms governing a composition are known (or have been determined), it is possible to demonstrate the correctness of the score (that is, of its component notes) more decisively and objectively than is possible for any other kind of music; but in the act of listening to the composition, one has no way of knowing (and, no matter how many times one listens, one will never have a way of knowing) that the notes one is hearing are the right notes, or (more precisely) that they are not wrong notes.


  Indeed, by excluding beams from the notation, Boulez makes it difficult to gain this knowledge even by eye. (Hence, too, not only the arduousness but also the tediousness of the foregoing explanation; the reader is forgiven for skimming.) The extreme fragmentation of the texture into atomic particles insures that, paradoxically, all the meticulous “precompositional” planning—the music’s basic theoretical justification—is lost on the listener, and even on the score reader. The music yields its secrets—that is, its governing algorithms or a priori rules—to nobody’s senses, only to the mind of a determined analyst (which is why so much of it remained secret for so long).


  The value of technical analysis as a separate musical activity, therefore, experienced an unprecedented boom. (Boulez was overheard at Darmstadt to say that the age of the concert had passed; scores need no longer be played, just “read”—i.e., analyzed.) Along with the growth of integral serialism, then, there grew up a new musicological specialization, that of music analyst (sometimes loosely identified with the much older and broader calling of music theorist), and a number of outlets for the practice in the form of specialized journals. The first to appear was Die Reihe (“The row”), widely regarded as the unofficial Darmstadt house organ, issued between 1955 and 1962 by the Vienna publisher Universal Edition, and coedited by Stockhausen and the equally intransigent Herbert Eimert, who as early as 1924had published a little practical method for twelve-tone music, the first of its kind. An English translation of Die Reihe, published in the United States between 1958 and 1968, retained the German title (though it might have been called The Row or The Series).


  DISQUIETING QUESTIONS


  But why was all this considered desirable, or if not desirable at least inevitable? To this question many different (often contradictory) answers have been given; over it many battles have been fought. Many resented on social grounds the idea of a music that disclosed so little to an ordinary listener, associating it with the arrogant rhetoric of manifestos like “Schoenberg Is Dead,” with elitism (that is, the use of a willfully difficult style to create a social elite that excluded the noninitiated), and with the misappropriation of scientific prestige. (All of these criticisms could just as well have been leveled at the medieval troubadours, but they weren’t, since the idea of social elites in those days required no apology, least of all in artistic circles.) On the other side, the music, the rhetoric, and the cult of difficulty were all upheld as necessary protections against those who would regulate art, and curtail the freedoms of artists, on social or commercial grounds. Back came the retort that there could be no greater regulation or regimentation of art than that of “total serialism” (or, more generally, any method of composing by algorithm). Yet a discipline one imposes on oneself, no matter how zealously one may exhort others to follow suit, ought not, perhaps, to be equated with a discipline imposed by political authority. Was it just puritanism, then?


  Boulez’s own answer, given long after the fact to a sympathetic interviewer (and long after he had given up the utopian dream of “total serialism”), invoked something milder: experimental curiosity. He wanted, he said, “to find out how far automatism in musical relationships would go.”34 The idea of taking things to their limits has always had an appeal to modernists, as we have known, so to speak, since the days of Mahler and Scriabin. We also know that Messiaen, Boulez’s teacher, had been a rare keeper of the maximalist flame all through the reign of irony. But why should there have been such a resurgence of maximalism among so many young composers precisely at this time? And what was the appeal of algorithmic methods—what Boulez called “automatism,” or what the Italian composer Luciano Berio (1925–2003), another important alumnus of Darmstadt, called “writing music without being personally involved”?


  Boulez was not unaware of the paradox inherent in a process of composition that applied the most stringent controls, only to bring forth a product that, as far as even the most educated listener was concerned, might as well have been the product of chance. “From the prescriptions we have been examining in detail,” he wrote toward the end of an article in which he gave a preliminary analysis of Structures, “there arises the unforeseen.”35 (Indeed, he went on, characteristically, to turn the remark into a dogma: “There is no creation except in the unforeseeable becoming necessary.”) That begins to approximate the terms of existentialist thought, with its meditations on the relationship between free will and necessity, on the one hand, and between free will and contingency, on the other. Still, what did it mean (or could it mean) freely to decide, as the music theorist Roger Savage has put it, to “hand the work’s structure over to the serial operations which control it”? What did that say about agency and responsibility?


  DISQUIETING ANSWERS


  An unusually frank and revealing answer to these difficult questions was given in 1960 by Ernst Krenek, a composer who won his first fame as the author of Jonny spielt auf, the most popular European opera of the “jazz age.” Over the intervening decades, Krenek’s career had gone through some intense vicissitudes, and so had his compositional approach. From having been the darling of a brash materialistic society, Krenek had become a political refugee, unexpectedly committed to twelve-tone composition as a symbol of “the loneliness and alienation of humanity,”36 and regarding it, perhaps reluctantly, as the only morally valid form music could take.


  Practically alone among his generation, Krenek was strongly attracted to the reconditeness and the rigors of “total serialism” as preached and practiced by the young composers at Darmstadt—all the more so when he found that they mistrusted his commercially successful past and, practicing some fairly brazen generational politics, rebuffed his friendly overtures during the summers of 1954 and 1956, shutting him out and making him feel doubly isolated. (In 1961 Darmstadt witnessed a little scandal when the students and staff of the summer course turned out in force to jeer a work of Krenek’s that was being performed at the local opera house.) Personal hostility kept Krenek out of the “Darmstadt school” perse; by the time he got around to it, moreover, the official Darmstadt line was that total serialism was passé. Yet these circumstances made his embrace of total serialism all the more significant, for they showed that its appeal was not just a sectarian or a passing phenomenon but a genuine sign of the times.
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  FIG. 1-5 Ernst Krenek.


  Krenek’s most rigorously organized serial composition was Sestina (1957) for soprano and ten instruments. The text, by the composer himself, was a meditation on the notorious philosophical problems we are now considering. It was cast in an elaborately organized medieval verse form, Krenek (a part-time musicologist) having noticed the similarity, alluded to above, between the hermeticism of the new music and the trobar clus or “exclusive poetry” of the troubadours. Krenek had learned about the sestina form from R. P. Blackmur, a literary critic on the faculty of Princeton University, who hosted a series of lectures the composer had been invited to deliver on “Recent Advances in Musical Thought and Sound.” Supposedly invented by the troubadour Arnaut Daniel, the sestina consisted of six six-line stanzas in which the end-words of every stanza were the same, but presented each time in a different order.


  The six orderings of the end-words were obtained through a process of permutation that, Krenek immediately saw, could be adapted to the permutations of a tone row. The order established in the first stanza (1 2 3 4 5 6) was rearranged in successive stanzas by continually pairing the last with the first, the next-to-last with the second, and the third-from-last with the third: 123456 [image: Image] 615243 [image: Image] 364125 [image: Image] 532614 [image: Image] 451362 [image: Image] 246531; and here the process must stop because the next (seventh) permutation would reproduce the first. Instead, the poem ends with a three-line tornada or refrain that uses all six words, two to a line.


  Krenek’s poem, composed in his native German even though the performances were to take place in New York, ponders the esthetic and existential problems of “total serialism” by adopting a set of relevant terms for permutation at the line-endings: Strom (flow or stream), Mass (measure or measurement), Zufall (chance), Gestalt (shape), Zeit (time), and Zahl (number). The tornada summarized the issues:
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  To represent musically the endless or cyclic permutation symbolized as well as pondered in the poem, Krenek divided the tone row into its constituent hexachords, which he then modified (or as he put it, “rotated”) numerically as shown in Ex. 1-11, the pitch numbers standing for the end-word numbers displayed above in the sestina scheme. The resulting stream of numbers, further permuted by the usual serial procedures (cancrizans, inversion, retrograde inversion), could then be adapted to the serialization of duration, loudness, and attack, according to a set of algorithms comparable to those that Boulez had employed in Structures. And just as in Structures, as the composer was well aware, the algorithms produced sound sequences that could not be parsed as relationships by a listening ear, only by an inquiring mind.


  EX. 1-11 Cyclic permutation in Ernst Krenek, Sestina
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  Performed and recorded in March 1958 and published shortly afterward, Krenek’s Sestina made little impression at first. But in 1959 the composer was invited back to Princeton to participate in a seminar in “advanced musical studies” and gave a paper there entitled “Extents and Limits of Serial Technique,” in which, among other things, he commented on several of his recent works, including Sestina. His remarks, considered overly and even offensively candid by several in attendance, attracted wide attention when they were published (along with several others from the seminar) in a special issue of The Musical Quarterly (April 1960) that was reissued two years later as a book called Problems of Modern Music.


  Recalling a statement made by Stockhausen at a Darmstadt lecture—”Boulez’s objective is the product; mine is the process”—Krenek endorsed the implied emphasis on the composer (the maker) rather than the audience (the passive receiver) and as much as wrote the latter out of the picture. In describing one of his earlier experiments in total serialism, he asserted that “whatever occurs in this piece at any given point is premeditated and therefore technically predictable”; but immediately qualified the statement with what many regarded as a stunning admission. “While the preparation and the layout of the material as well as the operations performed therein are the consequence of serial premeditation,” he allowed, “the audible results of these procedures were not visualized as the purpose of the procedures. Seen from this angle, the results are incidental.”37 It didn’t matter, in other words, what the music sounded like.


  After describing the algorithms employed in Sestina, Krenek made an admission even more alarming to those who had thought of total serialism as a means of securing maximum control over the musical material:


  
    
      If the succession of tones is determined by serial regulation (as is the case in the classical twelve-tone technique) and, in addition to this, the timing of the entrance into the musical process of these tones is also predetermined by serial calculation (as, for example, in the case of the Sestina), it is no longer possible to decide freely (that is, by “inspiration”) which tones should sound simultaneously at any given point. In other words, the so-called harmonic aspect of the piece will be entirely the result of operations performed on premises that have nothing to do with concepts of “harmony,” be it on the assumption of tonality or atonality or anything else. Whatever happens at any given point is a product of the preconceived serial organization, but by the same token it is a chance occurrence because it is as such not anticipated by the mind that invented the mechanism and set it in motion.38

    

  


  


  This much had been acknowledged before, if not quite so forthrightly. But Krenek went on to answer the question posed above—”Why is this desirable?”—in equally forthright terms, and this had never been done before. He took as the “text” for his sermon a recent analysis of Structures in Die Reihe that had at last uncovered its algorithms, thus implying that his comments were not merely the personal reflections of an aging and isolated figure but characterized the attitudes of the younger European composers as well. (The author of the analysis, György Ligeti, was a Hungarian composer who had emigrated to Austria at the time of the Hungarian revolt against Communist rule in 1956.) Krenek began by explaining why he had put derisive quotation marks around the word “inspiration” in the passage just quoted:


  
    
      Actually the composer has come to distrust his inspiration because it is not really as innocent as it was supposed to be, but rather conditioned by a tremendous body of recollection, tradition, training, and experience. In order to avoid the dictations of such ghosts, he prefers to set up an impersonal mechanism which will furnish, according to premeditated patterns, unpredictable situations. Ligeti characterizes this state of affairs very well: “We stand in front of a row of vending machines (“Automaten”) and we can choose freely into which one we want to drop our coin, but at the same time we are forced to choose one of them. One constructs his own prison according to his wishes and is afterwards freely active within those walls— that is: not entirely free, but not totally constrained either. Thus automation does not function as the opposite of free decision: rather free selection and mechanization are united in the process of selecting the mechanism.” In other words, the creative act takes place in an area in which it has so far been entirely unsuspected, namely in setting up the serial statements (selecting the slot machines). What happens afterwards is predetermined by the selection of the mechanism, but not premeditated except as an unconscious result of the predetermined operations. The unexpected happens by necessity. The surprise is built in.39

    

  


  


  On one level this looked like the reductio ad absurdum of the modernist attitude in its “zero hour” extremity: better a random or meaningless product than one that bears traces of the past. That truly seemed like pursuing novelty at all costs—specifically, at the exorbitant cost of “recollection, tradition, training, and experience,” the very sources of consciousness, especially artistic consciousness, and of the capacity to act responsibly. The renunciation was so extreme, and so telling, as to attract the attention of contemporary philosophers. Stanley Cavell, a philosopher then on the faculty of the University of California at Berkeley (and a trained musician as well) responded almost immediately to Krenek’s paper, in a paper of his own read in December 1960 and reworked into a celebrated essay, “Music Discomposed,” that was published in 1965 and widely anthologized thereafter, becoming the subject of commentary and debate in its own right.


  Cavell’s immediate reaction to Krenek’s position was an impulse to mock it: “This is not serious, but it is meant,”40 was his much-repeated quip. Reading more widely in the professional arts literature of the day, he was forced to acknowledge the position as “symptomatic” of a “dissonant and unresolved emotion”41 that was felt not just in music but in all the contemporary arts. He recognized the language, or jargon, of existentialism: “It is scarcely unusual,” he observed, “for an awareness of determinism to stir philosophical speculation about the possibilities of freedom and choice and responsibility.” But there was a big, unprecedented difference. “Whereas the more usual motivation has been to preserve responsibility in the face of determinism, these new views wish to preserve choice by foregoing responsibility (for everything but the act of ‘choosing’).”42 It was the ultimate “escape from freedom.” Cavell cast the paradox of total serialism in terms of a familiar antithesis. “In denying tradition,” he observed, “Krenek is a Romantic, but with no respect or hope for the individual’s resources; and in the reliance on rules, he is a Classicist, but with no respect or hope for his culture’s inventory of conventions.”43 Exposing so fundamental an incoherence, the philosopher thought, would undermine such a music’s claim to validity—or at least the validity of the justification now being offered for its existence. “Such philosophizing as Krenek’s does not justify it,” Cavell asserts, “and must not be used to protect it against aesthetic assessment.”44 But just as he delivers the intended deathblow, Cavell suddenly and, it seems, unwittingly identifies the source of the music’s validity—or rather, identifies the reason why the practice proved so appealing (or consoling) and was so widely taken up by rational musicians in full awareness of the attendant paradoxes.


  “What in fact Krenek has come to distrust,” the philosopher alleges, “is the composer’s capacity to feel any idea as his own.”45 Cavell calls this “nihilism,”46 for it contradicts what he sees (in an argument that ultimately goes back to Immanuel Kant) as the ultimate value of any work of art: “A work of art does not express some particular intention (as statements do), nor achieve particular goals (the way technological skill and moral action do), but, one may say, celebrates the fact that men can intend their lives at all (if you like, that they are free to choose), and that their actions are coherent and effective at all in the scene of indifferent nature and determined society.”47 Total serialism, “by calling something musically organized (let alone totally organized) on grounds unrelated to any way in which it is, or is meant to be, heard,” must therefore express “contempt for the artistic process”—and by extension, it expresses contempt for (or disbelief in) the “fact” that the artistic process is meant to celebrate. We cannot “intend our lives” any more, such music seems to say. “Nothing we now have to say, no personal utterance, has its meaning conveyed in the conventions and formulas we now share,”48 it dispiritingly implies. Therefore, “taste must be defeated“49 as a justification for art or indeed for any human action, since taste in any consensual sense must rest on beliefs that have become untenable.


  Cavell decries this nihilistic defeatism. Yet rather than an expression of simple nihilism, or belief in nothing, the renunciation total serialism demanded might rather be seen as expressing existential despair. It was the passionately intense reaction of artists who could no longer believe in the supreme value of the individual self, the “autonomous subject” exalted by romanticism, at a time when a hundred thousand selves just as individual as theirs might vanish at the push of a button. There was no point in having intentions or expressing feelings at a time when the best laid plans seemed so futile, and personal feelings so trivial, in the face of such destructive power. That had to be what Boulez meant when he “decreed” that art had to transcend persons. The authoritarian manner was bravado in the face of impotence.


  One took refuge instead in what Ligeti frankly called a “compulsion neurosis”50 —elaborate mechanical methods that put one in touch with something less vulnerable than personal wishes and tastes, or subjective standards of beauty. The contempt that Stanley Cavell discerned in Krenek’s pseudo-technical writing is even more evident in Boulez’s determination “to strip music of its accumulated dirt and give it the structure it had lacked since the Renaissance.” But it is also evident that the contempt is directed not merely at traditional art, or the traditional audience, but at the whole idea that art is for the sake of people. One’s only solace was to strip away all personality, feelings, and expressive intention. That was the “dirt.” And the artist’s own personality and feelings were not exempted. After Hiroshima everyone felt like dirt. The only responsible decision left was to face that miserable contingency and find a way of composing that would stamp out the artist’s puny person and allow something “realer” to emerge. And what could be realer than number?


  The desperate antihumanism of the early atomic age, then, sought its consolation in an ancient prehumanism—something far older than what is usually called “the Renaissance.” Behind that imprecise formulation, as we know, Boulez had the music of the fourteenthcentury Ars Nova in mind, and the isorhythmic motets of Machaut and Du Fay. In one of his earliest manifestos, Boulez actually revealed as the source of his inspiration a passage from the foreword to a then recent edition of Du Fay’s complete works (the author, Guillaume de Van, was actually a transplanted American, William Carrolle Devan, who had compromised himself by heading the music division of the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris during the German occupation):


  
    
      Isorhythm was the finest expression of the fourteenthcentury musical ideal, the arcanum which only the few could penetrate, and which constituted the supreme test of the composer’s ability…. The limitations imposed by the rigid dimensions of a plan which determined beforehand the tiniest details of rhythmic structure, did not stint the composer’s inspiration, for his motets give the impression of free, spontaneous compositions, while in fact the isorhythmic canon is strictly observed.51

    

  


  


  But while Boulez called this elite arcanum “the most rational attitude to rhythm in our Western music,” and cited it as “precedent for modern research,”52 it rested on a Platonic (and before Plato, a Pythagorean) faith in number as the ultimate and imperishable reality, as memorably expressed in the ninthcentury Scholia enchiriadis, the textbook that stands at the very wellspring of the continuous tradition of music theory in the west. “Notes pass quickly away,” the book proclaimed; “numbers, however, though stained by the corporeal touch of pitches and motions, remain.”53


  SOLACE IN RITUAL


  It was that faith that total serialism tried—vainly, of course—to revive, by excluding the corporeal (which is to say the perishable, threatened by time and doomed to eradication), and the all-too-human, as far as was humanly possible. In the end, for all its vaunted rationalism, it was at bottom something of a religious revival, and its roots in Messiaen’s avowedly pious art no longer seem so anomalous. As religions find expression in ritual, it seems fitting to end our consideration of the Darmstadt “zero hour” with a look at Kreuzspiel (“Cross-play,” or “Crossing game”), Stockhausen’s immediate response to his experiences there in the summer of 1951.


  Stockhausen had a traditional Catholic upbringing (as did both Krenek and Boulez) and from childhood was unusually devout. For him the Nazi years were above all a time of religious conflict, and his experience of “zero hour,” colored by the loss of his father in the last days of the war, was one of religious rededication. It was now an unconventional religion to which he devoted himself, heavily influenced by a reading of the novel Das Glasperlenspiel (“The glass-bead game,” or “Magister Ludi”) by the pacifist author Hermann Hesse (1877–1962), whose writings were informed by an interest in Asian religions, especially Buddhism. Stockhausen identified strongly with Joseph Knecht, the protagonist of the novel, who like him was an orphan boy with musical gifts studying at the Cologne Musikhochschule (Conservatory), and who dedicates himself to the “glass bead game” of the title, a quasi-monastic exercise that combines the disciplines of “science, reverence for the beautiful and meditation.” Such activity, Stockhausen came to believe, connected the callings of musician with that of “spiritual servant.”54 He had found his own path to a prehumanistic musical ideal, and became a zealous proselytizer for it. (The reference to “a glass-bead-game” in Henze’s description of the zero-hour sensibility, quoted earlier, was surely an allusion to Stockhausen’s exhortations.) Stockhausen’s initial exposure to twelve-tone music came by way of Herbert Eimert, who lived in Cologne and gave him a copy of his 25-year-old textbook, banned by the Nazis. It was Eimert, too, who advised him to attend the 1951 Summer Courses at Darmstadt, where he heard the recording of Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs and immediately sensed its kinship to Hesse’s imaginary bead game. In his excitement over that discovery he found that the orgiastic “Dance of the Golden Calf” from Schoenberg’s unfinished opera Moses und Aron, the sensation of the Darmstadt season, seemed altogether passé. For Stockhausen too, Schoenberg was dead.


  He explained that impression to Adorno, who had taken over the composition class that Schoenberg was supposed to have taught himself but for his final illness, and who inquired about the development of motives in an embryonic totalserial piece that another student had submitted, by replying, “Professor, you are looking for a chicken in an abstract painting.”55 The remark became a Darmstadt legend, not merely for its sassiness but for its charisma. Attesting so impressively to the unknown young composer’s self-assurance, it immediately attracted disciples to his side.


  Like Mode de valeurs or Structures, Stockhausen’s Kreuzspiel replaces “chickens” (conventional motives for development) with “sound atoms,” to use Stockhausen’s term. But whereas Messiaen’s and Boulez’s compositions displayed their component particles in static arrangements, Stockhausen’s embodies a dynamic process of unfolding, in which the tones can be likened to actors, or participants in a ritualized action that has no other goal than its own completion—hence spiel (“game”). What is predetermined is not just how things are, but what they seem to do, and what they will become.


  EX. 1-12 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Kreuzspiel, mm. 1–13
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  The work is scored for two woodwind players (on oboe and bass clarinet), a pianist (who also plays woodblock), and three percussionists who together play on eight tuned drums (pitched, like so much early modernist harmony, at intervals of alternating perfect fourths and tritones) and four suspended cymbals of varying size, for an obviously significant total of twelve instruments. Its temporal unfolding consists of three main parts, distinguished from one another by tempo changes and connected with transitional passages. During the first thirteen bars (the “slow introduction,” Ex. 1-12), the piano and the percussion introduce their respective “chromatic” domains. The piano, concerned with pitches, gives out a series of twelve-tone aggregates arranged into three-note chords, of which the first, at the registral extremes, remains constant. The drums give out a pair of rhythmic series, expressed by alternations between the high and low tumbas (or conga drums): each time the higher drum is struck, a different number of pulses on the lower drum must intervene before the next time until all twelve “chromatic” degrees have been sounded. The second of these series (beginning in the middle of m. 7) is just a “chromatic scale” à la Messiaen: 1 pulse, then 2, then 3, and so on to 12. In the one given at the outset, the order has been scrambled: 2 8 7 4 11 1 12 3 9 6 5 10. Counting pulse-groups throughout the first section would reveal that no two orderings are alike, but all are permutations of the full “chromatic” spectrum of durations. The same principle of constant permutation goes for the pitch series in the piano and, eventually, the winds. The “cross-play” of the title follows a complicated set of algorithms or precompositional rules, but its result is easily observed. In the piano’s first “linear” statement of the pitch series, at m. 14 (Ex. 1-13a), the twelve pitches are associated by extreme registers into two hexachords: E[image: Image], D, E, G, A, and A[image: Image] in the high treble and D[image: Image], C, B[image: Image], F, B, and G[image: Image]in the low bass. In the last statement of Part I, which begins precisely in the middle of m. 85 (Ex. 1-13b), the registral positions are reversed, the first hexachord now sounding in the bass and the second in the treble.


  That is the most obvious of the “crossings”; there are many others, involving timbre, dynamics, and rhythm, to which only arduous analysis rather than sensory perception can give access. In this sense the workings of Kreuzspiel are just as arcane, just as mysterious and obscure, as those of Structures. But the constant pulse and the contrasting, obviously interacting timbres give the piece a sense of “narration” or progression through time that turns the algorithms into enactments. That, plus its exotic scoring and its “hockety” texture (reminiscent at times of jazz percussion), give the piece a somewhat less ascetic or forbidding aspect, even a “stain of the corporeal.” Within the ascetic world of “total serialism,” at any rate, Kreuzspiel counts as easy listening. That may be one reason why Stockhausen suppressed constant pulsation in the works that followed, and also withheld Kreuzspiel from publication for nearly a decade, despite positive audience reactions. We have seen that audience appeal could be stigmatized, in the tense political atmosphere of the early cold war, as “compromise.” At the very least, a lapse of moral purity could cost an avantgarde composer his intellectual prestige, which is to say his political capital, and ultimately (paradoxically enough), his access to patronage and promotion.


  EX. 1-13A Karlheinz Stockhausen, Kreuzspiel, mm. 14–20
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  EX. 1-13B Karlheinz Stockhausen, Kreuzspiel, mm. 85–91
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  POSTER BOY


  “In the arts an appetite for a new look is now a professional requirement, as in Russia to be accredited as a revolutionist is to qualify for privileges,”56 wrote Harold Rosenberg, a champion of avantgarde painting, in 1960. He was calling attention to some of the unintended ironies that resulted from the politics of the cold war, the chief one being the political and commercial exploitation of the very stance of apolitical and noncommercial unexploitability that was supposed to be the distinguishing feature of the “Western” side in the debate over the meaning and purpose of art.


  If we wish to examine the musical side of this curious yet telling state of affairs, the focal figure for the 1950s would have to be György Ligeti (b. 1923), the Hungarian composer with whose widely heralded analysis of Structures we are already acquainted. The dynamics of his career will offer an ironic counterpoint, or perhaps provide an inverted mirror-reflection, to the tribulations that befell the legacy of his countryman Bartók around the same time.


  Ligeti finished his musical education and began his composing career precisely at postwar Hungary’s most stringently “Zhdanovite” moment. He graduated from the Liszt Conservatory in Budapest in 1949, the very year the Hungarian Communist Party gained absolute power and began regulating the arts in accord with its Soviet prototype’s Resolution on Music. As a Jew, he had lived in terror and ultimately in hiding during the war, and greeted the arrival of the Soviet liberators in Hungary with joy. Like many formerly left-leaning Eastern European intellectuals, as he has told interviewers, he found that it took the experience of living under Soviet power to turn him into an antiCommunist. (“So many people believed in this utopia, and then they were so completely disappointed—more than disappointed.”57) It also turned his composing predilections, in a spirit of defiance, away from Bartók and Stravinsky and toward the avantgarde, which in the Hungarian context still meant Schoenberg.


  There was no possibility of performance or publication of such music in Hungary at the time, so Ligeti began doing as some Soviet composers also did—writing utilitarian music (folksong arrangements and school choruses) for pay and “serious” works for the drawer. One of them, in the composer’s words, was “completely twelve-tone and rhythmically machine-like.”58 Even behind the “iron curtain,” composers felt the paradoxical need to surrender their decision-making faculties to algorithms—in the name of freedom.


  Ligeti seized his chance to leave Hungary in the wake of the failed 1956 rebellion, which briefly toppled the Communist regime before being crushed by the Soviet army. He crossed into Austria in December, and fetched up in Cologne in February 1957. He had been corresponding with Eimert and Stockhausen, and they arranged a stipend to pay his living expenses so that he could work at a newmusic studio Eimert had set up at the state-supported radio station in that city. That year, too, Ligeti spent the first of seven summers at Darmstadt. The first item he produced in the West, however, was not a musical composition but the analysis of Structures, which his hosts, being the editors of Die Reihe, were eager to publish.


  The ironies and ambivalences of the cold war situation—the simultaneous escape into and escape from freedom, about which existentialist philosophers and psychologists wrote interminably—is nowhere more poignantly summed up than in that essay, where the recent refugee from Soviet tyranny wrote happily about “choosing one’s own prison according to one’s wishes,” and being “free to act within those walls.” In an equally remarkable conclusion, the fugitive from the world of “historical materialism”—where the sacrifice of present happiness to future utopia was mandated by the state, and the independence of the “esthetic” and the “artistic” as autonomous categories was disputed in the name of social progress—called for just such a sacrifice in the name of technical progress.


  
    
      Since in music a pure structure can only be achieved through time, composition at the serial level has become work with time. Thus composition ceases to be essentially “artwork”; to compose now takes on an additional character of research into the newly-discovered relationships of material. This attitude may strike people as negative, “inartistic”—but there is no other way for the composer of today, if he wants to get any further.59

    

  


  


  Certainly Ligeti’s first year in Germany had the character of research. “I soaked things up like a sponge,” he told an interviewer; “for several months I did nothing but listen to tapes and discs.”60 The Boulez analysis was in its way what in Germany is called a Habilitationsschrift or “inaugural thesis,” a formal demonstration of mastery and a ticket of admission to an academy. The first few musical pieces were of a similar kind, in which the newcomer from the “backward” or “retarded” East demonstrated that he was no bumpkin. The big one was Apparitions for orchestra, a maximalist effort in every way, requiring a score with sixty-three staves. It was specifically, and consciously, a maximalization of the most radical aspects of Bartók’s music as they were then understood by Hungarian musicians, and an adaptation of that view of Bartók to the reigning ideologies and methodologies of Darmstadt.


  In 1955 two important books on Bartók were published in Budapest, both by a single author, Erno Lendvai (1925–93), a musicologist who lectured on analysis at the Liszt Academy of Music in Budapest, where Ligeti also worked up to the time of his emigration.61 The books were systematic demonstrations of Lendvai’s thesis that Bartók’s works were formed according to what the architects of the Italian Renaissance called the Golden Section (or Divine Proportion), a ratio that supposedly governs the proportions of natural objects and is for that reason naturally pleasing to the mind.


  (The two segments of a line divided according to the Golden Section will have the same ratio of length as the ratio between the larger segment and the whole line. Like “Pi,” the ratio between the circumference and diameter of a circle, the Golden Section cannot be exactly expressed in the decimal system, but only approximated, usually as 1.618. It is progressively approached by the ratios produced by pairs of numbers along a Fibonacci series, the sequence formed by adding two successive members to find the next member: for example 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, etc. In other words, the values of the ratios 1/2, 2/3, 3/5, 5/8, etc. approach the Golden ratio.)


  Lendvai analyzed many works of Bartók to show that Bartók transferred the ratios of the Fibonacci series and the Golden Section to the temporal domain in order to govern the length of the component sections in his works and thus generate their form. His theory has not gained wide acceptance among musicologists, but in 1956 it became the basis for an entirely inappropriate political denunciation (on grounds of “formalism”) that led to Lendvai’s dismissal from his position at the Academy. As a demonstration of solidarity with his former colleague, whose tribulations made the defense of a “formalist” view of Bartók seem more politically urgent than ever, Ligeti deliberately proportioned the first of the two movements in Apparitions on the Fibonacci series throughout, applying it as a typically Darmstadtian algorithm with far greater rigor than Lendvai ever suspected Bartók of doing (but, as it happened, in a way that another avantgarde musician, Iannis Xenakis, a Greek-born Parisian who had actually trained as an architect, was beginning to do).


  The pitch material of the movement was developed from tone clusters, the harmonic effect that, as used in such works as the Fourth Quartet or the piano suite Szabadban (“Out of doors”), symbolized Bartók’s radical extreme in another musical dimension. What was of greatest immediate importance was the way in which Ligeti developed the implications of Bartók’s musical ideas, as he understood them, in a context completely devoid of folklore, siding decisively with those who wanted to see the great Hungarian composer as a universal modern master on a par (however difficult it might be for his German hosts to accept such an idea) with Schoenberg and Webern. In any event, it was a view that utterly opposed the image of Bartók that the Communist government was promoting back home, and was therefore a contribution in actual music to the ongoing debate about Bartók’s legacy that was such a conspicuous aspect of the cold-war musical scene.


  But the West, too, participated in cold-war image-making and promotions, and this was an important factor in Ligeti’s own reception. In addition to Apparitions, during his first years in the “free world” Ligeti composed two short pieces in a new medium, “electronic music,” that had only existed since the war, and was therefore enormously attractive to musicians who saw themselves as recreating the art of music from scratch. Eimert had set up a studio for electronic music—the first in Europe—at the Cologne Radio, and Stockhausen had been busy there since 1953.


  The early history of electronic music will be sketched in chapter 4, but it will be worthwhile, in the present context, to say a few words in advance about Ligeti’s electronic studies of 1957–58. The medium attracted him long before he came West, he has said, because the composer of electronic music realizes the actual sounding composition in the act of creating it, so that there is no need for performers, publishers, or any social mediation at all. That could make it seem the misanthrope’s delight, perhaps, but from Ligeti’s perspective (or that of any composer growing up in the Soviet bloc) it promised a way of making music beyond the reach of bureaucratic interference.


  Ligeti’s second electronic composition, Artikulation (1958), arose out of a preoccupation shared by several of the musicians and technicians working at the Cologne studio: the age-old question of the relationship between music and speech. They approached it in characteristically “atomistic” fashion, not in terms of sentences or words but in terms of phonology—that is, individual phonetic units—according to a classification system for “sound signals” worked out by the communications theorist Werner Meyer-Eppler, whose lectures at the University of Bonn had been an inspiration to Stockhausen. Ligeti’s piece was a collage of “sound atoms” selected from a big Meyer-Epplerish menu according to a set of algorithms that grouped forty-four sound-types into ten categories or “texts,” thence modified into “words,” thence into “languages,” thence into “sentences” with intonational contours reminiscent of speech. Another set of algorithms divided the music among four antiphonal recorded tracks. The results were further mixed down to two stereophonic channels to enable publication in the form of a recording.


  There was no score (and no possibility, therefore, for analysis of the result), for the composer had worked by ear on the basis of rough charts. There was no need for a prescriptive notation since electronic music, once fixed on tape, required no performers at all, just playback equipment. One of the most significant if initially unsuspected aspects of electronic music, it eventually dawned, was that it produced the first fundamental alteration of the relationship between composition and notation in a thousand years, pointing the way (not that anyone was looking for it then) toward musical “postliteracy.” This will be a big theme, in fact the biggest, in the closing chapters of this book.


  And yet a dozen years later, in 1970, the German publishing house of Schott, the most powerful firm in Europe, celebrated its “acquisition” of Ligeti by commissioning from a technician named Rainer Wehinger what it was pleased to call a “Hörpartitur” or “aural score” of Artikulation. Like any score, it could be followed while listening to the piece, but it served no other practical purpose—not even for analysis, since the sounds were not represented with enough specificity as to their exact frequency or duration. Instead, they were rendered impressionistically, by fancifully executed shapes of arbitrary design that corresponded with various timbres and attack characteristics.


  These shapes appear from left to right in the order in which the little sounds in Artikulation are heard, their spatial frequency coordinated with a grid that marks elapsing seconds. The antiphonal effects are indicated by the little circles above the “score,” which are divided into quadrants that stand for the four stereophonic tracks. Perhaps deliberately, Wehinger’s shapes are reminiscent of the unidentified objects one might see in a modern painting, say by the Spanish painter Joan Miró (1893–1983), whose quirky surrealistic images Ligeti had in mind (according to his biographer Richard Toop) while composing the piece.62 In that case, the peculiarly named “Hörpartitur” (which isn’t actually required for hearing anything) is more a sort of parallel objet d’art—an impression that becomes all the stronger when one learns that, in addition to the conventionally bound score, Schott also published the Hörpartitur of Artikulation in the form of a large poster in bright colors, suitable for hanging on the wall. It was in effect a work of visual art founded on, or determined by, a piece of music.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 1-6 Page from the “Hörpartitur” by Rainer Wehinger for Ligetis Artikulation (Mainz: B. Schott’s Söhne, 1970).


  Thus the score serves a decorative or celebratory purpose rather than a practical one. It is a “production value” meant to enhance the status of the work and its author, and reflect prestige on the publisher, evidence that Ligeti had become the focus of a “cult of personality” of a kind far more common in the marketing of commercial pop music than in the “serious” “classical” sphere. His emblematic status derived in large part from the dramatic circumstances of his career, with its spectacular move from East to West. To put it very crudely, Ligeti’s fame had turned him into a sort of cold-war trophy or poster boy, a status that then fed back into his fame. And with that, we arrive back at our starting point, the political polarization of the cold war now yielding exploitable goods.


  Ligeti could not have achieved such a position had he not joined forces with the Western avantgarde. Andrzej Panufnik (1914–91), a composer and conductor who made a comparable defection to the West from the Soviet bloc around the same time, sank like a stone. A much-honored figure in his native Poland, he sought asylum from the Communist regime in England during a 1954 concert tour, and, as he put it ruefully in retrospect, “leapt from my Polish position of Number One to no one at all in England.”63


  Compared with the Darmstadt avantgarde, Panufnik’s music could be described as “gemässigte Moderne.” Cast for the most part in traditional forms—overtures, symphonies, and the like—that had been anathematized at Darmstadt but not at home, it lacked propaganda value. By the 1970s, the cold war waning, Panufnik found some champions, most notably the veteran conductor Leopold Stokowski (1882-1977) who in 1973, after a long career in the United States, moved back to his native England. In 1991, near the end of his life, Panufnik was honored by his adopted country with a knighthood. But without the cachet of stylistic as well as political “dissidence,” an Eastern European composer could not attract much sympathetic attention during the years of political stress.


  Stockhausen, the most flamboyant of the Darmstadt avantgardists, was the other charismatic figure of the age. His publisher, Universal Edition, gave him the same sort of star treatment as Schott gave Ligeti, posters and all, and he eventually became a minor cult figure in the pop world. His Klavierstück XI (1956), whose many component fragments could be played in many different orders, had to be custom-printed on a gigantic piece of heavy paper to eliminate the need for page turns. Not only did the publishing house accommodate with a beautifully engraved score packaged as a roll inside a cardboard cylinder, it also provided a custom-designed folding music-stand with clips that would hold the unwieldy thing in place atop the piano.


  No other “serious” composers of the period could expect that kind of aggressive promotion from commercial publishers. It testified impressively to Stockhausen’s and Ligeti’s standing as culture heroes and to the publishers’ willingness to take a loss for prestige purposes. But all that prestige, and the attendant “commodification” of the pieces so lavishly produced, did rather alter the status of the “Darmstadt school” as an avantgarde. When capitalist enterprises began engaging in cold-war cultural politics alongside governments, the cultural message could not remain unaffected. By the 1980s, Darmstadt had become a sleek establishment indeed; a book published in 1991 listed the sponsors of the famous summer courses as including “music publishers, automobile manufacturers, radio and television stations, and an impressive number of state and city officials.” That coopting of the enterprise will be something to keep in mind when it comes time to assess the inevitable reaction against it, widely billed as the “death of the avantgarde.” Its demise was already implicit in the nature of its success.
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  he American counterpart to the postwar avantgarde in Europe was a group of composers and performers gathered around the charismatic figure of John Cage (1912–92). Their methods differed so radically from those of the Europeans as to hide their basic affinities from many contemporary observers. What they shared, however, went much deeper than their differences, for both groups sought “automatism,” the resolute elimination of the artist’s ego or personality from the artistic product. It was a traditional modernist aim (compare Josè Ortega y Gasset’s ideal of “dehumanization”, enunciated in a celebrated essay of 1925), pushed to a hitherto unimaginable extremity. The Americans went about the task with such stunning directness as to put themselves almost wholly outside what anyone could possibly think of as the musical mainstream. Cage in particular, an inveterate maverick, was long thought of as a joker—or at least a “dadaist”—on the margins of the legitimate musical world. The postwar existentialist mood, however, and especially the European “zero hour,” brought the mainstream round to him, and he became for a while perhaps the most influential musician in the world.


  Like Henry Cowell, his early mentor, Cage was born and grew up in California, far from the power centers of the Eurocentric mainstream. Almost his entire formal music education consisted of childhood piano lessons. He never attended a conservatory, and never acquired the basic skills in ear training and sight singing normally thought necessary for creative work in music. He audited some of Schoenberg’s theory courses at UCLA and the University of Southern California beginning in the summer of 1935, and thereafter called himself a Schoenberg pupil,1 but as a composer (except for some sporadic private lessons with Adolph Weiss, a genuine Schoenberg pupil who was the first American to use the twelve-tone system) he was self-taught—a “primitive.” “The whole pitch aspect of music eludes me,”2 he once cheerfully told an interviewer, no doubt exaggerating for effect. But it could be fairly said that his whole career was devoted to countering the supremacy of traditional pitch organization—harmony, counterpoint, and all the rest—as the basis for making music. A few unpromising apprentice works aside, his earliest original compositions, beginning with a Quartet composed in 1935, were for percussion ensembles that included pots and pans and other household items (“Living Room Music,” as he actually titled one piece) in addition to more conventional percussion instruments.


  In composing them, Cage was putting into practice a theory that he enunciated, in an astonishingly developed form, in a lecture called “The Future of Music: Credo,” first delivered in Seattle in 1940, under the auspices of Bonnie Bird, a dancer who had hired him to accompany her classes, when he was a twenty-eight-year-old unknown. “The present methods of writing music, principally those which employ harmony and its reference to particular steps in the field of sound, will be inadequate for the composer, who will be faced with the entire field of sound.”3 Where Schoenberg had “emancipated the dissonance,” in other words, Cage now proposed to complete the job and emancipate noise. This was the basis for his interest in percussion music.


  But the implications went much further. Having envisioned a music that might include, as he put it, “a quartet for explosive motor, wind, heartbeat, and landslide,” and anticipating objections from those for whom “the word ‘music’ is sacred and reserved for eighteenth-and nineteenth-century instruments,” Cage suggested that the word be abolished for new creation and replaced with “a more meaningful term: organized sound.” From this emerged an even more radical thought:


  
    
      The composer (organizer of sound) will be faced not only with the entire field of sound but also with the entire field of time. The “frame” or fraction of a second, following established film technique, will probably be the basic unit in the measurement of time. No rhythm will be beyond the composer’s reach.4

    

  


  


  So the music of the future, as Cage envisioned it, would not merely replace one type of sound with another on its sounding surface, but would entail an entirely new ordering of the musical elements, with duration rather than pitch as the fundamental organizing principle. Duration, Cage argued, was the fundamental musical element, since all sounds — and silence, too — had it in common. And therefore, he could aver, he was the only contemporary musician who was dealing newly with music on its root (i.e., “radical”) level. Accordingly, most of Cage’s early percussion pieces, like most of the music he would write forever after, were based on abstract durational schemes — “empty containers,” he called them, to be filled with sounds — that replaced the abstract harmonic schemes of the classical tradition.


  Imaginary Landscape No. 1 (Ex. 2-1), composed in 1939, was the first piece in which Cage filled an empty container with sounds. The container consisted of four sections each comprising fifteen (3 x5) measures, separated by interludes that grow progressively in length from one to three measures, and followed by a four-measure coda to complete the growth progression. (Ex. 2-1 shows the first two sections and the first two interludes.) The sounds were furnished by a quartet consisting of a muted piano, a suspended cymbal, and two variable-speed turntables on which single-frequency radio test records were played at various steady speeds and also sliding between speeds in siren-like glissandos. The title came by its surrealist ring honestly; Cage had been commissioned to provide music to accompany a performance of Cocteau’s Les mariés de la tour Eiffel, the very skit for which the composers of Les Six had a written a ballet in 1921. For Cage, the idea of the “imaginary landscape” was a striking spatial analogy for his preplanned temporal schemes; he used it as a title several times.


  In later percussion compositions, Cage incorporated instruments or sonorities associated with various kinds of Asian and Caribbean repertoires, like the Indonesian gamelan, an orchestra of metallic percussion (compare Cage’s two Constructions in Metal, composed in 1939 and 1940), or Afro-Cuban pop music, in which elements of West-African drumming were combined with the rhythms of syncopated Latin-American ballroom dances. An inventory of percussion instruments in Cage’s collection, drawn up in 1940 when he formed a regular touring ensemble to perform his own percussion music and that of other composers, included a large assortment of Afro-Cuban instruments (bongos, quijadas or rattles, güiro or scraped gourd, marimbula, maracas, claves, etc.).5


  EX. 2-1 John Cage, Imaginary Landscape No. 1, beginning
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  Cage’s performances with his ten-piece percussion ensemble (whose members included his wife Xenia and Merce Cunningham, later a prominent modern dancer) culminated in a concert at the New York Museum of Modern Art on 7 February 1943. It was widely written up in the press, including a picture spread in Life magazine, and won him his first fame. The program on that occasion, which featured Cage’s Constructions alongside works by the Cuban composer Amadeo Roldán (1900–39), was covered mainly for its exotic curiosity value. The musicians dressed formally and behaved with punctilious decorum. But it is already evident that, although his manner was polite and friendly, Cage had anticipated the intransigent renunciations of the postwar avantgarde, turning his back on virtually the whole European art-musical tradition while claiming a place within it.


  Even before that concert, Cage had taken a step that would bring him additional notoriety, and see him creatively through the 1940s. One of Bonnie Bird’s pupils, an African-American dancer named Syvilla Fort, had worked up a neoprimitivist dance solo called Bacchanale for her graduation recital in 1940 and asked Cage to provide an accompaniment for it. The performance space was too small to accommodate a percussion ensemble, so (recalling Cowell’s experiments in extended piano technique) Cage ingeniously turned an ordinary piano into a one-man percussion band by inserting metal screws, pencil erasers and other homely devices between the piano strings to deaden the pitch or otherwise alter the timbre. He called his invention the “prepared piano”; skeptics called it the “well-tampered clavier.”


  A glance at the score (Ex. 2-2) is enough to verify that Cage’s neoprimitivism was of the conventional, ostinato-driven sort established for all time (or so it seemed) by Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring. What cannot be gleaned at all from the score is any idea of what the piece sounds like in terms of pitch or timbre, since the sounds of a prepared piano no longer have any predictable relationship to the keys that activate the strings. In this sense a prepared piano score is like an old “tablature” for lute or keyboard, of a kind widely used in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It prescribes the player’s actions directly, the resulting sounds only indirectly (based on the tuning of the lute or, in Cage’s case, the specifications for piano-preparation that come with the sheet music).


  Between 1940 and 1954 Cage produced some two dozen works for his new percussive medium. They constitute a major body of twentiethcentury keyboard music. At first they were mainly orgiastic, rather patronizingly neo-Africanist dance pieces like the original Bacchanale—for example, Primitive or Totem Ancestor (both 1942)—but around 1944 Cage began using the medium to write pieces meant not for dance accompaniment but for “pure” concert use. The summit of his achievement in the medium was an hour-long set of Sonatas and Interludes (1946–48), in which the sonatas were of the Scarlattian type (single binary-form movements, with repeats) and the interludes consisted, very often, of very sparsely filled time-containers. It was Cage’s single concession to then-fashionable neoclassicism.


  In terms of its significance within his career, however, the most important of Cage’s prepared-piano compositions was a six-movement suite called The Perilous Night (1944), which carried, and sought to convey, a strong emotional charge. Cage always referred to it as his “autobiographical”6 piece, and his biographer David Revill has convincingly associated it with the traumas associated with Cage’s sexual reorientation, culminating (1945) in divorce from his wife and the beginning of a monogamous homosexual partnership with Merce Cunningham that lasted to the end of his life.


  It may be difficult in more tolerant times to recall the stigma once associated with homosexual liaisons, and the emotional trials that reordering one’s life on less than socially respectable terms then entailed. At any rate, The Perilous Night was Cage’s attempt to express, and thereby relieve, the anxieties he was experiencing in his private life. One can understand his distress, then, when a frivolous critic, who could not get over the shock of the novel prepared-piano timbres, dismissed this most intimately confessional of all Cage’s works with the remark that it sounded like “a woodpecker in a church belfry.”7 The wounded composer talked about this experience for the rest of his life. Thenceforth, he once told an interviewer, “I could not accept the academic idea that the purpose of music was communication.”8 Another time, even more strongly, he said that after the Perilous Night fiasco, “I determined to give up composition unless I could find a better reason for doing it than communication.” One might say that the bruise that Cage received from an uncaring philistine equipped him with the resentment and aggression that a truly avantgarde artist needs.


  EX. 2-2 John Cage, Bacchanale, “piano preparation” chart and first page of musical notation
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  WHOSE LIBERATION?


  What better reasons did he find? The one that he liked to offer was spiritualistic and vaguely “oriental,” borrowed in the 1940s from an Indian friend, Gita Sarabhai, with whom he was exchanging music lessons, and from whom he learned about the Indian concept of tala, a predetermined rhythmic structure (comparable, as already observed in connection with Messaien, to the talea of the medieval motet) in which he saw reflected his own ideas about “containers.” The purpose of music, she told him (quoting her own Indian music master) was “to sober and quiet the mind, thus making it susceptible to divine influences.”9


  Pressed by a skeptical interviewer, Cage produced a less “churchy” version: “The function of music is to change the mind so that it does become open to experience, which inevitably is interesting.”10 Stripped to its essentials, Cage’s doctrine ultimately comes down to what philosophers call particularism or “naive realism”: the resolute avoidance of theory, or any mental act of generalization, so as to experience and enjoy the “real” or external world as it is in all its variety, and to perceive things (sounds, for instance) in all their individuality.


  Ultimate purposes, however, do not produce a program of action. For managing his creative career from day to day and work to work, Cage embraced the model—inherited, he said, from his father, an inventor—of experimental science. Rather than communication, then, Cage adopted the purposes of research: not the kind of theoretical research in which many modernist artists engaged, which resulted in the extension and rationalization of known techniques toward precisely envisioned aims (e.g., the development of twelve-tone technique to extend and rationalize the principle of Grundgestalt, or Webern’s refinement of Schoenberg’s twelve-tone methods) but truly experimental research in which the outcome of one’s actions was unpredicted and, as far as possible, unplanned. Henceforth, Cage’s abundant ingenuity would be lavished on strategies to frustrate the planning of results, so that the object he produced would be completely free of his own wishes, preferences, tastes. He envisioned, in short, and strove to achieve, the complete liberation of sound.


  But the liberation of sound was in no sense the liberation of the composer, or of any other person. In fact it was more nearly the opposite. Although Cage often described the elaborate methods he devised to realize his new purposes as involving indeterminacy or chance, they were anything but anarchic. In seeming (but only seeming) paradox, the liberation of sound demanded the enslavement, indeed the humiliation, of all human beings concerned—composer, performer, and listener alike—for it demanded the complete suppression of the ego.


  Cage came to these precepts, he claimed, through immersion in the quietistic philosophy of Zen Buddhism, a fashionable preoccupation among Euro-American intellectuals in the late 1940s and early 1950s. It seems clear enough in retrospect that the general fascination, just then, with Zen was related to the interest in existentialism described in the preceding chapter, and that both were indirect responses to the stresses of the atomic age and the emergent cold war. Cage was only one of many New Yorkers who flocked to Columbia University, beginning in 1945, to hear the American-educated Daisetz Suzuki (1869–1966), Zen’s chief ambassador abroad, give his well-publicized, soothing lectures on the subject. Among Suzuki’s other auditors was Jack Kerouac (1922–69), the author who by his example defined the “beat generation,” a group of bohemian artists and intellectuals whose seemingly anarchic quest for artless authenticity through irrational behavior and unconsidered experience was also a self-declared adaptation of Zen thinking.


  Japanese for “meditation,” Zen is an anti-intellectual mental discipline that aims at sudden spiritual illumination by systematically rejecting the illusory safety of rational thought, which it regards as contrary to nature. Its chief methods are zazen, long sessions of ritualized contemplation with the mind cleared of all expectation, and koan, deliberately paradoxical riddles and sayings, sometimes accompanied by corporal punishments for incorrect (i.e., wouldbe logical) answers as a form of aversion therapy. The principle of nonexpectation is clearly, if perhaps superficially, related to Cage’s ideal of experimental music; and as some of the quotations from his writings and interviews may have already suggested, Cage loved to express his ideas in the baffling manner of a koan.


  Around the same time that Cage was absorbing Zen, in 1950, an aspiring composer named Christian Wolff (b. 1934), the son of a well-known publisher, brought Cage (from whom he was taking lessons) a copy of his father’s new edition of the I Ching or “Book of Changes,” an ancient Chinese manual of divination, the art of reading portents to gain knowledge unavailable to reason. The user of the I Ching would toss three coins (or six sticks) six times to determine which of sixty-four possible hexagrams (combinations of six continuous or broken lines) to consult in answer to a question about the future or some other unobservable thing (see Fig. 2-1 for the first sixteen of the possible sixty-four). By associating the hexagrams with musical parameters (pitch, duration, loudness, attack, etc.) Cage was able to convert the coin-tossing method into a means of eliminating his habits or desires (or as he put it, “memories, tastes, likes and dislikes’‘11) as factors in making compositional decisions. Once he had decided how the coin tosses would determine the musical results, he could relinquish control of the process and compose “nonintentionally,” as Zen prescribed.


  Although it may look like some kind of esoteric religious syncretism, and although that may have been its justification in Cage’s own mind, his mixture of Zen with I Ching was a practical stroke of genius. The predetermination of the relationships between the divination charts and the musical results was precisely the sort of music-producing algorithm that Boulez and Stockhausen and their Darmstadt colleagues had been seeking via the multiple application of the twelve-tone serial principle. The difference was simply that whereas Boulez, having determined the broad outlines of structure, handed the specific contents of his work over to the serial operations designed to control it, Cage handed the specific contents of his work over to Dame Fortune (alias Lady Luck). His was a much more direct route to the “automatism” that the times demanded.


  Indeed, for all their differences in background and method, Cage and Boulez immediately recognized that they were kindred spirits. They met in Paris in 1949, when Boulez had just written his Second Piano Sonata, a sprawling work that deals at Schoenbergian length with tiny Webernian pitch cells, building up saturated but inchoate motivic textures that in their fragmented, “pointillistic” approach to pitch register, dynamics, and articulation never coalesce into any recurrent or otherwise memorable thematic substance and never harden into any generic formal mold. It was in effect a fierce manifesto against neoclassicism, against all musical “business as usual.” Cage, fresh from his Sonatas and Interludes, was left “trembling in the face of great complexity”12 after hearing Boulez play it. Christian Wolff’s fortuitous gift, the I Ching, gave him the means of equaling, in fact surpassing, Boulez’s iconoclastic tour de force.
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  FIG. 2-1 Hexagrams from the I Ching. Each design is a combination of unbroken (yin) and broken (yang) lines.


  The first work Cage composed by tossing coins was titled, appropriately enough, Music of Changes. Like Boulez’s Sonata, it was a huge, monumentally serious work for piano in several movements in an atomized or pointillistic style. Boulez and Cage kept up a lively, now published correspondence while Cage was at work on the Music of Changes and Boulez, partly under Cage’s influence, worked on Structures, his most automatistic piece. Their letters contain joyously detailed technical descriptions of their elaborate methods, conveying tremendous excitement and providing a wonderful source for historians and analysts. Sometimes Cage would write a relatively skimpy letter, for which he would apologize by reminding Boulez, as he put it in one of them, “that I spend a great deal of time tossing coins, and the emptiness of head that that induces begins to penetrate the rest of my time as well.”13 The elegance of the phrasing shows how much personality and cultivated intellect Cage was willing to renounce in his quest for musical “reality.” Boulez was respectful of that, and perhaps a little envious. It led eventually to a break. For whereas Boulez’s serial operations established multifarious arbitrary relationships among the events that took place in the score, Cage’s chance operations generated truly atomistic sequences in which every event was generated independently of every other. His methods explicitly destroyed relationships (“weeded them out,”14 he crowed) because attention to the fashioning of relationships, being egoistic, defeated the impersonalism demanded not only by Zen but by the “zero hour” mood in which (as Boulez himself loudly insisted) everyone alive to the tenor of the times had to participate. Music that contained lots of significant abstract relationships defeated the whole nature (or “reality”) of music, Cage declared. Instead of listening, one analyzed.


  “Composers,” he gibed, “are spoken of as having ears for music which generally means that nothing presented to their ears can be heard by them.”15 Boulez’s product, being full of relationships, could be parsed in traditional ways. Its events could be reduced to general principles. Its methods could be rationally deduced. All of that gave reassuring evidence, despite the zero-hour rhetoric, of an “ear for music,” a controlling intelligence, a respectable moral accountability. By incorporating chance operations into the composing process, Cage was issuing a challenge to really stand behind the rhetoric and give up all traditional artistic values. (In a way, the best proof that Cage practiced what he preached, unquestioningly accepting the gifts of chance, is the presence in Music of Changes of occasional triadic harmonies that a serial composer would have been sure to purge from the score—see the “d-minor triad in first inversion” in the first measure of Ex. 2-3.) That much renunciation was too much for the Europeans. Boulez and Stockhausen each made token gestures in the direction of Cageian “indeterminacy,” Stockhausen with his Klavierstück XI (1956), described in the previous chapter, and Boulez with the Third Piano Sonata (1955–57) a five-movement work in which the order of the movements (or “formants,” as Boulez called them) could be rearranged around the central “Constellation,” and in which the order of sections within movements were also subject to some limited variation. (Cage had anticipated this idea, too, in his Music for Piano 4–19 of 1953, consisting of I Ching-derived material notated on a sheaf of sixteen unbound and shuffleable pages that “may be played as separate pieces or continuously as one piece or:” [sic].)


  Boulez published a manifesto of his own, called “Aléa” (from the Latin for dice), in which he described the “open form” concept his new Sonata exemplified, carefully tracing its origin not to Cage but to the French literary avantgarde from Stéphane Mallarmé to the contemporary novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet (1922 –2008). His main contribution to the evolving theory of musical contingency was the word “aleatoric,” now often used to describe music composed (or performed) to some degree according to chance operations or spontaneous decision. The degree of indeterminacy that Boulez and Stockhausen found admissible, however, never approached Cage’s; and by thus exposing the limits to their avantgardism (or, to put it the other way around, exposing their residual conservatism) Cage became for them a threatening presence.


  The high point of their association came in 1958, when Cage and the pianist David Tudor (1926–96) visited Darmstadt, where they gave concerts and Cage directed a seminar on experimental music. (An earlier appearance, in 1954, at the old European newmusic festival at Donaueschingen had been a jeered fiasco.) Cage proved a charismatic presence at Darmstadt. An oft-reproduced photograph, taken at the Brussels World Fair that summer (where the Philips audio company maintained a pavilion and commissioned some composers of the European avantgarde to create a sonic ambience that would show off its sound equipment) shows Cage comfortably at home in the presence of his European counterparts (Fig. 2-2). That fall he spent some months at Milan, at the invitation of Luciano Berio, a Darmstadt alumnus who made his experimental music studio at the state-subsidized radio station available to Cage.


  Relations inevitably cooled thereafter. The Europeans, with their sense of inherited tradition (try as they might to repudiate it), could never reconcile themselves to the randomly generated sounds with which Cage, the innocent American, was happy to fill his time containers. Cage loved to tell the story of the Dutch musician who said to him, “It must be very difficult for you in America to write music, for you are so far away from the centers of tradition.” Of course Cage replied, “It must be very difficult for you in Europe to write music, for you are so close to the centers of tradition.”16


  Cage’s audience, both at home and abroad, was increasingly drawn from the tolerantly eclectic worlds of visual arts and modern dance rather than the tense musical establishment, even the established avantgarde. He was just too effortlessly further-out-than-thou, or so it seemed to them. “I like fun,” the poet John Hollander sneered in an American newmusic magazine, “but I shall resist the impulse to have as much fun being a critic as Mr. Cage has being a composer.”17 Yet Cage was not just having fun. His schemes were just as complicated, just as exacting, just as pitiless as a total serialist’s. Chance operations were anything but laborsaving. Cage’s motives did not differ from those of the composers who were now writing him off, and his product (as long as he was writing for conventional instruments) resembled theirs far more than they were prepared to admit. All that differed were the means. But the means seemed, in the eyes of many, to outweigh motives and ends. And that says a lot about modernism.


  EX. 2-3 John Cage, Music of Changes, II, fourth page of score (diamond noteheads indicate keys silently depressed)
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  FIG. 2-2 The assembled transatlantic avantgarde at the Philips pavilion, Brussels World’s Fair, 1958: John Cage is supine on the floor. Kneeling above him are (left to right) Maricio Kagel (1931–2008), a German composer of Argentine birth; Earle Brown; Luciano Berio; and Stockhausen. Standing hehind them are Henk Badings (1907–1987), a Dutch composer; André Boucourechliev (1925–1997), a Bulgarian-born French composer and writer on music; Bruno Maderna; Henri Pousseur (b. 1929), a Belgian composer and music theorist; Mlle. Seriahine of the Philips Company; Luc Ferrari (b. 1929), a French composer; and Pierre Schaeffer.


  NE PLUS ULTRA (GOING AS FAR AS YOU CAN GO)


  It also says a lot about Romanticism. Cage’s activity, more than that of any other individual, reveals the latent continuity between the Romantic impulse and the impulses that drove modernism, even (or especially) its most intransigent, avantgarde wing. His unsettling presence on the scene replayed the esthetic battles of the nineteenth century, splitting the avantgarde all over again into what the German poet Friedrich Schiller had called “naive and sentimental poets” in a famous essay of 1795. Sentimental poets were the kind “whose soul suffers no impression without at once turning to contemplate its own play.”18 Such artists were egoists, forever proclaiming their purposes and analyzing their methods, even when consciously directing their purposes and methods toward the elimination of ego. Hence the need for magazines like Die Reihe, the organ of the “sentimental” Darmstadt school, full of scientific or pseudoscientific explanations, formal justifications and, above all, rationalizations.


  Naive poets (in Schiller’s words) celebrated “the object itself,” not “what the reflective understanding of the poet has made.” Or as Cage put it, “the division is between understanding and experiencing, and many people think that art has to do with understanding, but it doesn’t.”19 To relinquish rational reflection, Schiller said, leads to “tranquillity, purity and joy.” Or as Cage put it, “the highest purpose is to have no purpose at all. This puts one in accord with nature in her manner of operation.”20 In saying this Cage thought that he was expressing the main principle of Zen, even though the aphorism itself was a paraphrase of one he had come across in the writings of the Indian art scholar Ananda Coomaraswamy (1877 -1947). But appropriating and paraphrasing “oriental” philosophy was nothing new. Cage was doing exactly what Arthur Schopenhauer, the German Romantic writer who had exerted such a decisive influence on Wagner a hundred years before, had done; Schopenhauer, too, had claimed that he was bringing the wisdom of Hinduism and Buddhism to the West, when in fact he was pioneering a new Romantic esthetic.


  Cage’s principle of “purposeful purposelessness,” whatever its remote links to Hinduism or Buddhism, was the direct descendent (or, to put it musically, an inversion) of the “purposeless purposefulness” (Zweckmassigkeit ohne Zweck21) by which Immanuel Kant had defined the brand-new Western concept of “the esthetic” in his Critique of Judgement, published in 1790. Like Cage, Kant was after purity. The esthetic, in Kant’s definition, was a quality of beauty that wholly transcended utility. Esthetic objects existed—that is, were made — entirely for their own sake, requiring “disinterestedness” and zealous application on the part of the maker, and a corresponding act of disinterested, self-forgetting contemplation on the part of the beholder. As we have known, so to speak, for two hundred years, autonomous works of art occupied a special hallowed sphere, for which special places were set aside (museums and concert halls, “temples of art”), and where special modes of reverent behavior were observed, or, when necessary, imposed.


  As we have also long known, music, inherently abstract to some degree owing to its lack of an obvious natural model, quickly became the Romantic art of choice, the most sacred of the autonomous arts. Not only for that reason, but also because it was a performing art in which a potentially meddlesome middleman stood between the maker and the beholder, “classical” music developed the most ritualized and the most hierarchical social practices. Like many artists, especially in liberal and democratic America, Cage consciously opposed this notoriously oppressive social practice: “The composer,” he told an interviewer, “was the genius, the conductor ordered everyone around and the performers were slaves.”22 (And the listener? An innocent bystander.) As we shall see, though, his work went on upholding it in spite of himself.


  The composer’s status was enhanced, and the performer’s demeaned, precisely because the new romantic concept of the autonomous artwork sharply differentiated their roles and assigned them vastly unequal value. The composer created the potentially immortal esthetic object. The performer was just an ephemeral mediator. Musical works that were too closely allied with egoistical performance values (virtuoso concertos, for example), or that too obviously catered to the needs or the whims of an audience, or even that too grossly represented the personality of the composer, were regarded as sullied because they had, in Kant’s terms, a Zweck, a utilitarian purpose that compromised their autonomy. The only truly artistic purpose was that of transcending utilitarian purpose.


  The art that most fully met this prescription, as we have long known, was “absolute music.” It fell to Cage to magnify and purify the notion of absolute music beyond anything the romantics had foreseen. In his compositions of the 1950s, romantic art reached the most astounding, self-subverting purism of its whole career. In this way, Cage’s “Zen” period paradoxically represented a long-heralded, if little recognized, pinnacle of Western art. In so doing, it reexposed with unprecedented boldness the problematic and self-contradictory aspects of the idea of absolute music, the West’s most cherished esthetic tenet.


  Cage reopened all the old questions: How does an art form that is inherently temporal achieve transcendent objectification? What is the actual ontological status (i.e., the status as “object”) of a musical work? How does “the work” as such (or as an idea) relate to its performances? To its written score? The Polish philosopher Roman Ingarden once teasingly summed up all of these pesky ontological questions when he asked, “Where is Chopin’s B-minor Sonata?”23 Cage provided the most cogent, and therefore the most unsettling, answers.


  We have seen that the essential structure, the “workhood,” of a formalistic composition like Boulez’s Structures can have rather little to do with its aural experience. Cage’s highly determined “containers” were even more arcane, because they had even less to do with the often wholly indeterminate sounds that now filled them. Cage was fully aware of these problems, and engaged with them both playfully and in deadly earnest in his “Lecture on Nothing” of 1959, which begins with a sort of Zen koan that on repetition becomes a mantra: “I have nothing to say and I am saying it and that is poetry.”


  The Lecture is not really a lecture, though; it is a typical Cage composition consisting of a predetermined time-container. The filling in this case consists of familiar words in grammatical sentences that chiefly concern the filling process itself. Here is an excerpt, which the reader is invited to recite aloud, pausing in accordance with the spatial layout:


  
    
      Here we are now at the beginning of the eleventh unit of the fourth large part of this talk. More and more I have the feeling that we are getting nowhere. Slowly , as the talk goes on , we are getting nowhere and that is a pleasure . It is not irritating to be where one is . It is only irritating to think that one likes to be somewhere else. Here we are now , a little bit after the beginning of the eleventh unit of the fourth large part of this talk . More and more we have the feeling that I am getting nowhere Slowly , as the talk goes on , slowly , we have the feeling we are getting nowhere . That is a pleasure which will continue . If we are irritated , it is not a pleasure . Nothing is not a pleasure if one is irritated , but suddenly , itisapleasure , and then more and more it is not irritating (and then more and more and slowly). Originally , we were nowhere ; If anybody is sleepy , let him go to sleep . Here we are now at the beginning of the thirteenth unit of the fourth large part of this talk. More and more I have the feeling that we are getting nowhere.

    

  


  


  Cage’s Imaginary Landscape No. 3 (1942) is scored, in the manner of its time, for several audio-frequency oscillators, two variable-speed turntables, an electric buzzer, and several other pieces of audio equipment. Nine years later, after his encounter with Zen and the I Ching, Cage returned to the surrealistic genre he had invented and found a way, by tossing his coins, to compose a fully determined score that would produce a completely indeterminate, hence completely autonomous performance.


  The work that accomplished this breakthrough was Imaginary Landscape No. 4 (1951), scored for twenty-four players playing twelve radios under the direction of a conductor. Two players are assigned to each radio: one controls the volume knob, the other the tuner. The score, notated in fairly conventional notation that looks quite intricately contrapuntal, directs that the players turn the knobs at specified times to specified frequencies (where there may or may not be a broadcast signal) and amplitudes (many much softer than comfortable listening volume).


  The conductor executes all kinds of tempo changes that relate only to the “work” as notated, not to the aural experience, which depends on entirely unpredictable and uncontrolled factors. His elaborately choreographed actions, often eliciting no discernable result, pointedly signal the abstractness and the autonomy of the work-concept. The first performance, which took place late at night when there was very little on the air, was an apparent fiasco, but its very sparseness illustrated all the more forcefully how unstable the ontological relationship between the prescribed work (as an ideal object) and the actual physical performance could be.


  Any whiff of spoof—there is always nervous laughter at performances—is definitely an illusion. When Virgil Thomson told Cage he didn’t think a piece like that ought to be performed before a paying audience, Cage took extreme umbrage and it caused a permanent rift in their relationship.24 Perhaps needless to say, the piece has never been recorded. What would be the point?


  Strangely enough, however, the celebrated 4’33” (1952), Cage’s most extreme experiment in indeterminacy, has been recorded several times, icon that it has become. Its subtitle is “Tacet for any instrument or instruments,” and Cage (who according to his biographer always spoke of it “reverentially’‘25) called it his “silent piece.” But that is a misnomer. It is, rather, a piece for a silent performer or performers who enter a performance space, signal the beginnings and the ends of three movements whose timings and internal “structural” subdivisions have been predetermined by chance operations, but make no intentional sound. (Usually the performer is a pianist and the signals are given by most carefully and noiselessly closing and raising the keyboard lid.) The piece consists of whatever sounds occur within a listener’s earshot during these articulated spans.


  This might seem on the face of it the very antithesis of an autonomous work of art, since the sounds are wholly contingent, outside the composer’s control. (Cage often maintained that his aim in composing the piece was to erase the boundary between art and life.) But sounds are not the only thing that a composer controls, and sounds are not the only thing that constitutes a musical work. Under the social regimen of modern concert life, the composer controls not just sounds but people, and a work is defined not just by its contents but also by the behavior that it elicits from an audience. As the philosopher Lydia Goehr has observed,


  
    
      It is because of Cage’s specifications that people gather together, usually in a concert hall, to listen to the sounds of the hall for the allotted time period. In ironic gesture, it is Cage who specifies that a pianist should sit at a piano to go through the motions of performance. The performer is applauded and the composer granted recognition for the “work.” Whatever changes have come about in our material understanding of musical sound, the formal constraints of the work-concept have ironically been maintained.26

    

  


  


  And she comments tactfully, in the form of a question, “Did Cage come to the compositional decisions that he did out of recognition that people will only listen to sounds around them if they are forced to do so under traditional, formal constraints?”


  It is a profound political point. A work that is touted as a liberation from esthetics in fact brings an alert philosopher to a fuller awareness of all the constraints that the category of “the esthetic” imposes. Sounds that were noise on one side of an arbitrary framing gesture are suddenly music, a “work of art,” on the other side. The esthetic comes into being by sheer fiat, at the drop of a piano lid. The audience is invited — no, commanded — to listen to ambient or natural sounds with the same attitude of reverent contemplation they would assume if they were listening to Beethoven’s Ninth.


  That is an attitude that is born not of nature, but of Beethoven. By the act of triggering it, art is not brought down to earth in the least. On the contrary, “life” is brought up for the duration into the transcendent. 4’33” is thus the ultimate esthetic aggrandizement. Like any other musical “work,” it has a published, copyrighted score. The space on its pages, measured from left to right, corresponds to the elapsing time. Most of the pages have vertical lines drawn on them, denoting the chance-calculated time articulations on which the duration of the piece depends. One of the pages, bypassed by these markers, remains blank. If copyrighting a blank page is not an act of esthetic grandiosity, what is?
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  FIG. 2-3 Marcel Duchamp, Fountain (1917); replica, 1964.


  So Cage’s radical conceptions were as much intensifications of traditional practices, including traditional power relations, as departures from them. And they kept up a tradition of art-as-philosophy that was wholly a phase of the Western romantic tradition. The most obvious predecessor to 4'33' was a work of visual rather than musical art: Fountain (1917) by the painter Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), who later became a close friend and mentor to Cage. Asked to submit a work for a jury-free exhibition organized by an avantgarde artists’ society of which he was a prominent member, Duchamp purchased a commercially manufactured porcelain urinal, signed it “R. Mutt,” and sent it in. On its rejection he noisily resigned from the society, turning his “readymade” or found object into a much-exhibited cause célèbre, paradoxically one of the most famous artworks of the early twentieth century (Fig. 2-3).


  The immediate effect of Duchamp’s Fountain was similar to that of Cage’s early chance pieces: it exposed the residual or “invisible” restrictions that continued to operate behind a self-advertised facade of liberation, forcing even the most extreme modernists to acknowledge their sentimental ties to the past or stand convicted of hypocrisy. Once exhibited, however, the work acquired a new meaning: a test, or limit-case, to define the nature of art not just according to the artist’s intent but according to the mode of its reception.


  If people walked by his signed urinal and, rather than using it as its manufacturer intended, looked at it the way they looked at the more conventional art works in the gallery, then their act of “disinterested” contemplation defined it as — or, more strongly, transformed it into — a work of art. Even if, as was sometimes claimed, it was Duchamp’s signature (the signature of a recognized “genius”) that turned a piece of plumbing into art, the act required the public’s collusion. They were free to reject his gesture, but they did not. Art is defined, as in the case of 4'33", by the behavior that it induces. All that it takes to make art these days, cynics muttered (and philosophers admitted), was a frame.


  But there was nothing as inherently provocative in 4'33" as the selection of something normally fouled by body waste for transformation into art. On the contrary, Cage’s conception of the piece (and by now the reaction of most audiences as well) was entirely one of reverence — the reverence that was due not only to sacralized nature, but also to sacralized art in the Beethovenian tradition. In keeping with that tradition, it was left to a musician to achieve the ultimate transcendence of life into art. For music did not necessarily carry automatic “life” associations the way a urinal (or any other physical object) did.


  Especially in the age of recordings, music had no necessary physical presence at all. (Was it a coincidence that the length of Cage’s piece was exactly that of a 12-inch 78 RPM “side”?) Even if one exhibited an empty frame in a museum gallery, there would be a physical object, and a “normal” utilitarian association, to limit the viewer’s reaction. Paintings and frames were not only art objects but life objects as well. 4’33” was literally a blank, a void, on which anyone could inscribe anything. To an extent unavailable to any other art medium, Cage’s silent performance was divorced from surrounding “life,” which normally contains lots of music. But all of that music was specifically excluded by the “silence.”


  PURIFICATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS


  That excluded music was the utilitarian music that accompanies our everyday lives and that does not require special temples for its contemplation, including all popular music. Cage’s attitude in 4'33" was just as purified of the popular as any other kind of midcentury sacralized art (say, a Beethoven symphony recorded by Toscanini), and it was an especially poignant purification in Cage’s case since his early percussion and prepared-piano music had been so full of popular-music resonances. Once Cage became a prophet of purity, a “Beethoven,” his earlier life was rewritten as myth, a myth that no longer contained any reference to the Asian or Afro-Cuban musics that had inspired Cage in his West Coast youth, although it did anachronistically prefigure his discovery of nonintention and chance.


  Here, for example, is an abridgment of Cage’s own account, published in 1973 and titled like a fable or a fairy tale, of his first prepared-piano composition:


  
    
      HOW THE PIANO CAME TO BE PREPARED


      In the late thirties I was employed as an accompanist for the classes in modern dance at the Cornish School in Seattle, Washington. These classes were taught by Bonnie Bird, who had been a member of Martha Graham’s company. Among her pupils was an extraordinary dancer, Syvilla Fort. Three or four days before she was to perform her Bacchanal, Syvilla asked me to write music for it. I agreed.


      At that time I had two ways of composing: for piano or orchestral instruments I wrote twelve-tone music (I had studied with Adolph Weiss and Arnold Schoenberg); I also wrote music for percussion ensembles: pieces for three, four, or six players.


      The Cornish Theatre in which Syvilla Fort was to perform had no space in the wings. There was also no pit. There was, however, a piano at one side in front of the stage. I couldn’t use percussion instruments for Syvilla’s dance, though, suggesting Africa, they would have been suitable; they would have left too little room for her to perform. I was obliged to write a piano piece.


      I spent a day or so conscientiously trying to find an African twelve-tone row. I had no luck. I decided that what was wrong was not me but the piano. I decided to change it.


      Besides studying with Weiss and Schoenberg, I had also studied with Henry Cowell. I had often heard him play a grand piano, changing its sound by plucking and muting the strings with fingers and hands. I particularly loved to hear him play The Banshee. To do this, Henry Cowell first depressed the pedal with a wedge at the back (or asked an assistant, sometimes myself, to sit at the keyboard and hold the pedal down), and then, standing at the back of the piano, he produced the music by lengthwise friction on the bass strings with his fingers or fingernails, and by crosswise sweeping of the bass strings with the palms of his hands. In another piece he used a darning egg, moving it lengthwise along the strings while trilling, as I recall, on the keyboard; this produced a glissando of harmonics.


      Having decided to change the sound of the piano in order to make a music suitable for Syvilla Fort’s Bacchanal, I went to the kitchen, got a pie plate, brought it into the living room, and placed it on the piano strings. I played a few keys. The piano sounds had been changed, but the pie plate bounced around due to the vibrations, and, after a while, some of the sounds that had been changed no longer were. I tried something smaller, nails between the strings. They slipped down between and lengthwise along the strings. It dawned on me that screws or bolts would stay in position. They did. And I was delighted to notice that by means of a single preparation two different sounds could be produced. One was resonant and open, the other was quiet and muted. The quiet one was heard whenever the soft pedal was used. I wrote the Bacchanal quickly and with the excitement continual discovery provided. […]


      When I first placed objects between the strings, it was with the desire to possess sounds (to be able to repeat them). But, as the music left my home and went from piano to piano and from pianist to pianist, it became clear that not only are two pianists essentially different from one another, but two pianos are not the same either. Instead of the possibility of repetition, we are faced in life with the unique qualities and characteristics of each occasion.


      The prepared piano, impressions I had from the work of artist friends, study of Zen Buddhism, ramblings in fields and forests looking for mushrooms, all led me to the enjoyment of things as they come, as they happen, rather than as they are possessed or kept or forced to be.27

    

  


  


  Cage has given himself here an entirely European musical ancestry, one that included Schoenberg, of all contemporary composers the one who most insistently claimed a lineage from Beethoven, but whose influence actually had no bearing at all on Cage’s neoprimitive Bacchanale. And of Cowell’s magnificently eclectic legacy (one that encompassed all the “Music of the World’s Peoples,” to cite the title of Cowell’s popular course at the New School and the once fairly big-selling record set that came out of it) Cage chose only the Irish mythological side, the most European side, to admit to his self-constructed narrative. In later life, Cage even replaced the Indian and Japanese sources of his spiritual philosophy with European and Euro-American ones, claiming a lifelong latent kinship with James Joyce and Henry David Thoreau. At the same time, Cage began to embrace aspects of mainstream culture he had formerly eschewed.


  He became fascinated with “big science,” the government-subsidized scientific projects of the cold war period, especially computer technology and the exploration of space. Enlisting the help of Lejaren Hiller, a computer engineer and early experimenter with music-writing programs at the University of Illinois, Cage devised a flamboyant mixed-media performance called HPSCHD (computerese for “harpsichord”). The piece had been commissioned by a Swiss harpsichordist, Antoinette Vischer, who had little idea of what she was letting herself in for. Her money enabled Cage to buy mainframe computer time and hire a programmer. Programming a computer to make the I Ching coin tosses for him enabled Cage to make enough random decisions—more than a million—to keep seven keyboard players (one of them Mme Vischer), fifty-two tape recorders playing random computer-generated “tunes” in fifty-two different tuning systems, fifty-two film projectors and sixty-four slide projectors (showing scenes of space travel, some from old science-fiction movies) constantly busy for four-and-a-half hours in a University of Illinois campus auditorium on the evening of 16 May 1969 (Fig. 2-4).
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  FIG. 2-4 Premiere of HPSCHD by John Cage and Lejaren Hiller, University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana, 1969.


  Another space-age extravaganza was Atlas eclipticalis (1962), in which Cage derived eighty-six instrumental parts that could be played in whole or in part, for any duration and in any combination from soloist to full orchestra, by projecting sidereal charts (“star maps”) on huge sheets of music paper and inking in a note wherever there was a heavenly body, later deciding with the aid of the I Ching which staves carried which clefs, and how they were to be assigned to the various instruments of the orchestra. Leonard Bernstein, then the conductor of the New York Philharmonic-Symphony Orchestra, selected Atlas eclipticalis, the only Cage piece as of then that could enlist his whole band, for a performance in February 1964 that would introduce the work of the avantgarde to an unprecedentedly large audience. (A piece by Cage’s avantgarde colleague Earle Brown was also scheduled, together with Vivaldi’s Four Seasons and Chaikovsky’s Pathétique Symphony.)


  The performance was a fiasco, compared by many to the scandalous first night of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring. There was a significant difference, however: the orchestra rebelled along with the audience. When Cage took his bows he heard their hissing behind him; and at the last performance they engaged in sabotage, playing scales or banal tunes instead of their prescribed parts, and singing or whistling into the contact microphones attached to their instruments. A few players were so enraged that they threw their microphones on the floor and stamped on them, obliging Cage to replace them out of pocket.


  These were regrettable discourtesies, but their explanation may be something more than mere philistinism on the part of unimaginatively conservative musicians, as is usually alleged. Far more frequently than any other modernist composer, Cage got into confrontational situations with performers at various points over the course of his career, and with orchestral musicians in particular. After a performance of another Cage orchestral work by the Los Angeles Philharmonic in 1977, one of the members wrote to the Los Angeles Times to complain that “no musical training is necessary for this quasi-intellectual trash, only the ability to make noise for thirty embarrassing minutes. I felt ashamed to sit on stage and be a part of it.”28 As noted earlier, Cage himself has acknowledged, and at times decried, the way in which the social practices that have grown up around the sacralized work-object since the advent of Romanticism have tended to dehumanize performers, especially those who play under conductors. The only way in which such musicians are able to retain a sense of personal dignity is by believing in the esthetic of communication or self-expression (expanded to encompass a notion of collective self-expression), the very notion that Cage devoted his career to discrediting. When asked to perform works based on the principle of nonintention, the contradiction has been for many musicians unendurable, because such works present performers with a set of especially arbitrary, hence (potentially) especially demeaning, commands. They are intolerably deprived of their normal sense (or illusion) of creative collaboration.


  The contact mikes in Atlas eclipticalis, which fed each player’s sound into a mixing console that, operating on the usual chance principles, added an extra dimension of unpredictability to the proceedings, were a special outrage. As Earle Brown explained, “Even if you were making your choices with diligence, you might be turned off. Maybe you were heard, maybe you weren’t.”29 The composer, though ostensibly (and, from his own perspective, sincerely) aiming to efface his ego—and ostensibly (and equally sincerely) opposed, as Cage put it, to “the conventional musical situation of a composer telling others what to do”—became more than ever the peremptory genius, the players more than ever the slaves. By forcing others to efface their egos along with his, he had become an oppressor. His effacement was voluntary; theirs wasn’t.


  Even soloists devoted to Cage have recognized the paradoxical reinforcement that his work has given to the old hierarchies. By the use of chance operations, Cage said, he was able to shift his “responsibility from making choices to asking questions.”30 When the work is finished, he said, he had the pleasure of discovering it along with the audience. The only one who cannot share the pleasure is the performer, to whom the buck is passed, who cannot evade the choices, but must supply laborious answers to the composer’s diverting questions.


  The pianist Margaret Leng Tan, an outstanding exponent of Cage’s keyboard music (including the prepared-piano works), has complained of being cut out of the fun. Her freedom in performing “chance music” is not enhanced but diminished: “By the time you’ve worked out all this material, can you really give a spontaneous performance? It’s a discovery for him [that is, Cage] if he’s hearing it for the first time, but it’s not a discovery for me.”31 Once again the composer’s authority over the performer is paradoxically magnified. The grandiosity of genius is affirmed. If that is something to rebuke in Beethoven, it is something to rebuke in Cage as well. But the main paradox or contradiction is the one that maximalists have always faced. At some point quantity inevitably, and subversively, transforms quality. At some point—but what point?—the disinterestedness of the artist and the transcendence of the artifact inevitably metamorphose into indifference and irrelevance. That has been the fate and the tragedy of “purist” modernism, and Cage was (or became) the purest of the pure.


  PERMISSION


  The New Grove Dictionary of American Music (published in 1986) claimed flatly that John Cage “has had a greater impact on world music than any other American composer of the twentieth century.”32 That is certainly possible if his impact is measured by the number of artists (not just musicians) who have acknowledged Cage as an influence or an enabler. “He has immense authority,” the art dealer Leo Castelli, an energetic promoter of avantgarde painters and sculptors, said of Cage. “He is, after all, a guru; and just the fact that he was there with his fantastic assurance was important to us all.”33


  The painter Robert Rauschenberg (b. 1925), one of Cage’s closest friends, said it was Cage’s example that “gave me license to do anything,”34 especially when what he wished to do defied the established modernists of the day. The composer Morton Feldman (1926–87), a close associate of Cage who was also friends with many painters, claimed that Cage gave not only him but everybody “permission.”35 Cage’s joyously accepting attitude, “naive” in the special philosophical sense discussed above, made him a charismatic facilitator, notto sayaliberator. It wasa role comparable in many ways to that played by Liszt a hundred years earlier with respect to the “New German” avantgarde.


  Yet many if not most of the artists and musicians who venerated Cage and thought of themselves as his disciples seem to have misunderstood him in a very significant way. The art movement usually linked with the composers in Cage’s orbit is the one called abstract expressionism, which flourished in New York from the mid-1940s until the 1970s, exactly the period of Cage’s most intense activity, and which established New York as an international artistic center on a par with Paris. It was the first American school of painting to have a significant influence on European artists, and in this, too, it parallels the influence of Cage, who after his Darmstadt lectures had many European disciples.


  But as the movement’s very name suggests, abstract expressionist painters were primarily interested in freedom of personal expression and intensity of emotional communication, the very things Cage had renounced. The turbulent “action paintings” of Cage’s exact contemporary Jackson Pollock (1912–56), in which the artist hurled and spattered pigments on a canvas stretched out on the floor, were often regarded as a “liberation of paint” in much the way Cage liked to speak of the “liberation of sounds.” But the comparison was misguided. Pollock sought greater freedom of action, sometimes described as greater freedom from form, the better to express his individuality of feeling through the medium of color. To invoke Nietzsche’s old Wagnerian dualism, Pollock’s was the quintessential “Dionysian” art. Cage looked for the very opposite: ever more stringent ways of constraining his actions so as to free the sounds he produced from his own wishes and feelings and so achieve greater harmony with nature. His was “Apollonian” art at its most extreme.


  A similarly Apollonian impulse, and a similar commitment to philosophical realism (or particularism) drove the work of Iannis Xenakis (1922–2001), one of the European composers most often compared with Cage. A Romanian-born Greek-speaking composer resident in France, Xenakis had a thorough training in mathematics and engineering before he decided on a musical career. His expertise in these technical fields was sufficient to land him a job as assistant to the celebrated modern architect Le Corbusier (real name Charles Jeanneret, 1887–1965). Xenakis strove to base his musical practice directly on classic mathematical formulas, the most impersonal and transcendent of all truth-concepts. It was he who, in collaboration with Le Corbusier, designed the Philips Pavilion at the 1958 Brussels World’s Fair on principles already embodied in several of his compositions.


  Xenakis is best known for what he called “stochastic music,” deriving the adjective from mathematical probability theory. Rejecting the overdetermined causality of “integral serialism”36 (which, he alleged in an inflammatory article written in 1954 and published in 1961, only succeeds in sounding aimless and unintelligible) and the underdetermined contingencies of “aleatoric” music (which, he declared, was an abdication of creative responsibility), he sought a music that would create an intelligible shape out of a multitude of seemingly random musical events, much as a multiplicity of chance occurrences—like Cage’s beloved flipped coins—makes a gradual approach to a predictable outcome (equal numbers of heads and tails).


  It is the response of a composer who had spent the war years in the Resistance movement (and with a blind eye to show for his pains) to the dilemma of reclaiming free will and the possibility of meaningful action in the face of existential pessimism—a pessimism that, in music, had led to various kinds of abject submission, whether to voluntary regimentation (symbolized by total serialism) or to fatalism (symbolized by chance operations). The events in Xenakis’s stochastic music are planned in the large but unpredictable in the small. Its individual elements are insignificant but they make a strong collective statement. Its governing political metaphor was expressed most directly in the dedication of one of Xenakis’s works to the “unknown political prisoners” and “the forgotten thousands whose very names are lost,” but whose uncoordinated and singly ineffectual contributions to the cause of freedom were collectively decisive.


  Xenakis’s Metastasis (first performed at the Donaueschingen Festival in 1955) consisted entirely of a complex texture of glissandos, interacting in time and space, in which every single member of the forty-four-piece string section had a separate part, so that nobody’s line was individually conspicuous. All, however, contributed equally to an overall impression of smoothly rising and lowering curves of pitch. The same principle of endless curvature (or displacement—metastasis—from straightness) governed the shape of the Philips pavilion. In Fig. 2-5a–d, a page from the sketch score of Metastasis is juxtaposed with one of Xenakis’s architectural sketches for the pavilion, and then both sketches are juxtaposed with their realizations (the finished score, the actual building). In the sketches it is especially noticeable how the curves are the overall product of an indeterminate multiplicity of straight lines, as the victory over fascism was the product of an indeterminable multiplicity of individual sacrifices.


  Pithoprakta (1956) was the first composition in which Xenakis used the “cloud” effect that became synonymous with his name. The title means “actions through probabilities”; the goal on which all the seemingly random sounds converge is the emergence of conventionally recognizable musical tone out of “noise,” as controlled by various mathematical formulas. The fifty-piece orchestra includes a couple of trombones that play glissandos as before, and a percussionist who contributes seemingly random and disruptive punctuations on xylophone and woodblock; but the main sonority is that of forty-six solo strings, now making extremely discontinuous sounds—pitchless tapping on the instruments, gradually giving way to pitched pizzicato—organized into processes of continuous change.
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  FIG. 2-5A Iannis Xenakis, sketch for Meta s t a s i s (1953).


  What gives a sense of progression through time is the variable density of these swarming musical particles, creating the impression of a shifting nebulous shape, calculated according to the so-called Maxwell-Boltzmann law, which predicts the behavior of gas molecules at various pressures and temperatures. The composer, as it were, adjusts conceptual pressure valves and thermostats, to which the musical molecules, individually maintaining what seem to be random trajectories, nevertheless “react” collectively according to the law’s predictions.


  Xenakis’s music can be interpreted as a negative critique of “Darmstadt” serialism. Listening to it (as he put it to an interviewer in 1980),
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  FIG. 2-5B First model of Philips pavilion.


  
    
      our attention is unable to follow all the various events, so instead we form a general impression. That’s simply how our brain reacts tomass phenomena— there’s no question of scientific computations. Our brain does a kind of statistical analysis! We have to reckon with the same thing as in the kinetic gas theory.37
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  FIG. 2-5C Corresponding page from the score of Metastasis (1954).


  Such a listening process, Xenakis asserted, is natural; a music that elicits it is a realistic (or scientifically “true”) music. The impracticably detailed listening process presupposed by serialism was, by implication, utopian and (given the limitations of our mental processing) a falsehood. Not surprisingly, Xenakis was sympathetic to Cage, who also appealed to nature (though more the nature we experience with our senses than nature as it is understood by scientific theory) to justify his version of avantgardism. Xenakis, in fact, was one of the first Europeans to support Cage, whom he regarded as an amiable exotic: “I liked his thinking, which is of course a characteristic product of American society,” he recalled to an interviewer. “I was attracted by the freedom and lack of bias with which he approached music.” He thought the “mystical color” Cage claimed to have inherited from Asian philosophy naive, and his lack of overt political commitment all too typical of what Europeans often regard as American complacency, but “at least he tried to do something different and in opposition to the absolutist trend of the serialists.”38
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  FIG. 2-5D Philips pavilion (1958).


  But then he went on:


  
    
      Cage’s music can be interesting, until he relies too heavily on the interpreters, on improvisation. That’s why I’ve kept aloof from this trend. In my opinion it is the composer’s privilege to determine his works, down to the minutest detail. Otherwise he ought to share the copyright with his performers.

    

  


  


  Xenakis had made the commonest, most obvious of all mistakes with regard to Cage, seeing him as a liberator of people rather than sounds, never realizing that Cage shared his horror of improvisation (if not for all the same reasons), and that Cage, too, determined his most influential works down to the minutest detail (although he sometimes sought to disguise the fact in conversation and interview). This misunderstanding was as typical of Cage’s admirers and colleagues as of his critics and adversaries. As we are about to discover, even some of Cage’s most ardent disciples made the same mistake about his aims. And yet misunderstandings of this kind are common in the history of art. They can be inspiring. Indeed, we often “need” to misunderstand those we follow, so that their authority can become an enabling rather than a restraining force.


  MUSIC AND POLITICS REVISTED


  Artists who justified their personal freedom by citing Cage’s example managed to forget just what it was that Cage had liberated, and from whom. Not that this mattered in the long run. Messages sent are not always the ones received, and the history of art is full of examples of wouldbe followers who became innovators by misreading their predecessors’ intentions. A celebrated theory of literary history advanced in the 1970s by the critic Harold Bloom (b. 1930) elevated creative misreading of this kind to the status of main determinant, or driving force, behind all creative evolution.39 Nor does the fact that an artist misreads the example he claims to follow necessarily reflect in any way on the authenticity or value of his own work or that of his ostensible “guru.” Nevertheless it is curious that the musician most interested in reining in the impulses of human beings so as to keep them out of the way of sounds, and who never gave performers (or listeners) any real freedom of choice, should have been regarded as a human liberator. It testifies to the power of suggestion, to the allure of liberation as concept for artists brought up with the rhetoric of American democracy ringing in their ears, and to the paradoxical need most artists share with the rest of humanity to justify their freedom on the basis of authority. By merely using the word liberation at a time when systems ruled, Cage gave those lacking his fantastic assurance permission to follow their own inclinations. It is a paradox that went all the way back to Rousseau’s Social Contract, with its troubling call to liberate mankind, if necessary, against its will, forcing freedom on the comfortably enslaved.


  Christian Wolff, for example, who inadvertently midwifed Cage’s adoption of chance operations by presenting him with a copy of the I Ching, has been mainly concerned in his own compositions with giving performers what he called “parliamentary participation,” the freedom to choose among alternatives, as opposed to the “monarchical authority” of the composer or conductor.40 In his Duo for Pianists II, for example, the notation is deliberately left incomplete, so that the players (originally Wolff himself and the American pianist Frederic Rzewski) are forced to decide for themselves matters of detail usually decided by the composer: now exact duration, now exact pitch, now register. As in Stockhausen’s Klavierstück XI, the music is written down in discrete chunks whose order of performance is left indeterminate. Each performer makes choices on the basis of what the other has last chosen.


  The notation below from the Duo score is typical. Numbers before the colon indicate spans of time in seconds. Those after the colon indicate the number of notes to be played in the allotted time, selected from “source collections” of predetermined pitches, while the sign x, appearing above and/or below, directs the player to higher or lower keyboard registers. Thus, the configuration


  [image: Image]


  


  means that in the space of a quarter of a second the pianist must choose three pitches from source collection aand two from source collection b, making sure to play them in a higher or a lower register than the last time the same pitches were chosen. Whether to play the pitches singly or in chords (and if singly, whether closely spaced like a melody or leaping “pointillistically” among farflung registers), whether to play them loud or soft, and how their individual durations shall compare, are all decisions left to the quick-thinking performer.


  Quick-reacting, too, since each player’s choices are determined in part by cues given, according to a prearranged scheme, by the other player. The piece amounts to an exciting game for the players that allows (in the composer’s words) for “precise actions under variously indeterminate conditions.” Since “no structural whole or totality is calculated either specifically or generally in terms of probabilities or statistics,” the outcome of the game is never predictable. “The score makes no finished object, [something regarded as] at best hopeless, fragile, or brittle. There are only parts which can be at once transparent and distinct.”


  In his later music, Wolffs notation became less and less determinate, the necessity of performer choice ever greater, to the point where the performers virtually improvise within loosely defined limits. Wolff has justified his practices on explicitly political grounds. A composition, in his view, must “make possible the freedom and dignity of the performer.” Yet having declared that “no sound is preferable to any other sound or noise” (which sounds vaguely Cageian), Wolff allows performers to exercise their own preferences in choosing sounds, which is as un-Cageian as can be.


  Unlike Cage, Wolff is interested in explicit political analogies. The unusual appearance of his scores, and the freedoms he delegates to performers, are intended “to stir up,” as he has put it, “a sense of the political conditions in which we live and of how these might be changed, in the direction of democratic socialism.” These convictions have led him back, in his most recent work, to the use of material borrowed from labor and protest songs in the manner of Hanns Eisler or the members of the New York Composers Collective in the period of the Great Depression. (Cage, by contrast, was resolutely consistent in his principle of quietism or noninterference. His most explicit political pronouncement has become notorious: “There is not too much pain in the world; there is just the right amount.”41) A similar impulse led Frederic Rzewski (b. 1938), Wolffs sometime duo partner, out of the avantgarde altogether. Born in Massachusetts and educated at Harvard, Rzewski lived in Europe during the 1960s, at first in the orbit of Stockhausen, of whose Klavierstück X Rzewski (a virtuoso pianist) gave the first performance. The political upheavals of the later 1960s (to be considered in greater detail in chapter 7) convinced Rzewski of the irreconcilable contradiction between the private games of the avantgarde and the social purposes to which he was dedicated. The eventual result, in the early 1970s, was a series of virtuoso variation sets for piano on workers’ songs in a traditionally “heroic” style modeled expressly on that of Beethoven’s monumental “Diabelli” Variations.


  Rzewski’s The People United Will Never Be Defeated, 36 variations on the Chilean protest song ¡ El pueblo unido jamás sera vencido!” (1975, Ex. 2-4a), while obviously (and successfully) directed—as political exhortation—at the broad concert public that favors virtuoso piano recitals, nevertheless retains features of the composer’s earlier avantgarde idiom, now smoothly integrated, in a fashion that the avantgarde had once declared impossible, into a politically—and, of course, commercially—exploitable idiom. The first variation adapts the simple melody of the song to the radically disjunct “pointillistic” texture by then long associated with the piano music of Stockhausen and Boulez (Ex. 2-4b).


  INTERNALIZED CONFLICT


  Rzewski’s politically (or at least esthetically) efficacious “compromise” with tradition exposed a fault line within the politicized avantgarde of the late 1960s. On one side were those determined to remain true despite their political commitments to the esthetic principles of avantgardism that had by then become a tradition in its own right; on the other were those for whom the political commitments of the so-called “new left” outweighed the esthetic. Sometimes the two commitments battled one another within the same unhappy creative personality.


  The most extreme case was that of Cornelius Cardew (1936–81), an English composer who after a conventional elite training at the Royal Academy of Music went to Cologne and worked for three years (1957–60) as Stockhausen’s assistant at the equally (though differently) elite electronic music studio maintained by the German Radio. In 1967 he was appointed to the faculty of the Royal Academy, but by 1969, under the influence of the Cultural Revolution instigated in China by Mao Tse-tung and his Red Guards, Cardew renounced his advanced musical techniques as “bourgeois deviationism.” Together with some friends and like-minded musicians, he formed an organization called the Scratch Orchestra, “a gathering,” as Cardew later put it, of “musicians, artists, scholars, clerks, students, etc, willing to engage in experimental performance activities.”42 The willingness in question meant readiness to submit to a radically egalitarian discipline, bordering on anarchy, in which no a priori standard of quality could be asserted. “No criticism before performance”43 was the group’s motto. Their main activity consisted of group improvisation, for which members prepared by writing and teaching to the rest of the group examples of Scratch Music, something “halfway between composing and improvising.”44


  EX. 2-4A Frederic Rzewski, “The People United Will Never Be Defeated!,” theme
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  EX. 2-4B Frederic Rzewski, “The People United Will Never Be Defeated!,” first variation


  [image: Image]


  


  It was defined in the Orchestra’s draft constitution as “accompaniments, performable continuously for indefinite periods.”45 An accompaniment was defined as “music that allows a solo (in the event of one occurring) to be appreciated as such,” notated “using any means—verbal, graphic, musical, collage, etc.” The only condition was that a piece of Scratch Music “be performable for indefinite periods of time.” A necessary proviso was that “the word music and its derivatives are here not understood to refer exclusively to sound and related phenomena (hearing, etc); what they do refer to is flexible and depends entirely on the members of the Scratch Orchestra.”


  For outsiders, further definition had to await the publication of Scratch Music (1972), an anthology edited by Cardew, containing examples by himself and fifteen other members of the Orchestra. Very few Scratch pieces employed musical notation as normally defined. Many consisted of drawings that, without oral explanation, could not readily be translated into the sort of continuous action the constitution specified. Some, however, consisted of verbal prescriptions that occasionally suggested vivid musical (or at least sonic) results. “Take a closed cylinder (empty pepsi-cola tin),” one began. “Bang it. Drop things through the holes the pepsi came out of.”46 A more elaborate recipe for action, entitled “Scratch Orchestral Piece with Gramophone” (i.e. phonograph or record player) read as follows:


  
    
      A gramophone record of an orchestral composition, known to have a scratch in it such as will cause infinite repetition of one groove, is taken and played. The (live) orchestra accompanies the record, repeating the music heard to the best of its ability. (What will come out is a sort of canon between the recorded and live performance.) The record should preferably not be a popular classic. The performers must play quietly to avoid losing touch with the record, which should not be played loudly.


      When the record arrives at the repeating groove, the performers should, after a few repetitions, be able to play in unison with the record. The general volume level will probably rise here. When a member loses touch with the record, he may go over to the gramophone and jerk the needle on. This action should be plainly visible to the other performers, who must immediately resume their low volume and follow the record as before. The performance ends a) (if the gramophone is automatic) when the gramophone switches itself off, b) (if the gramophone is manually controlled) at any time after the record has ended. The audible click which sometimes occurs as the needle moves around the innermost groove may be taken as part of the record, in which case a similar situation to the one described above may obtain.


      The piece could be played by any performer(s), in which case the record should match as far as possible the instrument(s) or voices(s) used.47

    

  


  


  The book culminated in a list titled “1001 Activities, by members of the Scratch Orchestra” (Fig. 2-6). Some, perhaps most, are entirely “conceptual” in the sense that they can be more or less vaguely imagined but not literally realized. It is not clear whether the performable items in the list were actually performed as Scratch Music; but in any case, by the time the list was published the Scratch Orchestra had disbanded. It lasted only two years and is probably best categorized as one of the many failed experiments in utopian living that proliferated during the late 1960s.


  “Did all this have to change? It changed,” was Cardew’s Samuel Beckett–like comment in retrospect. He went on to describe how


  
    
      the internal contradictions in the Scratch got sharper and sharper until, possibly triggered by the civic and press response (we had a concert banned on grounds of obscenity and the press went to town on the scandal) to our Newcastle Civic Centre concert on June 21 1971, I opened the doors to criticism and self-criticism. A collection of the resulting documents was circularized under the title “Discontent.” … The Scratch was saved from liquidation by two communist members. At the August 23/24 discussions of the Discontent documents John Tilbury exposed the contradictions within the orchestra, and proposed the setting up of a Scratch Ideological Group. I and several others were glad to join this group, whose tasks were not only to investigate possibilities for political musicmaking but also to study revolutionary theory: Marx, Lenin, Mao Tse-Tung. Another aim was to build up an organizational structure in the Scratch that would make it a genuinely democratic orchestra and release it from the domination of my subtly autocratic, supposedly anti-authoritarian leadership.48

    

  


  


  But the group was never reconstituted; its members escaped from freedom. The perennial political contradictions between anarchistic ideals and the realities of leadership were not the only factor. The Scratch Orchestra came up against the perennial dilemma of maximalism: they reached the limit. As one antagonist scoffed, “How can you make a revolution when the revolution before last has already said that anything goes?”49 The thought was unkindly put, but the truth that it contained was one of the predicaments that led eventually to the eclipse of the avantgarde as a force in contemporary music.
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  FIG. 2-6 Cornelius Cardew, pages from “List of 1 001 Activities” (Scratch Music, 1972).


  Like Christian Wolff, Cornelius Cardew wound up writing mass songs to incite popular activism, and in 1974 published another, rather disillusioned book called Stockhausen Serves Imperialism. “Nowadays a Cage concert can be quite a society event,”50 he noted sarcastically; and also, more wistfully, that Cage’s “emptiness does not antagonize the bourgeois audience which is confident of its ability to cultivate a taste for virtually anything.”51 Even the avantgarde, he had found, could be commercially coopted, consumed, commodified; the process (exemplified most dramatically by the New York Philharmonic’s notorious experience with Atlas eclipticalis) had painfully exposed “the sharply antagonistic relationship between the avantgarde composer with all his electronic gadgetry and the working musician.”52


  As for Stockhausen, he had been tamed, his erstwhile disciple charged, by”repressive tolerance,”53 the insidious and corrupting approval of the establishment. All that was left was shopworn romanticism, the old idealistic religion of art that Cardew now attacked the way Marx had denounced “the opium of the people” in the name of historical materialism.


  “Salesmen like Stockhausen,” he wrote,


  
    
      would have you believe that slipping off into cosmic consciousness removes you from the reach of the painful contradictions that surround you in the real world. At bottom, the mystical idea is that the world is illusion, just an idea inside our heads. Then are the millions of oppressed and exploited people throughout the world just another aspect of that illusion in our minds? No, they aren’t. The world is real, and so are the people, and they are struggling towards a momentous revolutionary change. Mysticism says “everything that lives is holy,” so don’t walk on the grass and above all don’t harm a hair on the head of an imperialist.54

    

  


  CONFLICTS DENIED


  There were those, however, who managed to maintain the frayed analogy between “revolutionary” politics and progressive esthetics and reconcile radical politics with radical art, though they did so by reverting to the nostalgic, by then fairly untenable ideal of what was known in the 1960s as the Old Left. The term referred to idealistic remnants of the revolutionary tide that had made the Russian Revolution, who refused to recognize or acknowledge the way in which that Revolution had been betrayed. At a time when the Soviet Union stood, for all the world to see, on the side of enforced artistic populism, these artists defended the old “revolutionary” ideal on both the political and the esthetic fronts.


  Perhaps the most prominent was Luigi Nono (1924–90), who as a young partisan fighter courageously joined the Italian Communist Party during the last days of Mussolini’s dictatorship, when membership was a crime, and who was eventually (1975) elected to the Party’s Central Committee. Nono, who married Schoenberg’s daughter Nuria in 1955, was a committed twelve-tone composer, as convinced as was his father-in-law of the method’s historical inevitability, just as he was convinced of the inevitability of Communist revolution. He never recognized a contradiction between his musical idiom, which appealed only to an elite coterie, and his commitment to egalitarian politics. Although he was a loyal upholder of Soviet economic and diplomatic policies to the end (paying his last official visit to the USSR as late as 1988), his music was of a kind anathematized in the Soviet Union in 1948 and never “rehabilitated.” The contrast between Nono’s political and esthetic commitments is particularly pointed, of course, in his most overtly political works, like Ein Gespenst geht um in der Welt (“A specter is abroad in the world”; 1971), a choral setting of words drawn from Marx and Engels’s Communist Manifesto, accompanied by an orchestra with a colossal percussion section (and with the strings often “percussing” à la Xenakis) (Fig. 2-7). Despite the source of its text and its expressive purpose, entirely comparable to Rzewski’s, the work was given its premiere in West Germany rather than the part of Germany where Marx and Engels were honored as founding fathers, but where music like Nono’s was unperformable. Nor was the work ever performed in the Soviet bloc.


  Nono defended his musical idiom in terms borrowed from Adorno, another Marxist who turned a blind eye to the actual historical consequences of Marxist philosophy. Its dissonance was to be interpreted “dialectically,” like Schoenberg’s, as a critique of bourgeois society’s irreconcilable antagonisms (“disharmonies”). Such a metaphorical interpretation of a musical style was acceptable neither to the Soviets nor to the former avantgardists of the New Left. To the former it smacked of self-indulgent hypocrisy; to the latter, of sterile utopianism. It was Nono’s fate to be best appreciated musically where his ideological commitments were devalued, and vice versa. He had an important like-thinking exponent in the charismatic piano virtuoso Maurizio Pollini (b. 1942), whose concerts became Nono’s best attended forum. But Pollini, too, has had to face the contradiction between leftist political sympathies and the realities of musical politics.


  At the opposite, somewhat happier pseudopolitical extreme were the outwardly carefree revolutionaries who created “happenings.” These were minimally planned performance events, at the border between music and theater, that mixed Cage’s “purposeful purposelessness” with the ideology of the “absurdist” theater in which playwrights like Beckett and Eugene Ionesco (1909-94) expressed the bewilderment, alienation, and despair of existentialist philosophy by abandoning all logical plot development, meaningful dialogue, or intelligible character delineation in favor of a gross unpredictable humor that mocked all efforts at making sense of incomprehensible reality. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the perpetrators of happenings repressed their bewilderment and alienation and the rest in a great show of childish fun and aggression.


  The first — typically solemn, typically misunderstood—happening was engineered by Cage himself at Black Mountain College, an avantgarde retreat in North Carolina, in 1952. It was a variation on the 4'33" idea. Cage programmed some overlapping sound containers (or “compartments,” as he called them this time) in advance by the use of chance operations and allowed himself and his fellow performers to choose an activity to perform during their allotted compartments. Cage himself standing on a ladder, read a lecture that contained some compartments of silence; some poets climbed other ladders when their time came and read; others ran a movie, projected slides, played phonograph records, danced, and played the piano, while Robert Rauschenberg suspended some paintings above the audience’s heads. The idea, as in 4’33”, was to recreate utilitarian reality as autonomous art: “If you go down the street in the city you can see that people are moving about with intention but you don’t know what those intentions are,” Cage said, lecturing. “Many things happen which can be viewed in purposeless ways.”55 The music of life was a perpetual impersonal flux.
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  FIG. 2-7 Nono, Ein Gespenst geht um in der Welt, beginning.


  Between 1956 and 1960 Cage taught a class at the New School called Composition of Experimental Music. In 1958, the class included a number of poets, painters, and composers — George Brecht, Allan Kaprow, Jackson Mac Low, Dick Higgins — of whom some later participated in a loose performance association called Fluxus. Organized by George Maciunas in 1961 - 62, Fluxus provided a venue for what Kaprow was the first to call happenings. Brecht, the group’s main theorist, disclaimed all theory. “In Fluxus, there has never been any attempt to agree on aims or methods,” he wrote in 1964. “Individuals with something unnameable in common have simply naturally coalesced to publish and perform their work.” And yet he did try to name it: “Perhaps this common something is a feeling that the bounds of art are much wider than they have conventionally seemed, or that art and certain long-established bounds are no longer very useful.”56 In contrast to Cage’s original happening (and his later “musicircuses”), which sought to embrace the macrocosm, setting in motion an uncoordinated, ungraspable multiplicity of events that would create an esthetic analogy to the totality and complexity of life, Fluxus celebrated the microcosm, reflecting that totality and complexity in single, individual actes gratuits (as the existentialists would say), acts-without-purpose. At first their happenings were minimally prescribed and modestly executed. Brecht’s Organ Piece, for example, consists of a single instruction: “organ.”57Piano Piece 1962 consists of another: “a vase of flowers onto a piano.” The Brecht instruction most frequently cited by those seeking to define or illustrate happenings is “Discover or make on(to) a piano.” His best-known composition, Three Telephone Events, consisted of the following:


  
    • When the telephone rings, it is allowed to continue ringing, until it stops.

  


  
    • When the telephone rings, the receiver is lifted, then replaced.

  


  
    • When the telephone rings, it is answered.58

  


  The conceptual kinship with 4'33" is made explicit in a Performance Note, which reads, “Each event comprises all occurrences within its duration.” It is Brecht’s best known piece because Cage made seeming (and typically inaccurate) reference to it when asked to define music. “If the phone rings and you answer, that is not music,” he replied. “If it rings and you listen, it is.” Takehisa Kosugi, a Japanese composer who joined Fluxus a bit later, contributed a piece, Anima 7, whose instruction reads, “Perform any action as slowly as possible.”59 La Monte Young (b. 1935 in Idaho), the best-known composer ever associated with the group, had a big influence on its style and esthetic with a set of instructions called Compositions 1960, which included one of the few such compositions to incorporate conventional musical notation (see Fig. 2-8a). Another from the set consists of the instruction, “push the piano to the wall; push it through the wall; keep pushing.”60 In Composition 1960 #3, specially designated performers are dispensed with. Instead, the audience is instructed that for a specified period of time they may do anything they wish.
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  FIG. 2-8A La Monte Young, Composition 1960 #7.


  Over time, the group’s activities followed the usual maximalist course into flamboyance and aggression, and acquired notoriety. A Fluxus composer named Ben Vautier composed a number of Audience Pieces that came close to psychological abuse. One involved locking the audience into the theater; the piece was over when (if) they escaped. Richard Maxfield (1927 –69) created the emblematic Fluxus happening, “Concert Suite from Dromenon,” during which La Monte Young determined to set a violin on fire. The peak of aggression against the audience was reached by Nam June Paik (b. 1932), a Korean-born composer whose Hommage à John Cage consisted (as described by Al Hansen, a fellow Fluxian) of “moving through the intermission crowd in the lobby of a theater, cutting men’s neckties off with scissors, slicing coats down the back with a razor blade and squirting shaving cream on top of their heads.”61 At one performance the recipient of Paik’s attention was Cage himself, who, unamused, was led (in the words of the critic Calvin Tomkins, to whom he confided) “to wonder whether his influence on the young was altogether a good one.”62 Afterward, as Merce Cunningham recalled, “the piece went on for quite a while, and then Nam June disappeared. And we all sat and waited, and some time later, he telephoned from someplace to tell us the piece was over.”63 Cunningham, looking back on the experience, told a reporter that “it was wonderful.” Others, sitting and waiting to no apparent purpose, may have be enperplexed at their strange imprisonment by the rules of concert decorum. Exposing them may have been Paik’s purpose. Or perhaps it was sheer aggression.
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  FIG. 2-8B Nam June Paik.


  But aggression, too, is a purpose; and acts like Paik’s, therefore, do not seem quite as innocent in practice as they do in theory. Dick Higgins faced up to the dilemma—meanwhile putting Fluxus, in its maximalist phase, into a historical perspective of sorts—when he commented, in terms that other members may not have approved, that the group had a purpose after all, and that purpose was (or had become) the reintroduction of a sense of danger that had been lost to modern music. “A sense of risk is indispensable,” he wrote in 1966,


  
    
      because any simple piece fails when it becomes facile. This makes for all the more challenge in risking facility, yet still remaining very simple, very concrete, very meaningful. The composer is perfectly well aware of the psychological difficulties which his composition may produce for some, if not all, of the audience. He therefore finds excitement in insisting on this, to the point of endangering himself physically or even spiritually in his piece.64

    

  


  


  The motivating emotion seemed to have become envy of the scandals of the past, which led composers actively to court the sort of hostile response from audiences of which legends (like that of The Rite of Spring) were made. One concert the author of this book remembers attending did succeed in provoking a violent counterdemonstration from its tiny audience. It was sponsored by a Fluxus spinoff group called Tone Roads, a name derived from a series of compositions by Charles Ives, and took place at the New School during the 1964–65 season. The last composition on the program, by Philip Corner (b. 1933), ended with a trumpet player and a trombonist standing at center stage, each unrelentingly emitting the highest and loudest note he could maintain steadily, until most listeners had fled.


  The remaining spectators either watched in bemusement to see how and when the performance would end, or tried to interfere with it. Paper airplanes were launched in profusion. Audience catcalls began to rival in volume the noise the musicians were making. One sincerely irate patron jumped on stage and snatched the music off the players’ stands, as if that would silence them; the trombonist pursued the wouldbe disrupter and snatched it back. The piece finally ended when the building custodian ordered everyone out of the hall. By then there were two on stage and five in the auditorium. (The author suspects that the intended ending was the departure of the last audience member.)


  Paik produced the biggest scandal in 1967, with a happening called Opéra sextronique. The performance was heralded by a poster, proclaiming (in the spirit of the Communist Manifesto) that


  
    
      After three emancipations in twentiethcentury music (serial, indeterminate, actional) I have found that there is still one more chain to lose. That is PRE-FREUDIAN HYPOCRISY. Why is sex, a predominant theme in art and literature, prohibited ONLY in music? How long can New Music afford to be sixty years behind the times and still claim to be a serious art? The purge of sex under the excuse of being “serious” exactly undermines the so-called “seriousness” of music as a classical art, ranking with literature and painting. Music history needs its D. H. Lawrence, its Sigmund Freud.65

    

  


  


  The performance consisted of a cellist, Charlotte Moorman, appearing on stage “topless” (i.e., bare-breasted, in the media slang of the time). Paik, in Nicolas Slonimsky’s untoppable description, “acted as a surrogate cello, his denuded spinal column serving as the fingerboard for Moorman’s cello bow, while his bare skin provided an area for intermittent pizzicati.”66 Alerted by the poster, the police were on hand to arrest Moorman on a charge of public indecency. Instantly famous, she became the object of countless “newsmaker” interviews (including an appearance—fully clothed—on the Tonight Show, a late-evening television “talk-show” hosted by Johnny Carson) in which she gamely defended the cause of new music as a “First Amendment” (i.e., free-expression) issue.


  It was at this point that the artistic avantgarde appeared to meld in common cause with the demonstrations of civil disobedience (sparked by the “Free Speech Movement” at the University of California at Berkeley) that grew with the expansion of the unpopular Vietnam War. Serious political engagement, however, was not motivating Fluxus’s or Tone Roads’s acts of provocation. Suspected of frivolity at a time of severe political unrest, the avantgarde found its reason for being undermined, and it largely evaporated. Its political energy, as we will see in a later chapter, passed, for most part, into popular culture.


  Looking back on his activities in the year 2000, Paik laughed them off as a “kind of stupid avantgarde,” the antics of a “groupie” infatuated with Cage and the idea of liberation that he symbolized.67 The avantgarde to which he had belonged, he now admitted, consisted for the most part of “lucky, middle-class people” who found that inventing meaningful applications of what seemed the easiest idea in the world, total freedom, was in fact bafflingly difficult. “We were just wondering how to be new,” he conceded, at a time when novelty had become a debased currency.


  But the movement was no laughing matter, really. Underlying it was a negative pathology, perhaps the most extreme artistic symptom of the period’s widespread existential despair. Many of its members, having made renunciations just as impressive as Cage’s, failed to find any positive outlet for their creative urge. Paik and Young, for example, were Darmstadt refugees with solid academic credentials. Paik had been a pupil of Wolfgang Fortner, the German serialist, while Young had studied in Los Angeles with Leonard Stein (b. 1916), who had served as Schoenberg’s teaching assistant at UCLA.


  Maxfield was perhaps the most dramatic case. He had worked with Roger Sessions at Berkeley and Milton Babbitt at Princeton before going to Italy on a Fulbright Fellowship to study with the leading Italian twelve-tone composers, Luigi Dallapiccola (1904–75) and Bruno Maderna (1920–73). By the time of his involvement with Fluxus he had already made a name for himself, having “acquired an excellent technique of composition in the traditional idiom before adopting an extreme avantgarde style”68 (as his entry reads in Baker’s Biographical Dictionary of Musicians). He was also a skilled and highly paid recording engineer, employed by Westminster Records, one of the most active independent classical labels of the early LP era. Against this background, Higgins’s Danger Musics, not to mention acts of outright destruction like violin burning (or taking an axe to a piano, as prescribed in Paik’s Hommage à John Cage), do not seem merely “gratuitous” but sadomasochistic. Maxfield’s final act was literally self-destructive. He committed suicide by jumping out of the window of a Los Angeles hotel room at the age of forty-two.


  NEW NOTATIONS


  Less obviously contradictory were the efforts of Earle Brown (1926-2002), another early associate of Cage, to free performers from their usual constraints, and make them fully “aware” participants in the making of his music, by means of a “graphic notation” that eventually dispensed with conventional symbols. In Synergy (subtitled “November 1952”), conventional noteheads and dynamic markings were deployed on a sheet that was lined from top to bottom. Performers had to decide on instrumentation, place clefs where they wished, choose a mode of attack for each note, and decide both when to play it and how long it would be (within limits suggested by the use of empty and filled noteheads). A month later, in December 1952, Brown provided a score consisting of nothing but lines and rectangles on a white background (Fig. 2-9). The symbols represented “elements in space”; the score was “a picture of this space at one instant.” It was for the performer “to set all this in motion,” whether by “sit[ting] and let[ting] it move” or by “mov[ing] through it at all speeds.”
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  FIG. 2-9 Brown, December 1952.


  December 1952 was written under the direct impact of Cage’s 4’33”, which had had its premiere (by David Tudor) in August of that year. In its vague and “conceptual” character it did resemble Cage’s famous “tacet” piece; but in turning his notation into a kind of “inkblot test” to elicit the performer’s associations, Brown was obviously letting back in all the “memories, tastes, likes and dislikes” that Cage had zealously sought to exclude (in keeping one might note, with the original intention of Dr. Hermann Rorschach, the Swiss psychiatrist who devised the inkblot test on the theory that individuals will project their own unconscious attitudes into ambiguous situations.)


  Brown was the first of many composers who, especially in the 1960s, employed “conceptual” notations to enlist the performers’ imaginations (or their prejudices). The score page in Fig. 2-10 is from The Nude Paper Sermon (1969), a “music theater” piece by Eric Salzman (b. 1933), a composer and critic who studied at Darmstadt in the late 1950s. The musicians (vocal soloists, chorus, and Renaissance consort) are asked to “react” physically, on their instruments, to the unconventional graphic shapes, with little or no prompting from the composer. In Europe, the most prominent exponent of conceptual notations was Sylvano Bussotti (b. 1931), whose score pages were frequently hung by admirers as art prints. To reflect the trend toward conceptual notations, and perhaps to abet it, Cage published a compilation, Notations (1969), containing reproductions of score pages solicited from 269 composers to show “the many directions in which notation is now going.”69 The Bussotti page shown in Fig. 2-11, reproduced from Cage’s compilation, was actually a New Year’s greeting to the compiler.
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  FIG. 2-10 Score page from Eric Salzman’s The Nude Paper Sermon: Tropes for Actor, Chorus, and Renaissance Instrume nts (words by John Ashbery), used by the author, who played bass viol at the premiere performance in New York, 20 March 1969.


  Cage’s own graphic notations, by contrast (and as might be expected), were always precisely specified and tightly controlled. Performers interpreting them found that the composer demanded extraordinary discipline of them, being intolerant of clichés and notoriously difficult to please. Among the many who misunderstood this aspect of Cageian “indeterminacy” was Leonard Bernstein, who prefaced the 1964 concert at which the New York Philharmonic played Cage’s Atlas eclipticalis with four “improvisations” by the orchestra, redone later as a studio recording, that elicited mainly Kreutzer études from the strings, fanfares from the brass, and “Rite-of-Spring” arpeggios from the winds.


  As for Earle Brown, his most widely performed pieces were “open form” compositions (a term of his coining, later applied to the work of many composers), in which sections were treated as “moving parts” like those of a mobile sculpture by Alexander Calder (1898–1976), his acknowledged inspiration. The score of Available Forms I (1961), for large orchestra led by two conductors, consists of a sheaf of unbound pages (like the one given in Fig. 2-12) on each of which several “events” are notated, each calling upon a different group of instruments and exhibiting vastly differing characters (some static, others very active; some notated using conventional notes or noteheads, others “conceptually”).
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  FIG. 2-11 Bussotti, score page reproduced in Cage’s Notations.
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  FIG. 2-12 Brown, Av ailable Forms I.


  Every member of the orchestra has half of the full set of pages, as does each of the conductors. The order of pages is decided in advance by the two conductors independently. Whenever the page is turned, the conductors indicate by holding up the fingers of one hand which of the five events is to be played, and by their gestures regulate the speed (steady or variable, at their discretion) at which it is to be executed. Ideally, the work should be performed several times during a concert, to duplicate the effect of the mobile, whose finite set of parts can come into an infinite variety of alignments.


  PRESERVING THE SACROSANCT


  As always, the allowance for discretion (particularly discretionary tempo or tempo rubato) reintroduces personal interpretation, even self-expression, into an ideal realm from which Cage, the consummate Apollonian, had sought to exclude it. That realm, as we have seen, is the ideally autonomous artwork. Cage’s most zealous competitor in the pursuit of esthetic autonomy was Morton Feldman. Their approaches were very different. Cage’s involved a meticulous and demanding methodology. Feldman, who studied in the 1940s with Stefan Wolpe (not a Cageian by any means but also a sympathetic friend of surrealist and abstract expressionist painters), tried more spontaneously to achieve l’acte gratuit, the wholly unmotivated gesture.


  His earliest pieces (“gestures”) were of three kinds: Projections (five, 1950–51), Extensions (four, 1951 –53), and Intersections (four, 1951 –53). By “projection” Feldman meant an attempt “not to ‘compose’ but to project sounds into time, free from a compositional rhetoric that had no place here. In order not to involve the performer (i.e. myself) in memory (relationships), and because the sounds no longer had an inherent symbolic shape, I allowed for indeterminacies in regard to pitch.”70 His were in fact the first pieces to make such allowances.


  Anticipating Earle Brown by a couple of years, Feldman developed a rudimentary graphic notation so as to avoid specifying exact pitches, which all too easily fell into predictable patterns that reflected the conditioned responses of human beings in society rather than the autonomy of an esthetic object. Instead, he drew boxes ofvarying length on graph paper to indicate roughly defined high, middle, and low registers, from which the player was free to select any note. Each choice was supposed to be made “blind,” or “from scratch,”that is, without regard for logical sequence. Most notes were to be played softly, often”just about audible” (to cite a favorite Feldman direction), so that occasional loud notes might appear “for no reason.” The composer exercised control over duration, hence overall shape, timbre, and (when the medium was polyphonic) texture. Projection I (1950) was for solo cello. Projection II (1951), from which Fig. 2-14 is selected, is scored for an ensemble of five instruments.
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  FIG. 2-13 Morton Feldman.
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  FIG. 2-14 Score page from Feldman, Projections II.


  “Intersections” were pieces in which the players were asked occasionally to make simultaneous attacks so that their individual “lines” intersected, as lines might do on a painted canvas. In the “Extensions” series, conventional notation was occasionally used to set up little repetitive phrases that might go on (extend themselves) for as many as fifty iterations, providing not a narrative or logical continuity but an ambience against which unpredictable events might unfold. These delicate ostinati must come and go, like the occasional loud eruptions, without apparent rhyme or reason. The listening ear must never be allowed to form expectations. Indeed, Feldman once wrote, his music should be listened to “as if you’re not listening, but looking at something in nature,”71 which exists for its own reasons, ignorant and independent of the observer.


  Beginning in 1954, however, Feldman abruptly abandoned graphic notation and brought his various gestural series to an end. The reason was simple and significant. Hearing enough performances of his pieces convinced him that his method had an undesirable side effect. As he later put it, “I was not only allowing the sounds to be free—I was also liberating the performer.”72 As Cage had realized before him (and as the experience of the Scratch Orchestra would confirm), liberating people only frees them to follow their habits and whims, which once again deprives the music of its autonomy. Once again it became necessary to put limits on discretion, which meant reverting once again to conventional pitch notation. The difference in musical effect was not great; Cage wryly observed that “Feldman’s conventionally notated music is himself playing his graph music.”73 But if performers were now to become the proxies of the composer’s own master-rendition, then the paradoxical social elevation of the composer over the performer threatened to intrude anew.


  Feldman tried to get around this by a process of automatic writing. In his Piece for Four Pianos (1957; Ex. 2-5), the bunch of chords prescribed and arbitrarily repeated seem to have been invented by an unpremeditated “laying on of hands” at the keyboard. The composer’s seemingly random touch is then duplicated by four pianists, all playing at different (but not too different) tempos, and at different (but not too different) levels of soft volume. The music achieves a quality of shimmering reverberation during the more repetitive moments, of inscrutable disclosure during the unique events. The periodic general pauses allow the gathered echoes to disperse and a new set to begin.


  Pieces from this phase of Feldman’s career are written in what is sometimes called “free-rhythm notation,” but that is a misnomer. The effect of the music depends on relative uniformity of action within a limited latitude of variation, the composer counting on his vague performance directions to activate a basically similar response in all performers. Performers and listeners with the capacity for making themselves passive often find the results ravishing; those without it can find the experience maddening. “What was great about the fifties,” Feldman wrote, “is that for one brief moment—maybe say, six weeks—nobody understood art. That’s why it all happened.”74


  EX. 2-5 Morton Feldman, Piece for Four Pianos
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  In later years Feldman demanded ever greater reserves of passive endurance on the part of listeners. The music of his last two decades, fully and conventionally notated, entered a time scale unprecedented for “autonomously” conceived instrumental music, maximizing (and thus transforming) the whole centuries-old idea of esthetic autonomy. For Philip Guston (1984), a trio for a flutist (doubling alto flute), a pianist (doubling celesta), and a percussionist, dedicated to one of the composer’s many artist friends, wends its quiet, basically uniform, yet wholly unpredictable way for four-and-a-half hours. The Second String Quartet (1983), Feldman’s longest work, lasts more than six. When listening to one of these pieces, as the critic Paul Griffiths put it in a perceptive review, “all you can say is that you are there; and when it is over, that you were there.” The music, “hovering in the rare space between what you can ignore and what you can understand,” effectively ignores you.75


  Yet it is anything but “furniture music.” Complete performances of such pieces, in which the traditional concert format and its attendant etiquette are fully maintained, are necessarily infrequent. The Second String Quartet was not attempted complete during Feldman’s lifetime. Its first uncut performance, by a young ensemble of Juilliard graduates called the Flux Quartet, took place in October 1999. It was treated by its audience (and heralded by the New York press) as a once-in-a-lifetime event. In this way Feldman managed, even more emphatically than Cage, to preserve the specialness of the esthetic experience during what the critic Walter Benjamin famously called “the age of mechanical reproduction,”76 when art, by being rendered too easily accessible, had been effectively demystified (or, as Benjamin put it, had lost its “aura”).


  During a performance of For Philip Guston, Griffiths noted, not more than a dozen listeners managed to sit still all the way through. “Perhaps another 20 stayed and moved from place to place. A few others came and went, tiptoeing in and out, like visitors to a long religious ceremony.”77 And with that, the motivation hidden behind the acte gratuit is at last revealed. Only by dint of extreme measures could the romantic sacralization of art continue into the age of science. The avantgarde had become a conservative faction, perhaps (as Cornelius Cardew, had he lived, would certainly have charged) the most reactionary faction of them all.


  


  


  CHAPTER 3


  The Apex


  BABBITT AND COLD WAR SERIALISM


  CONVERSIONS


  O


  


  ne effect of the postwar avantgarde, in both its “total serial” and its “indeterminate” phases, was to put the more moderate techniques of prewar twelve-tone music much nearer the middle of the stylistic road, making those who resisted them seem all the more embarrassably conservative. During the 1950s and 1960s nearly everyone experimented with twelve-tone methods, partly out of curiosity, partly in response to the constant pressure to keep stylistically abreast as mandated by the historicist ideology to which practically everyone, regardless of stylistic orientation or one’s other artistic convictions, tacitly assented at the middle of the twentieth century.


  Paul Hindemith, for example, had inveighed fiercely against the “unnaturalness” of Schoenberg’s methods in The Craft of Musical Composition, a prewar textbook that was issued in English translation in 1942. “Nowhere,” he asserted,


  
    
      does Nature give us any indication that it would be desirable to play off a certain number of tones against one another in a given duration and pitch-range. Arbitrarily conceived rules of that sort can be devised in quantities and if styles of composition were to be based upon them, I can conceive of far more comprehensive and more interesting ones. To limit oneself to home-made tonal systems of this sort seems to me a more doctrinaire proceeding than to follow the strictest diatonic rules of the most dried-up old academic.... But already a decline is noticeable in the interest manifested in this music based on rules dictated by fashion and contrary to nature.1

    

  


  


  This was a common enough view in 1937, when Hindemith set it down. By 1955, however, even Hindemith was sketching fully chromatic twelve-tone themes or tone rows for use in a sonata for tuba and piano. As Ex. 3-1 shows, by the time the sonata was fully composed, Hindemith had worked the twelve-tone bug out of his system; the theme eventually chosen no longer exactly coincided with a tone row, even if it did contain representatives of all twelve pitch classes. And yet his fleeting susceptibility shows (all the more clearly, perhaps, for his fighting it off) that Soviet composers were not the only ones who felt pressure to conform to a decreed official style. Even Poulenc, surely the unlikeliest of prospects, gave in to it in his Elégie (1957) for horn and piano.


  Beginning in 1956, the year in which the new Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, launched a “de-Stalinization” campaign, young Soviet composers also wrote (clandestine) twelve-tone music. For them it was an act of symbolic nonconformism; for Poulenc it was nearer the opposite. (But nonconformism can itself become a form of conformist pressure when practiced by an elite group.) By the late 1960s, twelve-tone rows — or, to put it neutrally, successions of twelve nonrepeating pitch classes — had even surfaced in the work of Dmitriy Shostakovich, by then the dean of Soviet composers, as the opening of his Twelfth Quartet (1968) will illustrate (Ex. 3-2). Nor, occurring as they did in the plainly “tonal” context of D[image: Image] major, did they occasion censure. The gesture, becoming commonplace, was losing its shock value.


  EX. 3-1A Paul Hindemith, twelve-tone theme in Tuba Sonata, sketch
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  EX. 3-1B Paul Hindemith, twelve-tone theme in Tuba Sonata, sketch
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  EX. 3-1C Paul Hindemith, twelve-tone theme in Tuba Sonata, sketch
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  EX. 3-1D Paul Hindemith, twelve-tone theme in Tuba Sonata, sketch
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  EX. 3-1E Paul Hindemith, Tuba Sonata, opening theme as eventually worked out
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  Several composers, however, underwent more thorough and lasting—and historically significant — conversions to dodecaphonic techniques. One was Aaron Copland, the most prominent representative of the Americanist “populist” style, for whom the adoption of twelve-tone methods was more than a technical advance. It was also a calculated retreat from explicit Americanism and from populism, both of which had paradoxically become politically suspect in the tense early years of the cold war. Copland’s unexpected turn to the elite and reputedly forbidding twelve-tone idiom paralleled Stefan Wolpe’s, described in chapter 1. It represented the further progress, so to speak, of the cold feet that had led Copland to moderate the ending of his Third Symphony, as described in the same chapter.


  Beginning in 1947, the American government, acting through the Committee on Un-American Activities of the U. S. House of Representatives, perpetrated a little “Zhdanovshchina” of its own—public hearings at which artists were politically disgraced (the musicians among them actually a little ahead of their Soviet counterparts). The first musical quarry was Hanns Eisler, who had fled Germany for his life in 1933 and had lived continuously in the United States (chiefly in Hollywood) since 1942. He appeared before the Committee in September 1947 and was deported in March 1948 for being, in the words of the Committee’s chief counsel, “the Karl Marx of Communism in the musical field.”2 In the course of presenting evidence against Eisler, the chief counsel read excerpts from interviews the composer had given the Soviet press during a visit to Moscow in 1935. One of them called attention to Copland’s mass song, “Into the Streets May First”. Another reported “a considerable shift to the left among American artists,” and added


  EX. 3-2 Dmitriy Shostakovich, Quartet no. 12, Op. 133, I, opening
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  FIG. 3-1 Hanns Eisler and his wife, Louise, boarding a plane for Vienna in 1948 after the composer’s subpoenaed appearance before the House Committee on Un-American Activities.


  
    
      I do not believe it would be an exaggeration to say that the best people in the musical world of America (with very few exceptions) share at present extremely progressive ideas. Their names? They are Aaron Copland, Henry Cowell, Walling ford Riegger, the outstanding musical theoretician Charles Seeger, the greatest specialist on modern music Nicolas Slonimsky, and finally the brightest star on the American musical horizon, the great conductor, Leopold Stokowski.3

    

  


  


  Copland’s name had been named, to use the expression current at the time, in what had become a highly invidious context. More bad publicity followed the so-called Cultural and Scientific Conference for World Peace, held at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York in 1949, where Copland, there as a member of the National Council of American-Soviet Friendship, a remnant of the wartime alliance, was photographed with the recently disgraced Shostakovich (now traveling as a Soviet cultural ambassador at Stalin’s behest). Copland’s picture was printed in Life Magazine under the headline “Dupes and Fellow Travelers Dress Up Communist Fronts.”


  That embarrassment was followed by more sinister events the next year, when Copland’s close friend Clifford Odets, a famous playwright, was called to testify before the House Committee. In March of 1950, Copland was denounced by the American Legion, a veterans organization. In June, he was blacklisted in a notorious publication called Red Channels: The Reports of Communist Influence in Radio and Television, albeit without serious consequences to his income, which did not come by way of the entertainment industry. His reaction to the Red Channels listing was nevertheless nervous: he withdrew from the NCASF that very month and, over the course of the next few years, severed virtually all his connections with political organizations.


  Political pressure on Copland reached its peak in 1953. A Lincoln Portrait, a much-promoted product of wartime patriotism, was scheduled for performance by the British-born film star Walter Pidgeon with the National Symphony Orchestra at a Washington concert to celebrate the inauguration of the newly elected President, Dwight David Eisenhower, formerly the Supreme Commander of the Allied military forces that had won the war. Fred Busbey, an Illinois congressman, assailed the choice of Copland’s music in a speech delivered on the floor of the House of Representatives on 3 January:
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  FIG. 3-2 President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s inaugural parade, 20 January 1953. Aaron Copland’s Lincoln Portrait was scheduled for, but later scratched from, a commemorative concert that evening. Copland testified before Senator Joseph McCarthy’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations four months later.


  
    
      There are many patriotic composers available without the long record of questionable affiliations of Copland. The Republican Party would have been ridiculed from one end of the United States to the other if Copland’s music had been played at the inaugural of a President elected to fight communism, along with other things.4

    

  


  


  The performance was canceled. The League of Composers, a promotional organization of which Copland had been the executive director from 1948 to 1950, sent a telegram protesting the ban to the New York Times, which reported it. Paul Hume, the music critic of the Washington Post, went further, defending Copland in an article that appeared under the title “Music Censorship Reveals New Peril,” and ending his review of the sanitized concert (which now contained no American music at all) by taunting “the idea that music by various American-born composers is to be banned if Congressmen protest.”5 The American Civil Liberties Union sent a letter of protest to the inaugural committee, and the historian Bruce Catton published an essay that ridiculed the folly of exercising political censorship in the ostensible name of freedom.


  The publicity had on the whole been favorable to Copland; but the little scandal had brought artistic matters to the attention of Senator Joseph McCarthy, whose dreaded Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations had assumed the leading role in exposing and punishing Americans for their “questionable affiliations.” Copland’s music, along with that of a long list of other American composers against whom “derogatory” allegations had been made, was excluded at Senator McCarthy’s urging from promotion by the U. S. Information Agency or from the lending collections at the libraries maintained abroad by the U. S. State Department. Finally, Copland received a telegram summoning him to testify in person before Senator McCarthy’s committee on 25 May 1953.


  He actually appeared on 26 May, having been granted a day’s extension to secure legal representation. He was required to comment on a long list of affiliations to organizations identified by the subcommittee as “Communist fronts,” and in particular, to account for his participation in the notorious “Waldorf Conference” in 1949. He was also asked for the names of others with whom he had consorted in the course of his political activities. On the advice of counsel, Copland was a cooperative witness; on the delicate matter of “naming names,” particularly of those participating in the Peace Conference, he prepared a statement attesting that, having reread newspaper accounts of the event, “I do not personally remember having seen anyone at the conference who is not listed in those published reports.” He kept hidden his indignation (which he confided to his diary) at having, even for the sake of expediency or tactics, to make such admissions when “in a free America I had a right to affiliate openly with whom I pleased; to sign protests, statements, appeals, open letters, petitions, sponsor events, etc., and no one had the right to question those affiliations.”6


  It was during this stressful time that Copland turned to twelve-tone composition. On the one hand, it seemed an unexpected and (to many) even an incomprehensible withdrawal from the large audience that he had won against such heavy odds. Copland had become something of an emblem for that possibility of success (or, depending on how one looked at it, of compromise). In 1948, his commitment to audience appeal had led him into a rather uncomprehending (or even, depending on how one looked at it, a heartless) response to the plight of the Soviet composers under Zhdanov’s attack. “They were rebuked,” a reporter quoted him as saying, “for failing to realize that their musical audience had expanded enormously in the last several years (you have only to pass a record or radio shop to see that), and that composers can no longer continue to write only for a few initiates.”7 At the 1949 Peace Conference, however, he made a speech, “The Effect of the Cold War on the Artist in the U. S.,” that may shed some light on his seemingly paradoxical course of action in the years to come. “Lately,” he told the audience,


  
    
      I’ve been thinking that the cold war is almost worse for art than the real thing—for it permeates the atmosphere with fear and anxiety. An artist can function at his best only in a vital and healthy environment for the simple reason that the very act of creation is an affirmative gesture. An artist fighting in a war for a cause he holds just has something affirmative he can believe in. That artist, if he can stay alive, can create art. But throw him into a mood of suspicion, ill-will and dread that typifies the cold war attitude and he’ll create nothing.8

    

  


  


  The status of art as “affirmative gesture” became equivocal at a time when governments demanded conformism. That was the tiny kernel of justice in the otherwise preposterously prosecutorial case that the once-persecuted Leibowitz had mounted against Bartók’s “compromises.” For T. W. Adorno, the word “affirmative” had become almost tantamount to “fascist.” It took the tensions of the cold war to drive the point home to American artists who had never before entertained the possibility that their government might adopt a comparable attitude, let alone try to control or influence their work except by giving them opportunities to receive payment for it.


  Works like A Lincoln Portrait that affirmed political commitments, even commitments as seemingly uncontroversial as patriotism or identification with one’s nation or its greatest president, could easily become political footballs, as the American saying went, when political alignments changed. The nation to which Copland proclaimed his impassioned adherence in wartime was a nation then allied with the Soviet Union (“our gallant Russian allies,” as General Eisenhower himself had put it on D day). That all-too-easily forgotten fact tainted the sincere patriotism of many American artists in retrospect, and, as the cold war rewrote history, rendered their patriotic offerings politically ambiguous. At the very least, it was clear in retrospect that if Copland had not composed works with explicit patriotic or national themes, his music would not have been proposed for inclusion in the inaugural concert, and he would have been spared his frightening brush with censorship and possible repression. It was a tormenting dilemma.


  While the ivory tower of “pure art” offered Soviet artists scant security, it could look like a haven to their American counterparts, accustomed not to the active support and promotion that totalitarian governments offered in return for cooperative service, but rather to an official attitude of laissez-faire (“leave them be,” otherwise known in English as “benign neglect”) toward artists, especially those involved in “high culture.” When one learns that Copland began sketching his Piano Quartet, the first of his twelve-tone compositions, in March 1950, the same month in which he was targeted by the American Legion, the coincidence of dates prompts the reflection that the composer may have been seeking refuge in the “universal” (and politically safe) truth of numbers, rather than the particular (and politically risky) reality of a national or popular manner.


  “MAINSTREAM” DODECAPHONY


  The first movement of the Piano Quartet well exemplifies Copland’s “mainstream” or “middle of the road” approach to twelve-tone composition. The row (Ex. 3-3) is used as a theme in the traditional sense, which means that it will be varied according to standard methods of thematic elaboration as well as according to specifically serial procedures. It is constructed on the principle of “whole-tone complementation”—that is, playing off the two mutually exclusive whole-tone scales against one another. Whole-tone scale segments, a familiar sound in music since before the turn of the century, are what the themes present most saliently to the listening ear, and what make them memorable.


  EX. 3-3A Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, development of twelve-tone themes: complementary whole-tone scales
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  EX. 3-3B Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, development of twelve-tone themes: main theme of first movement
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  EX. 3-3C Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, development of twelve-tone themes: main theme as first heard
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  EX. 3-3D Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, development of twelve-tone themes: second theme (pitch content of Example 3-3c transposed and reversed)
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  EX. 3-3E Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, development of twelve-tone themes: opening of second movement (violin)
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  EX. 3-3F Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, development of twelve-tone themes: third movement, viola and cello in mm. 103–105
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  The structure of the theme already presents in microcosm the Quartet’s chief form-generating procedure: the breaking and eventual completion of patterns. The initial whole-tone descent goes as far as the fifth degree out of six before being interrupted by the other whole-tone scale, ascending through four degrees. The withheld pitch from the first scale is then interpolated into the second, creating an intervallic sequence (perfect fourth followed by perfect fifth) suitable for a diatonic cadence. That traditional cadential resonance will of course be exploited in the music. But it raises a question: why go to the trouble of contriving special ingenious situations within a twelve-tone row only to achieve what would have been so much more easily obtainable using Copland’s usual compositional techniques? The question confirms the impression that Copland’s use of serial techniques may have been prompted less by the specific “purely musical” possibilities it offered than by the “purely abstract,” hence politically neutral and unquestionable, musical context it provided.


  The breaking of the initial whole-tone pattern by the intrusion of its complement within the theme is projected onto the “macrostructure” of the first movement by withholding the last note of the row on every occurrence of the theme except the last. Example 3-3b, which shows the complete theme, is taken from the piano part at the very end. Example 3-3c, the violin part at the outset, shows the theme as it is heard every other time, with the last pitch replaced by a repetition of the first, as if the theme had been based on an eleven-note row. It is this eleven-note version that is reversed, in “orthodox” twelve-tone fashion (but at an equally “orthodox” tonal transposition to the lower fourth or “dominant”) to provide the second theme (ex. 3-3d).


  The remainder of Ex. 3-3 is drawn from the second and third movements, to show how the thematic material of the whole quartet is drawn from the initial row (or at least its whole-tone complementation idea). The main theme of the second movement (Ex. 3-3e), close to a retrograde-inversion of Ex. 3-3c, is another eleven-tone melody with a redundant pitch, here at the beginning rather than the end. The withheld pitch (or “hidden pitch” — note cachée — as Nadia Boulangers pupils tended to call it, it being an old idea of hers) does not make an appearance until the nineteenth measure. Ex. 3-3f from the third movement’s coda, shows how the two whole-tone scales are given a complementary summary in the inner parts to provide harmonic closure as the piece draws to its serene completion.


  Returning to the first movement, the piano part midway (Ex. 3-4a), and the string parts at the very end (Ex. 3-4b), illustrate how Copland extracts harmonies, respectively, from the whole-tone and “diatonic” portions of his row-theme, and uses the contrast between them to regulate the harmony of the whole according to a traditional tension-and-release concept. Thus harmonic relations govern the emergent sense of the movement’s form just as they had always done in “tonal” music. It was the kind of thing that drew fire from the “left” (that is, from Darmstadt) for representing “compromise” with tradition, and with the nonprofessional audience. It shows that Copland, despite his recourse to serial procedures, still regarded himself as a composer living in, and engaged with, a social network.


  But the Piano Quartet was only the beginning of Copland’s serial odyssey. Over the rough quarter-century remaining to his creative career (which ended in the early seventies, although he lived until 1990), he maintained two compositional approaches, one diatonic and the other twelve-tone. He called them his “popular” and “difficult” styles; on occasion he referred to them as his “public” and “private” manners. And yet his largest, most public works of the 1950s and beyond, the kind for which he had originally developed his “Americanist” idiom, were cast more and more dependably in the “difficult” style, with a musical content that tended conspicuously toward the abstract, even the “formalist.” Except for the Third Symphony, Copland’s lengthiest and in that sense most ambitious instrumental composition was the twelve-tone Piano Fantasy of 1957, cast in a single tightly woven movement that lasts over half an hour and makes a considerable demand on a listener’s powers of concentration. The opening of the work (Ex. 3-5) lends striking support to Copland’s slightly defensive contention that “twelve-tonism is nothing more than an angle of vision … . It is a method, not a style; and therefore it solves no problems of musical expressivity.”9 With its expansive intervallic leaps and its wide-open chord spacing, the music—to anyone who knows the composer’s “Americanist” works—sounds palpably “Coplandesque.” But what had once been in part a function of subject matter was now entirely a matter of “autonomous” style.


  EX. 3-4A Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, I, mm. 55–61
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  By far the most utterly and essentially “public” composition of Copland’s late career was an orchestral piece commissioned by the New York Philharmonic for a 193 gala concert, conducted by Leonard Bernstein, to inaugurate the orchestra’s new home at New York City’s Philharmonic (now Avery Fisher) Hall, the first building to be completed in the immense complex of performance spaces known as the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. The concert, attended by a long list of public figures headed by Jacqueline Kennedy, the first lady of the United States, was televised live and broadcast to a nationwide audience of millions.


  The honor of receiving such a commission was not only a testimonial to Copland’s incontestable stature as a creative figure, but also a recognition of his special relationship to the American public. Perhaps needless to say, Copland’s virtually unique status among “serious” composers as a household name derived from his Americanist works of the 1930s and 1940s; and yet the work he produced for this most publicized moment of his career was an especially severe exercise in abstraction. Its very title, Connotations, suggested that its tight motivic “argument”—that is to say, its formal procedure—was tantamount to its content; and in the introductory remarks that preceded the broadcast performance, Copland emphasized the strictness with which the entire twenty-minute composition was derived from the “three harsh chords” (Ex. 3-6a) that opened the work (each containing four notes of the governing twelve-tone row). The ending was a series of strident “aggregates”—that is, twelvenote chords that the audience found perplexing, if not downright distasteful (Ex. 3-6b). The immediate reaction was embarrassing: “a confused near silence,”10 as Copland recollected it.


  EX. 3-4B Aaron Copland, Piano Quartet, I, mm. 98–end
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  EX. 3-5 Aaron Copland, Piano Fantasy, mm. 1–22


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 3-3 Philharmonic (later Avery Fisher) Hall, Lincoln Center, New York, inaugurated in 1961.


  EX. 3-6A Aaron Copland, Connotations, opening (“three harsh chords” and their immediate consequences)
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  EX. 3-6B Aaron Copland, Connotations, ending
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  The dramatic fashion in which Copland had sacrificed his hard-won, well-nigh unique public appeal for the sake of what seemed (at least in the context of a glittering public gala) an “alienated” modernist stance, seemed to give credence to the idea that the triumph of twelve-tone music was the result of an inevitable and irresistible historical process. Copland himself accounted for his change of style, in a modest comment to Bernstein, by saying that he “needed more chords”11 —implying, if not the “exhaustion of tonality” that more pretentious commentators had been proclaiming for decades, at least that his own technical or stylistic resources had needed renewal.


  There is no reason to expect a composer to look beyond his conscious musical appetites for the sources of his musical behavior. But the corollary, that such appetites are stimulated only spontaneously (“from within”), is contradicted—at least in the present case—by the fact that the idiom Copland had adopted in search of new chords was not his alone, but part of an emergent “period style.” It opened him up to charges, in the words of one disapproving critic in the Lincoln Center audience, of having “yielded to conformism.”12 Stated in such an unflattering way, the remark is hostile. But one can put the matter in a less invidious light by quoting a perceptive remark by Copland himself.


  It was part of a lecture that Copland gave in 1952 at Harvard University, where he was occupying the same “chair of poetry” that had given Stravinsky a forum in 1939. The title of the lecture, “Tradition and Innovation in Recent European Music,” may have been a deliberate attempt to deflect attention away from his own present creative concerns, or those of other American composers. But its contents were nevertheless pertinent to those concerns. “The twelve-tone composer,” Copland declared (not letting on that he had lately become one himself), “is no longer writing music to satisfy himself; whether he likes it or not, he is writing it against a vocal and militant opposition.”13 The opposition Copland had in mind, of course, was the Communist (or Zhdanovite) opposition, which many former Soviet sympathizers now saw as a deadly threat. But the virtues that twelve-tone music seemed, in its wholly formal purity, to possess in contrast to the mandated political content of Stalinist art were no less attractive as a refuge from attempts to control art in the name of antiCommunism. “New chords” could come from many sources. That special sense of refuge in the discipline of one’s art was something only twelve-tone music then seemed to guarantee so reliably.


  THE GRAND PRIZE


  Or as Igor Stravinsky put it to a Paris reporter, in response to what by 1952 had become an inevitable interviewer’s question: “The twelve-tone system? Personally I have enough to do with seven tones. But the twelve-tone composers are the only ones who have a discipline I respect. Whatever else it may be, twelve-tone music is certainly pure music.”14


  Like Copland, Stravinsky left out the most newsworthy part: that he himself had begun to appropriate the system he had long opposed (or, as some grumbled, to be appropriated by it). The “conversion” or “capitulation” of the most celebrated living composer to the serialist cause was an enormous boost not only to the prestige of serial music, but to the whole deterministic view of history that supported its resurgence. Until Stravinsky’s death in 1971, that doctrine would be virtually unassailable in the places where history was written. Moreover, the path Stravinsky took to the twelve-tone method was remarkably gradual, incremental, and orderly from a technical point of view. It provided, as if in microcosm, a model of the historical process it was said to embody, and has therefore become one of the most frequently retold stories in the recent history of music.


  Between December 1947 and April 1951 Stravinsky wrote by far the longest work of his career: a three-act opera called The Rake’s Progress, after a set of paintings (later engravings) by the English artist William Hogarth (1687–1764) that depicted the moral and material decline of a rich young wastrel. On the basis of Hogarth’s painted scenes, the English poet W. H. Auden (1907–73) had worked out a scenario in collaboration with the composer, and worked it up into a libretto in collaboration with a younger poet named Chester Kallman (1921–75). The libretto, all about free choice and its consequences, was a very timely primer of post–World War II existentialism, turned out in an elegant “period” style to match the opera’s eighteenth-century setting.


  Striving in his music for a similar ironic parallel between the modern implications of the drama and its period setting, Stravinsky produced what was on the surface his most literalistically “neoclassical” score, replete with harpsichord-accompanied recitatives, strophic songs, da capo arias, and formal ensembles, including a moralizing quintet at the end to draw explicit lessons from the foregoing action, obviously modeled on the sextet at the end of Mozart’s Don Giovanni. Although composed to an English text, the work had its premiere in Venice, before a cosmopolitan festival audience at the famous eighteenth-century Teatro La Fenice (Phoenix Theater), on 11 September 1951.


  The Rake’s Progress is now a much admired repertory opera, but it had at first a very problematic reception. The high-society audience that heard it on its first night received it warmly. Among musicians, however, it was widely written off as a trifling, fashionable pastiche. And no wonder: its archly pretty, stylistically retrospective music jarred cacophonously with the bleak “zero-hour” mood, described in chapter 1, that reigned in Europe. Its obsessive stylistic selfconsciousness, now easily understood as consciousness of art in crisis, seems just as much a response to its uncertain times as the work of the Darmstadt avantgarde. At the time, though, it seemed the product of a composer blissfully out of touch with the contemporary requirements of his art. For the first time in his life, Stravinsky found himself rejected by the younger generation of European musicians. The effect of this rejection on his self-esteem was traumatic.


  We know about this after effect of theRakepremiere thanks to Robert Craft (b. 1923), an aspiring conductor who had made Stravinsky’s acquaintance, and impressed him very favorably, at the very start of work on the opera. Their first meeting, in fact, took place on the very day in March 1948 when Auden delivered to Stravinsky the completed libretto of the first act. Stravinsky hired Craft to join him at his California home as an assistant for the summer. One of his jobs was to make a catalogue of Stravinsky’s manuscripts, which had just arrived from safekeeping in Europe. Another was to read the Rake libretto aloud to Stravinsky so that the composer, for whom English was a fourth language, could hear it idiomatically pronounced. (Craft was at first disconcerted that the composer did not hesitate to set it “wrong”15 wherever he saw a musical advantage in doing so.) The young assistant never left, but remained a member of the composer’s household until Stravinsky’s death almost twenty-three years later.


  Craft made himself indispensable to Stravinsky in any number of ways. He shared conducting duties on concert tours and rehearsed orchestras before recording sessions. He served as an interlocutor through whom Stravinsky published five volumes of memoirs in dialogue form. Craft’s most important service to Stravinsky, however, was in enabling him to weather the post-Rake creative crisis by providing a conduit through which the seventy-year-old composer gained access to new modes of musical thinking and writing he had previously ignored, and even scorned. When Stravinsky suddenly felt the need to catch up, Craft (who knew the works of the Viennese atonalists, rehearsed and conducted them in Stravinsky’s presence, and procured scores and even textbooks for his employer’s instruction) stood ready to abet him. In so doing he made possible the last sixteen years of Stravinsky’s active life as a composer.


  Stravinsky’sassimilation of serial technique, though orderly and eminently traceable, was actually (because it came so late in his career) quite idiosyncratic. In effect, he became a serial composer before becoming a twelve-tone one; indeed his example is what makes it possible to draw this very useful distinction. His first serial work was a “ricercar” for tenor and five accompanying instruments called “Tomorrow Shall Be My Dancing Day.” It was part of a Cantata on anonymous fifteenthand sixteenth-century English lyrics, the very next piece Stravinsky composed after The Rake’s Progress, in 1951 –52.


  The first item in the Cantata in order of composition, a ricercar called “The Maidens Came,” for mezzo-soprano and the same accompanying ensemble, was completed in July 1951, before the Rake premiere; the rest was written afterward. There is no premonition in “The Maidens Came” that other parts of the Cantata would use a serial technique (unless the eerie fact that Arnold Schoenberg, then Stravinsky’s never-visited Los Angeles neighbor, happened to die while it was in progress counts as a premonition). But by the time it came to composing “Tomorrow Shall Be My Dancing Day,” Stravinsky had become fascinated with the “discipline” his old rival had pioneered—although on this maiden outing he was content to apply it (recalling his repartee with the Paris reporter) to a “seven-tone” or diatonic context.


  Stravinsky selected a little A-minor phrase, seemingly at random, from “The Maidens Came,” transposed it to C major simply by substituting the bass clef for the treble, arbitrarily inserted a tiny chromatic inflection just for spice, and ended up with the eleven-note “row” shown in Ex. 3-7a. In terms of its contents it is very far from being a twelve-tone row, since it only contains eight different pitches, and two of the eight, C and E, are repeated in succession to give it a pronounced “tonal” focus. But Stravinsky’s use of it is quite strictly “serial,” for he maintained its intervallic order as a given throughout the new ricercar, which actually consists of a series of canons in which the eleven-note subject is treated the same way Schoenberg treated a twelve-tone row: as originally notated, in reverse, in inversion, and in reversed inversion.


  Example 3-7b reproduces a chart Stravinsky jotted down to guide him in composing his ricercar, in which he designated the “classical” serial operations using his own idiosyncratic terms. The subject is immediately followed by its “cancricans” or retrograde. Below it is the “riverse” or inversion, followed by its “cancricans.” The chart’s most noteworthy aspect is the pitch level selected for the inversion, a downward transposition by a third that reproduces the opening pitches of the original subject in reversed order, thus insuring that the whole complex stays “in C” and makes its “final cadence” there.


  The reason for the transposition is evident from Ex. 3-7c, a musical example that Stravinsky prepared for a program note distributed at the Cantata’s premiere performance in the fall of 1952. It is the opening of the tenor part (or Cantus Firmus, as Stravinsky called it), encompassing the first three lines of the poem. The four “serial permutations” have been welded, by the use of overlapping pitches at the joins, into a single C-major melody. Stravinsky drew the brackets himself, to demonstrate the four permutations. What is more surprising, the published score contains similar brackets that call attention to the serial manipulations throughout the piece.


  In Ex. 3-8, which shows the fourth canon in the ricercar, these brackets are preserved, and labels have been added to assist the reader in identifying the “row forms” according to standard nomenclature: P for prime, R for retrograde, I for inversion, RI for retrograde inversion. Subscripts indicate transpositions, always “upward” by semitones: 1 = a semitone up, 11 = a major seventh [eleven semitones] up or one semitone down, and so forth. Stravinsky’s relief at having managed, so late in the day, to assimilate an advanced compositional technique is evident in the pride with which he provided an analysis of the music to go along with the score. His 1952 program note, too, was wholly concerned with a technical description of how the music is made. Here is a sample, describing the music shown in Ex. 3-8:


  EX. 3-7A Igor Strav in sky, Cantata, Ricercar II (“Tomorrow Shall Be My Dancing Day”), derivation of the subject
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  EX. 3-7B Igor Stravinsky’s table of serial permutations in Cantata, Ricercar II
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  EX. 3-7C Ig or Stravin sky, Cantata, Ricercar II, beginning of the tenor part
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      In the fourth canon the first oboe follows the second at the interval of a second while the voice transposes the Cantus in inverted form down a minor third to A. In the three last bars, the cello, which has been accompanying with a new rhythmic figure, plays the Cantus in F, original form, while the voice and the first oboe play it in A, original form. The fifth canon is identical with the first. The sixth begins with the Cantus in the voice in original form …16

    

  


  


  This way of describing the piece, solely in terms of its technical procedures, again chimes with Stravinsky’s remark to the Paris reporter (“Whatever else it may be, twelve-tone music is certainly pure music”).


  But is it quite fair to describe, or conceive of, the second ricercar from Stravinsky’s Cantata as “pure music”? Can the fact (which Stravinsky never mentioned in his program note) that the piece has a text, and that the text poetically narrates the life of Christ, be considered irrelevant to an esthetic consideration of it? More uncomfortably yet, are the facts that the “fourth canon” (at 18) sets words reflective of an ancient libel against the Jews, and that the composer chose them for setting seven years after the Nazi Holocaust, likewise to be regarded as esthetically irrelevant (implying that to take offense at the act or its product was a philistine—or worse, a Zhdanovite—reaction to fine art)?


  Going further yet, is there a correlation between the quest for musical purity that, Stravinsky said, motivated his recourse to the serial method, and the moral evasion at which all these uncomfortable questions seem to point? How shall we define or evaluate that relationship, and how does it compare with the political, social, and moral issues that motivated the adoption of serial technique by the young composers of Europe, as described in chapter 1? Was Stravinsky, too, practicing a willed amnesia? Was Copland? Under what circumstances do (or should) artists have the right to turn away from the cruel facts of life and attend only to “the inherent tendency of musical material”? Do they (or should they) always have social responsibilities?


  THE PATH TO THE NEW/OLD MUSIC


  These questions, always discomforting, achieved special poignancy after the war—and especially in America, where the sheer research and development of musical technique achieved a prodigious, institutionally supported acme that was never approached in Europe. Stravinsky’s location in America colored his serial quest in ways he was probably unaware of, conditioning its slow, cumulative, evolutionary—and yes, somewhat academic—progress (in sharp distinction to the sweeping revolutionary gestures of the Darmstadt school, so reminiscent of Stravinsky’s own early maximalist phase).


  Stravinsky continued to work with “rows” of varying length and content for a while, before settling on the canonical twelve nonrepeating pitch classes. The next work after the Cantata was a Septet for three woodwinds, three strings, and piano. Its middle movement, a Passacaglia, has a sixteen-note ground bass on which Stravinsky erected an intricate canonic structure like the one in “Tomorrow Shall Be My Dancing Day,” replete with inversions, retrogrades, and retrograde inversions. The last movement, called Gigue (but actually a multiple fugue), is obviously modeled on the Gigue in Schoenberg’s Suite, op. 29 (1926), for an almost identical instrumental septet. (Craft prepared a performance of Schoenberg’s Suite at UCLA while Stravinsky was at work on the piece, and Stravinsky attended all the rehearsals.) Each instrument in this contrapuntal tour de force has its own “row,” as Stravinsky (misleadingly) put it in the score, meaning that every instrument employs an eight-note “unordered collection” or scale abstracted from the Passacaglia’s ground bass, each at its own transposition.


  EX. 3-8 Igo r St rav i nsk y Cantata, Ricercar II, fourth canon
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  “Musicke to heare” (Sonnet VIII), the first of Three Songs from William Shakespeare (1953), gives the serial treatment to a “row” of only four notes; In Memoriam Dylan Thomas (1954) uses a row of five. The two large-scale works that followed—Canticum Sacrum (1955), a cantata in honor of St. Mark composed for performance at the Venice Cathedral bearing his name, and Agon (1957), a “ballet for twelve dancers” commissioned for the choreographer George Balanchine by the New York City Ballet—contain Stravinsky’s first compositions using twelve-tone rows of the usual sort. In each, however, the twelve-tone component consists of short, individual, self-contained episodes in what is otherwise a tonally centered, nonserial composition.


  At last, with Threni (1958), a thirty-five-minute oratorio on texts from the biblical Lamentations of Jeremiah, Stravinsky turned out a work that was both serial and atonal, and that was composed using twelve-tone rows of standard design throughout. Stravinsky prepared for the task of writing it by working through the exercises in Studies in Counterpoint, a textbook on twelve-tone composition (the first in English), which the newly emigrated Ernst Krenek had published in 1940 while teaching composition at Vassar College. Krenek had completed a setting of verses from the Lamentations himself in 1942, and published it in 1957; Stravinsky studied that, too. From it, he appropriated a clever technique of serial manipulation that fascinated him, and that he would make peculiarly his own.


  It was inspired by Webern’s symmetrical row structures, which Krenek had been among the first to analyze. Krenek called the technique “rotation.” More precisely, it was a process of cyclic permutation whereby one varied the intervallic structure of a row, or a portion thereof, by starting on each of its constituent notes in turn and transferring the previous starting note to the end. To gain an extra dimension of symmetrical design à la Webern, Krenek worked the technique on the two complementary halves (or “hexachords”) of a row fashioned so that the hexachords were related symmetrically.


  In the unusually scalar row Krenek adopted for his Lamentations setting, the intervallic sequence of the second hexachord reproduced that of the first in retrograde inversion. Ex. 3-9 shows Krenek’s “rotation” technique applied to the Lamentations row. The process of cyclic permutation is accompanied in each case by a transposition that keeps the starting pitches for the two respective hexachords the same. In this way the hexachords become “modal scales,” as Krenek put it, as one might derive the whole series of diatonic modes or octave species (Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, and so on) on a given tonic by applying Krenek’s rotation method to a major or minor scale. What evidently attracted him to the idea, when writing a modern version of sacred choral polyphony, was the apparent relationship of his “twelve-tone modal system” to the modal system of medieval music theory.
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  EX. 3-9 “Rotation” (cyclic permutation and transposition) in Ernst Krenek, Lamentatio Jeremiae prophetae


  But in the process of transposition, Krenek’s modal system stops being a”twelve-tone technique,” strictly speaking; it introduces pitch duplications between the hexachords, whose sums therefore no longer necessarily exhaust the twelve pitch classes. As Krenek put it in the essay already quoted in chapter 1, “the purpose of the operation was not so much to make the serial design stricter, but rather to relax it, insofar as the wide variety of available six-note patterns made it possible to remain within the frame of reference of the twelve-tone serial technique without constantly having to use complete twelve-tone rows.”17 Indeed, the technique “relaxes” serial design far more than Krenek admits, since it produces a series of varied arrangements of intervals around a pair of constant pitches (here, D[image: Image] and B), which are in a sense promoted to the level of tone centers. Minimizing this contradiction with the bland remark about remaining “within the frame of reference of the twelve-tone serial technique,” Krenek has in effect (unwittingly?) readmitted tonal (or, more neutrally, “centric”) relations into the purportedly serial domain.


  Krenek may eventually have come to see this feature of his rotation technique as an experimental flaw, or perhaps a feature suitable only for writing updated Palestrina. In any case he did not pursue the method in later works. But it gave Stravinsky just what he was looking for, namely a strategy that enabled him to wangle from the twelve-tone technique a familiar sort of material that suited his longstanding creative predilections. We have seen Copland doing similarly: for both composers it was worth the trouble to find a new and tortuous way back to their customary terrain because for their varying reasons they each felt the need to operate, or to be seen as operating, “within the frame of reference of the twelve-tone serial technique.” Beginning with Movements for piano and orchestra (1959-60), the next work after Threni, Stravinsky introduced a new wrinkle into the technique Krenek had pioneered. He began extracting the pitches from each successive vertical column in his hexachord arrays, and using the groups of pitches thus extracted—he called them “verticals” — as chords. Stravinsky once wrote out a demonstration of the method (shown in Fig. 3-4), using for the purpose the first hexachord in the inverted row of his Variations for orchestra (1964), and accompanied it with an idiosyncratic verbal explanation in his version of English:


  
    
      Some stressed octaves and fifths and doubled intervals which could be found in this score shouldn’t contradict the serial (and not harmonical) basis of the composition; the origin of it lies not in a horizontal contrapunctical accord of different voices but in a vertical similtaneous [sic] sounding of several notes belonging to a certain number of forms played together.18

    

  


  


  Despite the octave doublings on A and C$, in other words, the chord shown below is not a traditional triad with double-inflected third, of a kind Stravinsky often used during his “neoclassical” period, but an authentic artifact of the serial system — at least his serial system — since both A and C$occur twice in the outlined column of which the chord is a summary.
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  FIG. 3-4 Stravinsky’s analytical demonstration of his “verticals” technique.


  Stravinsky’s squeamishness is revealing, but also concealing. In fact his whole “verticals” technique was designed to give him access to chords like the one outlined in this demonstration. Fig. 3-4 is amplified in Ex. 3-10, which shows all the verticals that can be derived from the array. (Since the first column yields nothing but a single pitch, that column is customarily designated “zero” when doing analyses of this kind.) Ex. 3-11, from the Variations, shows the whole panoply of verticals deployed as chords in the actual composition, punctuating a counterpoint of three trombones that is derived from the rotations of the row’s complementary hexachord. (Those looking closely will notice that the chord representing vertical [1] contains an A[image: Image] instead of an F[image: Image]; such discrepancies are often noted by analysts of Stravinsky’s serial works; opinions differ as to whether they are adjustments for the sake of euphony or slips to be corrected by an editor.)


  And what is the special property of all verticals (not just the ones that contain triads) that made them so attractive to Stravinsky? Another look at Ex. 3-9 or Ex. 3-10 will confirm that the successive transpositions of the hexachords exactly mirror the intervals between the consecutive pitches in the original form, or more simply, that the hexachord is being transposed by its own interval content, inverted. Because of this built-in inversional symmetry, the pitch-content of the verticals produced by any hexachordal “rotation” (permutation-plus-transposition) will invariably be disposed symmetrically around the generating (“zero”) pitch, the latter thus assuming in the most literal sense of the word, the role of a tone center.


  Thus, in Ex. 3-10, verticals 1 + 5, 2 + 4, and 3 (which is necessarily self-inverting) can all be symmetrically displayed around D, the zero pitch. For Stravinsky, who had long ago cut his compositional teeth on symmetrically disposed harmonies mined from the whole-tone and octatonic scales, Krenek’s rotation technique, when expanded to include the extraction of verticals, offered systematic access to a greatly expanded vocabulary of symmetrical harmonic constructions, including (but not limited to) all the Stravinskian perennials like the “major-minor triad,” which shows up in the array in Ex. 3-10 not only in position 2 (as demonstrated by Stravinsky himself in Fig. 3-4), but also in position 4, the complementary location.


  The same “center” pitches that function as axes of symmetry for the verticals, moreover, continually recur as the “tonics” of the “modal scales” produced by the rotations. By emphasizing these relations, Stravinsky was well aware that he was not abandoning the “tonal system” but rather (as he put it in an interview with Craft) composing in an alternative tonal system (“my tonal system”) inspired by and related to, but not entirely congruent with, the more strictly contrapuntal twelve-tone idiom employed by Schoenberg or Webern.


  For in an important sense the verticals technique is not a twelve-tone technique at all, or even a serial one. As harmonic constructs Stravinsky’s verticals are only very tenuously related to the original row, or “series.” In particular they have little or nothing to do with the series qua series—that is, a temporally unfolding sequence or succession of intervals. Instead, that temporal unfolding has been frozen (or “hypostatized”) into a static vertical equilibrium, like so many of the harmonies in The Firebird or The Rite of Spring. In his serial music Stravinsky sought what he had always sought. The new technique made it more difficult to find, but that only added to the virtuous ness of adopting the method. Working against greater resistance, according to the existentialist work ethic, gave one’s creative products greater “authenticity.” They had to be truly chosen from among consciously weighed alternatives, not merely inherited from unthinking adherence to habit, or dictated by conditioned reflex.


  EX. 3-10 Igor Strav in sky, Variations, full tabulation of “verticals” from the hexachord rotated in Fig. 3-4
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  EX. 3-11 Igor Stravinsky, Variations, mm. 73–85


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  REQUIEM FOR A HEAVYWEIGHT


  Stravinsky’s serial technique can be sampled at its ripest in his last major work, the Requiem Canticles of 1966. (Only one composition would follow in 1967, a cute but inconsequential setting for voice and piano of Edward Lear’s children’s poem, “The Owl and the Pussy-Cat.”) This fifteen-minute setting—for contralto and bass soloists, small chorus, and small orchestra—of several short selections from the text of the Mass of the Dead, was completed when the composer himself was eighty-four years old and infirm, and expected that it would be his final work.


  Nevertheless, its musical technique remained faithful to the questing spirit of modernism. Stravinsky actually tried a few novel devices out in it for the first time, and several aspects of the work made it at first an enigma for analysts. That was a point of pride for Stravinsky, as for most modernists, since it gave him the sense (particularly important to Stravinsky since his crisis of the early fifties) of being out in front again. “No theorist,” Stravinsky boasted in published conversation with Robert Craft, “could determine the spelling of the flute solo near the beginning [of Movements], or the derivation of the three Fs announcing the last movement simply by knowing the original order”19 of the series. The three Fs were just three “zero pitches” from an array like the one in Ex. 3-10; but of course when Stravinsky issued his challenge the only published analysis of such an array was in a long-forgotten (except by Stravinsky) article of Krenek’s.


  The riddle of the Requiem Canticles was why Stravinsky used two different series in alternation for the various sections of this short work, while many longer works (Schoenberg’s evening-length opera Moses und Aron, for instance) managed to achieve all the variety they needed within the constraints of a single series. Sampling the last three sections of the work will suggest an answer. They sum up the three textures or media found within the Requiem Canticles. The Lacrimosa is an accompanied vocal solo; Libera me is choral and chordal; the Postlude, also chordal, is an instrumental commentary.


  EX. 3-12 Igor Stravi nsky, Requiem Canticles, Lacrimosa


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  In the Lacrimosa (Ex. 3-12), the musical material is drawn almost entirely from a “rotational” array like the one in Ex. 3-10, constructed on the inverted retrograde of the second series (see Ex. 3-13). The contralto part begins at the lower right and simply snakes its way up the righthand column, then across to the left-hand column and down, reading the cyclically permuted and transposed hexachords alternately right-to-left and left-to-right. Meanwhile, the sustained accompanying chords are simply the ten verticals, beginning with those of the second hexachord straightforwardly presented from 1 to 5, and continuing in similar fashion with those of the first. (The multiply doubled G that intervenes at the end of the example is nothing but the second hexachord’s “zero” pitch.) The few remaining notes in the piece are derived from another row form, unrotated and untransposed.


  The Libera me (Ex. 3-14) is derived from a similar rotational array based on the inverted retrograde of the first series, handled much more “freely” (that is, selectively) so as to generate the consonant harmonies that give this chorus, which simulates an actual Orthodox panikhida or service for the dead, its “antique” or “liturgical” effect. This movement is especially poignant, not only in its prefiguring the composer’s own panikhida, five years later, where it was indeed performed, but also because it shows Stravinsky, by dint of an especially elaborate strategy, wresting from the serial method a kind of harmony he might have composed especially easily, without qualm or strain, at an earlier phase of his career. The harmony in the Lacrimosa, too, is ingeniously retrospective, Stravinsky having structured the second series so that five pitches in each of its hexachords are referable to a single octatonic scale—a feature that lends a peculiarly familiar color to the melodic writing and the supporting harmonies alike.


  It is in the concluding Postlude (Ex. 3-15) that the two series are used concurrently, as if in synthesis. In a disarmingly artless maneuver, Stravinsky let the two series (Ex. 3-16) simply run side by side together with their inversions to generate the strings of fourpart harmonies played by the “mallet percussion” instruments (celesta doubling tubular chimes and vibraphone). The horn F at the beginning is the “zero pitch” from which the four set forms all proceed. Given the intervallic similarity of the two sets, what emerges is a near palindromic sequence of (by definition) self-inverting harmonies symmetrically disposed around the F that starts each of the row forms on its way, here treated as a pedal so that it sounds in harmony with the chords whose symmetrical structures it completes. The chord progressions that follow, less strictly fashioned than the first but sharing its properties, are derived from the combined retrogrades and inverted retrogrades, and from the combined primes and retrogrades. The more complex chords sustained by flutes, piano, and harp are “bitonal” combinations of verticals derived from the two sets.


  EX. 3-13 Igor Stravinsky, Requiem Canticles, source array for Lacrimosa


  [image: Image]


  


  Only by deploying in tandem a pair of sets with a common starting point or “zero pitch” could Stravinsky have generated such an impressive array of self-inverting harmonies—minor seventh chords, augmented triads, whole-tone segments, French sixths, diminished triads and sevenths, plus others without common-practice standing—all motivated by a new syntax to govern their progression. The technique—novel enough, however simple, to elude analytical detection for more than two decades—enabled a new point of contact with a harmonic vocabulary that had provided the stylistic bedrock of Stravinsky’s early maximalistic ballets, as a comparison with a characteristic passage from The Firebird (Ex. 3-17), composed fifty-six years earlier, will confirm.


  EX. 3-14 Igor Stravinsky, Requiem Canticles, Libera me
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  ACADEMICISM, AMERICAN STYLE


  The Requiem Canticles had its first performance (the last Stravinsky premiere) under Robert Craft in October 1966, at a concert that took place on the campus of Princeton University. It was a fitting venue, for over the preceding couple of decades Princeton had become, largely through the efforts of Milton Babbitt, the American stronghold for the theory and practice of serial music. The university administration had actually commissioned the Requiem Canticles in 1965, acting on behalf of the family of an alumnus to whose mother’s memory the work was dedicated.


  EX. 3-15 Igor Stravinsky, Requiem Canticles, Postlude
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  EX. 3-16 Igor Strav in sky, Requiem Canticles, the two series as deployed in the Postlude
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  EX. 3-17 Symmetrical harmonies in Igor Stravinsky, The Firebird
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  Princetonian theory and practice differed critically from that of Darmstadt, with which it was inevitably compared. The difference had to do, certainly, with the personalities involved; but it also reflected differing institutional structures and a difference in the surrounding intellectual, cultural, and economic climate. As we saw in chapter 1, Darmstadt serialism was the fruit of pessimism, reflecting the “zero hour” mentality of war-ravaged Europe. It thrived on the idea of the cleanest possible break with the past. Princetonian serialism reflected American optimism. It rode the crest of scientific prestige and remained committed to the idea of progress, which implied the very opposite attitude toward the past: namely a high sense of heritage and obligation. Where the two coincided was in the conviction that serious artists lived in only history, not in society, and that fulfilling history’s mandate meant resisting the temptation of compromise with social pressures and rewards.


  Princetonian serialism—or, more generally, American postwar serialism— reflected the remarkable vision of Milton Babbitt (b. 1916), its leading theorist and (at first) its main practitioner. Trained in mathematics and formal logic as well as music, Babbitt quickly saw the possibility of rationalizing the technique of twelve-tone composition, and generalizing its theoretical foundations, on the basis of what mathematicians call “set theory.” He formulated his new theoretical approach in a paper, “The Function of Set Structure in the Twelve-Tone System” (1946), which he submitted as a Ph. D. thesis to the Princeton music department. Since there was at that time neither a qualified reader on the music faculty nor an officially instituted Ph. D. program there in music theory or composition, Babbitt was not awarded a doctorate even though he had been hired by the department as a professor, eventually holding an endowed chair in recognition of his achievements. This anomalous and frustrating situation spurred Babbitt to lobby actively for recognition of music composition as a legitimate branch of music research.


  Meanwhile, his unaccepted Ph. D. dissertation, circulating widely in typescript, became perhaps the most influential unpublished document in the history of twentiethcentury music. (Revised sections were eventually published as articles between 1955 and 193, and Babbitt was finally—somewhat jokingly—awarded his long-deferred degree in 1992, by which time he had retired from active teaching, having received several honorary doctorates including one from Princeton.) The precision of its vocabulary and the logical clarity of its presentation had a revolutionizing effect on academic discourse about music, and not only in America.


  Several terms that Babbitt coined in his dissertation, particularly “pitch class” (the class of pitches related by octave transposition and designated with a single letter name), quickly became standard parlance even outside the domain of serial theory, for they named musical universals that had previously required cumbersome phrases to define. Another, already used freely in this book on the assumption that readers will understand it, is “aggregate,” meaning the complete set of all twelve pitch-classes. Moreover, Babbitt’s appropriation of the mathematical term “combinatorial” made it possible to clarify and rationalize an important concept within serial music that went all the way back to Schoenberg, but had never before been adequately defined or properly understood for lack of a name.


  All of these terms originated in set theory, the branch of mathematics, chiefly developed by the German mathematician Georg Cantor (1845–1918), that lies closest to logic. It is basically the study of the relationship between wholes (or aggregates) and parts (or members). A type of music based, like serial music, on the completion of aggregates obviously lends itself to “set-theoretical” description. Every twelve-tone row is an individual ordering of the unchanging aggregate set, so that the most important features of twelve-tone sets are (1) the way in which their particular parts relate to the general whole, and (2) the way in which their parts relate to one another.


  Ex. 3-18 is an ingenious analytical table, prepared and first published by George Perle, that summarizes the entire “set complex” on which Babbitt based the first of his Three Compositions for Piano (1947), the first work he composed after formulating his set-theoretic approach to twelve-tone composition. The set complex consists of all the row forms employed in the piece, eight in all: two “primes” (original orderings), two retrogrades, two inversions, and two inverted retrogrades. The interval of transposition between similar row forms is always a tritone (six semitones); and the interval between the inverted and noninverted row forms is a perfect fifth (seven semitones), just as it often is in Schoenberg’s music.


  EX. 3-18 George Perle’s analytical table summarizing the “set complex” of Milton Babbitt’s Three Compositions for Piano, no. 1
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  The two shorter staves at the bottom of the diagram show what conditioned Babbitt’s choice of row forms. In every case, the pitch content of the two constituent half rows (hexachords) reproduces that of the original statement (P-0). The unordered pitch content of the two complementary hexachords making up a row, then, is a constant for this composition, or (in the language of set theory) an “invariant.” The table shows the way in which Babbitt, in keeping with the title of one of the seminal articles spun off from his dissertation, has employed “Twelve-Tone Invariants as Compositional Determinants.”20 The use of such invariants is a way of intensifying the motivic unity of a composition beyond what the mere use of a row guarantees, and that a composing poodle, so to speak, could therefore attain.


  Another way of defining the relationship between the row forms is “combinatorial,” since their constituent hexachords can combine interchangeably to produce aggregates. Laying out the unordered pitch content of the hexachords in the summary staves at bottom to form ascending six-note scales reveals an interesting characteristic of combinatorial sets—sets, that is, which can be transposed to produce the sort of “hexachordal complementation” we have been observing. The six-note scales (like all complementary twelve-tone hexachords) are intervallically identical, but also palindromic. Whether read from left to right or vice versa, they produce the same sequence of tones and semitones: T-S-S-S-T. (Another way of observing their symmetry is out from the middle, producing three-note S-S-T groups that mirror one another to the left and to the right.)


  In his Three Compositions, Babbitt plays continually with these constants and symmetries, and with “puns” that arise out of the interplay. The first pair of measures in the first of the set, where (in apparent tribute to the opening of Schoenberg’s Suite for piano, op. 25) the left hand has P0 and the right has P6, set the tone (see Ex. 3-19a). Each hand completes an aggregate over the length of the pair, but each measure also contains an aggregate formed by the two hands together. The same is also true of mm. 3–4, in which the left hand has RI1 and the right hand has R0; mm. 5–6, in which I7 in the left is pitted against RI7 in the right; and mm. 7–8, in which the combinatorial pair are R6 and I1. In sum, Babbitt has contrived combinatorial pairs of row forms that sum up all the possible relationships between orderings: transposition, inversion, retrograde, and inverted retrograde.


  EX. 3-19A Milton Babbitt, Three Compositions for Piano, no. 1, mm. 1–8
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  EX. 3-19B Milton Babbitt, Three Compositions for Piano, no. 1, last two measures
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  EX. 3-19C Milton Babbitt, Three Compositions for Piano, no. 1, mm. 9–17
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  Especially interesting, from the point of view of set theory, is the occasional use of a technique resembling medieval hocket, in which notes played by pianist’s two hands alternate in time. The first eight measures, already analyzed for linear and contrapuntal relationships, exemplify this texture as well. When combinatorial sets are in play, the hocketing device allows “secondary sets” (alternative orderings of the aggregate) to emerge like variations on a theme. For example, the notes in the first pair of measures, taken exactly in the order in which they are heard, produce two secondary sets, as follows:


  TABLE 3-1
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  The use of secondary sets adds another dimension to combinatoriality, since it adds another way in which hexachords with mutually exclusive pitch content may generate aggregates. Throughout the composition, Babbitt uses this principle to guide his choice of successive set forms. The parenthetical indication of the corresponding retrogrades at the end of the table is a reminder that secondary sets may be subjected to the same manipulations as any others; and a glance at the very end of the first piece (Ex. 3-19b) will show how Babbitt used these very retrogrades as if to enclose the entire composition in a palindrome. Like his “post-Webernian” counterparts in Europe, he was fascinated by the symmetries that gave Webern’s scores their distinctive profiles; and (again like them) he saw in these patterned interactions between and among multiple set forms the means of creating a truly or “purely” twelve-tone musical syntax. Finally, Babbitt was just as eager as they were to find ways of integrating other “parameters” or measurable variables, such as rhythm and dynamics, into the serial scheme.


  AN INTEGRATED MUSICAL TIME/SPACE


  But his methods for doing so differed fundamentally from theirs. In works like Boulez’s Structures or Krenek’s Sestina, described in chapter 1, the “rhythmic series” were derived from the pitch series by arbitrary numerical association. The note C was associated with the number 1, and so was the thirty-second note; C[image: Image]D[image: Image] was associated with 2, as was the sixteenth; D = 3 = dotted sixteenth; D[image: Image]E[image: Image] = 4 = eighth; and so on. Rests were arbitrary punctuations. Babbitt saw the arbitrariness of the “Darmstadt” method as a weakness. He drew upon his mathematical training to devise demonstrable analogies between the procedures of twelve-tone permutation as applied to a pitch series and the same procedures as applied to a series of durations. In particular, he found a way of systematically applying the process of inversion to duration.


  As long as inversion was conceptualized in terms of traditional musical notation (that is, as a reversal of up-and-down contour on an imagined vertical grid), there could be no meaningful analogy with a strictly linear concept of musical time measured (as it has to be in notation) left-to-right along a horizontal grid, its single direction corresponding to the single irreversible “direction” in which real time elapses. But we do not necessarily think of inversion as a literal reversal of contour. We have no trouble thinking of a sixth as the inversion of a third even if they both ascend or descend. It was thinking about intervals in this way that gave Babbitt his clue to generalizing a theory of inversion that treated pitches not as individual frequencies but as “pitch classes,” and that could be applied with equal precision to duration.


  Add a perfect fourth to a perfect fifth in the same direction and you get an octave; ditto a major third and a minor sixth, a minor second and a major seventh, two tritones, and so on. Intervals related by inversion always add up to an octave in this way. One of the traditional ways of demonstrating inversion, in fact, is based on this observation: play middle C and the E above and then transpose the C up an octave (or the E down an octave) and the interval between the tones is inverted. To put this in terms of mathematical set functions, one invokes the principle of complementation, or completion to a given sum. Any interval complements its inversion to the constant sum of an octave.


  This relationship can be easily generalized into a numerical rule if one represents all the intervals as multiples of the smallest interval, namely the semitone. Thus, to recall the first example in the preceding paragraph, a perfect fourth (five semitones) plus a perfect fifth (seven semitones) equals an octave (twelve semitones). Intervallic inversion is thus reducible to a special case of what mathematicians call “complementation to the sum of 12,” or in professional jargon, “complementation modulo 12” (more colloquially, “complementation mod. 12”). Just as 9 + 3 = 12 is a universally applicable mathematical fact, so a major sixth (nine semitones) is the inversion of a minor third (three semitones); and so it goes.


  And if intervallic inversion is regarded as a special case of arithmetic complementation, then complementation of time durations to a given sum may equally be so regarded, so long as both the sum and the units of measurement are constants. Babbitt sets up just such a scheme in the first of his Three Compositions for Piano. The constant unit of value (analogous to the semitone) is the sixteenth note, and the constant sum (analogous to the octave) is six. All that is needed now is a rhythmic “series,” or fixed order of quantities, and the analogy with serial pitch organization will be complete.


  Let us look once again at the first pair of measures in Ex. 3-19a. The two “hocketing” voices have identical rhythmic groupings. In both, there is an initial group of five sixteenth-notes (or more precisely five sixteenth-note attacks, since the last note is extended to mark the end of the group), followed by a single sixteenth (set off by a following rest), a group of four, and a concluding group of two. That four-element series—5 1 4 2—is chosen cannily to maximize the analogies with pitch ordering. For one thing, the sum of its constituent units is twelve, so that in its complete form it maps neatly onto one complete statement of a pitch row. And for another, it contains two pairs (5 + 1, 4 + 2) that add up to six, so that complementing the series “mod. 6” will not introduce any new elements into it.


  The ordering 5-1-4-2, coming first, is the equivalent of a “prime” ordering of a pitch row; and sure enough, it corresponds with prime forms in both voices (= hands). Looking again now at Ex. 3-19b, the end of the piece, which incorporates two retrograde rows, we are not surprised to find that in both hands the rhythmic groupings are likewise reversed: 2 sixteenths + 4 sixteenths + 1 sixteenth + 5 sixteenths. The same rhythmic groupings are found in the right hand in mm. 3-4, in which the pitch succession also embodies a reversed row: 2(EG[image: Image])-4(AF[image: Image]BG)-1(C[image: Image])-5(CDFE[image: Image]B[image: Image]). But the left hand in these measures plays a retrograde inversion, and so here Babbitt employs his complementation technique, subtracting each of the numbers in the reversed rhythmic series from six to produce the corresponding sequence of groupings: 4(FD[image: Image]CE[image: Image])-2(B[image: Image]D)-5(G[image: Image]AGEF[image: Image])-1(B). The remaining ordering, 1-5-2-4, coincides with the first sounding of an unreversed inversion (left hand in mm. 5-6: (F)-(CB[image: Image]D[image: Image]E[image: Image]D)-(A[image: Image]E)-(AF[image: Image]GB)).


  So it goes throughout the piece, with variations. Sometimes Babbitt sounds the pitch series in even sixteenth notes in the space of a single measure, using articulation rather than contrasting notevalues to mark off the appropriate rhythmic groupings. At other times he sounds the pitch series not as twelve individual notes but as four trichords (three-note chords), assigning to each a duration corresponding to the appropriate member of the rhythmic series. In the second section of the piece (Ex. 3-19c), marked off from the first by a rest and by a new tempo, he uses these two variants in counterpoint. Each ordering of the pitch series as shown in Ex. 3-18 appears in both guises, as running sixteenths and as trichords.


  Successive sections of the composition are distinguished by their textures. The one beginning in m. 18 puts the set forms in a sort of canon, those in the left hand starting on the downbeats, and those in the right starting halfway through the measure. Each half-measure, read vertically, exhibits an aggregate produced by a combinatorial “secondary set.” The section beginning at m. 29 presents the linear pitch series in fairly unarticulated form, accompanying them with sharply articulated trichords that express the rhythmic series “pointillistically,” marking not successive durations of sound but successive durations of silence between the chordal articulations.


  Just as the various permutations of the rhythmic series are associated on a one-to-one basis with the corresponding permutations of the pitch series, so are dynamics coordinated with the other parameters, albeit in less detail. Throughout the composition, prime forms are marked mezzo piano, retrogrades mezzo forte, inversions forte, and retrograde inversions piano. In the last section, where the original tempo returns and the first section is replayed in a rough palindrome, the whole dynamic scheme is hushed down by two degrees: primes are now pp, retrogrades p, inversions mp, and retrograde inversions ppp.


  Anyone who finds beauty in orderliness and control will find it here. Babbitt’s achievement was a joyous affirmation of formalism at a time when formalism was beginning its cold war ascendancy in the West, and when artistic merit was defined (according to the “new-critical” classroom shibboleth) as “maximum complexity under maximum control.”21 The whole subsequent course of Babbitt’s career as a composer could in this special sense be described as a tireless quest of greater and greater beauty (or “elegance,” as mathematicians use the word), for its commitment to an ever increasing, all-encompassing orderly control of an ever more multifarious and detailed complex of relationships is self-evident.


  His early compositions could be viewed as a systematic, quasi-scientific program to expand that control and to generalize the twelve-tone system into a unified theory that incorporated all the achievements of its founding generation. In his Composition for Four Instruments (1948), Babbitt turned his attention to what he called “derived sets”—his term for twelve-tone rows, like the one in Webern’s Concerto, op. 24, that could be broken down into four trichords of identical intervallic content, each of which could be made to represent one of the four basic permutations.


  EX. 3-20A Milton Babbitt, Composition for Four Instruments, end
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  EX. 3-20B Three forms of the basic set: P0, P6, and I5 in Milton Babbitt, Composition for Four Instrume nts
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  The composition is scored for flute, violin, clarinet, and cello, four instruments of contrasting range and timbre. The basic row from which the entire composition is derived is stated complete—once only—at the very end. That row, consisting of the last three notes played by each of the instruments in turn (Ex. 3-20a), is shown in Ex. 3-20b. The four trichords are laid out roughly in the order in which they are heard: the cello’s trichord is labeled a, the violin’s b, the flute’s c, and the clarinet’s d. It is very easy to see that when they are laid out in this order the resulting row is combinatorial, since the two hexachords (a + b and c + d) divide the chromatic scale into two mutually exclusive registers. The first hexachord contains all the chromatic pitches between E and A, and the second contains all the rest, from B[image: Image] to E[image: Image]. Were the set transposed by a tritone or inverted at the fourth above, the hexachords would exchange pitch content and new aggregates (secondary sets) could be formed by combining the row forms in question contrapuntally.


  In the main body of the composition, however, this governing set is replaced by four derived sets, each assigned to one of the four instruments. As shown in Ex. 3-21, the set assigned to the clarinet is derived from trichord a, the set assigned to the flute is derived from trichord b, the one assigned to the cello is derived from trichord c, and the one assigned to the violin is derived from trichord d. In each case the “prime” form of the trichord (the one taken directly from Ex. 3-20b) is followed by I, RI, and R. These derived sets maintain the same distribution of pitch content into hexachords as the original set, which means that they have inherited all of its combinatorial properties. Thus, in his “precompositional” work, Babbitt has managed to combine or synthesize the main structural innovations of both Schoenberg (combinatoriality) and Webern (derivation) into a “set of derived sets,” which in his later theoretical writings Babbitt would call a trichordal array.


  EX. 3-21 The four derived sets in Milton Babbitt, Composition for Four Instruments
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  The composition is laid out in fifteen sections, corresponding to the possible groupings of the constituent instruments (four solos, four trios, six duos, one tutti). Easiest to analyze, of course are the unaccompanied solos, in which each instrument uses only “its” derived set (clarinet at the beginning, cello at m. 139, violin at m. 229, flute at m. 328). These solos are written in a manner reminiscent of Bach’s suites and sonatas for unaccompanied violin or cello, in which the division of a single line into distinct registers suggests counterpoint. In Ex. 3-22, the beginning of the fugue from Bach’s Fifth Suite for unaccompanied cello (in which differing registers are used to mark off the various subjects and answers) is juxtaposed with the first fifteen measures from the opening clarinet solo in Babbitt’s Composition for Four Instruments, with notes occurring in three different registers grouped by enclosing them in boxes.


  The analysis in Ex. 3-22 shows Babbitt’s clarinet line to consist of a series of “secondary sets” (mm. 1–6, 7–9, 9–12, 12 –16), each containing a different shuffling, so to speak, of the four trichords that make up the clarinet’s derived row. The trichords are distinguished by register, which permits their notes to be intermixed without loss of identity. The first RI (BE[image: Image]C), presented intact at the outset to establish the pattern, sounds next in the upper “voice” in m. 7, in the middle “voice” in mm. 9-11, and again in the upper voice in mm. 14-15. The prime (D[image: Image]B[image: Image]D) is stretched across mm. 2-6 in the middle voice, reappears in the bottom voice in mm. 7-8, in the upper voice in mm. 11-12, and again in the lower voice in mm. 13-14. The retrograde (A[image: Image]EG) is at bottom in mm. 2-5, at the top in mm. 8-9, at bottom again in mm. 10-12, and once again at the top in mm. 13-14. The remaining trichord, the inversion (G[image: Image]AF), is stretched across the top in mm. 2–6, touches bottom in mm. 8, comes all together in the upper voice at the middle of m. 12, and ends up scraping the bottom again in mm. 15–16.


  EX. 3-22A J. S. Bach, Fugue from Cello Suite no. 5
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  EX. 3-22B Milton Babbitt, Composition for Four Instruments, mm. 1–15, with registers delineated
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  The clarinet is succeeded in m. 36 by the other three instruments (Ex. 3-23), in a texture contrived so that each individual line is confined to its own derived row, presented trichord by trichord, completing the aggregate with every four. But at the same time the composite of the three lines, taken note by note, completes another series of aggregates (secondary sets). The fifteen sections that make up the piece continually replay this process, the derived sets continuing to complete aggregates in one “dimension” while the secondary sets formed by the composite texture complete them in another. As already hinted, all four instruments come together only in the last section.


  The Composition is a model, in this regard, of a formalistically conceived work of art. It takes its shape, and has its reason for being, in the exhaustive working out of its own material’s potential for elaboration. To quote Babbitt’s pupil and exegete, the music theorist Andrew Mead, the work is a “watershed of twelve-tone compositional practice” because of its “multidimensional use of purely self-referential structures.”22 Or to paraphrase Adorno, the work is impelled throughout by the “inherent tendency of musical material.” (One can apply Adorno’s concept to the genesis of an individual work without necessarily endorsing the global application to the history of music that Adorno intended.) But of course the tendency is “inherent” only because the author has made it so (as Mead’s term “self-referential” already implies). Even if we prefer to see the rules as coming from the material (or from nature, or from God), it is we who have made them and derive meaning and satisfaction from them — or not.


  EX. 3-23 Milton Babbitt, Composition for Four Instruments, mm. 36 –59
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  Babbitt’s rules, in the Composition for Four Instruments, apply to durations as well as pitch, as indeed they had to. Once he had hit on his method for integrating duration into the serial scheme, it too became part of his music’s “inherent” tendency. Put another way, Babbitt regarded composing technique the way most scientists of his generation regarded knowledge: as something that accumulates, a sum total to which each experiment (or composition) adds its mite. Having integrated rhythm into the serial domain, to unintegrate it would be a form of backsliding. Indeed, not to attempt its extension would be irresponsible. Progress imposes obligations.


  And so the durational series in Babbitt’s Composition for Four Instruments —1-4-3-2, to be complemented mod. 5—is applied not only in terms approximating retrogression and inversion, but according to a new technique simulating transposition as well. Going back to the opening clarinet solo (Ex. 3-22b), we may observe the rhythmic series in its “prime” or primitive form at the very outset. The opening B is 1 sixteenth in duration, the following E[image: Image] lasts 4 sixteenths, the C lasts 3 (counting the sixteenth rest that follows the note), and the fourth note, Dt, lasts 2. The fact that rests can be reckoned along with sound within a duration means that, according to Babbitt’s rules at this stage of their formulation, a duration is the time that elapses between attacks. What is measured is not the length of sounds, but the distance between what Babbitt would later call “time points.” The next four notes (G[image: Image], A[image: Image], E, B[image: Image]) are one quarter note, a whole note, a dotted half note, and a half note in duration, respectively. These long values are those of the first four notes multiplied by four. So the first four durations are “really” (that is, conceptually) 1 x 1, 4 x 1, 3 x 1, and 2 x 1 sixteenths, and the next four are 1 x 4, 4 x 4, 3 x 4, and 2 x 4. It is easy enough to predict, and then confirm by looking, that the next four durations will be 1 x 3, 4 x 3, 3 x 3, and 2 x 3; and that the next four after that will be 1 x 2, 4 x 2, 3 x 2, and 2 x 2. In short, the whole series has been multiplied (or “transposed”) by each of its constituent elements in turn.


  This process gets us as far as the downbeat of m. 8. At this point the rhythm becomes a composite of all the remaining forms of the rhythmic series — retrograde (2-3-4-1), inversion (4-1-2-3), and retrograde inversion (3-2-1-4) — each multiplied by itself the way the prime form had been. The distribution of set forms (1 vs. 3) mirrors the distribution of instruments (solo clarinet vs. remaining three) in the first two sections of the Composition. Ex. 3-24, borrowed from Andrew Mead’s analysis, shows how the three superimposed rhythmic series conspire together to produce the rhythms on the musical surface in mm. 8-15, while the pitch sequence continues to traverse aggregates both in direct succession (through secondary sets) and as partitioned into registers (derived sets). Thus every note played by the clarinet in these measures participates simultaneously in one or two durational rows and two pitch rows. By the end of the Composition, when the full texture is employed, all four instruments are doing all of this at the same time.


  FULL REALIZATION


  As its very title promises, Babbitt’s next composition, Composition for Twelve Instruments (1948, revised 1954), is an attempt to extend the controlling techniques even further, integrating durations even more systematically into the serial texture by creating a complete durational analogue to a full chromatic tone row. This is done by assigning to every member of a row two numbers, the first denoting its order within the set, the second its pitch measured in semitones from an arbitrary “zero.” If the first pitch in the row is taken as the “zero” pitch, then that pitch will be defined by the numerical pair (0, 0) and the rest will be computed from it. Once assigned to the pitches of P0, the pitch numbers are treated as constants or absolutes throughout the composition. Applied to the row in the Composition for Twelve Instruments (given together with its combinatorially related inversion at the perfect fifth), the assignment of dual designations is shown in Ex. 3-25.


  EX. 3-24 Milton Babbitt, Composition for Four Instruments, superimposed rhythmic series
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  EX. 3-25 P6 and I7 from Milton Babbitt’s Composition for Twelve Instruments (pitched on F), with order and pitch numbers


  [image: Image]


  


  The rhythmic series conforms to the same dual numerical catalogue. Its twelve order positions carry, as always, the numbers from 0 to 11, and the pitch numbers are converted into duration numbers by substituting sixteenth notes for semitones. Thus the series of pitch numbers in Ex. 3-25—0, 1, 4, 9, 5, 8, 3, 10, 2, 11, 6, 7—would translate into a series of durations as shown in Ex. 3-26. It begins with a dotted half note (= 12 sixteenths) because when doing arithmetic with twelve as the modulus, 12 = 0 (as 13 = 1, 14 = 2, and so on.) The pitches of P0 are retained in Ex. 3-26 to show how directly a pitch interval translates into a time interval when using this system.


  EX. 3-26 Durational series derived from P0 (Milton Babbitt, Composition for Twelve Instruments)
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  A glance at the exceedingly sparse or pointillistic score, of which the first eighteen measures are given in Ex. 3-27, shows that the first presentation of the row is made, both in terms of pitch and in terms of rhythm, at a transposition of two semitones/sixteenths, evidently because Babbitt did not want to begin with a note lasting a whole measure. So the first note heard, in the harp, is G (F plus two semitones), which means the first time interval between note-attacks will be an eighth note (0 + 2 sixteenths). The whole series of pitch/duration numbers at this transposition (i.e., constant addition to the original set of numbers) will thus be 2, 3, 6, 11, 7, 10, 5, 0 (= 12), 4, 1, 8, 9. These numbers are easily traced in terms of elapsed time between note attacks. For example, the twelfth note sounded is the clarinet D[image: Image] in m. 6; the time interval before the next attack [bassoon G in m. 7] is exactly nine sixteenths, the last number in the durational series; all the intervening durations can be readily verified.


  But D[image: Image] is not the last note of P2, the prime pitch series starting on G. Something more complicated is going on in the pitch domain. The first three notes in the score conform both to the pitches and the implied rhythms of P2, but the fourth note, horn D, is not the expected note. (The expected note, E, does not appear until m. 6, in the flute part.) And that is because Babbitt is starting up another row form from the D, namely RI9. To complicate matters even further, another prime (P3) starts with the violin A[image: Image] in m. 1, which is simultaneously the second note of P2 as traced from the beginning.


  EX. 3-27 Milton Babbitt, Composition for
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  In fact the complications have only begun to be accounted for. It turns out on analysis that every one of the instrumental parts, while participating in the generally unfolding complex of series that we have been describing, simultaneously plays its own unique version of the row. The first twelve notes in the flute part at the top of the score, for example, enunciate yet another simultaneous prime form (P11, starting on E), the first twelve in the oboe part running beneath it make up R6, the clarinet unfolds I8, and the bassoon RI7.


  So it goes, all the way down the page, so that a total of twelve individual set forms (three Ps, three Is, three Rs, and three RIs) are simultaneously in play, each one starting on a different note of the chromatic scale so that the first notes in all parts create yet another aggregate (as do the second notes, the third notes and so forth). The completion of the first set of twelve simultaneous series occurs in m. 36. Anyone who wishes to expend the time and effort may verify the facts just enumerated and observe in full detail how every single note in the score fulfills multiple functions, simultaneously participating in the completion of at least three (and sometimes four) pitch aggregates, as well as taking its place in a rhythmic series (and also a series of dynamics that has not been described).


  ANOTHER COLD WAR


  The reader has perhaps already noticed that Babbitt achieved these impressive feats of logical construction a bit earlier than the monuments of Darmstadt “total serialism” described in chapter 1. They were all on paper before Messiaen wrote his Mode de valeurs, to say nothing of Boulez’s Structures or Stockhausen’s Kreuzspiel. But with the exception of the Composition for Four Instruments, issued in 1949 in manuscript facsimile by New Music Edition, a shoestring, composer-staffed periodical (founded by Henry Cowell in 1925 and edited at the time by Elliott Carter), Babbitt’s breakthrough compositions languished for years, along with his dissertation, in obscurity. Neither his music nor his theoretical writings became generally available for discussion—and potential influence—until the mid-1950s or later. The Three Compositions for Piano, historically the earliest work to serialize durations, did not see the light of day until 1957, a full decade after they were written. Babbitt had to stand by and see himself “scooped” by composers he regarded as his intellectual inferiors—a hard fate for a musician dedicated to modernism in its strongest ideological form, with its perpetual race to the patent office.


  It is not surprising, then, that when Babbitt finally gained access to public media, his resentments colored the tone of his discourse, adding greatly to the atmosphere of contention and factionalism that characterized the postwar avantgarde. His public debut, so to speak, came in 1955, when he was invited by the editors of The Score, a new British periodical devoted to modern music, to contribute a description of his serial practices. The important article he sent in, modestly titled “Some Aspects of Twelve-Tone Composition” and based on his unpublished dissertation, introduced most of the concepts mentioned thus far to a public readership, notably combinatoriality (illustrated by some passages from Schoenberg’s Fourth Quartet) and derivation (illustrated by the row in Webern’s Concerto), both “generalized and extended far beyond their immediate functions”23 by reconceptualizing twelve-tone rows as mathematical sets.


  The conceptualization of intervallic inversion as complementation mod. 12 is proposed, along with the application of the same procedure to durations or any other musical parameter that could be specified in terms of a scale of quantities. The article ends with a ringingly optimistic affirmation of new horizons, not only for compositional technique, but for the whole concept of an esthetically autonomous music. “Even this extremely incomplete presentation,” Babbitt wrote, “should indicate the possibility of twelve-tone music, organized linearly, harmonically in the small and in the large, rhythmically—indeed, in all dimensions—in terms of the essential assumptions of the system.”24


  The article begins, however, with a fierce blast of righteous indignation at the European avantgarde, whom Babbitt (provoked, no doubt, by their “Schoenberg Is Dead” posturings) despised as feckless enfants terribles. Casting the story in impersonal terms, whether out of modesty or to portray it as more than the one-man show it had in fact been, Babbitt let his European readers know that in the United States “the specific bases for achieving a total twelve-tone work were arrived at by the end of the war.” And when,


  
    
      a short time later, there were reports of a group of young French, Italian and German composers who apparently shared like aims, their work was eagerly awaited. However, their music and technical writings eventually revealed so very different an attitude toward the means, and even so very different means, that the apparent agreement with regard to ends lost its entire significance. The most striking points of divergence can be summarized in terms of the following apparent attributes of the music and the theory associated with it. Mathematics—or, more correctly, arithmetic—is used, not as a means of characterizing or discovering general systematic precompositional relationships, but as a compositional device, resulting in the most literal sort of “program music,” whose course is determined by a numerical, rather than by a narrative or descriptive “program.” The alleged “total organization” is achieved by applying dissimilar, essentially unrelated criteria of organization to each of the components, criteria often derived from outside the system, so that—for example—the rhythm is independent of and thus separable from the pitch structure; this is described and justified as a “polyphony” of components, though polyphony is customarily understood to involve, among many other things, a principle of organized simultaneity, while here the mere fact of simultaneity is termed “polyphony.” The most crucial problems of twelve-tone music are resolved by being defined out of existence; harmonic structure in all dimensions is proclaimed to be irrelevant, unnecessary, and, perhaps, undesirable in any event; so a principle, or non-principle, of harmony by fortuity reigns. Finally, the music of the past—and virtually all of that of the present, as well—is repudiated for what it is not, rather than examined—if not celebrated—for what it is; admittedly, this is a convenient method for evading confrontation by a multitude of challenging possibilities, including—perhaps—a few necessaries.25

    

  


  


  The Europeans, for their part, were happy to dismiss Babbitt in return. Il a l’air d’un musicologue, wrote Cage, reassuringly, to Boulez—”he has the air of a musicologist”—thus casting Babbitt into the outer darkness reserved for academics.26 But Babbitt reveled in his academicism, portraying himself in this regard as a singularly legitimate heir to Schoenberg, another great composer-teacher with a high awareness of his intellectual responsibilities, and if anything an even more pressing historical conscience. What Babbitt valued in his own art was what academic artists have always valued, namely the demonstration of mastery and technical control. Unlike the European avantgarde, Babbitt sought anything but “automatism,” the abject extinction of the self, in extending the purview of serialism. Rather, he sought in his own domain the joyous triumph of technology, and the heady attendant sense of “self-infinitization”27 (to quote the sociologist Daniel Bell), that contemporary science now promised its practitioners and beneficiaries.


  Like Schoenberg before him, Babbitt saw the self-evident merit of the twelve-tone system in its unique capacity to unify a vast complex of objectively defined relationships. By extending the range of the system, he was extending the power of the composer’s sovereign control. By loading his compositions with demonstrable relations far past the perceptual saturation point (as he was the first to admit), he demonstrated that limitless power, which he associated not merely with the power of the mind, but with the power of absolute truth, and with the freedom to express it.


  LOGICAL POSITIVISM


  That was how Babbitt’s brand of postwar modernism related to the overarching cold-war debate. Deeply concerned with the restraint that political tyranny can exercise on thought and expression, and aware that even in open societies majority opinion (or commercial interests) can marginalize—or even, without explicitly prohibiting, effectively exclude—unpopular or abstruse thought, Babbitt allied himself and his exceedingly rationalistic musical activities with the philosophy known as logical positivism, the toughest and most skeptical variety of “show-me” empiricism.


  The term, which dates back to the 1930s, describes an attitude “classically” expressed in Der logische Aufbau der Welt (“The logical structure of the world,” 1928), a treatise by the Viennese philosopher Rudolf Carnap (1891–1970), who like Schoenberg had been exiled from his native country by the rise of Nazism. From 1936 to 1952, Carnap taught at the University of Chicago, and had many American disciples including the philosopher Carl Hempel, Babbitt’s friend and Princeton colleague (and an important influence on his thinking). Carnap’s logical positivism was an attempt to introduce the methods and precision of mathematics and the natural sciences into the field of philosophy, which, he insisted, should stop being a speculative field and become an analytical one, devoted to maintaining rigorous standards of inference and proof. No statement can be regarded as true, for logical positivists, unless it can be shown to derive logically from observed phenomena. Only formal logic and direct observation, then, can ever validly constrain conceptual thought—not tradition, not authority, not political or religious dogma, sentiment, hopes, desires, wishes, or fears, and certainly not threats or reprisals.


  Babbitt might have been paraphrasing Carnap when, in a widely discussed lecture called “Past and Present Concepts of the Nature and Limits of Music,” he declared that “there is but one kind of language, one kind of method for the verbal formulation of ‘concepts’ and verbal analysis of such formulations: ‘scientific’ language and ‘scientific’ method.”28 In another lecture he quoted Michael Scriven, a historian of science, who had put logical positivism into a memorable nutshell when he observed, “If we want to know why things are as they are … , then the only sense in which there are alternatives to the methods of science is the sense in which we can if we wish abandon our interest in correct answers.”29 It is obvious that the targets of Scriven’s cautionary remark were religious bigots and political dogmatists. What could possibly be its relevance to the arts, traditionally regarded as the fundamental preserve of subjective judgment or taste? Zhdanov had given the answer when, acting on behalf of the Soviet Communist Party, he made one man’s subjective taste a political dogma. Babbitt sought liberation, not only for himself but also for all artists, from the potential tyranny of taste when he tried, in verbal exhortation but more fundamentally by the example of his work, to make truth rather than beauty the criterion of artistic as well as scientific achievement. The measure of good music, like good science, would be not the pleasure that it gave, or the political tendency that it served, but rather the truth that it contained—objective, scientifically verifiable truth, that is, not truth as a Zhdanov might define it.


  The model of truth that logical positivists proposed for science (and, following them, Babbitt for music) was of course that of mathematics. Truth lay in accountability to principles. In math these were axioms and theorems: basic truth assumptions and the proofs that they enabled. In science, these were observed phenomena and logical inferences. Music had its “observables” in acoustic phenomena, and its axiomatic premises in its motivic content or (to use Schoenberg’s word) its Grundgestalten. The most generalized form motivic content could take was a twelve-tone row. If everything in a composition were accountable to a twelve-tone row, then everything in it was verifiably true. And the greater the number of demonstrable relations one managed to embody in the music, the more objective and verifiable truth it contained.
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  FIG. 3-5 The artificial earth satellite Sputnik (“traveling companion”) was launched by the Soviet Union on 4 October 1957; here, scientists view models of it.


  We have already seen how fully Babbitt’s own music met these criteria, and his critics were quick to suspect him of a self-serving assertion of privilege. Also troubling was Babbitt’s easy assertion of the unique validity of “one kind of language, one kind of method,” namely his own, which seemed to contradict the very premise of freedom of expression (or more precisely, freedom from restraint) on which his whole philosophy rested, since it seemed to imply a justification for restraint (should Babbitt have the power to impose it) on anyone who disagreed. But as long as science, in the aftermath of its victory in World War II, retained its unprecedented prestige in America, Babbitt’s ideas carried considerable potential weight, at least in academic circles.


  As it happened, that prestige and that weight received a powerful boost in 1957, when the Soviet Union successfully launched the first artificial space satellite, called Sputnik (“Traveling Companion”), in an orbit around the earth. Taken by surprise and humiliated, American scientists and politicians made educational reform, particularly in science and technology, a cold-war priority. Government investment in scientific endeavors—”big science” as it was called—gave scientific advancement in peacetime something of the sense of urgency that wartime bomb-development had commanded. Any argument that proceeded from “scientific” premises could now catch something of that urgency.


  THE NEW PATRONAGE AND ITS FRUITS


  Babbitt seized the moment both to rectify the slight his dissertation had received and to secure for advanced music composition a new sort of academic patronage. On the strength of the “scientific revolution” that had taken place in music thanks to the development by Schoenberg of serial technique and its theoretical extension by Babbitt himself, he now proposed to the Princeton administration that music composition be recognized as a legitimate branch of music research through the awarding of the Ph. D., the highest earned research degree, as the terminal degree in musical composition as well as musicology.


  He summarized his arguments and gave them a practice outing in an extemporaneous talk presented to a select audience at the Berkshire Music Center at Tanglewood, the summer festival home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra near Lenox, Massachusetts, where Babbitt had been hired to give a seminar in twelve-tone composition in the summer of 1957. Besides his students and other interested musicians, his audience that afternoon included Roland Gelatt, the new editor of High Fidelity, a large-circulation magazine for record collectors and audio enthusiasts, which was published in nearby Great Barrington. Gelatt was trying to give the magazine a new orientation, tipping the balance of its coverage from hi-fi hardware toward more serious music coverage, and asked Babbitt if he could publish the talk. Babbitt at first declined, explaining that he had spoken off the cuff and that there was in fact no written text to publish. A tape had been made, however, and eventually Babbitt agreed to let an edited transcript of the talk appear in the February 1958 issue of the magazine.


  He submitted the typescript with “The Composer as Specialist” as its title. A canny editor, Gelatt substituted a far more provocative head for the published text. As “Who Cares if You Listen?”, Babbitt’s little talk became one of the most widely reprinted and hotly discussed manifestos in the history of twentiethcentury music. Although Babbitt’s supporters have deplored the title’s implications, it purchased for the argument advanced within the article an instant notoriety—and an efficacy—it might never otherwise have earned, and thereby played a significant part in the success of Babbitt’s mission.


  The article contains passages in which the author does seem to be mocking the musical public (or what he calls “lay listeners”). “Imagine, if you can,” one such passage begins,


  
    
      a layman chancing upon a [mathematics] lecture on “Pointwise Periodic Homeomorphisms.” At the conclusion, he announces: “I didn’t like it.” Social conventions being what they are in such circles, someone might dare inquire: “Why not?” Under duress, our layman discloses precise reasons for his failure to enjoy himself; he found the hall chilly, the lecturer’s voice unpleasant, and he was suffering the digestive aftermath of a poor dinner. His interlocutor understandably disqualifies these reasons as irrelevant to the content and value of the lecture, and the development of mathematics is left undisturbed. If the concertgoer [who has heard the musical equivalent of the math lecture, say a composition by Milton Babbitt] is at all versed in the ways of musical lifemanship, he also will offer reasons for his “I didn’t like it”—in the form of assertions that the work in question is “inexpressive,” “undramatic,” “lacking in poetry,” etc. etc., tapping that store of vacuous equivalents hallowed by time for: “I don’t like it, and I cannot or will not say why.”30

    

  


  


  Before this passage, however, and using language shrewdly chosen for its “Einsteinian” resonances, Babbitt had laid out the principles according to which the music that he and other composers of “contemporary serious music”31 were writing necessarily differed from music designed to appeal to “laymen.” Its “tonal vocabulary,” to begin with, is described as being more “efficient,” and less “redundant,” meaning that (as we have already observed) each of its “atomic events” participates in a greatly augmented field of functional relationships—or as Babbitt put it, “is located in a five-dimensional musical space determined by pitch-class, register, dynamic, duration, and timbre.”


  Such music, then, has a greatly increased level of “determinacy” when compared with conventional concert or popular fare, and a greatly increased level of “contextuality” and “autonomy” as well. Any piece so composed will therefore follow unique rules, deducible only from itself, and will therefore be, in a fundamental sense, more “genuinely original” than is otherwise possible. To appreciate its originality, however, listeners must be trained, like their counterparts in physics or mathematics, in contemporary “analytical theory.” Without such training, comprehension is impossible. Why then, Babbitt asks rhetorically, “should the layman be other than bored and puzzled by what he is unable to understand, music or anything else?” The difference, however, is that in the sciences, the lay public’s inability to understand leads to enhanced prestige, while in music it usually leads in the opposite direction. That is the source of Babbitt’s complaint: “It is only the translation of this boredom and puzzlement into resentment and denunciation that seems to me indefensible.” What is sought, then, is protection from that resentment and denunciation in the form of patronage. “And so, I dare suggest,” rings the culminating sentence, “that the composer would do himself and his music an immediate and eventual service by total, resolute, and voluntary withdrawal from this public world to one of private performance and electronic media, with its very real possibility of complete elimination of the public and social aspects of musical composition.”32 Anyone who knows the history of twentiethcentury music will catch the resonance here with the premises of Arnold Schoenberg’s Society for Private Musical Performances, advanced some forty years before.


  The significant difference—the sign of the times—was the scientific basis of the argument, which pointed in the direction of a different source of patronage. The last three paragraphs of Babbitt’s article, the crucial ones, were the paragraphs written, as it were, for the eyes of his university’s president:


  
    
      Such a private life is what the university provides the scholar and the scientist. It is only proper that the university, which—significantly—has provided so many contemporary composers with their professional training and general education, should provide a home for the “complex,” “difficult,” and “problematical” in music. Indeed, the process has begun.


      I do not wish to appear to obscure the obvious differences between musical composition and scholarly research, although it can be contended that these differences are no more fundamental than the differences among the various fields of study. I do question whether these differences, by their nature, justify the denial to music’s development of assistance granted these other fields. Immediate “practical” applicability (which may be said to have its musical analogue in “immediate extensibility of a compositional technique”) is certainly not a necessary condition for the support of scientific research. And if it be contended that such research is so supported because in the past it has yielded eventual applications, one can counter with, for example, the music of Anton Webern, which during the composer’s lifetime was regarded (to the very limited extent that it was regarded at all) as the ultimate in hermetic, specialized, and idiosyncratic composition; today, some dozen years after the composer’s death, his complete works have been recorded by a major record company, primarily—I suspect—as a result of the enormous influence this music has had on the postwar, non-popular, musical world. I doubt that scientific research is any more secure against predictions of ultimate significance than is musical composition. Finally, if it be contended that research, even in its least “practical” phases, contributes to the sum of knowledge in the particular realm, what possibly can contribute more to our knowledge of music than a genuinely original composition?


      Granting to music the position accorded other arts and sciences promises the sole substantial means of survival for the music I have been describing. Admittedly, if this music is not supported, the whistling repertory of the man in the street will be little affected, the concertgoing activity of the conspicuous consumer of musical culture will be little disturbed. But music will cease to evolve, and, in that important sense, will cease to live.33

    

  


  


  Babbitt’s final sentence, with its familiar tunnel view of musical evolution, “has been often pounced upon,”34 as one later commentator dryly observed. Its arrogance is indeed palpable, as is the implication—echoing Webern’s old battle cry, “All the rest is dilettantism!”—that only one kind of contemporary music was “serious” and “original.” But this was the least novel aspect of Babbitt’s program. Any reader of this book can easily trace it back to its source in the century-old polemics of the New German School. It was the parallel with math and physics, rather than with romantic notions of organicism, that gave Babbitt’s argument its irresistible stamp of timeliness, and Princeton did not resist.


  The Ph. D. in musical composition was officially instituted there in 1961, and first awarded, to the British composer Godfrey Winham (1934–75), in 1964. In addition to a musical work, Ph. D. candidates in composition had to submit an essay in theory and analysis. Winham’s, called Composition with Arrays, was an explication of, and an addition to, Babbitt’s latest technical extensions, as were the essays submitted over the next several years by Philip Batstone (Multiple Order Functions in Twelve-Tone Music, 1965), Henry Weinberg (A Method of Transferring the Pitch Organization of a Twelve Tone Set through All Layers of a Composition, a Method of Transforming Rhythmic Content through Operations Analogous to Those of the Pitch Domain, 1966) and Benjamin Boretz (Meta-Variations: Studies in the Foundations of Musical Thought, 1970).


  Some of the early recipients of the degree—Mark DeVoto (b. 1940), Michael Kassler (b. 1941), Arthur Komar (1934–94)—did not submit original compositions at all; it was part of the fundamental research concept not to distinguish, at least officially, between music theory and composition, with the perhaps unexpected result that of the dual requirements for the Ph. D. in composition, it was the composition that turned out to be optional.


  Kassler’s dissertation, A Trinity of Essays, was an especially symptomatic contribution: its main component, an essay called “Toward a Theory That Is the TwelveNote-Class System,” was in effect a computer program that could “assert” the operations required to analyze or compose music like Babbitt’s (the two processes—analysis and composition—being regarded as a single act performed in two “directions”). Kassler’s program was devised not primarily for practical application but as a test of the twelve-tone system as extended by Babbitt and his pupils, the assumption being that, like any scientific theory in the computer age, a musical theory needed to be rationalized and quantified to the point where it could be programmed in order to be validated (that is, shown correct).


  The institution of the Ph. D. in composition made the Princeton music department, already a magnet for ambitious young composers thanks to the presence there of Roger Sessions as well as Babbitt, the source of an invincible new credential for career advancement. Other universities were more or less compelled to follow suit. Within a decade, the Ph. D. in composition was common in America, and “Ph. D. music,” it was widely if tacitly recognized, meant serial music. That, along with the remarkably cogent “mathematicalization” of twelve-tone theory by Babbitt and his pupils, has been one of the reasons why, firmly rooted in the rich institutional soil of the American university system, twelve-tone music proved such a hardy and tenacious growth in America at a time when the European avantgarde was leaving it behind.


  And yet, once “house-broken into the academy” (as Joseph Kerman, an older Princeton alumnus, put it), could serial music retain its avantgarde status? Obviously it could not, nor did it wish to. American postwar serial music has always been a proud, strict academic style, its practitioners more suspicious and derisive than any other contemporary musicians of the whole concept of the avantgarde. What was new (and “scientific”) was the equation of academicism with technical innovation, rather than with the conservation and propagation of ancient lore. Thus a term, “academic,” that had been used throughout the twentieth century to decry musical conservatism was now actively claimed by a school of composition that called itself new and radical. The implicit paradox, and the attendant crisis of identity, brought a new set of anxieties into play.


  ELITES AND THEIR DISCONTENTS


  Those anxieties can be sampled in the writings of Edward T. Cone (1917–2004), a Princeton colleague of Sessions and Babbitt, who although a composer by training had a wider impact as a theorist and critic. One of his most interesting and symptomatic writings was a contribution to a symposium on defining a “musical composition,” organized in 1967 by the editors of a journal, Current Musicology, that had been recently instituted by the graduate students at the Columbia University music department. The symposium was a response to a challenge lately issued by medievalists (most notably Richard L. Crocker of the University of California at Berkeley) to the conventional notion of a stable “piece of music.”35 Most of the contributors to the symposium reacted to the challenge with benevolent interest and good humor.


  Not Cone. He pointed immediately to some obvious parallels between the medievalists’ challenge and the redefinitions implicit in the work of the “indeterminate” wing of the contemporary avantgarde, and attacked both with phobic fervor. Or rather, counterattacked, for as his conclusion makes clear, he felt that he and his cherished beliefs (beliefs that were reaching a maximal formulation in the work of the Princeton serialists) were themselves under attack. “We may now be entering a definitive post-Renaissance stage of Western culture,” he allowed, one that bore some striking features in common with pre-Renaissance culture,


  
    
      but I find it misleading to look on what is happening as in any sense a return to older and perhaps more natural modes of perception. Rather, we are confronted by an attack on the whole concept of art. If the attackers win, not only the work of art as we know it but art itself may disappear. Some composers—I use the term only because I do not know what else to call them, except perhaps noncomposers—are loudly proclaiming the Death of Music in a manner that recalls certain stylish theological positions [i.e., the “Death of God” as a metaphor for existentialist philosophy], and they are encouraging their followers to complete its doing-in. Others, more reticent, are nevertheless apparently trying to hasten the process by insisting that whatever one wants to call music is music, that what one calls a composition is a composition. John Cage’s position is more honest. A few years ago, in conversation, he said, “I don’t claim that what I am doing is music, or art—or that it has any value. I maintain only that it is an activity, and that it is the one in which I happen to be engaged at present.” Such a position is, from a purely personal point of view, unassailable; but if generally accepted by those who call themselves musicians, it means the end of music.


      Let us not deceive ourselves. The extreme avantgarde is not trying to offer new definitions of what constitutes a work of art, or to create new forms, or to encourage new modes of perception. The extreme avantgarde has only one attitude toward the arts: it wants to kill them.36

    

  


  


  That fingerin-the-dike sentiment turned the academy into a sort of fortress, and the mentality of a fortress, however progressive its declared objectives, is reactionary. What motivated such a quick turn toward the right on the part of artists and scholars who regarded themselves (since they favored perpetual progressive change) as constituting the true cultural left? Cone provided a clue in a later essay, “One Hundred Metronomes,” published in 1977. The title referred to a recent composition by György Ligeti, the Hungarian refugee who had become an emblem of the Darmstadt avantgarde. It was called Poème symphonique. It had no score, just a set of instructions according to which one hundred pendulum-operated metronomes, going at as many different speeds, were to be set in motion and allowed to wind down. The piece ended when the last metronome stopped ticking. An anomaly among Ligeti’s works, it is generally written off as a lighthearted spoof of “happenings,” although it was performed a few times, and treated by at least some listeners and critics as a legitimate (and even a moving) musical experience.


  Cone’s essay was not lighthearted. He cast it as a conversation, or a battle of wits, between himself and a (fictitious?) Princeton graduate student in composition who wanted to organize a performance of the piece, and, having been turned down by the rest of the faculty, appealed to Cone in desperation to secure departmental permission to put it on. Cone, too, refused, but at least honored the request with a reasoned rebuttal, based on a quotation from the play Travesties by Tom Stoppard: “An artist is someone who is gifted in some way that enables him to do something more or less well which can only be done badly or not at all by someone who is not thus gifted.”37


  The only definition of a work of art that truly matters, then, is not what its effect may be, but what skills its manufacture (or its reception) may require. To make a Babbitt composition required such highly specialized skills that only a few (most of them at Princeton) possessed them, and to receive it in the spirit with which it was put forth required comparable skills on the part of the listener. To produce a Cage or a Nam June Paik composition (or Ligeti’s Poème symphonique) required only patience, and its reception required only passive endurance. The rarer the skill, it follows further, the “higher” the art. Not surprisingly, such a scale of values put “Ph. D. music” at the top of the esthetic ladder.


  It was also quite frankly elitist, in the strongest sense of the word, since by its very nature it selects and maintains a social elite. Both the composition and the performance of such music create elite occasions, which is just what high art had always done in the days of aristocratic or ecclesiastical patronage. The trouble with putting public institutions like universities in the position of the old church or aristocracy as patrons of art is the perceived contradiction between elite esthetics and the political or social egalitarianism on which modern concepts of democracy are based. Elite esthetics are usually defended by distinguishing “elite” from “elitist.” One can create, the argument goes, an elite art for its own sake without fostering or assenting to elitist politics, which can serve the cause of social privilege.


  The distinction is easier to maintain in theory than in practice, and social elitism is as likely to undergird elite esthetics now as it has ever been. “We receive brilliant, privileged freshmen at Princeton,” Babbitt complained to an interviewer about a dozen years after the Ph. D. in composition was up and running, “who in their first year of college are likely to take a philosophy of science course with Carl Hempel, and then return to their dormitories to play the same records that the least literate members of our society embrace as the only relevant music.”38 This comes very close to suggesting that the purpose of “Ph. D. music” is to provide a haven for the brilliant and the privileged comparable to that provided by the rest of an elite education, which trains the members of not only an intellectual but also a social and, above all, an economic elite.


  “Under its gloss of prosperity,” the sociologist Vance Packard had warned in his book The Status Seekers (1959), America was becoming a dangerously divided society, its members constantly seeking “new ways to draw lines that will separate the elect from the nonelect.”39 Classical music, always a social divider in America, was playing its old role, some argued, under a new set of rules. Babbitt’s strictures could even be read, by his critics, as an endorsement of the social benefits of pop music. If Princeton freshmen kept in contact after-hours with “demotic” music, a music “of the people” that, shared across class boundaries, tacitly reinforced solidarity between classes, then that music might actually be serving as a valuable social counter-force in a threatened democracy. As we will see in chapter 7, such reasoning drastically elevated the cultural stock of American popular music during the same decade, the 1960s, that witnessed the establishment of “Ph. D. music” as a significant and peculiarly American genre.


  Babbitt went on to lament his isolation not only from the average student, but from his “fellow noncomposer faculty members at Princeton and, to a slightly lesser extent only, at Juilliard.” In what seems a doubly pessimistic assessment, considering that it was made after the program he had outlined in 1957 had been largely implemented within the university, he concluded that things were worse than ever for “serious music” as he defined it.


  
    
      Superficially things might have seemed worse in the 1930s and 1940s. The audience seemed more sophisticated then, but there were not as many opportunities for composers. We do get our music performed now, we do get some recordings, we do occasionally get published. Back then Sessions was getting one or two performances a year in small rooms. That situation has improved, but we have no larger or more knowing an audience. I go to the best of concerts of contemporary music and see the same hundred or so people there week after week. I repeat, because it concerns me so, very few of my colleagues, who grew up on the streets of New York fighting the composer’s battle, turn up to hear a young composer’s music. As a result many young composers are, I hate to use this word, “alienated” even within their own profession. This is indeed a sad and symptomatic state of affairs, when the very survival of serious musical activity is so seriously threatened, by those within and outside the profession.40

    

  


  


  Babbitt hated to use the word “alienated” because it was the sort of Marxist jargon that conjured up the shade of Zhdanov. But as Babbitt himself once half-ruefully joked, “everyone wants to compose our music but no one wants to listen to it.” Composing it is a fascinating game, as is analyzing it. It is the listening process that has proved durably problematical. Viewed thus, the fate of academic serialism has been predictable. It has fared no differently from any of the other forms of academic music that have arisen over the years, and that might be collectively defined as “music that only a composer could love.”


  LIFE WITHIN THE ENCLAVE


  While far more lasting than its European counterpart, then, postwar serialism in America has owed its survival to patronage in a society that otherwise functions, in music as in other ways, on the basis of commerce. It has been a closed enclave, a hothouse growth, its cultivators standing with backs resolutely turned to their counterparts in other walks of American musical life. Yet despite the misgivings Babbitt voiced in 1976, many experienced their protected life within the hothouse as a golden age for composition.


  And, some would argue, for performance as well: as part of the institutionalization of serial music on American campuses, the Schoenbergian ideal of private performance venues for new music was also established on a broad and well-subsidized scale, with specialized student or professional performing organizations cropping up wherever “Ph. D. music” was composed. Music theory also enjoyed an intense growth phase, with faculty positions proliferating along with professional journals concerned with advanced musical composition and its attendant theory. Eventually, in 1966, a lobbying organization, the American Society of University Composers (ASUC), was formed by a group of Princeton faculty, graduate alumni, current Ph. D. candidates, and more loosely affiliated composers, including Weinberg, Boretz, Donald Martino (b. 1931), Peter Westergaard (b. 1931), and Charles Wuorinen (b. 1938).


  The first campus “new music” organization was the Group for Contemporary Music, formed in 1962 at Columbia University (as it happens, one of the few universities where the scholars in the music department refused to sanction a Ph. D. for composition, but where a doctoral program was quickly set up, as if in defiance of the department, by the University’s School of the Arts; relations were not happy). Its founders were Wuorinen, an expert pianist, and Harvey Sollberger (b. 1938), a flautist, both then graduate students in composition at Columbia, along with the cellist Joel Krosnick, then an undergraduate, who in 1974 joined the Juilliard String Quartet, a sort of forerunner organization that had been founded in 1946 by William Schuman, then president of the Juilliard School, expressly to give exposure to contemporary works in the medium, beginning with those of Bartók and Schoenberg.


  Columbia’s Group for Contemporary Music was as widely copied as Princeton’s Ph. D. program. Both at Columbia and elsewhere (eventually including music conservatories) the performance rosters expanded to include a wide variety of vocalists and instrumentalists; in particular, a new breed of virtuoso percussionist was spawned. The high premium thus placed on newmusic virtuosity led to an ever-increasing preoccupation with extended performance techniques—augmented ranges, novel sounds from traditional instruments (especially the piano), novel cross-fingerings to produce chords or “multiphonics” on woodwinds, and so on—on a par with extended formal techniques of composition.


  Of the quasi-scientific journals devoted to academic composition and its theory, the semiannual Perspectives of New Music, produced at Princeton itself, was uniquely authoritative. Its slightly unidiomatic title was the result of its having been named by its patron, Paul Fromm (1906–87), the German-born Chicago wine merchant who had previously funded the Seminar on Advanced Musical Studies mentioned in chapter 1. The editors were Arthur Berger (1912–2003), then a professor at Brandeis University, and Benjamin Boretz (b. 1934), a former pupil of Berger then writing his Ph. D. dissertation under Babbitt. Many of the articles in the first issue, which appeared in fall 1962, had a sharp polemical or factional edge. Their purpose was to stake out what is known in the academy as “turf,” a recognized and respected area of authority.


  From this perspective, the most characteristic article in the inaugural issue of Perspectives was not by a composer at all, but rather by John Backus, an acoustician on the physics faculty of the University of Southern California, from whom the editors had commissioned a “scientific evaluation” of the four volumes of Die Reihe (the Cologne-based organ of the “Darmstadt School” described in chapter 1) that had by then appeared in English translation. The aggressive review Backus produced contrasted the bona fide musical science preached and practiced at Princeton with the fraudulent pseudoscience of the European avantgarde in a fashion that easily matched the derision the American serialists felt toward what Wuorinen called “the ‘work’ of John Cage and some of his friends.”41


  Backus dismissed the technical language in Stockhausen’s writings, for example, as a jargon “designed mostly to impress the reader and to hide the fact that he has only the most meagre knowledge of acoustics.”42 The “pretended display of mathematical erudition” by another, less famous writer is declared to be “pure bluff,” through which “the defenseless reader is being thoroughly swindled.”43 Ligeti’s analysis of Boulez’s Structures (discussed in chapter 1) is strategically praised for its clarity, but only the better to expose what it described as “a method that is appalling in its arbitrariness,” testifying to “nothing more than a mystical belief in numerology as the fundamental basis for music.”44 The verdict on the composition itself is a little masterpiece of intramural academic invective:


  
    
      The possibilities are endless; a computer could be programmed to put down notes according to this prescription and in a very short time could turn out enough music to require years for its performance. By using different numerical rules—using a knight’s move, for example, rather than a bishop’s move along the diagonals—music for centuries to come could be produced.

    

  


  


  On the positive side of the ledger, the same inaugural issue of Perspectives also contained a paper by Babbitt laying out his latest extension of twelve-tone technique. Dissatisfied with the incompleteness of his previous operational analogies between pitch and time, Babbitt now proposed a new analogy based on their primary shared property, namely the interval. “Since duration is a measure of distance between time points,” he wrote, and


  
    
      as interval is a measure of distance between pitch points, we begin by interpreting interval as duration. Then, pitch number is interpretable as the point of initiation of a temporal event, that is, as a time-point number.45

    

  


  


  Let us imagine a measure of music, in other words, as containing twelve numbered time-points, each corresponding to a successive pitch-point in the chromatic scale. Thus if we take zero to designate both the first pitch-class in a row (say G) and the time point that initiates the measure, 1 would then represent both the pitch-class G$ A[image: Image] and the second time-point in the measure; 2 would denote the pitch class A and the third time-point, and so on. In effect, Babbitt was adopting Messiaen’s old concept of the “chromatic scale of time values,” but was synchronizing it (as Messiaen had not done) with the chromatic scale of pitches. An ascending chromatic scale would thus be conceptually translated (or to put it mathematically, “mapped”) into the twelve elapsing time-points (say sixteenth notes) within a measure in [image: Image] time.


  As Babbitt put it in his article, if the individual “temporal event” or time-point is to retain its identity in the unfolding music,


  
    
      it is necessary merely to imbed it in a metrical unit, a measure in the usual musical metrical sense, so that a recurrence of succession of time points is achieved, while the notion of meter is made an essential part of the systematic structure. The equivalence relation is statable as “occurring at the same time point with relation to the measure.” The “ascending” ordered “chromatic scale” of twelve time points, then, is a measure divided into twelve equally spaced units of time, with the metrical signature probably determined by the internal structure of the time-point set, and with the measure now corresponding in function to the octave in the pitch-class system. A time-point set, then, is a serial ordering of time points with regard to < [that is, increasing quantity]. At the outset, I do not wish to attempt to avoid the manifest differences between the elements of the pitch system and those of the time-point system, that is, perceptual — not formal—differences. A pitch representative of a pitch-class system is identifiable in isolation; a time-point representative cannot conceivably be, by its purely dispositional character. But an examination of a time-point set will clarify the systematic meanings, and the reasonable musical meanings associated with these new concepts.

    

  


  


  Example 3-28 is adapted from the “examination” or demonstration that follows in Babbitt’s article. The hypothetical chromatic scale of pitches and time-points is shown in Ex. 3-28a. In Ex. 3-28b, a series of twelve number-pairs is given, in which the first number denotes the order-position within the given series and the second denotes a pitch/time-point position within Ex. 3-28a, the hypothetical chromatic scale. In Ex. 3-28c the second number in each pair is associated with a pitch-class as counted from G (=0), and in Ex. 3-28d (taken directly from Babbitt’s article), the same series is translated into durations by making a similar association of numbers with metrical positions. Numbers that fall within an ascent between 0 and 11 thus find their places within a single measure. Numbers that descend must wait until “the same time point with relation to the measure” comes around again in the next measure. Finally, in Ex. 3-28e, the two interpretations of the number series are combined and distributed into parts for the members of a string quartet.


  In mapping the specific time-point series on to a specific pitch-class series, Babbitt created a means of serializing durations that at last fully solved, at any rate to his own satisfaction, the problem of “appalling arbitrariness” to which John Backus had called attention in his condemnation of Boulez’s Structures. Eventually Babbitt built further on the theory that justified the time-point system, eventually coordinating a twelve-fold gradation of loudness — from ppppp to fffff — with the pitches and durations so that aggregates could be completed in yet another dimension and yet another level of “relatedness” could be added to the grid within which each and every “atomic event” in Babbitt’s music was located.


  EX. 3-28 The “time-point system” as expounded in Milton Babbitt’s “Twelve-tone Rhythmic Structure and the Electronic Medium” (Perspectives of New Music, I:1 [fall 1962])

  A. The hypothetical chromatic pitch/duration scale


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 3-28B A pitch/time-point series


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 3-28C A pitch/time-point series translated into actual pitches


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 3-28D A pitch/time-point series translated into actual durations


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 3-28E All of the above, combined into a string-quartet texture


  [image: Image]


  BUT CAN YOU HEAR IT?


  Other analysts were quick to note, however, that an irreducibly arbitrary (or “notional”) element remained at the heart of Babbitt’s procedure, namely the deceptively simple notated meter. Conceived solely as a container for the time points, and never articulated in terms of recurrent rhythmic or accentual patterns, Babbitt’s [image: Image] measure was not in fact “a measure in the usual musical metrical sense,” but (like the bars in a transcription of a “medieval” or “Renaissance” motet) just a notational convenience. Rebar the music in [image: Image], or just shift the bars an eighth note to the right or left, and everything will change for the analyst, although nothing has changed for the listener. What is analyzed, then, are the relationships that are demonstrable in the music as seen on the page, not the music as heard. Is Babbittian (Princetonian? American?) postwar serialism, then, just an enormous flowering of Augenmusik? And if it is, does that invalidate its musical quality, or its crucial truth-claims? If it does, then in what way: esthetically? scientifically? Are the two distinguishable? If so, how?


  These issues have been debated for decades, both within the serialist school and outside of it. Even those who accept the limitless malleability of human nature and believe that all listening habits are the product of conditioning have questioned the practicability of Babbitt’s theorizing, even as they have in many cases adopted it themselves out of admiration for its utopian qualities. Babbitt’s Princeton colleague Peter Westergaard (b. 1931), writing three years later in Perspectives of New Music, the serialist house organ, registered his qualms in the language of the theory to which he was raising his considered objections. Writing with reference to the Composition for Twelve Instruments, in which Babbitt employed twelve-element durational sets for the first time, Westergaard noted that


  
    
      we have been at least partially conditioned by pre-Schoenberg pitch structure to hear pitch relationships mod. 12; i.e., we can be expected to hear a family resemblance in the opening interval of any P pitch set be it up a semitone, up thirteen semitones, or down eleven semitones. But have we been even partially conditioned by pre-Babbitt rhythmic structure to hear durational relationships mod. 12; i.e., can we be expected to hear a family resemblance between a dotted quarter note followed by a sixteenth note (the opening “interval” of duration set P0 [see Ex. 3-26]) and an eighth note followed by a dotted eighth note (the opening “interval” of duration set P2 [see Ex. 3-27])?


      The perceptual problems outlined above are further intensified by problems of performance. It would be difficult enough to differentiate between durations of ten and eleven sixteenth notes defined by pairs of attacks controlled by one player on one instrument. But the attacks which define the durational sets of Composition for Twelve Instruments may come from as many as twelve different players, each playing an instrument with a different response time.46

    

  


  


  Westergaard added a footnote to the article, possibly at the editors’ request, granting that all of these problems “have since been solved by Babbitt in his more recent procedure in which metric position corresponds to pitch number and, hence, duration to interval”47 —that is, by the time-point system. But few theorists who recognize the “problems” as such have been satisfied that the time-point system has solved them. More frequently they have complained that the solution merely added another purely conceptual, nonperceptual level to the theory, thus removing the music even more decisively from the likelihood of its “auditory construal.”48 That is a phrase coined by George Perle, who went on to dismiss not only the music in question but the analytical literature that has grown up around it, since “it should not need to be stressed that the analysis of a piece of music ought to be relevant to its perception.”49 Needless to say, what Perle took to be a self-evident axiom has proven, since the rise of academic serialism in America, to be as controversial a contention as anyone could possibly adopt.


  Perhaps the climax of “theoretical” dissension from within was reached by William Benjamin, a Princeton-trained music theorist, who in 1981 noisily defected from the ranks, charging (in the Journal of Music Theory, a rival organ to Perspectives published at Yale) that “the music of the postwar avantgarde” was “the first music in history” that “cannot be improvised, precisely imagined, embellished, simplified, or played with in any creative sense,” all of which, he felt, justified the assertion that “it is hardly music at all.”50 Strong words. But Benjamin has no greater right to define music than Babbitt. Some analysis of his comments, and Perle’s, may help clarify the stakes of the argument—and the historical significance of the musical discourses at the center of the controversy.


  ULTIMATE REALIZATION OR REDUCTIO AD ABSURDUM?


  The issues at stake go right back to the origins of literate (i.e., notated) music. The “real-time” practices Benjamin invokes—improvisation, embellishment, creative play—are the practices, and reflect the values, of “oral” culture. Their eclipse marks the full ascendancy of literacy—an ascendancy a full millennium in the making. And indeed the values Babbitt’s compositional practices maximize—extreme (approaching “total”) density, fixity, and consistency of texture, maintained over a long temporal (= “structural”) span—are precisely the ones associated with the “spatialization” of music that literacy made possible.


  The complete “autonomy” of the postwar serial product, extended to the point where every piece of music is ideally based on unique axiomatic premises, is likewise a conceptual child of literacy, in the sense that works of art within a literate tradition may exist independently of those who make them up and remember them. Musical works that can be remembered or precisely imagined only with difficulty, or that (ideally) cannot be memorized at all, would most completely satisfy this criterion of value—if such a value could be taken as an absolute. Concepts of artistic unity in works of performing art, and, conversely, awareness of the function of the parts within the whole in such works (what we call an analytical awareness), are thus distinctive of literate cultures. A music in which analysis can potentially—and, in extreme instances, even actually—replace the acts of performance or listening could thus be viewed as the highest possible realization of the literate ideal. In historical terms it does indeed represent a pinnacle, an apex, a ne plus ultra, and in the broadest view that may count as its truest historical achievement—or at least its most accurately described historical significance.


  The never-to-be-settled question is, at what price? It can never be settled because price stands for values, and equally defensible values can be irreconcilable. What from one perspective may look like a logical culmination or a zenith may look from another like a perversion of values. Those who see and value music only in terms of a historical development will see the triumph of literacy in one way; those who see the primary value of music in the social exchanges it affords will find less to admire. But things and events as such are value-free. Values reside in the observers and their purposes.


  The apparent arrogance of the position “classically” exemplified by Babbitt’s “Who Cares if You Listen?” is, if you like, the hubris of literacy. But that hubris, however objectionable, cannot be wholly extricated from the good causes it may be seen to serve. It found abundant expression among the great figures of twentiethcentury music, especially (of course) in Schoenberg, the greatest apostle of teleological history, who saw the evolution of music as headed inexorably toward the triumph of literate practice (representing “culture” and “autonomy”) over every aspect of oral practice (representing atavisms of the “primitive” and the “contingent”).


  That is what led Schoenberg, and many after him, into what can seem such incorrigibly snobbish attitudes toward performers and listeners, their fellow human beings. His pupil Dika Newlin recalled him announcing that “music need not be performed any more than books need to be read aloud, for its logic is perfectly represented on the printed page; and the performer, for all his intolerable arrogance, is totally unnecessary except as his interpretations make the music understandable to an audience unfortunate enough not to be able to read it in print.”51 As for the listener, “All I know is that he exists, and insofar as he isn’t indispensable for acoustic reasons (since music doesn’t sound well in an empty hall), he’s only a nuisance.”52


  By now we have some awareness of the many social and political (including musicopolitical) factors that conditioned such remarks. There is no reason to assume that Schoenberg consciously cast himself as the champion of the literate tradition of music as such, nor any reason to assume that the issues of “orality” vs. “literacy” that interest historians today were on his mind. The historical fact nevertheless remains that the politics of the twentieth century drove the discourse of literacy to its extreme, and Babbitt’s achievement, both as composer and as theorist of composition, represents what in retrospect seems a historical limit.


  To say this is not necessarily to impute to Babbitt any greater consciousness of such a role than Schoenberg possessed, but seeing him as the ultimate protagonist of literacy over orality does help account for the equanimity with which he met the sort of criticism we have been reviewing. In an open letter published in a special double issue of Perspectives of New Music commemorating Babbitt’s sixtieth birthday in 1976, the composer and music theorist Wallace Berry (1928 –91) made bold to advance some questions with regard to the “auditory construal” of the music all the other contributors were celebrating, and the relationship between those well-known difficulties or impossibilities and the, to him, grievous observation that “much music of our time, yours and mine, exists, essentially, in alienation.” Maintaining a somewhat detached and stilted diction to offset, perhaps, the emotionally volatile nature of the matters he was broaching, Berry continued:


  
    
      It has been the understandable reflex of many of us to assume an attitude of brave defiance in this state of affairs, but I cannot imagine any convincing asseveration of genuine apathy toward it. Nor can we protest that today’s music suffers for lack of exposure (and that if it had better exposure it would be understood and welcomed by audiences now so largely repelled by it, if on occasion intrigued at the “primitive” level of the impact of the isolated sonority and the like). And the alienation of which I despair is not merely with regard to our concert halls, which will continue to be governed in large part by crass commercial considerations, but (of course with notable exceptions that prove the point) with respect to our peers, experienced and sophisticated audiences in centers of artistic and cultural adventure and exploration. We can no longer sanctimoniously assail (as repressive, as prejudicially indisposed, as inattentive) those who, knowing today’s music and the historical bases out of which it has evolved, are estranged from that music … .


      There are episodes in music’s history that seem to have proved, finally, while exerting vital and constructive influences upon the course of things both coexistent and to follow, to be fascinating culs-de-sac, important not only in the impact by which, in part, subsequent developments are shaped, but in the intrinsic worth of many individual expressions and in didactic significances. Is it possible that the ultimate developments of serialism have attained, or are reasonably seen as coursing toward, such an end?53

    

  


  


  In his published response to the essays collected in his honor, Babbitt was courteous enough. Of all the contributors to the volume, he conceded, “Wallace Berry most demands and deserves answers.”54 But he did not rise to the bait, offering instead (quite uncharacteristically) to relegate Berry’s questions to the arena of taste, about which, as the saying goes, there can be no dispute. He, too, couched his thoughts in an unnaturally ceremonious idiom, as if to divest them of emotional baggage. But as always, obvious avoidance only succeeds in calling greater attention to the issue being circumvented:


  
    
      I do suspect that there may be differences in attitude, normative differences, between us, originating—perhaps—outside of music, and eventuating in our music, or—possibly—proceeding in the retrograde, even retrograde inverted, direction, even if only in that there are those of us who prefer the relative quiet and solace of the dead-end street to the distractions and annoyances of the crowded thoroughfare, although quite a few folks—at one time or another—have found their way to our cul-de-sac, if only because they, mistakenly or misguidedly, took a wrong turn … . Just as the philosophy of art has carried its practitioners into the philosophy of mind, our art is ever mindful that whatever one musical mind can create another can come to comprehend, even if it comes—normatively—to decide that it doesn’t like it, approve of it, or of the isolation the two of them thereby suffer or enjoy.

    

  


  


  But of course Babbitt’s careful choice of language allowed the possibility that comprehension come by way of analysis—the contemplation of the musical object as a spatialized whole, by those with special training in the ways of the literate culture—rather than on the more direct perceptual terms Berry had specified. Babbitt saw no reason, then or since, to give an inch of ground to the “oral” culture, which he equated with the “crowded thoroughfare” of commerce. The sacrifice of a listening (rather than a looking) audience was a price he was prepared to pay for purity.


  It is worth one more reiteration that the purity Babbitt consciously sought in his theory and practice was not necessarily the purity that is being attributed to it in this account, any more than Copland’s or Stravinsky’s conscious reasons for embracing serial composition directly reflected or acknowledged the factors invoked in this chapter to explain their actions. Copland, as we have seen, always said that he simply “needed more chords.” Stravinsky argued, more categorically, that significant artistic change can only come about through “an irresistible pull within the art” rather than through the sort of “social pressures” that “Marxists,” as he put it, preferred to invoke.55 But even as he said this, his gratuitous, seemingly superstitious sidelong glance at Zhdanov (the Marxist-in-chief where the arts were concerned) told another story. Not only artists, but all who profess to act as conscious or autonomous agents in a complicated world are subject to many influences, including some of which they may perforce be relatively unaware. It is the historian’s job to be aware of them and, however fallibly, to describe them.


  But even if we allow for its political contingency, Babbitt maintained his position with consistency and integrity, and won for it a virtually universal respect within the academy, even among those convinced, like Wallace Berry, that it represented an historical cul-de-sac. It was only when some of Babbitt’s colleagues and former pupils began claiming for academic serialism qualities (such as traditional emotional expressivity) that lay audiences complained of missing, that allegations of bad faith became common.


  As one critic put it, it was as if one asked Claire Bloom or some comparably eloquent actor to read “Pointwise Periodic Homeomorphisms,” Babbitt’s notorious hypothetical math lecture, “with all the expressive resources of voice and gesture she would bring to the role of Ophelia or Desdemona.”56 Such a performance could only seem silly and gratuitous, whether one listened as a “layman” or as a math professor, and made both the textual object and its performance seem inadequate to their respective purposes. Ironically enough, it was only when academic composers seemed ready to retreat a bit from Babbitt’s hard line that their position began to lose credibility. It was then that the tide began to turn against the sort of uncompromising “truth” that had been artistically upholdable at the height of the cold war, and that provided academic serialism in America with its philosophical support system.


  But we can end this chapter on an even more obviously ironic note. It was when he formulated his time-point system, which implied, and therefore demanded, a precision of rhythmic execution that appeared superhuman even to his supporters, that Babbitt began touting the electronic medium as a necessary practical adjunct of theoretical advance. The already-quoted article in Perspectives that first promulgated the time-point system was in fact called “Twelve-Tone Rhythmic Structure and the Electronic Medium,” and it contained the prediction that “such pitch and rhythmic extensions of the twelve-tone system” as Babbitt was proposing would inevitably “carry music to the point of purely electronic feasibility,” and this because only electronic means could afford the composer a control over his product that would suffice to allow “the necessary characteristics” of his music to be “preserved in the auditory domain, and not merely in the domain of notational specification.”57


  In other words, only electronic media could give music the sort of fixity and exactness in the domain of physical sound that it already possessed in the conceptual domain of notation. It was the triumph of literacy over orality that demanded the final sacrifice of the finite “human” to the infinitely adaptable and obediently automated performance media that would eventually be controlled by computers. Electronic media promised (or, depending on one’s perspective, threatened) the ultimate dehumanization of the art, a dehumanization whose status as a logical (inevitable? necessary? desirable?) consequence of literacy now stood revealed.


  The irony was, and is, that the same electronic media that enabled composers on the extreme “literate” edge to realize their notated complexities without loss of detail also made it possible to compose without the use of scores at all, and thus inaugurated a new era of improvisational (or “real time”) composing. In the end, as we will shortly discover, electronic media would subvert the triumph of literacy and give music a new future.


  


  


  CHAPTER 4


  The Third Revolution


  MUSIC AND ELECTRONIC MEDIA; VARÈSE’S CAREER


  
    I BELIEVE THAT THE USE OF NOISE TO MAKE MUSIC WILL CONTINUE AND INCREASE UNTIL WE REACH A MUSIC PRODUCED THROUGH THE AID OF ELECTRICAL INSTRUMENTS WHICH WILL MAKE AVAILABLE FOR MUSICAL PURPOSES ANY AND ALL SOUNDS THAT CAN BE HEARD.1

  


  


  
    —JOHN CAGE, “THE FUTURE OF MUSIC: CREDO” (1940)
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  hen the young John Cage made that boldly capitalized prediction, it seemed like one more fantasy among the many he enunciated in that brash utopian Credo, already sampled in chapter 2. And yet, unbeknownst to him or to his audience, the practical means for implementing it were already at hand. Five years earlier, at a 1935 radio exhibition in Berlin, the German firm AEG (Allgemeine Elektrizitats Gesellschaft or “General Electric Company”) demonstrated a new invention called the Magnetophone, a device for converting sound signals into magnetic impulses that could be stored indefinitely on a paper tape coated with a metallic oxide, and then reconverted (or “played back”) into sound. Actually, the concept of magnetic sound recording had been described theoretically half a century before that. An ancestor of the magnetophone called the Telegraphone, a Danish invention that recorded sound magnetically on a thin metal wire, was exhibited at the Paris World Exhibition of 1900, and received a prize. (Wire recorders were not definitively supplanted by tape recorders until the middle of the new century.)


  Early magnetophones and wire recorders produced a playback of limited frequency range, seriously distorted by background noise, or “hiss.” Nobody foresaw any immediate musical applications for such machines. AEG envisioned the magnetophone as an office dictation device, or a means of storing radio programs like news bulletins for rebroadcast. Besides radio stations, early customers included the Gestapo, the Nazi secret police, which used it to record confessions, among other things. But during the war, when German technological advances were hidden from Allied view, the magnetophone was improved to the point where it surpassed the dynamic and frequency response of disc recordings; and the use of a supersonic bias frequency in the recording process dramatically reduced the background noise.


  By the early 1940s, German companies were using tape recorders as an intermediate stage in the production of commercial music recordings, rather than recording the sound directly on disc. Not only was the sound quality thereby improved, but also far more could be recorded at a stretch than the amount that could go on a single 78 RPM “side.” For the record, so to speak, the earliest continuous tape-recorded opera performance to be commercially released on disc was of Abu Hassan (1811), a one-act “Turkish” singspiel by Carl Maria von Weber. It was originally recorded “live” for broadcast on Radio Berlin in 1944, with the young soprano Elisabeth Schwarzkopf, later a great international diva, in the role of Fatime.


  Above all, however, tape recordings were easy to handle and manipulate, and made composite editing possible. Good “takes” of different passages could be spliced together. All of a singer’s best notes could be included in a single finished product. Performances on records could be made literally flawless, simply by splicing out and replacing all the flaws. The standard joke of the recording studio became the one about the soloist, admiring the playback, being teased by the recording engineer: “Yes, don’t you wish you could play like that?”


  After the war, the American occupying troops were amazed to find the improved tape recorders in every German radio station. All of AEG’s patents having fallen into Allied hands as spoils of war, the machines could be duplicated and marketed in the victorious nations without payment of royalties. The first American tape recorders were produced in 1947 by the Ampex Company, copied from a pair shipped home from Radio Frankfurt by John Mullin, a sound engineer who was serving with the U. S. Army communications corps. One of Ampex’s first customers was the crooner Bing Crosby, who began tape-recording his weekly programs at his convenience for later broadcast.


  Soon it became apparent to alert musicians that the same advantages in handling and manipulation that served the purposes of commercial recording could also serve the purposes of composition. The cutting and splicing techniques that improved live-recorded performances could also be used to create all kinds of sound collages. In addition, playback speed could be varied, with consequent alterations to the pitch, rapidity, and timbre of recorded sounds. Connecting (“patching”) the playback head of one tape recorder to the recording head of another made it possible to store the altered sounds for use in composition.


  But that was only the beginning. By reversing the positions of the tape spools on the “deck” of the recording machine, tapes could be played backward, with radical alteration to sound “envelope” or attack-decay properties: a tone played on the piano, for example, became a whooshing, accelerating crescendo to an abrupt cutoff. A length of tape could be spliced into a continuous loop that produced an ostinato effect when played back. Such ostinatos could be montaged into patterns and textures without limit. Additional recording-studio devices like echo chambers, sound filters, and mixers could be patched into the recording circuit for further alterations to sounds stored on tape.


  Composers were standing ready to exploit these new possibilities, especially in the ranks of the newly resurgent postwar avantgarde, all warring factions included. Though they may have disagreed about everything else, they were united in greeting the new technological marvel. For “zero hour” types, it offered the most dramatic chance to wipe the slate clean of all existing traditions and techniques. In his 1940 lecture, Cage already hailed the advent of the first genuinely “twentiethcentury means for making music.”2 For control freaks, it offered an unprecedented degree of determinacy, since at the splicing block the most complicated or exacting rhythmic relationships (for example) could be worked out in terms of finely measured lengths of tape—the most literal instance imaginable of the “spatialization” of music mooted at the end of chapter 3.


  Milton Babbitt, for one, was thrilled by “the notion of having complete control over one’s composition, of being complete master of all you survey.”3 At the opposite extreme, that of radical indeterminacy, Cage was also celebrating the possibility “for composers to make music directly, without the assistance of intermediary performers”4—more evidence that the perceived polar opposites of advanced music making were united in a common commitment to technological research and development. Cage joyously foresaw the obsolescence of musical notation. For devotees of liberation, whether of sounds or of people, endless prospects loomed.


  AN OLD DREAM COME TRUE


  All of these approaches to direct “electroacoustic” synthesis of music (to use what later became the standard term) had a considerable prehistory by the middle of the twentieth century. It can be traced back even before the invention of electric current, to music boxes and more elaborate mechanical contrivances such as the Panharmonicon of Johann Nepomuk Maelzel (1772–1838; best known as the inventor of the pendulum metronome), an automated orchestra powered by weights and cylinders, for which Beethoven wrote his “Battle Symphony” (a.k.a. Wellington’s Victory) in 1813.


  The advent of electric power was a spur to many more such inventions, like the Telharmonium (alias Dynamophone), a two-hundred-ton apparatus for producing “scientifically perfect music” in any tuning system, assembled by the inventor Thaddeus Cahill (1867–1934) and exhibited in New York in 1906. An article on this machine in a popular magazine came to the attention of Ferrucio Busoni, the famous pianistcomposer and perhaps the most influential teacher of the time, who saw in it the promise of musical emancipation at the dawn of the new century. “Music was born free,” Busoni declared in his Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music (1907), paraphrasing Rousseau’s Social Contract, “and to win freedom is its destiny.”5


  Through the use of machines like Cahill’s, music might yet defeat the limitations that less advanced technologies had imposed on it, and at last achieve its true aims, “namely, the imitation of nature and the interpretation of human feelings“6 (italics original). That would truly be an “absolute music,” Busoni rhapsodized. His fantasy of a free music—never achieved but hinted at in “preparatory and intermediary passages (preludes and transitions)”7 like the introduction before the final fugue in Beethoven’s big “Hammerklavier” Sonata, op. 106—chimes peculiarly with the utopian spirit of the midcentury avantgarde:


  
    
      What a vista of fair hopes and dreamlike fancies is thus opened for the ear, and for Art! Who has not dreamt that he could float on air? and firmly believed his dream to be reality?—Let us take thought, how music may be restored to its primitive, natural essence; let us free it from architectonic, acoustic and esthetic dogmas; let it be pure invention and sentiment, in harmonies, in forms, in tone-colors (for invention and sentiment are not the prerogative of melody alone); let it follow the line of the rainbow and vie with the clouds in breaking sunbeams; let Music be naught else than Nature mirrored by and reflected from the human breast; for it is sounding air and floats above and beyond the air; within Man himself as universally and absolutely as in Creation entire; for it can gather together and disperse without losing in intensity.8

    

  


  


  That vision of freedom and naturalness inspired many artists and inventors in the early part of the twentieth century to imagine and experiment with all kinds of artificial contrivances. The noisiest, most picturesque faction was the musicisti futuristi, a group of Italian artists who sought a musical application of the principles enunciated in the Futurist Manifesto of 1909. This document, by Filippo Marinetti (1876–1944), a poet and novelist, was probably the most radically antitraditionalist proclamation of its day. It called for the erasure of artistic memory—in practical (but not necessarily serious) terms, for the destruction of museums and concert halls—and the consecration of art to the celebration of the highly romanticized dynamics and dangers of twentiethcentury life: warfare (“the world’s natural hygiene,”9 according to a Marinetti manifesto of 1910) and conquest on an unprecedented scale, and above all the machines that would provide the means to realize these ferocious ideals. (Not coincidentally, Marinetti was one of the founding members of the Italian Fascist Party.)


  Futurismo found direct expression in literature and the visual arts, media in which all it took was imagination and descriptive or illustrative skill to create the appropriate artifacts. Music, however, required equipment; and in the absence of such accouterments, machine music remained at first, for the most part, a utopian fantasy. It gave rise to a little manifesto of its own in 1913 (perhaps significantly, the year of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring), issued in Milan by Luigi Russolo (1885–1947), a painter, and dedicated to Francesco Balilla Pratella (1880–1955), the “grande musicista futurista,” who had just composed a raucous choral work called Inno alla vita (“Hymn to life”). Russolo’s manifesto reached its rhetorical climax in a passage that may have been resounding in Cage’s inner ear (its frequent bellowing capitalizations dazzling his mind’s eye, too) when he delivered his remarkable prediction in 1940:


  
    
      In the nineteenth century, with the invention of machines, Noise was born. Today Noise is triumphant, and reigns supreme over the senses of men. The art of music at first sought and achieved purity and sweetness of sound; later, it blended diverse sounds, but always with the intent to caress the ear with suave harmonies. Today, growing ever more complicated, it seeks those combinations of sounds that fall most dissonantly, strangely, and harshly upon the ear. We thus approach nearer and nearer to the MUSIC OF NOISE. We must break out of this narrow circle of pure musical sounds, and conquer the infinite variety of noise-sounds.10

    

  


  


  Russolo ended his manifesto with a “scientific” classification of noises into six families, to be produced mechanically by means of some as yet uninvented technology, from which the orchestra of the future would make its music:
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  In 1913, Russolo was back with a book, L’arte dei rumori (“The art of noises”), which included the first designs for futurist instruments called intonarumori, “noise intoners.” Together with a percussionist named Ugo Piatti (possibly a pseudonym; the name means “cymbals”), Russolo began constructing them in the form of boxes of varying size, with acoustical horns like the ones on early phonographs attached to their fronts, and with some sound-generating mechanism inside, activated by turning a crank at the rear. They included a crepitatore (crackler), a ululatore (hooter), a gracidatore (croaker), a gorgogliatore (gurgler), and a ronzatore (buzzer). Between 1914 and 1921 Russolo conducted some concerti futuristichi with these instruments in Milan and Paris. A typical composition for them was titled Il risveglio di una città (“The awakening of a city”). Except for the several measures reproduced in Fig. 4-1, from an Italian arts magazine of 1914, the scores and parts are lost; the intonarumori were speculatively refurbished by Italian musicologists for a recording in 1977.11 The music was, by all reports, of a loudness sufficient to elicit exciting opposition from the audience; on one occasion irate listeners mounted the stage and attempted a violent intervention, no doubt very much to the composer’s taste.


  Perhaps inspired by the nightingale episode in Respighi’s Pines of Rome, Marinetti tried a new tack in 1933: he had some “field recordings” made on 78-RPM discs, including landscape noises, street music, human nonverbal vocal sounds (“the wheh wheh wheh of a baby boy,” “surprised Ooooooh of an 11-year-old girl,” etc.), rhythmic environmental noises (dripping water, keys turning in locks, electric doorbells), individual tones produced on various musical instruments, “pure silence” (i.e., the sound of the phonograph needle in the groove), and so forth, and assembled the sounds into collages performed by assistants, standing at phonograph turntables, who played the records on cue.


  GENERATING SYNTHETIC SOUNDS


  Another approach was taken by electrical engineers in several countries, who designed new musical instruments that produced sounds that flaunted the electronic origins that made them sounds specific to the twentieth century. Perhaps the earliest, very likely the simplest, and surely the most famous, was invented in 1920 by a Russian physicist named Lev Sergeyevich Termen (1896–1993, also renowned as a television pioneer), who thought he was building a burglar alarm. His device featured a pair of antennas that set up an electromagnetic field, into which the intrusion of any electrical conductor (say a human body) would touch off a signal from a radio oscillator.
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  FIG. 4-1 Luigi Russolo, Il risveglio di una città (“The awakening of a city,” 1914), a composition for an ensemble of futurist intonarumori (noise intoners). Reading down the left margin of the score as usual, they are ululatori (hooters), rombatori (rumblers), crepitatori (cracklers), stropicciatori (scrapers), scoppiatori (exploders), ronzator i (buzzers), gorgogliatori (gurglers), and sibilatori (hissers).
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  FIG. 4-2 Lev Sergeyevich Termen (Leon Théremin) with his termenvox (theremin).


  As one approached the vertical antenna at the top of the cabinet, the signal (just a controlled version of the “squeal” one obtained between stations when tuning an early radio) became higher in pitch; as one approached the loop antenna at the side of the instrument, the signal became weaker (and silent if one touched the antenna, making articulations possible). An amateur cellist, Ter-men amused himself by moving his hands in such a way as to make the invisible field respond with tunes from his repertory: Massenet’s Elegy, Saint-Säens’s The Swan, and the like. Since he found himself playing his new instrument without touching it, just moving his hands in the air, Termen christened his invention the “etherphone.” In March 1922, Termen was summoned to demonstrate his device to Vladimir Lenin, the head of the young Soviet government, in his office at the Moscow Kremlin. Lenin was interested in the machine chiefly as a security device. He wrote to Trotsky, the head of the Red Army, suggesting that they procure some etherphones so that the guard duties of the Kremlin cadets might be reduced. But he also authorized Termen to tour Russia with a free railway pass and show off his invention as a miraculous musical instrument one did not touch, as propaganda for the wonders of electricity (one of Lenin’s pet slogans being “Communism is Soviet power plus electrification of the whole country”). In 1924, after Soviet Russia had signed a patent convention with Germany, Termen was sent abroad to set up a facility for the mass production of his instrument, to be marketed as the Termenvox.


  In Germany, and later in the United States, where he lived and worked from 1927 to 1938 (both as promoter of his electrical devices and as a Soviet espionage agent), the inventor signed his name Leon Theremin, and his instrument became known, simply, as the theremin. The manner in which it was promoted, and the repertoire that (following the inventor’s lead) was normally performed on it, led to its being regarded as something like an electronic violin or cello, rather than a vehicle for a new music. Few composers took an interest in it. John Cage went out of his way, in his lecture on the Future of Music, to deride “Thereministes,” who, despite the “genuinely new possibilities” that the device offered in its unbroken frequency continuum, “did their utmost to make the instrument sound like some old instrument, giving it a sickeningly sweet vibrato, and performing upon it, with difficulty, masterpieces from the past.” In effect, Cage complained, “Thereministes act as censors, giving the public those sounds they think the public will like.” As a vexing result, “we are shielded from new sound experiences.”12 A somewhat more optimistic and imaginative view was taken by Ernst Toch (1887–1964), an Austrian composer who would eventually emigrate to the United States, but who caught the theremin act in Berlin. He realized that the inventor’s lack of musical sophistication, and his exclusive interest in marketing his instrument as a medium for conventional performance rather than for composition, made him a poor herald of its possibilities. Reacting precisely the way Busoni might have done, Toch noted that “the concrete material of music has consisted until now of a limited series of exactly fixed pitches and of a limited series of exactly fixed sound colors,” and complained that “the closer Theremin in his ‘concert’ attempts to come to them, to produce them in a deceiving manner, the less interesting his demonstration becomes for the composer.” What interested Toch was not the performance of the hackneyed musical selections but rather


  
    
      the sound phenomena which, demonstrated before the “concert” and during the lecture as rough raw material, often similar to animal or climatological sounds of nature, appeared during the “concert” as uncalled-for byproducts and hardly noticed waste products. Just in these lies the fertile germ of a true new vista which Theremin lays open to the composer of music, still incalculable in its consequences,

    

  


  


  —for in them one heard material that “lies between the fixed pitches and between the fixed tone colors: rich, tempting, promising and enchanting for the artist.”13


  Most of the music composed for (or performed on) the theremin was of the hackneyed substitute-violin type. The first concerted work for the instrument, Simfonicheskaya misteriya (“Symphonic mysterium”) by Andrey Pashchenko (1885–1972), composed in 1923 on commission from the Soviet government, incorporated its eerie, otherworldly timbre into a Scriabinesque pastiche for orchestra. The best-known concerto for the instrument, written in 1944 by the Cypriot-American composer Anis Fuleihan (1900–70) for Clara Rockmore (1911–98), a Russian-American violin prodigy who became the world’s most accomplished “thereministe,” was an exercise in orientalisms. Rockmore’s special achievement was to defeat the built-in glissando normally heard between the notes within the theremin’s seamless pitch continuum and (with the help of some attachments the inventor designed for her) to actually manage staccato articulations and fast passagework without sacrificing purity of intonation.


  It was a marvelous feat, but in light of Toch’s comment, it defeated the instrument’s potential as a novel resource for composers. The only composer to capitalize fully on the theremin’s “defects” was the Australian-American Percy Grainger (1882–1961), best known during his lifetime as a piano virtuoso who, significantly, had studied briefly with Busoni and had been infected with the latter’s idealistic notions of musical freedom. The theremin, which had no “natural” tuning system, was completely free of prejudice where intervals were concerned.


  Busoni had ended his Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music with ruminations about microtones, but warned that all fixed tuning systems, whether based on equal semitones, quarter tones, or sixth tones, were equally arbitrary artifacts of culture when compared with nature’s limitless resources. Tempered keyboard instruments, the great pianist fumed, “have so thoroughly schooled our ears that we are no longer capable of hearing anything else—incapable of hearing except through this impure medium. Yet Nature created an infinite gradation—infinite! Who still knows it nowadays?”14 The theremin, Grainger was quick to realize, offered that infinite gradation to composers. It could turn Busoni’s fantasy of a free music into a practical reality.


  He had responded immediately to Busoni’s Sketch with a composition actually titled Free Music for string quartet (1907). After hearing Clara Rockmore’s debut recital, Grainger arranged the piece for four theremins, and completed a sequel, Free Music No. 2 for six theremins, in 1936. In a letter to the critic Olin Downes, he echoed Busoni’s nature rhapsodies, rejoicing that he had created conditions under which “a melody is as free to roam thru space as a painter is free to draw & paint free lines, free curves, create free shapes.”15 A description he wrote for publication was more reminiscent of Futurismo: “It seems to me absurd to live in an age of flying and yet not be able to execute tonal glides and curves.”16 He invented a special notation for his glides and curves, plotting them on graph paper in inks of different colors to represent the different instruments in the ensemble. He never published the scores, however; nor were the Free Musics ever performed. What held Grainger back was the sense, reminiscent of Cage, that music could never be truly free as long as human beings were involved in its performance:


  
    
      Too long has music been subject to the limitations of the human hand, and subject as well to the interfering interpretations of a middleman: the performer. A composer wants to speak to his public direct. Machines (if properly constructed and properly written for) are capable of niceties of emotional expression impossible to a human performer.17

    

  


  


  Grainger was among those who placed their creative ideas on hold, awaiting the advent of a technology that might render them feasible. In 1944, he collaborated with an engineer acquaintance in designing a “Free Music Machine” that would combine the sound-gliding principle of the theremin with a mechanism for performing “complex irregular rhythms accurately, rhythms much too difficult for human beings to execute.” They built a working model in 1955, by which time tape technology was available; but Grainger, creatively exhausted, did not take advantage of it.


  Meanwhile, as Albert Glinsky, Lev Termen’s biographer, put it, “the theremin debate — melodic voice instrument or microtonal sound resource — was easily reconciled among the larger public; it came down to the instrument as simple, quirky entertainment.”18 Until a new wave of interest in the instrument was suddenly inspired in its homeland by the 1991 demise of the Soviet Union, few if any serious compositions for it postdated Fuleihan’s concerto. Instead, it became a ubiquitous sound effect in radio dramas (beginning with the Green Hornet mystery serial) and science fiction and horror movies, or “psychological thrillers” (beginning with Robert Emmet Dolan’s 1944 score for Lady in the Dark and continuing the next year with Alfred Hitchcock’s classic Spellbound, with music by Miklós Rózsa). In the 1950s simple theremin-type devices were marketed in do-it-yourself kits to teenagers, and began turning up in youth-oriented popular music (most famously, in 1966, in the Beach Boys’ Good Vibrations).


  Less notorious than the theremin, and less spectacular, but perhaps more significant in terms of the musical repertory that it stimulated, was a device called ondes musicales (“musical waves”), unveiled in 1928 by the French engineer Maurice Martenot (1898-1980) and now called ondes martenot after him. It produces its sound on the same principle as the theremin. At first the performer inserted a finger in a ring and pulled a ribbon from side to side to alter the pitch along a smooth continuum. Later models added a keyboard to make conventional tunings available in addition to glissando effects.


  Its greater compatibility with familiar musical styles and playing techniques made the ondes martenot easier than the theremin to assimilate into standard musical practice. Pianists or organists could master it quickly, and it could effectively augment symphony orchestras with extremely low sounds (Arthur Honegger, a member of Les Six, preferring it for this purpose to the contrabassoon) or, alternatively, a high vibrato-laden wail that Olivier Messiaen exploited memorably to evoke the figure of the love goddess in his Turangalîlasymphonie of 1948. After the war a class in ondes martenot was established at the Paris Conservatory, and Pierre Boulez won his first local fame as an exponent of the instrument.


  The trautonium, a third electronic instrument of a type similar to the theremin and the ondes martenot, was invented around 1930 by the German engineer Friedrich Trautwein (1888 -1956), but never had a comparable success. Its playing technique, involving the pressure of a finger against a continuous metal wire on which pitches were marked off, was more easily learned than that of the theremin, but it lacked the ondes’s advantage of a keyboard. Hindemith, who made a point of writing concertos or sonatas for every instrument, wrote a Konzertstück for trautonium and strings (never published) in 1931. Later a pair of keyboards was added to the design by one of Trautwein’s former pupils. In this form the instrument (or at least its sounds) became familiar to moviegoers from the soundtrack score by Bernard Herrmann (1911-75), with Remi Gassman and Oskar Sala, to Alfred Hitchcock’s horror thriller The Birds (1963).


  A MAXIMALIST OUT OF SEASON


  Another composer who sought to realize a Busonian vision using electronic instruments as early as he possibly could, but had to wait, was the Franco-American Edgar (or Edgard) Varèse (1883-1965), a remarkable — and remarkably isolated—figure on the avantgarde scene at a time when there was virtually no musical avantgarde to speak of. Like Iannis Xenakis (see chapter 2), Varèse was trained in mathematics and engineering before he studied music seriously. In 1907, after reading Busoni’s Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music, he went to Berlin and sought the author out as a mentor. His interest in electric instruments was kindled even before World War I, at first by the “dynaphone,” an early sound synthesizer invented by the French engineer René Bertrand.


  Varèse moved to New York in 1915 and at first tried to make a career as a conductor. His earliest American opus, on which he worked between 1918 and 1921, was a gigantic orchestral score called Amériques. (The title did not refer only to the continents of the New World; in the vocabulary of Europeans, “an America” often meant a magnificent discovery.) It showed the influence of Busoni’s “free music” theorizing in the parts it contained for two sirens, acoustical devices consisting of a metal disk pierced with holes arranged equidistantly in a circle and rotated by means of a handle over a jet of compressed air that whistles through the holes at a frequency determined by the speed of rotation. Invented for use as fog signals or as warning devices on fire engines or ambulances, sirens are not normally thought of as musical instruments; but as he put it much later in an essay called “The Liberation of Sound,” Varèse”always felt the need of a kind of continuous flowing curve that instruments could not give me”19 — exactly what Grainger had sought in his Free Music. The sirens in Amériques are played by two of the eleven percussionists the piece requires.
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  FIG. 4-3 Edgard Varèse listening to Poème électronique, 1958.


  And just as Grainger turned from strings to theremins, so Varèse replaced the sirens in Amériques, on its French premiere in 1929, with a pair of ondes martenot. For a later piece, a neoprimitivist choral fantasy called Ecuatorial to a text from the Mayan scripture Popul Vuh, he commissioned from their inventor a pair of theremins of especially high and piercing range, capable of producing near-supersonic frequencies and providing the wailing timbres, soaring glissandos, and endlessly sustained notes that constituted Varèse’s imagined pre-Columbian music in all its “elemental rude intensity.”20 The work was first performed in April 1934, under Nicolas Slonimsky, with the specially designed theremins; but when published, the score again specified the more readily available ondes martenot.


  That publication did not take place until 1961. Varèse’s music of the 1920s and 1930s was out of joint with its time. He was nurturing, or trying to nurture, the complementary spirits of neoprimitivism and futurism far into the age of neoclassic irony, seeking to keep the frantically optimistic Art of Noises alive in a period when the defense of high culture seemed sooner to demand pessimistic retrenchment. The very summit of musical futurism was a trio of rugged compositions by Varèse, composed in New York between 1922 and 1931, that sported titles borrowed from the world of science. Hyperprism (1923) and Intégrales (1925) were scored for small wind bands with outsize percussion sections. Ionisation (1931) was a composition for percussion alone: thirteen players on a total of forty-one instruments.


  Varèse’s “scientistic” titles are not easily interpreted. Hyperprism refers, presumably, to the intensification of a prismatic (refractive or light-bending) function, hence to the breaking down of a formal whole (e.g., white light) into contrasting components (e.g., spectral colors). That definition has been more or less plausibly related to the episodic nature of Varèse’s composition, with its many short sections in contrasting tempos. Integrals, in calculus, are expressions from which a set of functions can be derived; Varèse’s title has been interpreted, accordingly, as referring to the subsumption of the many differentiated sections of the composition by that name into a unified whole. In both cases a similar phenomenon—namely, awhole broken down into a contrasting yet interrelated multiplicity—is described from differing perspectives. But so could anysonata or symphony movement. The scientistic titles are evocative rather than explanatory.


  Ionisation, the percussion piece, is perhaps easier to describe in terms of an implied program. A far grander, more romantic conception than, say, John Cage’s spare, Apollonian Imaginary Landscapes, for all its sonic novelty (and despite its seemingly technical title) it makes easily recognized expressive gestures that aim (like the Futurists’ Art of Noises, like the work of all maximalists) at a traditionally cathartic emotional effect. Nor is there anything in it of the sarcasm or satire exuded by Shostakovich’s percussion entr’acte from The Nose, composed a few years earlier. Varèse sought a candid, forthright exaltation of a kind that had been put out of bounds by the canons of fashionable neoclassical taste; but he wanted to achieve it in a manner that truly “suffices to provide musical expression of our emotions and our conceptions,”21 as he put it in a roundtable discussion, “La méchanisation de la musique,” held in Paris in 1930, while Ionisation was in progress.


  Beginning darkly and quietly, with siren tones of “curving” pitch and indeterminate “flowing” expanse, Ionisation musters increasingly definite rhythms (like the abrupt unison hemiolas at 7), mounting volume (like the entrance of the high and low anvils [enclumes] at 9), and a gradually rising tessitura until it reaches a blazing climax that seems to engender fixed musical pitch (piano, tubular chimes, glockenspiel at 13) as if it were the outcome or precipitate of the electrochemical reaction named in the title.


  Between them, Ionisation and Ecuatorial could be said to bring the complementary futurist and neoprimitivist impulses in twentiethcentury music to a climax and a temporary conclusion, for after them came a long silence. Between 1934 and 1954, Varèse completed only three works, none of them very substantial: Densité 21.5, a sixty-one-measure composition for unaccompanied flute, written in 1936 on commission from the flautist Georges Barrère, who wanted a showpiece to inaugurate his new platinum instrument (21.5 being the specific gravity or density of platinum as it was then measured); Étude pour Espace (Study for “Space”), a short chorus accompanied by two pianos and percussion (performed once in 1947 but never published), excerpted from a grandiose choral symphony on which Varèse worked sporadically for decades but never finished; and Dance for Burgess, composed at the request of the actor Burgess Meredith, a friend, for a projected Broadway show, but never performed.


  During the 1940s Varèse dropped into obscurity. His earlier fame, unsupported by ongoing performances or recordings, lapsed into a reputation for eccentricity. The most characteristic glimpse of him during the silent decade came by way of Henry Miller, an American surrealist writer widely regarded at the time as a pornographer, who included a chapter on Varèse, first published by a London arts magazine, in a collection of travel essays about America, The Air-Conditioned Nightmare, that appeared in 1945. It was called “With Edgar Varèse in the Gobi Desert,” and it opened with a scenario Varèse had sketched for Espace, the never-to-be-finished choral symphony, in 1929. It reads like a high-tech updating of Scriabin’s similarly unfinished and unfinishable theosophical Mysterium, and provides a fitting epitaph for the spent maximalist impulse:


  
    
      The world awake! Humanity on the march. Nothing can stop it. A conscious humanity neither exploitable nor pitiable. Marching! Going! They march! Millions of feet endlessly tramping, treading, pounding, striding. Rhythms change: quick, slow, staccato, dragging, treading, pounding, striding. GO! The final crescendo giving the impression that confidently, pitilessly, the going will never stop … projecting itself into space …


      Voices in the sky, as though magic, invisible hands were turning on and off the knobs of fantastic radios, filling all space, crisscrossing, overlapping, penetrating each other, splitting up, superimposing, repulsing each other, colliding, crashing. Phrases, slogans, utterances, chants, proclamations: China, Russia, Spain, the Fascist states and the opposing Democracies, all breaking their paralyzing crusts.


      What should be avoided: tones of propaganda, as well as any journalistic speculation on timely events and doctrines. I want the epic impact of our epoch, stripped of its mannerisms and snobbisms. I suggest using here and there snatches of phrases from American, French, Russian, Chinese, Spanish, German revolutions: shooting stars, also words recurring like pounding hammer blows or throbbing in an underground ostinato, stubborn and ritualistic.


      I should like an exultant, even prophetic tone—incantatory, the writing, however, lean and bare, stripped for action, almost like the account of a prizefight, blow for blow, the audience kept keyed-up, tense and unconscious of the style of the announcer. Also some phrases out of folklore—for the sake of their human, nearthe-earth quality. I want to encompass everything that is human, from the most primitive to the farthest reaches of science.22

    

  


  


  “What sort of proclamation can this be?” Miller wrote. “An anarchist running amok? A Sandwich Islander on the war-path? No, my friends, these are the words of Edgar Varèse, a composer.”23 The tone, meant as sympathetic, made it hard to take the described subject very seriously. Even to enthusiasts like Miller, maximalism had reached the point where preemptive caricature was required. “What interests me about Varèse,” he went on, “is the fact that he seems unable to get a hearing.”24 But it was not only the indifference of those committed to the “mannerisms and snobbisms” of the neoclassical revival that marginalized Varèse. He was at a technological impasse, imagining a music that could not be realized in actual sound.


  “REAL” VS. “PURE”


  It was the advent of the tape recorder, the development described at the beginning of this chapter, that rescued Varèse from his creative hiatus and brought about something of a futurist resurgence, coinciding with the emergence of the postwar avantgarde. That made it possible to look upon Varèse’s compositions of the 1920s and 1930s not only as quaintly heroic echoes of an exhausted past but, just as plausibly, as harbingers of an abundant future. He found himself cast as a mentor to a new generation of composers, and became the only member of his generation to apply himself to the new technology of “organized sound,”25 to use the term Varèse offered (in an article published in 1940) as a means of evading “the monotonous question: ‘But is it music?’ “ The question was inevitable, since the new medium of electronic music was able at last to fulfill John Cage’s prediction of 1940 and “MAKE AVAILABLE FOR MUSICAL PURPOSES ANY AND ALL SOUNDS THAT CAN BE HEARD,” and do it in a way that was entirely practicable. (Cage, too, had offered, “if the word ‘music’ is sacred,” to call the activity he foresaw “organization of sound” and the composer an “organizer of sound.”) That meant all at once admitting to the domain of music a wide variety of sounds for which no musical notation existed and to which no existing rules of composition were applicable. But as Varèse somewhat gloomily predicted in “The Liberation of Sound,” “I am afraid it will not be long before some musical mortician begins embalming electronic music in rules.”26


  From the beginning, composers of electronic music formed themselves into two main camps, replicating the division that previously existed between the Futurists, who wished to encompass the whole universe of life-sounds into their music, and the Synthesists, as we may call them, who sought sounds specific to the new medium (hence detached, in the manner of abstract art, from the sound repertory of lived reality). The former, who came first chronologically, were the composers of musique concrète, a music that advertised itself, and sought its justification, on the basis of its relationship to the sound-world of “concrete” sensory reality.


  The term was coined in 1948 by Pierre Schaeffer (1910-95), a sound engineer employed in Paris by the Radiodiffusion française, the French national broadcasting network. The idea went back directly to Filippo Marinetti’s prewar sintesi radiofonici, and indeed, Schaeffer’s first concrète compositions were made by montaging sounds preserved on phonograph discs, usually in “locked grooves” that created ostinatos the way tape loops would later do. One of the earliest such pieces, Concert de bruits (“Concert of noises”), broadcast over the French radio in 1948, harks back even in its title to the language of Futurism. Its movements included an Étude aux chemins defer (“Railroad study”) and an Étude aux casseroles (“Saucepan study”). A couple of Schaeffer’s early studies, Étude violette and Étude noire, were based on the sounds of Pierre Boulez’s piano playing.


  Schaeffer was quick, however, to avail himself of the new possibilities of splicing and of speed and envelope alteration that the new medium of tape editing allowed. Together with Pierre Henry (b. 1927), another sound engineer at the radio studio who had had some formal training in composition, Schaeffer founded the Groupe de Recherche de Musique Concrète (1950), and began issuing fully formed compositions on tape: the first was called Symphonie pour un homme seul (“Symphony for one man alone”), and consisted entirely of manipulated body sounds, not limited to those produced by the speech organs. The masterpiece of the original musique concrète studio was Henry’s Orphée, or “The Veil of Orpheus” (1953), a ritualistic drama, existing only as sounds on tape, that graphically enacts the death of Orpheus, torn limb from limb by the Bacchantes. The voyeuristic (or should we call it auditeuristic) preoccupation with violence completes the parallel with Futurism. It provoked a violent counterdemonstration from the audience at Donaueschingen in 1953.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 4-4 Pierre Schaeffer, pioneer of musique concrète.


  Once tape recorders were installed, many of the prominent postwar avantgardists, including Messiaen, Boulez, and Stockhausen, paid visits to Schaeffer’s studio at Paris Radio. But after a couple of desultory experiments they drifted off again. Only Xenakis stayed, working with musique concrète into the 1960s, and reveling like Henry in a poetry of violence that, in his case, served to sublimate his wartime experiences in works like Diamorphoses (1957), which incorporated the sounds of jet engines, earthquakes, and automobile crashes.


  The Darmstadt “zero hour” impulse required a different high-tech outlet: that of elektronische Musik, which in its original German formulation did not have the general applicability of its English counterpart, “electronic music,” but referred to music based exclusively on electronically synthesized sounds—the purer, the better. Synthetic sounds carried no stigma from the world of entertainment, whereas the often amusing or terrifying musique concrète was reminiscent of radio sound effects and the soundtracks of films or animated cartoons. For composers in the Germanic modernist orbit, who set enormous store by the romantic concepts of ernste Musik (“serious music,” as against “entertainment”) and of artistic autonomy, the neutrality of synthesized sound, its freedom from worldly associations, constituted its chief appeal. (They were obviously unaware of the associations that had accrued to the theremin, and later to the trautonium, in Hollywood.)


  The German hub of operations for electronic music, as mentioned in chapter 1, was the studio at Radio Cologne that was set up in 1951 with the aid of the American occupying forces, under the direction of Herbert Eimert (1897–1972). Eimert, an early follower of Schoenberg and an authority on twelve-tone music, saw electronic music not as “the great opening up of music to all sounds” that Cage had predicted, but rather as a source of new “parameters” for serial manipulation (overtones, for example, governing timbre), extending the serial reach far beyond what was measurable or controllable on conventionally played instruments. “It is certain that no means of musical control could have been established over electronic material had it not been for the revolutionary thought of Anton Webern,” Eimert asserted. “Talk of ‘humanized’ electronic sound may be left to unimaginative instrument makers,”27 he added with characteristic intolerance. We know by now whom he had in mind.


  The symptomatic early electronic compositions from Cologne were the two serial Studien (1953, 1954) by Stockhausen, constructed from the purest sound of all, that of “sine waves,” single frequencies without any overtones, obtainable only under laboratory conditions in the studio, never in nature. They are produced by audio generators or oscillators, which can be programmed to emit sounds with prespecified, artificially simple overtone structures, all named from the way their waves look when analyzed by another studio instrument, called the oscilloscope, and displayed on its screen.


  The overtoneless signal produces a waveform like a sine curve as plotted by trigonometry students on graph paper. A signal with artificially emphasized even partials produces a waveform with flat peaks, and is therefore called a square wave. One that emphasizes the odd partials looks like the cutting edge of a saw on the screen and is called the sawtooth wave. Another generator produces “white noise,” the hissing sound of the full frequency spectrum in simultaneous display. White noise can be processed through a “band-pass filter” to produce sounds of indefinite pitch but identifiable register. Other sound-modifying devices include modulators and reverberators. The first suppresses the fundamentals of two sounds and replaces them with their sums and/or differences; the second enhances sounds by allowing them to echo in an acoustical chamber of variable size.


  Stockhausen’s Elektronische Studie II (1954) was the first electronic composition to be issued not only as a prerecorded tape but also as a published score (Fig. 4-5). The notation resembles conventional musical notation insofar as it is a pair of grids, a vertical grid to represent greater and lesser quantities and a horizontal grid to represent elapsing time. It has three levels. The one on top measures the frequency range of the sine-wave bands in hertz, or cycles-per-second (cps). The one in the middle is a simple centimeter scale to measure duration (at a rate of 76.2 centimeters of unscrolling tape per second). At bottom is a dynamic scale to measure increasing and decreasing sound volume in decibels. The relationship between diagonals and verticals represents the sound “envelope”: a vertical line represents a sudden attack or cutoff. Diagonals, depending on their declivities, represent faster or slower crescendos and decrescendos. As already observed in chapter 1, the relationship between the score and the sound in an electronic composition is not the usual one, since there are no performers whose actions need to be prescribed. Conceivably, the score of Stockhausen’s study could be used to duplicate the composition in the studio, as an architect’s plan can be used to duplicate a building. But there is no practical need for such duplication in the case of electronic music, since a second tape recorder can instantly and automatically record, hence duplicate in playback, the sounds emitted by the original tape.
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  FIG. 4-5 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Elektronische Studie II (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1954).


  There is even less practical justification for the “Hörpartitur” created ex post facto for Artikulation, Ligeti’s Cologne exercise of 1958, described and displayed in chapter 60. Its status was rather that of a poster or an art print advertising the work of the studio (and, in cold-war terms, advertising the support “Western” governments were prepared to invest in avantgarde activities for their propaganda value). But that was not the only propaganda context into which the new musical medium was inserted from its very infancy. The rivalry between musique concrète and elektronische Musik quickly became the latest bout in the old contest between French clarté and esprit (clarity and wit) and German Tiefgründigkeit (profundity), and between the agreeable naturalness of French art and the labored artifice of German. An official statement issued by the Groupe de Recherche de Musique Concrète and reprinted on the first European commercial recording of tape music (Panorama de “Musique Concrète,“ issued in 1957 under the auspices of UNESCO), started right off with the warning:


  
    
      One of the most common errors with regard to musique concrète is to confuse it with its very different rival, Electronic Music, which originated in Germany and which is entirely concerned with the artificial, electronic manufacture of sounds, built up from a basic sinus tone. In truth, so far from eschewing “sound realism” by relying on the electron, musique concrète makes use of real sounds, which are natural, rather than synthetic, in order to rework them with the aid of special instruments such as the tape recorder (phonogène) .... Musique concrète stems more from acoustics, therefore, than from electronics.28

    

  


  


  This mini cold war was breached somewhat in 1956 with Stockhausen’s Gesang der Jünglinge (“Song of the youths”), an electronic fantasy inspired by the parable from the biblical Book of Daniel about the survival of the Three Holy Children Shad-rach, Meshach, and Abednego in Nebuchadnezzar’s burning fiery furnace. The music places the sound of a boy’s voice chanting the biblical text together with electronically synthesized signals, but the two layers are kept distinct. Even the recorded voice was manipulated according to serialist principles, as were the “trajectories” by which the sound was circulated among the five groups of playback loudspeakers that were set up for the first performances. (The version of Gesang der Jünglinge that was issued on a commercial stereo disc a few years later had to be mixed down to two channels, so that much of the serially structured “directionality” of the original was lost.) The second version of Stockhausen’s Kontakte (1960) breached another divide: it adds a layer of live performed music (piano and percussion) to a previously completed “pure” electronic score of the same name (1959), thus bridging the gap between music performed in real time, in which notation carries out its usual task, and music definitively fixed on tape without mediation. The piece also marked a veer away from strict serialism toward the collage-like “moment form” that Stockhausen developed as a response to Cage’s indeterminacy.


  Later still, Stockhausen began applying his collage techniques to concrete sounds, often prerecorded music. His Hymnen (1967) is based on the sounds of national anthems from around the world, often set together in a kind of electronic counterpoint that Stockhausen called “intermodulation,” whereby the sounds of two or more anthems would be mutually modified by the use of a ring modulator, the studio device that adds and subtracts the frequencies of sounds while suppressing their fundamentals. Stockhausen intended intermodulation as a metaphor for international cooperation, or, more generally, for “the universality of past, present and future, of distant places and spaces.”29 Like Scriabin a half century before him, the composer began to advertise (and perhaps conceive of) his music as a means for actually producing the social and historical changes that it symbolized. Like Cage, Stockhausen began at this point to assume the role of a spiritual guru.


  THE NEW TECHNOLOGY SPREADS


  Tape music came to America somewhat by accident. Vladimir Ussachevsky (1911–90), then an instructor in music at Columbia University, obtained a grant in 1951 to purchase a pair of Ampex tape recorders on behalf of the department for recording “Composers Forum” concerts on campus for library preservation. The tape recorders and microphones were stored between concerts at Ussachevsky’s home or in his office, and he began amusing himself by recording and transforming the sounds of his own piano playing, eventually with the help of an engineer from the university radio station, who created a device for obtaining and controlling “feedback,” a type of mechanical reverberation produced by feeding the output of a tape playback into the same tape recorder’s recording head.


  Ussachevsky presented some of these “experiments,” frankly so called, at a Composers Forum of his own on 8 May 1952. Only one, “Underwater Valse” (a demonstration of feedback) was given the dignity of a title. A review by Henry Cowell, in his day also an enthusiastic experimenter with new sounds, welcomed the feedback device less as a technical breakthrough than for the poetic feelings that it evoked. That would be typical of American musique concrète, which generally preferred to work its surrealistic transformations on prerecorded musical sounds rather than on “natural” or environmental ones. Of the feedback, Cowell remarked that


  
    
      One would not expect such a series of mechanical repetitions to be related to human experience, yet to nearly everyone the effect seems to suggest some half-forgotten, elusive experience. Several people have testified independently that the sounds correspond to what is heard at one level of consciousness during the process of going under an an esthetic; others recall having heard such automatic sounds in dreams.30

    

  


  


  Ussachevsky’s extension and expansion of instrumental ranges and timbres was also acclaimed. “An A two octaves below the lowest A on the piano was produced by playing a recording of the lowest A at one-fourth speed,” Cowell marveled. “The fundamental pitch was inaudible, but its powerful low overtones produced an otherwise unheard-of timbre.” Whether experiments or compositions, these early efforts of Ussachevsky’s were issued on a commercial recording (Sounds of New Music, Folkways, 1958) that gave them permanent status as the earliest “classics” of American electronic music.


  One of Ussachevsky’s Columbia colleagues, Otto Luening (1900–96), had been a disciple of Busoni’s in Switzerland during and immediately after World War I, and was therefore predisposed to take a lively interest in Ussachevsky’s tape experiments, seeing in them the promise of finally realizing Busoni’s romantic vision of “free music.” He invited Ussachevsky to present his experiments that summer at a composers’ conference in Bennington, Vermont, and, a former professional flautist, began making experiments alongside him, so that the early sound repertoire of American musique concrète now included the manipulated sonorities of their two instruments, along with sounds of percussion and of conversational speech.


  The results of their summer’s work were unveiled at a widely publicized and reported concert of “tape music” held on 28 October 1952 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Leopold Stokowski, the superstar conductor who had led the premiere performance of Fuleihan’s theremin concerto during the war, and of Varèse’s Amériques before that, was on hand to lend some glamour to the occasion and to make some introductory remarks. They were remarkably to the point: “I am often asked: What is tape music, and how is it made? Tape music is music that is composed directly with sound instead of first being written on paper and later made to sound. Just as the painter paints his picture directly with colors, so the musician composes his music directly with tone.”31 In the audience that evening, entranced, was Luciano Berio, then living in the United States on a fellowship. On his return home, he made contact with Bruno Maderna, the somewhat older Italian avantgardist who had already taught at Darmstadt and worked both at the Paris musique concrète studio and at the Cologne studio for elektronische Musik. Together they established the Studio di Fonologia Musicale at the state-supported radio station in Milan, for which Berio received funding by agreeing to furnish electronic soundtrack music for a series of films to be shown on Italian television.


  The Milan studio, thanks to its exceptionally well endowed facilities, its attendant concert series and newsletter, and above all the government grant money it was authorized to dispense, became another magnet, alongside Darmstadt, for international talent. Its first creative emission, a joint composition by the two directors, was Ritratto di città (“Portrait of a city”), a collage of city sounds through the course of a working day, assembled in conscious tribute to the pioneering efforts of the futuristi for broadcast over the station that supported the studio.


  Three of the early classics of the emerging repertoire of tape music were created at the Milan studio. The philosophy that reigned there was intentionally eclectic, in implied criticism of the respective purisms of Paris and Cologne, and the works produced covered the gamut of existing techniques. Berio’s Thema (1958), subtitled “Omaggio a Joyce,” is widely regarded as a masterpiece (perhaps the masterpiece) of musique concrète. Its sound source was a reading by the composer’s wife, the American singer Cathy Berberian (1925–83), of the first page from the eleventh chapter (“Sirens”) of James Joyce’s epic novel Ulysses (1922):


  
    Bronze by gold heard the hoofirons, steelyringing.

    Imperthnthn thnthnthn.

    Chips, picking chips off rocky thumbnail, chips.

    Horrid! And gold flushed more.

  


  
    5 A husky fifenote blew.

    Blew. Blue bloom is on the.

    Goldpinnacled hair.

    A jumping rose on satiny breast of satin, rose of Castile.

    Trillin, trilling: Idolores.

  


  


  
    10 Peep! Who’s in the … . peepofgold?

    Tink cried to bronze in pity.

    And a call, pure, long and throbbing. Longindying call.

    Decoy. Soft word. But look: the bright stars fade.

    Notes chirruping answer.

  


  


  
    15 O rose! Castile. The morn is breaking.

    Jingle jingle jaunted jingling.

    Coin rang. Clock clacked.

    Avowal. Sonnez. I could. Rebound of garter. Not leave thee.

    Smack. La cloche! Thigh smack. Avowal. Warm.

  


  


  
    20 Sweetheart, goodbye!

    Jingle. Bloo.

    Boomed crashing chords. When love absorbs. War! War!

    The tympanum.

    A sail! A veil awave upon the waves.

  


  


  
    25 Lost. Throstle fluted. All is lost now.

    Horn. Hawhorn.

    When first he saw. Alas!

    Full tup. Full throb.

    Warbling. Ah, lure! Alluring.

  


  


  
    30 Martha! Come!

    Clapclap. Clipclap. Clappyclap.

    Goodgod henev erheard inall.

    Deaf bald Pat brought pad knife took up.

    A moonlit nightcall: far, far.

  


  


  
    35 I feel so sad. P. S. So lonely blooming.

    Listen!

    The spiked and winding cold seahorn. Have you the? Each, and for other,

    plash and silent roar. Pearls: when she. Liszt’s rhapsodies. Hissss.

  


  


  This prose poem represents music overheard by several of the novel’s characters as they walk the streets of Dublin. It is virtual verbal music, reverberating with sounds of hoof beats (thnthnthn), coins in pockets (jingle jingle), birds at dawn (notes chirruping answer), foghorns (far, far). It plays with homophones (Blew. Blue bloom; Ah, lure! Alluring) and alliterations (Liszt’s rhapsodies. Hissss) like surrealist song poetry. It names instruments (fife, tympanum, flute, horn), and even alludes to (or parodies) the titles of once-famous songs and arias: “When the Bloom Is on the Rye” (l. 6); “Goodbye, Sweetheart, Goodbye” (l. 20); “Tutto è sciolto” (All Is Lost) from Bellini’s opera La sonnambula (l. 25); “M’appari” (When First I Saw) from Flotow’s opera Martha (l. 27); “Tis the last rose of summer/Left blooming alone” (l. 35). There is even applause (Clipclap. Clappyclap). The whole chapter is often compared with a musical composition replete with thematic development, “tonal” modulation, onomatopoeia, counterpoint, recapitulations and so on, though literary analysts differ as to what form—sonata? fugue?—is being mimicked.


  Berio took Joyce’s own procedures as his point of departure, “emphasizing and developing,” as he put it, “the transition between a perceivable verbal message and musical utterance”32 that is already present in the original. By filtering the sound of the read text, copying it, cutting and splicing it, altering its speed, reversing it, and setting it in counterpoint (and sometimes in homophony) with itself, the composer converts the words into trills, glissandos, portamentos, and staccatos, turning what was discontinuous in the original into continuous sounds (Lisztsztszt’shissssssssss) or breaking what was rhythmically continuous in the original into periodic fragments. Sometimes the process works the other way, proceeding by degrees from musical sound to intelligible speech, blurring even further than Joyce did the line dividing onomatopoeia from semantics. Either way, “I attempted to establish a new relationship between speech and music, in which a discontinuous metamorphosis of one into the other can be developed.”33 As Joel Chadabe, a composer and historian of electronic music, has commented, “Berio said it, but Joyce might have said it as well.”34


  By contrast, Scambi (1957), by the Belgian composer Henri Pousseur (b. 1929), eschewed concrete sounds in favor of synthetic ones. The title means “quick changes,” or “exchanges,” and is based throughout on filtered white noise. The composer compared the process of composing it to sonic sculpture: just as Michelangelo claimed that to make a statue all one had to know was what parts of the marble block to remove, all it took to make electronic music out of white noise was knowing which parts of the sonic spectrum to block when. Inspired by Cage’s lectures on indeterminacy, Pousseur cast Scambi as an “open form”: a set of specifications for filtering, volume settings, and reverberation that could be variously realized in the studio.


  The version that was released commercially is the one the composer himself realized at the Milan studio, which (over his protests, so to speak) has become the “canonical” one. Berio, in collaboration with the composer, made another realization to show that it could be done, and so have various composers and studio technicians in Europe and the United States. But traditional notions of authorship have proven hardy. Despite commitment to the superficial freedom of “open form,” moreover, Scambi represents an effort, characteristic of its time, to maintain traditional reliance on a prescriptive score in a medium that threatened the preeminence of writing and the social hierarchy that writing had always underwritten.


  Communicating music from composer to performers (or, as here, to “realizers”) through writing elevates the one to the status of commander and lowers the others to the status of slaves. Electronic music promised liberation from this social relation, by turning the composer into a direct and independent maker of an object comparable to those produced by a painter or a poet. Varèse had looked forward to the electronic medium as the composer’s savior. “The composer,” he complained in the manifesto of 1921, “is the only one of the creators of today who is denied direct contact with the public.”35 The tape medium promised to eliminate the middleman, the performer; but in that case there would be no one to give orders to. That may be one reason why composers of electronic music seem in retrospect to have been so slow to greet it (or even see it) as the harbinger of a postliterate age.


  Another early tape composer who relied extensively on scores was Cage, who welcomed the electronic medium as the answer to all his prayers, but who in the 1950s employed it as just another way of filling his chance-predetermined “containers.” These precompositional plans or composing scores, on which Cage had been basing his compositions even before discovering chance operations, went on controlling his compositional acts even after the advent of tape recording. Paradoxically, moreover, the use of taped sounds made the process of “indeterminate” composing more arduous than ever.


  At Berio’s invitation, Cage came to Milan in 1958 to make an electronic realization for Fontana Mix (a graphic sound container that he had already prepared and filled with live performance sounds), as an accompaniment to Aria, a collage of vocal sounds that he wrote for Cathy Berberian. The principle of tape composition in Fontana Mix was similar to the one Cage had previously employed in Williams Mix (1952), his first electronic composition. The idea of both pieces went directly back to the epigraph to this chapter, Cage’s futuristic fantasy of a universal music that claimed “FOR MUSICAL PURPOSES ANY AND ALL SOUNDS THAT CANBEHEARD.”


  Williams Mix was realized with the help of Cage’s friends Louis and Bebe Barron, who had set up a little electronic music studio in their apartment where they produced soundtracks for science fiction films, eventually including some famous ones like Forbidden Planet (1956). Cage copied from them an encyclopedic library of about six hundred different recorded sounds. He cut them up into countless tape snippets, which he then stored by size in about 175 envelopes inside six big boxes labeled A through F, as follows:


  
    A. City sounds

    B. Country sounds

    C. Electronic sounds

    D. Manually produced sounds, including “normal” music

    E. Wind-produced sounds, including voice

    F. Small sounds requiring amplification to be heard.

  


  Using the I Ching as described in chapter 2, Cage devised the score. Snippets from the six boxes would be spliced into eight tracks for simultaneous playback, each track a mosaic of snippets defined by coin-tossing according to source, duration, pitch, loudness, and manner of cutting. The first task was to compile a gigantic list of coin-determined specifications to guide the splicing of the master tape. As Earle Brown, who volunteered to act as Cage’s technical assistant for the project, recalled:


  
    
      Anybody could toss the three coins and write down heads, heads, tails, do it again, tails, heads, heads, do it again, oh, three tails … . Anybody could do it, so when anybody would come to visit, John would hand them three coins and tell them how to do it and everybody would be sitting around tossing coins. That was the composing part of it.36

    

  


  


  The list of coin tosses was translated into a visual representation of each track of tape, drawn actual size. Then came the hard part. Putting the score under a plate of glass on a big table, Cage and Brown cut and spliced tape, laying the fragments end to end right over the score, as if following a dressmaker’s pattern. They worked for five months straight, from ten in the morning until five in the afternoon.


  
    
      We’d go over and paw through the envelopes until we came to the right one, as called for by the chance process. We’d pick up the envelope, take the piece of tape over, lay the tape on top of the glass under which was the score, and cut and splice exactly as was called for. Then we applied the pieces of recording tape onto splicing tape and then, between pieces of recording tape, we rubbed talcum powder so the splicing tape wouldn’t be sticky. After we did this, and we’d gotten a minute or so finished, we used to go over to a studio in New Jersey to make copies on a solid piece of tape. We didn’t even have a tape machine. We couldn’t hear anything. All we had were razor blades and talcum powder, no tape machine, it’s true. If we’d needed to use one, we could have gone to the Barrons’ studio. But John was doing it by chance. He didn’t need to hear. You only need to hear when you’re doing something by taste. It took so long, so bloody long, and it was boring to do all that cutting and splicing. John and I sat at opposite sides of the table and we talked about everything in the world.37

    

  


  


  Indeed, electronic music in its infancy was probably the most labor-intensive musical medium in all of history. The attraction of the Milan Studio for Cage, when he received the invitation from Berio to produce another “mix,” was the presence there of a random number generator to take the place of the coin tossing. The cutting and splicing, however, remained. Fontana Mix, which draws on an assortment of sounds provided by the studio and by Radio Italiana, is much shorter than Williams Mix. Even so, it took four months to realize. Reacting out of hurt to the usual (but now especially unjust) allegation that writing “chance music” was easy, Cage began making preemptive jokes. He told one reporter, for example, that to write Fontana Mix he merely brought a broom into the Milan studio, swept the floor, and spliced together the leavings from everybody else’s compositions.


  In retrospect, of course, the hard and boring work lent a heroic aspect to the legend of the tape-music pioneers and became a point of pride. Looking back on his “Omaggio a Joyce” in a 1982 interview, Berio made the most of it:


  
    
      In order to create certain effects, some sounds had to be copied sixty, seventy, and eighty times, and then spliced together. Then these tapes had to be copied further at different speeds in order to achieve new sound qualities more or less related to Cathy’s original delivery of the text … . I didn’t surrender to the difficulties. It’s surprising now to think that I spent several months of my life cutting tape while today I could achieve many of the same results in much less time by using a computer.38

    

  


  THE BIG SCIENCE PHASE


  Additional laborsaving steps were taken in New York, where Luening and Ussachevsky were receiving media exposure, followed by more prestigious performances and, finally, material grants. In December 1952 the pair were invited to appear on the “Today” show, then hosted by the announcer and commentator Dave Garroway. In April 1953, their pieces (including Incantation, their first joint composition) were included in a festival of musique concrète presented by Radiodiffusion française in Paris. Next, they received a commission from the Louisville Orchestra, funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, for a concerted piece for tape recorder and orchestra. The result, Rhapsodic Variations, was first performed in Louisville on 20 March 1954 and recorded the next year.


  Their method of collaboration was simple: they planned the piece together, agreed on which parts each would compose, then went home and did their assignments. In all, Luening and Ussachevsky wrote three compositions that pitted electronic music against the symphony orchestra. A Poem in Cycles and Bells (1954) was commissioned and performed by the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra. The New York Philharmonic commissioned Concerted Piece for Tape Recorder and Orchestra (1960) for nationwide broadcast on one of Leonard Bernstein’s very successful outreach programs for children.


  “Lunachevsky” began receiving commissions for theatrical music as well, and this gave the “pure” medium of tape music its widest early exposure. Together they provided incidental “scores” for Orson Welles’s 1956 production of King Lear at New York’s City Center and the 1958 Theater Guild production of Shaw’s Back to Methuselah. Ussachevsky alone supplied a short electronic sequence to supplement the soundtrack music for Alfred Hitchcock’s movie To Catch a Thief (1955). Another work of his, Linear Contrasts (1958), which included electronically synthesized sounds in addition to transformations of prerecorded musical instruments, was given its premiere at the Baden-Baden Festival in Germany.


  Quite unexpectedly, two very conventionally trained musicians had become New York’s dynamic duo of the avantgarde, and the very conservative music department where they taught—until then a bastion of neoclassical Americana under the stewardship of the opera specialist Douglas Moore (1893–1969), a pupil and disciple of the ultra-respectable Horatio Parker—found itself on the cutting edge of new music technology. Luening and Ussachevsky began attracting grant money to their institution, which purchased for them more equipment (like the oscillators Ussachevsky began using for the King Lear music and the Piece for Tape Recorder that derived from it) and in 1955 endowed an on-campus electronic music studio, America’s first institutional home for the medium.


  The studio moved from a two-story guardhouse that had formerly belonged to an insane asylum to a room behind the campus theater where the Composers Forum concerts were held, to large quarters in a building otherwise devoted to engineering offices. These quarters were made necessary by the purchase, thanks to a $175,000 Rockefeller Foundation grant in 1959, of the RCA Mark II music synthesizer, a gigantic machine that occupied an entire wall. It had about 750 vacuum tubes and a mechanism that activated a multitude of binary switches by scanning punched cards. It could produce tones of minutely specifiable pitch, duration, and timbre, thus bringing these “parameters” under unprecedentedly minute control. Nevertheless, the romance of difficulty still attached to the process, even though the whole cutting-and-splicing phase was eliminated. Milton Babbitt’s reminiscences, speaking from the vantage point of the 1990s (that is, the age of personal computers), recall the many inherent problems and ad hoc solutions with relish:
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  FIG. 4-6 Otto Luening and Vladimir Ussachevsky in the small teaching studio behind McMillan (now Miller) Theater at Columbia University, ca. 1960.


  
    
      The machine was extremely difficult to operate. First of all, it had a paper drive, and getting the paper through the machine and punching the holes was difficult. We were punching in binary. The machine was totally zero, nothing predetermined, and any number we punched could refer to any dimension of the machine. There was an immense number of analog oscillators but the analog sound equipment was constantly causing problems. I couldn’t think of anything that you couldn’t get, but other composers gave up—it was a matter of patience. Max Mathews [a Bell Laboratories engineer who was then experimenting with the electronic synthesis of speech] once said to me, “You must have the mechanical aptitude of Edison to work with that synthesizer,” and I said, “No, I’ve got the patience of Job.” I became irritated with the mechanics of the machine very often. I had to troubleshoot all the time and I was completely dependent upon Peter Mauzey [the lab’s technical engineer]. But I learned a lot of tricks, how to cut down on programming time with presets and so on. There were many people who would look at this machine and say, “It’s a computer.” But it never computed anything. It was basically just a complex switching device to an enormous and complicated analog studio hooked into a tape machine. And yet for me it was so wonderful because I could specify something and hear it instantly.39

    

  


  


  The nature of the machine changed the nature of the music the lab produced. Under the terms of the grant, negotiated primarily by Ussachevsky on behalf of Columbia University and Babbitt on behalf of Princeton, the new electronic music studio was to be jointly administered by both music departments and called the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center. It became the model for the electronic music studios that soon mushroomed on virtually every American campus where musical composition was taught, especially those that in the 1960s began instituting doctoral programs on the Princeton model described in chapter 3.


  In the process, American electronic music was to a significant degree Princetonized. It increasingly took on the characteristics, and served the purposes, described in Milton Babbitt’s influential article from the inaugural issue of Perspectives of New Music (see chapter 3) in which “time-point” technique was first set forth, and in which the electronic medium was specified as the sole vehicle for achieving the accuracy in time discriminations at unlimited tempos that the system demanded.


  But nothing in those days went unaccompanied by polemics. Even before presenting the new technique as such, Babbitt came out swinging at the musique concrète crowd:


  
    
      To proceed from an assertion of what music has been to an assertion of what music, therefore, must be, is to commit a familiar fallacy; to proceed from an assertion of the properties of the electronic medium to an assertion of what music produced by this medium therefore must be, is not only to commit the same fallacy (and thus do fallacies make strange bedfellows), but to misconstrue that compositional revolution of which the electronic medium has been the enabling instrument.40

    

  


  


  That revolution, Babbitt implied, had nothing to do with the much-vaunted expansion of sonic resources or liberation from traditional scales or organizing systems. It had, rather, to do with limits on the application of those organizing systems, both theoretical and actual. “For this revolution,” Babbitt asserted,


  
    
      has effected, summarily and almost completely, a transfer of the limits of musical composition from the limits of the nonelectronic medium and the human performer, not to the limits of this most extensive and flexible of media but to those more restrictive, more intricate, far less well understood limits: the perceptual and conceptual capacities of the human auditor. Therefore, although every musical composition justifiably may be regarded as an experiment, the embodiment of hypotheses as to certain specific conditions of music coherence, any electronically realized composition which employs resources singularly obtainable by electronic means, in addition, will incorporate certain premises that are either severely circumscribed by the limited confirmed knowledge of the nature of those capacities or by isolated facts of musical perception, themselves obtained mainly with the assistance of electronic media, for incorporation into the premises of the particular work.41

    

  


  


  As Babbitt less formally expressed it, “the hand is never faster than the ear”42 (that is, we can always hear more than we can manage physically to perform), but the synthesizer certainly is faster. It can easily be programmed to do what cannot be “heard”—that is, meaningfully parsed—by “the human auditory apparatus.” How to keep things within limits? Only by building on the most advanced systems of the past, because “the hypotheses they exemplify already have been widely tested and confirmed,” and give some assurance of structural validity. Electronic compositions, this means, cannot be judged otherwise than according to “traditional” musical criteria. And even though Babbitt takes the precaution of always putting the word “traditional” in ironic quotes, he intends no irony at all. So much for all the unprecedented, unlimited sound resources of the new medium! They are written off in advance as musically meaningless:


  
    
      At the extreme of “nontraditionalism” is the selection of an uninterpreted formal system, no interpreted instances of which have been musically validated, along with coordinative rules which, likewise, have not been validated independently. In such a case, the probability that such an unrestricted choice from such a large number of possibilities at both stages will yield a significant result is extremely small, or the result itself is likely to be virtually trivial, that is, hardly to admit nonverification.43

    

  


  


  What is to be sought, then, is not novel sounds or liberation from existing systems but only greater precision in the application of those very systems, allowing their further expansion and elaboration along previously marked-out paths of technical advancement. The electronic medium, in this view, was not the revolutionary transformation that Busoni and Cage had foreseen, and that Varèse awaited, but only a refinement of means toward an academically sanctioned end, that end being Ph. D.-style serialism. Babbitt, it seemed to some, was the “mortician” whose arrival Varèse had glumly anticipated.


  For while obviously the most conservative and restrictive view of the new medium, Babbitt’s was also the best-funded one, and had the most institutional prestige. That gave it influence. Its “classic” exemplifications were the four compositions that Babbitt himself created on the Mark II synthesizer during the Columbia-Princeton Center’s early years. Two of them—Composition for Synthesizer (1961) and Ensembles (1964)—were composed for tape alone; the other two—Vision and Prayer (1961, text by Dylan Thomas) and Philomel (1964, text by John Hollander)—combined synthesized sounds with soprano voice, namely that of Bethany Beardslee (b. 1927), an intensely energetic singer gifted with phenomenal accuracy of pitch and rhythm, who had become a fixture of the New York new music scene, and who was married at the time to Babbitt’s pupil Godfrey Winham.


  At the beginning of Composition for Synthesizer, his maiden venture in the electronic medium, Babbitt seemed especially determined to announce that (as he put it in a program note) “the composition is less concerned with ‘new sounds and timbres’ than with the control and specification of linear and total rhythms, loudness rhythms and relationships, and flexibility of pitch succession.”44 The actual sounds seem to have been contrived with conventional instrumental timbres in mind—piano, pizzicato strings, woodwinds (clarinet or saxophone, bassoon or contrabassoon), unpitched percussion (actually closely spaced aggregates) as punctuation—so as to attract a minimum of attention to what for many composers was the primary attraction, and the primary selling point, of the medium.


  Only near the end of the composition does Babbitt exercise his timbral imagination, recapitulating some familiar rhythms and contours with filtered white noise in place of exactly specified pitches. The confidently relaxed and humorous effect would have been difficult, perhaps impossible, to obtain in a real-time performance that taxed the players’ concentration the way the compositions of Babbitt described in chapter 62 tended to do. That in itself is a strong argument for the electronic medium, not only as an aid to the composition of highly determined compositions like Babbitt’s, but also as an aid to their enjoyment by listeners.


  In Philomel, the medium is put to effective dramatic use. The title refers to one of the myths embodied in the Metamorphoses of Ovid, the classical Latin poet. Philomela is the daughter of the Greek king Pandion and the sister of Procne, wife of the Thracian king Tereus. She is raped by her brother-in-law, who cuts out her tongue so that she can not accuse him. Philomela embroiders her story into a tapestry that she sends Procne, who, enraged, kills her son and serves his flesh to her husband as a meal. Tereus pursues the sisters intending to kill them, but the gods turn them all into birds: Procne becomes a nightingale, Tereus a hoopoe (the bird that fouls its own nest), and the silenced Philomela becomes the songless swallow. Ovid improved on the myth, adding both irony and poetic justice, by making Philomela the nightingale and Procne the swallow, so that the silenced woman becomes the sweetest singer in all the forest.


  Hollander’s poem is an interior monologue that portrays Philomela’s emotional metamorphosis from the agony of rape and pursuit to exultation at her miraculously granted vocal powers. Babbitt pits the live voice against an accompaniment that includes the same singer’s taped voice as well as synthesized sound. The beginning (Ex. 4-1) shows Philomela in her silenced state, screaming inarticulately (and inwardly), her voice represented by the taped soprano, sustaining and obsessively returning to the note E, which (as one might easily guess) is the zero pitch of the tone row on which the music is constructed. While it is held, six aggregates are formed around it in whirlwind succession in a process that one analyst has likened to a twelve-voiced canon.45


  The first aggregate reflects the notes of the twelve-tone row as given across the top of Ex. 4-2, their order transformed into vertical spacing (reading “down”). The whole chord thus arrived at is transposed up a semitone in m. 2 to form the second aggregate, and transposed again, down two semitones, in m. 3. These intervals of transposition invert the intervals of the row itself, and the process continues throughout the excerpt shown, although beginning with the fourth aggregate the row is presented partly verticalized as before and partly as an ordered succession, the more usual way.


  The odd rhythmic compressions (four or six even notes in the time of five sixteenths in m. 3, followed by seven in the time of eight sixteenths, four in the time of three, eight in the time of thirteen, eleven in the time of seven) are artifacts of the time-point system described in chapter 3, as the use of the [image: Image] time signature might already suggest. Rhythms like these are obviously more easily programmed on a synthesizer than realized by human beings, whose “auditory apparatus” might have trouble distinguishing one-eleventh of a double-dotted quarter note from one-seventh of a half-tied-to-an-eighth. Using the machine grants the composer freedom from such human limitations; in terms of the “dehumanization of art” that modernists have always longed for, that freedom was indeed a breakthrough.


  EX. 4-1 Milton Babbitt, Philomel, opening


  [image: Image]


  


  EX. 4-2 Magic square (prime-inversion matrix) for Milton Babbit, Philomel
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  What sets Philomel apart from most of Babbitt’s music is its representational dimension, which provides a metaphorical context for interpreting serial procedures that are more often presented as wholly abstract. The poem’s dramatic plot, which ends on a note of emotional resolve, gives added resonance to Babbitt’s usual habit of ending a composition with the simplest statement of his row material. The last stanzas of the poem describe the transmutation of Philomela’s anguish into the nightingale’s joyful song:


  
    Pain in the breast and mind, fused into music! Change

    Bruising hurt silence even further! Now, in this glade,

    Suffering is redeemed in song. Feeling takes wing:

    High, high above, beyond the forests of horror I sing!

  


  
    I sing in change

    Now my song will range

    Till the morning dew

    Dampens its face:

    Now my song will range

    As once it flew

    Thrashing, through

    The woods of Thrace.

  


  The last quatrain (Ex. 4-3) is finally sung—this once only, and to poignant effect—to the pitches of the aggregate in the basic order, P0, set forth across the top of the magic square in Ex. 4-2.


  EX. 4-3 Milton Babbitt, Philomel, end (voice only)
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  A HAPPY ENDING


  Nevertheless, Babbitt’s remarks about taking the limits of the “auditory apparatus” as the limits of compositional technique have to be balanced, as always, against the inevitable slippage between what can be conceptualized in the act of composition (or analysis) and what can be parsed by the mind’s ear in the act of listening. For those who consider that to be a problem, the electronic medium offers no solution. Among those who did so consider it was Varèse. Babbitt has recalled Varèse’s excitement when he came up to the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center and was given a demonstration of the Mark II synthesizer’s capabilities. But Varèse has recorded his dismay at the paltry use to which the machine was being put, as he saw it, by the pompiers des douze sons46 (“bureaucrats of the twelve tones”), as he put it (in a whisper) to Stravinsky, and what he took to be the musically insignificant outcome of all the arduous precompositional planning that went into such administration.


  More diplomatically, for publication, Varèse put it this way:


  
    
      I am not impressed by most of today’s electronic music. It does not seem to make full use of the unique possibilities of the medium, especially in regard to those questions of space and projection that have always concerned me. I am fascinated by the fact that through electronic means one can generate a sound instantaneously. On an instrument played by a human being you have to impose a musical thought through notation, then, usually much later, the player has to prepare himself in various ways to produce what will—one hopes—emerge as that sound. This is all so indirect compared with electronics, where you generate something “live” that can appear or disappear instantly and unpredictably. Consequently, you aren’t programming something musical, something to be done, but using it directly, which gives an entirely different dimension to musical space and projection … . To me, working with electronic music is composing with living sounds, paradoxical though that may appear. […] I respect the twelve-tone discipline, and those who feel they need such discipline. But it seems much more fruitful to use the total sonic resources available to us … . I respect and admire Milton Babbitt, but he certainly represents a completely different view of electronic music from mine. It seems to me that he wants to exercise maximum control over certain materials, as if he were above them. But I want to be in the material, part of the acoustical vibration, so to speak. Babbitt composes his material first and then gives it to the synthesizer, while I want to generate something directly by electronic means … . I do not want an a priori control of all its aspects.47

    

  


  


  By the time he made these comments (1964), Varèse had managed, despite his advanced years (and his inability to work the electronic equipment without technical assistance), to produce three electronic compositions of his own, which he regarded as the crowning works of his career.


  Having received the gift of an Ampex tape recorder, arranged by a painter friend in 1953, Varèse took the machine exactly where a Futurist might have been expected to take it, to iron foundries, sawmills, and other factories in and around Philadelphia. These sounds, augmented by recordings of gongs and other percussion instruments that he kept at home, provided the raw material for three tropes or interpolations of “organized sound” that impinged upon and commented on the music played by a typical Varèsian ensemble of four woodwind players on nine instruments, ten brass (including both bass and contrabass tubas), a piano, and five percussionists manning forty-eight instruments, in Déserts, his last big piece. He began writing it in 1949, adopting for the purpose some of the many sketches for Espace. When completed in 1954, it was Varèse’s first finished ensemble score in more than twenty years.


  Could the title have been a nod in response to Henry Miller’s lonely encomium that punctuated, and perhaps consoled, Varèse’s barren decade? That would be plausible, but Varèse offered an alternative reading of it that resonated with the existentialist mood of the early 1950s. In a program note solicited by Robert Craft to accompany the first recording of the work, Varèse wrote that, for him, the word “deserts” suggests not only “all physical deserts (of sand, sea, snow, of outer space, of empty city streets) but also the deserts in the mind of man; not only those stripped aspects of nature that suggest bareness, aloofness, timelessness, but also that remote inner space no telescope can reach, where man is alone, a world of mystery and essential loneliness.”48


  Work proceeded on separate but parallel tracks. First the instrumental parts were composed (and there is a note in the score to the effect that they can be played without interruption in the absence of the taped insertions), but always with the prerecorded sounds in mind. The actual shaping into “organized sound” of the raw sonic material Varèse had recorded and stored came afterward. In January 1954 Pierre Schaeffer invited Varèse to his studio for musique concrète at the Radiodiffusion française in Paris to finish the job. Arriving in October, he recorded some supplementary sounds on oscillators, rapidly twisting the dials to get the radical curves he had always loved, but now extending over a previously unimaginable (or if imaginable, then surely unachievable) frequency range.


  Deserts received its first performance in December at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées (the site, four decades earlier, of the stormy premiere of The Rite of Spring). It was conducted by Hermann Scherchen (1891-1966), a newmusic specialist of long standing, who like Varèse had been in his youth a disciple of Busoni. Old-fashioned modernists greeted futurism’s return with typically sadomasochistic delight. “The work roughs us up, in fact, annihilates us,” wrote one. “We have no power over it; it is the work that takes possession of us, crushes us with blows of its terrible fist.”49 The performance was introduced by Pierre Boulez, who paraphrased for the audience a lecture Varèse had given in 1936, in which he had compared his music to opposing planes and volumes in a perpetual dynamic of mutual attraction and repulsion. The advent of electronics, Varèse announced through Boulez, had liberated his music from analogy. Whereas the composer had always striven indirectly to represent movement in space by the use of percussive rhythm, dynamics, and pitch contours, he could now do so directly thanks to the stereophonic deployment of organized sound through speakers.


  The instrumental sections of Déserts are remarkably like Varèse’s ensemble works of the 1920s; it is as if there had never been any break in his creative output, let alone one that had lasted decades. As in his earlier compositions, the instrumental music’s shape is determined by the opposition of pitched material, built up into huge, static, often symmetrical “immovable objects” (as in Ex. 4-4) and the “irresistible force” of unpitched percussion. The freely sliding pitch in the taped interpolations exposes the extent to which (just as Busoni had insisted a half century before) the monolithic system of douze sons is a prison, and the long, slowly changing sounds that electronics easily produces makes a similar point about time-honored conceptions of rhythm as pulse. It is only in the taped sections that the immovable objects and the irresistible forces can be reconciled and achieve integration. Perhaps that is why audiences found the work—and especially the interpolations of “organized sound” — so moving, and, at a time when the electronic medium was giving renewed impetus to the dehumanization of art, so human.


  In 1960-61, at Vladimir Ussachevsky’s invitation, Varèse revised the first and third taped interpolations (the latter now including the prerecorded sound of an organ) at the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center with the assistance of the Turkish composer Bülent Arel (1919-90), who was working there on a Rockefeller grant. By then Varèse had completed a work for tape alone, Poème électronique, commissioned by the Philips company to be “delivered,” as the architect Marc Treib put it, “from multiple points in space”50 over an installation of more than four hundred speakers in its famous Le Corbusier-Xenakis pavilion at the Brussels World’s Fair in 1958. The effect of these “four hundred acoustical mouths completely surrounding the five hundred visitors”51 (in Le Corbusier’s happy words) was by all accounts a technological marvel, overwhelming even those it offended.


  EX. 4-4 Opening up of symmetrical pitch space in Edgard Varèse’s Déserts


  [image: Image]


  


  The music was routed through “sound paths” determined by a mixing console that had the capacity to deploy as many as 180 audio and visual signals through telephone relays to the loudspeakers, film projectors, and multicolored light installations. Heard (and seen) by nearly two million visitors over the six-month course of the Fair, and issued more than once thereafter on commercial recordings, Varèse’s eight-minute Poème is probably still the most widely disseminated all-electronic composition in the short history of the medium. The charge from Philips was to create “effects of sound in space, therefore of movement, of direction, of reverberation and echoes, which until now have never been used in electronic installations.” The company was of course primarily interested in showing off its reproductive equipment and was at first dubious about entrusting the task to a composer of the avantgarde; Le Corbusier had to insist with threats. But the idea perfectly suited Varèse’s longstanding musical ideas, as did the neoprimitivist visual display that Le Corbusier devised to accompany the organized sound.
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  FIG. 4-7A Varèse’s Poème électronique in its original performance space in the Philips pavilion at the Brussels Worlds Fair, 1958.


  Varèse came to the Philips laboratories in Eindhoven, the Netherlands, in the fall of 1957. He brought over some sound materials unused in Déserts, and relied further both on the company’s own library of recorded sounds (including its extensive commercial line of classical recordings) and on its sound-synthesizing apparatus. The deliberate result was a (for the time) uniquely eclectic conglomeration of ingredients: “Studio recordings were used, machine noises, transposed piano chords and bells, filtered recordings of choruses and soloists,” as the composer enumerated them in retrospect. In addition, “oscillators were used to record sinusoidal sounds [i.e., “sine waves”], and literally unheard of sounds were made by mixing and combining all these.” In 1959, looking back on the work, which had confused and antagonized the corporate executives who had commissioned it, Varèse saw the Poème électronique as the high point of his career, the single consummate realization of his musical aims. “For the first time I heard my music literally projected into space,”52 he recalled. It was to be the last as well. Unfortunately, that spatial projection is the one aspect of the work that, since the scrapping of the pavilion at the end of the Fair, can no longer be experienced except as it finds pale reflection in the two channels of domestic stereo reproduction.
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  FIG. 4-7B Varèses sketch for Poème électronique.


  Poème électronique follows a trajectory analogous to that of Ionisation, from lesser to greater determinacy. In the earlier piece that trajectory was realized in the transition from nonpitched to pitched percussion sound. In Poème électronique, once past the initial bell sounds (a Dutch and Belgian specialty, perhaps a tribute to the locale in which the piece was created and performed), the transition is from abstract “studio” sounds to sounds associated with human agency, whether produced by voice (in solo and in chorus), by hands holding drumsticks, or by fingers at the keyboard. The first vocal apparition — a female voice moaning “Oo-gah!”— is a near quote from the Mayan text ofEcuatorial, Varèse’s earlier neoprimitivist masterpiece, and brings his career full circle. It accompanied the projected images of African tribal costumes and coiffures, drawn by Le Corbusier from his pictorial anthology L’art décoratif d’aujourd’hui (“The decorative art of today,” 1925). The up-to-the-minute technology notwithstanding this was a very old-fashioned modernism for the date. Its “futurism,” in an age of actual space-exploration, was retrospective, even nostalgic (Fig. 4-7).


  BIG QUESTIONS REOPENED


  As will become increasingly clear as this book nears its end and the narrative approaches the present, the truly revolutionary aspect of electronic music was the new relationship it made possible between composers and works. The composer of an electronic composition can produce a “score” exactly the way a painter produces a picture or a sculptor produces a statue: what is produced is a unique original “art object” rather than a set of directions for performance. And therefore, obviously, “score” is the wrong word for it, since a score is something written, and electronic music can dispense with writing. It created the possibility of a postliterate musical culture. It spelled, potentially, the beginning of the end of the culture of which this book is a history.


  But then, the literate tradition of music has never entirely supplanted the preliterate tradition, and there is no reason to expect that the postliterate will ever entirely supplant the literate. There will always be a social use for live musical performances of many kinds, and some of these will go on being literate, at least as long as anyone can foresee. The end of the literate tradition will require the end of all its social uses, and of all social relations based on literacy. Such a society is beyond present imagining.


  The social question is fundamental, as the history of electronic music itself has demonstrated. One of the medium’s prime attractions, for some composers, was its promise of “a sociality,” the unexpectedly literal realization, in all its logical consequences, of the utopian individualism that was modernism’s chief inheritance from romanticism. To put Milton Babbitt’s celebration of the absolute control he could now exercise over the electronic medium side by side with his earlier call (in “Who Cares If You Listen?” quoted in chapter 3) for “total, resolute, and voluntary withdrawal from [the] public world” so as to secure “complete elimination of the public and social aspects of musical composition” is to see how fundamentally social the issues involving this (or any) kind of music inevitably remain, no matter how tall the ivory tower, or thick its walls.


  That is one paradox. Recalling the point made at the end of chapter 3, that American academic serialism was the most perfectly and exclusively literate of all musical repertories, will uncover an even more fundamental one. The means that Babbitt chose for protecting his purely literate domain from social mediation—namely, the electronic elimination of the performing “middle man”—was precisely the means through which the need for literacy might be transcended. You could not ask for a better illustration of the law of unintended consequences, or of “dialectics,” the tendency of extreme positions to engender their opposites or negations.


  As Varèse already noted, Babbitt had no intention of giving up scores, since the score was the only place where the integrity of his compositions could be demonstrated. And yet not even Babbitt could bring himself to give up public performance of his compositions, even the electronic ones. Not even he could face the complete elimination of the social aspect of music making when, thanks to electronics, that became a practical possibility, even though he had called for precisely that when it was just a utopian dream. The best evidence of his step back from the brink is the existence of Vision and Prayer and Philomel, compositions that combined the electronic medium with a live performer, indeed a spectacular virtuoso, a diva.


  From the very beginning, in fact, the contradiction between the potentially asocial electronic medium and the eminently social convention of the public concert was perceived as a problem to be solved. Audiences, assembled in a darkened hall, all facing an empty stage, felt imprisoned. Putting a pair of speakers on the stage provided a focus for the audience’s gaze, but made them feel silly. And then there was the problem of knowing when to applaud. It could be solved by raising the house lights (analogous to raising the piano lid at the end of Cage’s 4’33”), and Luciano Berio experimented (at least once, in a concert the author attended) by having an actor slowly rise from a chair and take off his jacket over the duration of the performance. (The experiment does not seem to have been repeated; the fact that the author cannot recall what piece it accompanied may suggest the reason.) At other concerts, the audience was invited to walk around as if contemplating sculpture. But despite everything, the discomfort audiences felt was acute — and understandable, as long as no real-time musical performance was taking place. You might as well ask them to come to a concert to listen to the same records they could listen to at home, albeit on superior equipment.


  From the beginning, then, there was pressure to integrate electronic music into conventional performance media. We have seen some responses to this pressure even earlier than Babbitt’s vocal works, in Varèse’s Deserts and the concerted pieces for tape and orchestra by Luening and Ussachevsky, in which taped sections alternated with instrumentally performed ones. Yet an earlier example was Musica su due dimensioni (“Music in two dimensions”), by Bruno Maderna, composed at the Cologne Radio studio in 1952. This solution, while effective enough in a given instance (and, in the case of Deserts, conceptually meaningful), was obviously a makeshift. Alternation of media, even if as skillfully dovetailed as Varèse managed in Deserts (the unpitched percussion providing a bridge between the media) was not the same as integration; and the longer it was tolerated, the longer it seemed that a true solution was only being postponed.


  The first composer to make a specialty of integrating electronic music into live performances was Mario Davidovsky (b. 1934), an Argentine composer who settled permanently in the United States in 1960, originally as a protege of Babbitt, with whom he had studied at Tanglewood. At Babbitt’s invitation, Davidovsky began working (on a Guggenheim fellowship) at the newly founded Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center. After an initial effort — Contrastes for string orchestra and electronic sound (1960) — in a slightly overlapping alternation mode, he began the series ofSynchronisms on which his reputation is chiefly based.


  As the title suggests, these pieces are counterpoints of electronic sounds and virtuoso performances on a wide variety of instruments or (in one case, no. 4, composed in 1967 on the text of the thirteenth Psalm) voices. The challenge, for composer and performer alike, is to match the virtually unlimited electronic sound spectrum by exploiting the extended playing techniques that newmusic performers were then pioneering. The conception proved extremely fruitful; as of 1997 Davidovsky’s Synchronisms numbered eleven in all.


  One thing that helped make the series so successful was Davidovsky’s refreshingly practical and flexible approach to the technical challenges he had accepted, despite what might otherwise seem the purism of his approach to the medium (admitting only synthesized sounds, never concrète). The interaction of the taped and live components is not always precisely calculated. As Stravinsky discovered as early as the 1920s, when he attempted a scoring of his ballet Svadebka (or Les Noces) accompanied by player pianos, it is virtually impossible to synchronize live music with the absolutely fixed speed of mechanical reproductions; human beings, no matter what their intentions or professed attitudes, have great difficulty “feeling” music that way.


  Accordingly, Davidovsky attempted exact coordination only in short passages of intricate counterpoint; elsewhere, in more extended passages in which one component clearly accompanied the other, “an element of chance is introduced,” he has written, “to allow for the inevitable time discrepancies that develop between live performers and the constant-speed tape recorder.”53 What Davidovsky, no doubt a bit jestingly, called chance was actually just a bit of leeway in the synchronization of parts. Another potential pitfall was the discrepancy between the equal-tempered tuning of the instruments and the unlimited continuous pitch spectrum available to the composer of electronic music, which Davidovsky did not wish to give up. He resorted to subterfuge. “Use is made,” as he put it,


  
    
      of tonal occurrences of very high density—manifested for example by a very high-speed succession of attacks, possible only in the electronic medium. Thus, in such instances—based on high speed and short duration of separate tones, it is impossible for the ear to perceive the pure pitch value of each separate event; though in reacting, it does trace, so to speak, a statistical curve of the density.54

    

  


  


  In other words, to recall Babbitt’s investigations at the synthesizer, the machine is quicker than the ear. A big barrage of tiny, machine-produced pitched sounds can defeat the best-trained ear’s powers of discrimination and counter the sense that the tape is out of tune with the instruments. Davidovsky’s machine, however, was not the synthesizer. “Classically” trained in the techniques of the early electronic studio, Davidovsky cut and spliced every one of the sounds in his “statistical curve” (and it is a special pleasure to point this out since, unlike Berio, Cage, or Babbitt, Davidovsky has never complained—that is, bragged—about his heroic investment of Sitzfleisch).


  Davidovsky’s Synchronisms are often viewed as the electronic counterpart to Berio’s Sequenzas, virtuoso studies for solo instruments, of which the first, for flute, was composed, for the Italian newmusic star Severino Gazzelloni, in 1958. (This famous series eventually numbered fourteen, the last being for cello.) Davidovsky’s Synchronisms No. 1 (Ex. 4-5), completed in 1963, was also composed for flute. It was written for Harvey Sollberger, one of the founding members of Columbia’s Group for Contemporary Music. (Most of the Synchronisms were written for the members of the group as it evolved; in 1971, Synchronisms No. 6, composed for Robert Miller, the Group’s pianist, received the Pulitzer Prize.)


  Synchronisms No. 1 requires two performers, since the tape part must be recued, as is especially evident at the end, when it returns, after a lengthy flute solo, to articulate the final cadence. (See the “start/stop” at the end of Ex. 4-5, the last page of the score.) Different performances can thus have differing lengths: Sollberger’s own recorded performance lasts 4’’15”, while the one recorded by Samuel Baron, an eminent flautist of an older generation, takes only 3’43”. Even electronic music, it seems, can admit “interpretation,” if the composer is willing to allow it.


  EX. 4-5 Mario Davidovsky Synchronisms No. 1, end
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  RECIPROCITY


  A less expected form of interaction between live and prerecorded media surfaced around 1960, when a number of composers—many of them, as it happened, of East European nationality—began composing works for conventional instruments that emulated “electronic” sounds. Two aspects of the medium particularly attracted imitators. One was the long, gradually and continuously modified sounds that composers achieved in the studio by using filters and voltage-controlled speed variation, contradicting ordinary assumptions about rhythm and the articulation of musical form.


  Since rhythm ordinarily implies the articulation of discrete impulses, music that relied on such endlessly continuous sonorities could seem virtually rhythmless. (A good example is the “King Lear Suite” that Luening and Ussachevsky extracted in 1956 from their incidental music for Orson Welles’s production of Shakespeare’s play, available on a CRI recording, in which “cold and lonely sounds” that continually change, but without discrete articulations, not only conjure up the wind on the stormy heath, but also “suggest Lear’s madness, as he wanders in his fantastic dress of flowers and jingles,”55 according to the composers’ program note.) It offered new answers to that old riddle, how to evoke romantic “timelessness” in a temporal medium.


  The other aspect of electronic music that captured the imaginations of composers who were not otherwise drawn to the medium was its use of “frequency bands” of greater or lesser breadth, a phenomenon that occupied a middle ground between the discrete pitches most instruments are constructed to produce and the “unpitched” sounds that some conventional percussion instruments could furnish. Varèse had exploited that middle ground in the taped interpolations in D éserts, treating it as a sort of synthesis between the pitched and “unpitched” instrumental sounds of the surrounding sections. He did not try to obtain a similar effect using the instruments themselves.


  György Ligeti did try. After Artikulation (1958), the electronic piece he synthesized at Stockhausen’s studio in Cologne (see chapter 1), he began work on another tape composition, Atmosphères, that was to consist entirely of slowly modulating continuous sounds, the meteorological title suggesting that those sounds had a metaphorical resonance for Ligeti similar to the one that it had for Luening and Ussachevsky (whose suite, by the way, was one of the few electronic compositions to have appeared on a commercial recording by the time Ligeti began work on Atmosphères).


  After spending some time developing the work in the studio, however, Ligeti decided to start over and write Atmosphères “for large orchestra without percussion,” as the eventual title page announced. The absence of percussion has been interpreted as polemical, so many works of the 1950s avantgarde having followed Varèse’s example by greatly expanding the percussion “section” even in chamber works. But percussion instruments chiefly serve articulative purposes, and the whole point of Atmosphères was the banishing of articulations from a music of constant timbral and textural flux—”a music,” as Ligeti described it, “without beginning or end.” (The list of instruments does include a piano, normally a percussion instrument; but it is played by two executants—”they don’t have to be pianists”, the composer notes in the score—one of whom brushes the strings directly and the other holds down the damper pedal; neither touches the keyboard and so the hammers are never activated.)


  Even without percussion, the work is scored for a very large orchestra: eighty-eight players on ninety-three instruments (all the flautists doubling on piccolo; one of the clarinettists playing both C and E[image: Image] instruments), each with a separate part, so that by a very strict definition of terms, the work could be described as a gargantuan piece of chamber music. The very beginning of the piece shows why. The opening chord is scored for the entire string section of fifty-six players, each playing a different note but in the closest possible spacing, so as to produce a single huge cluster that covers all the available tempered pitches from the E[image: Image] below the bass staff to C[image: Image] an augmented octave above the soprano high C, equivalent to depressing two-thirds of the piano keyboard simultaneously. (True, Ligeti sacrifices three pitches in the middle to get this registral spread; anybody willing to waste the time it takes to verify the fact will also see that it makes no perceptual difference.) To this eighteen winds add some additional, smaller clusters (and the contrabassoon supplies the lowest note, a semitone below the lowest double bass, so that the cluster covers a full five octaves).


  Attacked pp and marked dolcissimo, the chord sounds not particularly dissonant, but rather like a dull and distant roar. It is the closest equal-tempered approximation available to the electronic studio’s white noise, the simultaneous sounding of the whole frequency spectrum. And Ligeti proceeds to modify the chord precisely the way (the only way) that white noise can be processed in the studio, by filtering it. Section by section the instruments drop out morendo, dying away by gradual decrescendo to silence, so as to avoid articulating the narrowing of the “bandwidth” until only the cellos and violas are left.


  The whole composition is a series of ingenious variations on this basic filtering move, each marked by a rehearsal letter. At B the whole orchestra trumps the first chord with a cluster that adds an octave on either end. It decays at C into a kind of shimmer, in which all the instruments move from sustained tones to oscillations between two tones; but as the full cluster is maintained at all times, the apparent melodic activity produces no discernable change of pitch content. One is reminded of what chemists call Brownian motion, or of Xenakis’s statistical “clouds” (see chapter 2) — perhaps another reason why Ligeti chose to call the piece Atmosphères.


  The single sharp articulation in the piece takes place at G. Having worked a cluster up by degrees into the stratospheric ceiling range of a quartet of piccolos (a sound that, until digital recording was invented, could not be committed to tape or disc without bloodcurdling “intermodulation distortion” that many took as a sly burlesque of the electronic medium), Ligeti could not resist contrasting it with a cluster in the cellar, growled by eight double basses. That is the only place where he gave in to the principle of contrast rather than slow transformation.


  The passage between H and J has become famous as an early example of what Ligeti called Mikropolyphonie — “micropolyphony,” tiny close-spaced canons that cannot be heard as such because of the pitch saturation, but which guide the composer’s hand toward fashioning a typically shimmering texture. At K, the composer contrives a kaleidoscopic array of unison doublings on a single sustained three-note chord encompassing two semitones—what might be termed a “minimal cluster”; then (at L) he gradually broadens the bandwidth by adding semitonal adjacencies on either end.


  The return of the full orchestra cluster at N, made even more ethereal by the use of string harmonics, is marked Tempo primo—a remark that while perfectly practical (and practicable by the conductor) is nevertheless humorous in the context of a piece that is so wholly without metrical beats, hence devoid of any sense of tempo as the word is normally used. The string harmonics give way to even wispier sonorities at P, as the string players are asked to play with fingers of the left hand only half stopping the strings against the fingerboard so that no focused pitch emerges, just the sound of bow-scrape, and the brass are asked to blow softly without pursing their lips into the usual embouchure, so that only the barely perceptible sound of wind passing through tubes is heard. After a final passage of natural-harmonic glissandos in the strings (an effect pioneered by RimskyKorsakov and made famous by Stravinsky), the accumulated sound is allowed to die away in natural piano resonance over a couple of bars of notated “silence” at the end.


  RENAISSANCE OR COOPTATION?


  The laborious exactitude of the notation in Atmosphères, and the sheer immensity of the score thus produced, were among its most impressive features. They gave the work the same heroic aura of devoted drudgery—of sacrifice in the name of art—that the tedious “classical” techniques of the tape studio enjoyed. A more direct and radical approach to the project of recreating the sound world of electronic music in live performance was adopted by a group of Polish composers who came to prominence during the “thaw” decade that followed the death of Stalin in the countries of what by then was known as the Soviet Bloc.


  That period was marked by considerable social turbulence in the countries that had been “liberated” from fascism by the Red Army, and were now governed by Communist dictatorships underwritten by the threatened return of the Soviet occupying force. The first armed Soviet intervention took place in East Germany in July 1953, to quell a labor uprising in the immediate aftermath of Stalin’s demise. A much more serious (because temporarily successful) rising against Communist authority in Hungary was violently put down, as we know, in 1956. During the same year an illegal strike at a metallurgical plant in Poznan, Poland, spread to other cities, and Poland faced the prospect of a similar Soviet invasion. The Communist Party there sought by means of an internal reform and some liberalization of policies to avert that eventuality. In a manner somewhat reminiscent of the measures taken in the Soviet Union itself during World War II, the new leadership (headed by Władysław Gomułka, a Party official who had fallen under suspicion of excessive nationalism in the Stalin years and was briefly imprisoned) sought to recapture the loyalty of the cultural and intellectual élite by relaxing censorship on journalism and the arts.


  One of the results was the granting of some administrative autonomy to the Polish Composers Union, including permission to open a window on the West through the so-called Warsaw Autumn Festival, an international showcase for contemporary music. Like most Communist reforms, the Polish liberalization under Gomułka was largely a matter of window-dressing without significant impact on substantive political or social issues. But insofar as the arts were the window, and as long as toleration of modernism was (however cynically) considered a good public-relations investment, Polish composers were allowed some genuine creative freedom.


  The way they chose to advertise that freedom, of course, was to emulate the Western avantgarde en masse. In retrospect that may seem merely another sort of conformism, imposed from a different quarter and maintained by a different pattern of incentives and risks. But the subjective experience of many composers was buoyant and optimistic, especially insofar as it vouchsafed contact with counterparts in the West while artists everywhere else in the Soviet Bloc remained isolated. The creative ferment thus engendered, known as the “Polish renaissance,” was for a time the wonder of the musical world.


  The most forceful impression was made by Krzysztof Penderecki (b. 1933), who announced his presence on the scene in 1959 by winning all three prizes in a competition for young composers sponsored by the Union. The prize money paid for his first trip abroad, where he won the support of Luigi Nono in Italy, Pierre Boulez in Paris, and—most significantly—Heinrich Strobel, the music programmer of the Southwest German Radio in Baden-Baden and director of the Donaueschingen Festival, Germany’s oldest and most prestigious newmusic scene, which became Penderecki’s principal showcase.


  For the Donaueschingen Festival of 1960, Penderecki, who was trained as a violinist, wrote Anaklasis (“Light refraction”) for strings and percussion, in which he exploited many unconventional playing techniques on the border between definite and indefinite pitch. It was one of several early Penderecki scores with titles that pertained to sensory qualities, like Fluorescences (1962) for orchestra, Polymorphia (1961) for strings, and De natura sonoris (“Of the nature of sound,” 1966). Full of tone clusters, extreme registers, unusual timbres, they were designated “sonority-pieces” by the composer. Several choral pieces—Stabat Mater (1962), St. Luke Passion (1963–66)—combined similar “sonorist” techniques with Christian sacred texts, as if to identify one expression of cultural nonconformism, within the context of Communist rule, with another.


  Far and away the best known of these compositions, indeed the most famous representative of the whole Warsaw Autumn phenomenon, was the piece for fifty-two solo strings that Penderecki published in 1961 as Tren ofiarom Hiroszimy (“Threnody for the victims of Hiroshima”). In conception and effect it is very similar to Ligeti’s Atmosphères, but its notation is very different. The same long-held, gradually changing tones that Ligeti wrote with conventional note values and very slow metronome settings are notated here simply in terms of their durations in seconds, as measured across the page from left to right. And instead of fixing every pitch in the conventional way, thus building up his clusters by discrete semitones, Penderecki realized (as a string player would) that there was an easier way to obtain indeterminate “frequency bands.” The range of a string instrument does not have a precisely determined upper limit. Therefore, to ask a group of violinists to play “the highest note on the instrument” is to guarantee a cluster.


  On the first page of the Threnody score (Ex. 4-6), all the instruments are asked to take their “highest notes”; the result is a truly memorable stridency, a veritable scream, fitting indeed for a piece with such a horrific subtext. Other sound material in the piece is generated by rapid alternations of indefinitely high pizzicati with sounds made by bowing below the bridge, bowing right on top of the bridge, even bowing on the tailgut, striking the string with the wood of the bow, knocking on the belly of the instrument (as in Xenakis’s Pithoprakta), as well as the more ordinary gamut of ponticello, col legno, and sul tasto effects. One English reviewer noted dryly that Penderecki asked his players to “do everything possible on their instruments short of actually playing them.”56


  EX. 4-6 Krzysztof Penderecki, Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima, beginning
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  For each of these stunt effects Penderecki devised a notational symbol, which (before the advent of computer typesetting) had actually to be cast in type by the publisher. Sometimes these symbols succeed one another in groups that are subjected to retrogrades and canons; but again, as in the case of Atmosphères, these canons and retrogrades are not really thematic. They are just means of generating complex textures by using an ad hoc algorithm. The effect of widening and narrowing pitch bands is notated graphically for the benefit of the conductor’s or analyst’s conceptualization of the effect; in the parts, notation by normal chromatic pitch notation (sometimes augmented by special signs for quarter tones) is necessary, since unlike the opening high clusters, these have to be precisely calculated.


  Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima was a very difficult and expensive score to print. The fact that the Polish State Publishing House for Music was willing to make the considerable outlay seems related to the similar expensive promotions accorded avantgarde works by Stockhausen and, especially, Ligeti in Western Europe. In both cases, to showcase the avantgarde was to display a commitment to creative freedom, of propaganda benefit in the cold war. But in Penderecki’s case, unlike the others, there was a more overtly political component as well. Calling attention to the United States Army’s deadly attack on Japanese civilians, the most destructive single military act in history, was of propagandistic benefit to the Soviet Bloc, the Hiroshima bombing often being cited as a symbol of the American militarism, not to say savagery, that contributed to the breakup of the old wartime alliance against fascism. It made the performance of Penderecki’s avantgarde music in Poland a politically correct exercise. That was an adroit feat of cultural politics in itself.


  In later years, Penderecki let it be known that the piece published as the Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima was first performed under the decidedly neutral, vaguely Cageian title 8’ 37”, and had been rejected by the publishing house as too expensive a prospect for printing. He gave it (he said) the politically fraught title ex post facto, at the suggestion of the director of the Polish Radio, so as to make it an attractive commodity for promotion by the Communist government — at first in Paris, where it was officially entered in a prize competition under the auspices of UNESCO.57 The story is plausible, if only because once past the opening “screams” there is nothing in the piece of a comparably pictorial or suggestive character. The screams are screams, it would appear, only because they have been so labeled.


  Does this make the composer out to be a cynic? A careerist? Or just someone who knew how to outsmart a formidable and often oppressive state bureaucracy, and thereby score a symbolic victory over authority and oppression (and who might well, like countless others, have sincerely deplored the bombing of Hiroshima)? And was the bureaucracy even outsmarted? Did it not also score a symbolic victory? Cooptation was a game played on both sides of the cold war, in any case; it is a game played on all sides of all fences. Ligeti benefited from it too, in 1968, when Stanley Kubrick exploited Atmosphères as, well, atmosphere in the soundtrack for his futuristic fantasy 2001, and reaped for the composer a gold mine of publicity and name-exposure if not royalty payments from the marketing of record albums (out of which Ligeti has complained of being cheated) such as no avantgardist had ever dreamt of.


  What both of these stories prove, if nothing else, is that not even the avantgarde, which by virtual definition (or by defined purpose) resists commercial or ideological exploitation, has been able to resist it as the twentieth century, that most commercial and ideological of centuries, ran its course.


  


  


  CHAPTER 5


  Standoff (I)


  Music in Society: Britten


  
    Art remains outside the line of human conduct, with an end, rules, and values which are not those of the man but of the work to be produced. Hence the despotic and all-absorbing power of art, as also its astonishing power of soothing: it frees from every human care, it establishes the artifex, artist or artisan, in a world apart, cloistered, defined, and absolute, in which to devote all the strength and intelligence of his manhood to the service of the thing which he is making.1

  


  


  
    —JACQUES MARITAIN, ART AND SCHOLASTICISM (1920)

  


  


  
    A relationship of opposites had come into being; art had become a critical mirror, showing the irreconcilable nature of the aesthetic and the social worlds.2

  


  


  
    —JüRGEN HABERMAS “MODERNITY—AN INCOMPLETE PROJECT” (1981)

  


  


  
    Art is neither a mirror nor a substitute for the world. It is an addition to that universal reality which contains natural man and shows the infinite varieties of ways that man can be.3

  


  


  
    —GEORGE ROCHBERG, “REFLECTIONS ON THE RENEWAL OF MUSIC” (1972)

  


  


  
    Scientists are infatuated with the idea of revolution.4

  


  


  
    —RICHARD LEWONTIN, DARWIN’S REVOLUTION (1983)

  


  HISTORY OR SOCIETY?


  B


  


  efore plunging into the home stretch of the “relative present,” the historically undistanced recent past, it is time, in this chapter and the next, for a stocktaking. The essential question of modern art, as it was understood by modern artists during the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, and the essential debate, was whether artists lived in history or in society. Posed literalistically, of course, the question is absurd. Everybody, artists included, obviously lives in both, and society (like everything else human) is a product of history. But as a metaphor for values and loyalties, the question crystallizes the dilemma of a period in which the values and loyalties of artists had become polarized to the point of crisis. In the minds of many, one served one’s art or one’s society, and loyalty to the one precluded loyalty to the other. One had to choose.


  The choice was baldly and memorably crystallized in the art critic Clement Greenberg’s article “AvantGarde and Kitsch,” which appeared in 1939 and may well have been the most influential twentiethcentury essay on esthetics and the arts. The title stated categorical alternatives. One could be avantgarde, or one could produce kitsch, mere pseudo-art. There was no middle ground, because “a superior consciousness of history” had led those who created “art and literature of a high order” to form a united faction that had “succeeded in ‘detaching’ itself from society,” and, in so doing, had managed “to find a path along which it would be possible to keep culture moving.”5


  Important artists, Greenberg contended, “derive their chief inspiration from the medium they work in,” from which it followed that “content is to be dissolved so completely into form that the work of art or literature cannot be reduced in whole or in part to anything not itself” and “subject matter or content becomes something to be avoided like a plague.”6 It was inevitable, therefore, that at the late point in history that was the twentieth century, the best artists should be “artists’ artists,” the best poets “poets’ poets,”7 and that the truly valid art of the period “has estranged a great many of those who were capable formerly of enjoying and appreciating ambitious art and literature, but who are now unwilling or unable to acquire an initiation into their craft secrets.” That social estrangement, Greenberg strongly implied, was in itself a criterion of artistic validity.


  As we know, these questions were sorely aggravated by mid-twentieth-century politics. The one choice, service to society, had been tainted in one part of the world by the ugly demands of totalitarian dictatorships that dealt harshly with dissidents, and in another by the degrading pressures of capitalist commercialism, at which Greenberg had mainly been railing. The other choice, “disinterested” loyalty to the demands of art and to maintaining the historical evolution of its material, had led to a degree of professional specialization that, even as it offered political consolations, threatened institutional isolation and condemned artists to a social irrelevance that, ironically enough, had no historical precedent.


  But of course the split was fraught, as real-life dichotomies always tend to be, with irony. Political authorities who demanded social commitment from artists justified their demands (and certainly their repressions) by appealing to the “mandates of history.” Greenberg himself had argued that the “superior consciousness of history” that led the avantgarde into social withdrawal had been in reality “a new kind of criticism of society, an historical criticism.”8 (Putting things this way allowed Greenberg to believe that his esthetics had a Marxist base.) Within the world of music, moreover, the concepts that drove theorizing on the mandates of history and the autonomous development of style were founded on developments that had taken place mainly within the most public (hence socially oriented) musical genres, opera and symphony.


  The ideologies that drove the practice of the arts to its unprecedented twentiethcentury crisis had historical precedents, and we are familiar with them. Both opposing tendencies can be traced back to the nineteenth century. In music, the antisocial extreme had its origins in the historicism of the New German School, while its opposite originated in the populism and social activism of Romantic opera. We have seen how both sides claimed legitimizing descent from Beethoven—or rather, from aspects of Beethoven’s posthumous reception (the “Beethoven myth”). Later, both sides could also claim descent from Wagner, who like Beethoven qualified both as a technical innovator and as a champion of social issues who broadened the social base of artistic appeal.


  Since Wagner’s time, however, few if any figures seemed able to combine these roles. In the twentieth century they tended, increasingly, to point in opposite directions. Commitment entailed renunciation. If perpetual technical innovation tended to lessen audience appeal, those committed to it could claim to be making a heroic sacrifice. But by the same token, social commitment placed constraints on technical innovation; that too could be regarded as a sacrifice. The only possible exceptions to the great rift were in the realm of opera, with Berg’s Wozzeck, as ostentatiously innovative in technique as it was gripping in the theater, furnishing the outstanding example. But it was an isolated example, unlikely to be repeated; for since Berg’s time, as we have seen, the place of opera, both as popular culture and as a site of high technology, had been usurped by the movies.


  The coming polarization of art music into “social” and “elite” categories had already been sensed by many nineteenth-century musicians. Chaikovsky expressed it vividly in letters to his patron, Mme von Meck. As the product of a conservatory education, he had been schooled to regard “absolute music” as the highest form not only of music, but of all art. “Symphonic and chamber varieties of music,” he wrote accordingly, “stand much higher than the operatic.”9 And yet he persisted in writing operas notwithstanding, and ultimately came to regard himself primarily as an operatic composer. For, as he put it in a passage that was naturally exploited to the hilt by the Soviet musical establishment, “opera and only opera brings you close to people, allies you with a real public, makes you the property not merely of separate little circles but—with luck—of the whole nation.”10


  “To restrain oneself from writing operas is a form of heroism,” Chaikovsky went so far as to assert. And, he continued, “in our time there is such a hero,” namely Brahms, a composer Chaikovsky otherwise despised. For this reason, if for no other,


  
    
      Brahms is worthy of respect and admiration. Unfortunately, his creative gift is meager and does not measure up to the scope of his aspirations. Nevertheless, he is a hero. I lack that heroism, and the stage, with all its tawdriness, attracts me in spite of everything.11

    

  


  


  Of course Chaikovsky’s tongue was in his cheek when he wrote that; but his irony was effective precisely because it pretended agreement with a widespread opinion even as it gave real assent to the opposite view (just as widely held). These were the positions that became ever more hardened and antagonistic as the twentieth century approached and passed its ideologically fraught middle, to the point where Pierre Boulez could actually call (heroically? terroristically? literally? tongue in cheek?) for the destruction of the world’s opera houses, so that the mandates of music history might sooner be fulfilled without the irrelevant competing claims of society.12


  We can best take the measure of that crux by focusing on two outstanding composers whose careers are often viewed as antithetical. They were, in a sense, standins for Chaikovsky and Brahms, as Chaikovsky framed the split. Both were hailed as heros by their admirers, and perhaps overpraised at times; and both were dismissed as superfluous by their detractors. Each embraced one side of the century’s esthetic dichotomy with an extremity that turned them into symbols. Their followings tended to be mutually exclusive, further intensifying the split that defined musical life in the century’s “middle third.”


  But neither was institutionally constrained to espouse the position that he came to symbolize. Both lived in countries whose governments adopted a laissez-faire policy toward the arts, and neither was permanently affiliated with the academy. Thus the commitment of the one to social utility could not be attributed (as, for example, Shostakovich’s often was) to totalitarian pressure; and the commitment of the other to the posing and solving of technical problems and to maximum complexity of utterance could not be attributed (as Babbitt’s often was) to academic careerism.


  Benjamin Britten (1913–76) was a specialist in opera. He was the only major composer who could be called that in the mid-to-late twentieth century, and he knew it; he even described himself to his friend and fellow composer Michael Tippett (1905–98) as “possibly an anachronism”13 for that reason. (The midcentury avantgarde would have of course agreed.) But he was uniquely successful in his chosen domain—so successful that it was arguably Britten’s example that kept the genre viable through the leanest years of its existence, and prevented its lapsing into an exclusively “museum” status.


  Just as Chaikovsky in a sense foretold, the accomplishment made Britten the musical darling (as well as the homonym) of his nation, Britain, which had not produced a composer of comparable international standing—and surely none of comparable achievement in opera—since the seventeenth century. He sought and achieved unprecedented social recognition. He was given the honor of a royal commission for an opera to celebrate the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953, and near the end of his life was elevated beyond knighthood to a “life peerage” or noble title, becoming Lord Britten of Aldeburgh. Britten always explicitly avowed that his commitment to opera stemmed (again echoing Chaikovsky) from a larger view of his calling as public service. He further sought, just as explicitly, to reconcile that calling with a fully modern, if eclectic, musical manner, which (in a sense belying his reputation as a “national” figure) drew extensively on nearly the full range of contemporary European styles, as well as on a number of Asian musics. We shall have a chance, in this chapter, to compare his preaching with his practice on all fronts.


  The American composer Elliott Carter (b. 1908), by extreme contrast, spent most of his career as heroically spurning the stage as had Brahms. Only as he neared the age of ninety did he (perhaps emulating the aged Verdi) unexpectedly begin work on an opera, What’s Next?, a one-act comedy (first performed in 1999) that did not so much involve adapting his musical practice to a new medium as it did contriving a stage action that allegorized (possibly even genially satirizing) that musical practice, famous for its daunting intricacy. It was an anomaly among his works, a jeu d’esprit or witticism, and was frankly presented and received as such.


  Carter’s chief medium was abstractly titled instrumental music; the string quartet was as central to his output as opera was to Britten’s (although Britten did write three quartets). His favored approach was reminiscent of the formal ideals of New Criticism: the expression of an underlying unity through an extreme surface diversity—maximum complexity under maximum control. He strenuously opposed stylistic eclecticism, and deliberately rejected a national (or “Americanist”) creative identity in favor of a “universal” (that is, generically Eurocentric) one. As with Britten, we have Carter’s own testimony on the social implications of his conscious career choices and his stylistic trajectory, and we will explore them in the next chapter.


  SOME FACTS AND FIGURES


  Between 1941 and 1973, Britten produced a total of seventeen works for the lyric stage. He established his reputation right after the war with Peter Grimes (op. 33), an opera set in Aldeburgh, an English fishing village near the composer’s own home. It was first performed on 7 June 1945 by the Sadler’s Wells company (now the English National Opera), London’s smaller, less prestigious operatic stage, and almost immediately went around the world in a manner reminiscent of the operatic hits of the 1920s. Within three years it had played at London’s Royal Opera House at Covent Garden, New York’s Metropolitan, Milan’s La Scala, and sixteen other locations in France, Belgium, Germany, Italy, Denmark, Sweden, Austria, Switzerland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and the United States.


  His time freed by Peter Grimes‘s commercial success, Britten began turning out operas on an almost yearly basis. His next major hit, six years and five operas later, was Billy Budd (op. 50), after Herman Melville’s shipboard story. In 1953 came Gloriana (op. 53), the coronation commission, a historical opera about Elizabeth I, the new queen’s namesake. The Turn of the Screw, op. 54 (1954), after Henry James’s ghost story, was a chamber opera (the “orchestra” consisting of thirteen solo instruments), a genre calculated for the resources, and for the encouragement, of small touring companies. The original touring company that performed it, the English Opera Group, was founded by Britten himself and his lifelong companion, the tenor Peter Pears. It was an outgrowth of his strong commitment to take his art to the people.


  Britten’s next opera, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (op. 64) after Shakespeare, came six years later, in 1960. It was first performed at Aldeburgh, a coastal village where Britten and Pears had established a summer festival. In the interim he had written a ballet (The Prince of the Pagodas, op. 57) and Noye’s Fludde (op. 59), a setting of a medieval miracle play for church performance. In the train of the latter came three “parables” or one-act church operas: Curlew River, op. 71 (1964), The Burning Fiery Furnace, op. 77 (1966), and The Prodigal Son, op. 81 (1968). Britten’s last two operas were Owen Wingrave, op. 85 (1970), composed for television performance, and Death in Venice, op. 88 (1973), after the famous novella by Thomas Mann.


  None of the later works matched the colossal success of Peter Grimes, but at least four—Billy Budd, The Turn of the Screw, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Death in Venice—have joined Peter Grimes in the permanent international repertoire. No composer in the postwar period has come close to matching that record. Two other composers have managed to produce international repertory operas: Stravinsky with The Rake’s Progress (1951) and Poulenc with Dialogues of the Carmelites (1956). Virgil Thomson’s The Mother of Us All (1947), an opera about Susan B. Anthony, has received many performances in America (partly because of its suitability for conservatory and workshop productions) but has never traveled.


  Britten’s only possible rival as an opera specialist was Gian Carlo Menotti (1911–2007), an Italian-born composer long resident in the United States, who was even more prolific than Britten in the genre, with twenty-five operas to his credit by 1993, most of them written to his own librettos. Menotti’s was a strangely lopsided career, however, with amazing early successes followed by near oblivion. His first stage piece, an opera buffa called Amelia al ballo (1936; most often performed in English translation as Amelia Goes to the Ball), was so well received that the Metropolitan Opera accepted it for production in 1938. It brought on a steady stream of commissions, many from broadcast media.


  The first of Menotti’s truly amazing successes was The Medium (1945), a melodramatic chamber opera in two acts with a cast of five singers and a mime, and an accompanying orchestra of fourteen pieces. It was first performed in 1946 at Columbia University’s Brander Matthews Theater, which a few years earlier had been the site of Britten’s first operatic endeavor (an unsuccessful folk opera or operetta called Paul Bunyan, to a libretto by the poet W. H. Auden, then like Britten a British immigrant to the United States), and was very likely a precedent or model for Britten’s Turn of the Screw. Together with a comic curtain raiser called The Telephone, The Medium was produced on Broadway during the 1947–48 season, and enjoyed a run of 211 performances. Menotti himself directed a Hollywood film adaptation of The Medium in 1951, and the United States government sent the double bill on a European tour in 1955.


  His next opera, a full-evening “musical drama” in verismo style called The Consul (1949), wasa cold-war saga about the desperate efforts, culminating in suicide, of a wouldbe emigrant to obtain an exit visa from an unnamed European police state. It, too, had a successful Broadway run, and won both the Drama Critic’s Circle Award for the season’s best play and the Pulitzer Prize in music in 1950. The next year, Menotti received a commission from NBC television for a Christmas opera, Amahl and the Night Visitors, a story of the Three Magi and a miraculous healing. Televised annually for a dozen years and frequently performed by a mateur groups and workshops, it may well be the most widely seen opera of all time. Menotti’s next opera, The Saint of Bleecker Street (1954), about an alleged miracle worker in New York’s “Little Italy” district, once again played Broadway, receiving Critics’ Circle Awards both as best opera and as best play, and another Pulitzer Prize.


  These operas, especially The Medium and The Consul, are still revived in major houses and can be called repertory items, at least in America. But Menotti would never have another major operatic success, though his career lasted another four decades. His last production on a major world stage was The Last Savage, a satire of modern life (including twelve-tone music), which failed miserably at the Metropolitan Opera in 1964. His thirteenth opera, a work for children (“and people who like children”) called Help, Help, the Globolinks! (1968), about an invasion from outer space (with electronic music to represent the aliens), was the last to be published. His later premieres have been at provincial venues, most frequently the Kennedy Center in Washington, D. C. The Wedding (1988) was introduced in Seoul, Korea. In his later years, Menotti was more active as a stage director and impresario (directing the Festival of Two Worlds at Spoleto, Italy, and Charleston, South Carolina) than as a creative figure. His most recent premieres took place under his own auspices.


  The reasons for Menotti’s apparent failure to stem the ebbing tide for opera while Britten continued to flourish may have had something to do with musical style and invention. Menotti’s scores, reminiscent of Puccini both in their melodic and harmonic idiom and in their formal procedures, stopped attracting critical interest while Britten’s, continually surprising, commanded the respect of critics otherwise committed to modernism (which Menotti actively resisted and despised). It may be, too, that measuring Menotti’s success by the standards of his early Broadway runs is unfair; no other composer of continuously-sung opera ever duplicated that kind of success, either. Critical success and audience success are by no means dependably in alignment.


  But the ephemeral success of the one composer and the continually burgeoning success of the other (Billy Budd, for example, becoming a repertoire opera only after an initial flop that led to revisions, like some famous works of Verdi and Puccini), suggests that Menotti’s works, while explosively effective on first exposure, exhausted their meaning quickly, while Britten’s embodied latent meanings that revealed themselves (or that emerged into the light of critical discourse) only over time, engaging performers, audiences, and critics in continual dialogue. That is what makes for a long cultural shelf life, the kind that characterizes and constitutes “classics.”


  It is that process of emergence that will occupy our attention here, for that is where Britten’s historical significance seems to lie. Only in this way can we hope to explain Britten’s by now universally recognized stature as a major definer of the contemporary music of his day, and his endurance, despite his refusal to embrace the narrowly stylistic definition of musical contemporaneity that reigned in avantgarde circles at midcentury.


  A MODERN HERO


  Britten had to overcome considerable odds to realize his potential as a musical dramatist. The breakdown of the opera house as an institution coincided with the onset of the worldwide economic depression of the 1930s, just when Britten was finding his feet as a composer. There was no longer the possibility of an apprenticeship within the institutional structure of the musical theater. Britten, who had resolved to earn his living as a professional composer rather than a teacher, was forced, ironically enough, into the movie industry—the very force that most starkly threatened the continued viability of the lyric stage.


  Like Virgil Thomson in America at roughly the same time, Britten earned his living from 1935 to 1937 providing soundtrack scores for government-sponsored documentaries. Work on films like Coal Face, on harsh labor conditions in the mining industry (some of the music consisting of recorded collages of simulated industrial sounds anticipating musique concrète), or Peace of Britain, about the burdens of defense spending on the national economy, increased Britten’s sense of solidarity with leftist and pacifist opinion. Both viewpoints were strong in England, as well as America, during the depression decade, which was also the decade of Fascist victories in Germany and Spain that presaged the inevitable coming of World War II.


  In 1936 Britten wrote incidental music for Stay Down Miner, a play by the Communist writer Montagu Slater (1902–56), produced by the Left Theatre, which took a much more militant line about the labor situation than Coal Face. The next year, he composed a Pacifist March for an equally militant organization called the Peace Pledge Union. He also wrote music for plays by W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood for production by the Group Theatre, yet another of the militant political associations of artists that mushroomed during what Auden later called “thelow, dishonest decade”14 ofthe thirties.


  In 1939, together with Peter Pears, Britten followed Auden and Isherwood in the wave of leftists and pacifists who emigrated from England to North America as war clouds gathered. After a short stay in Canada, Britten and Pears settled for a while in the environs of New York, where they met and befriended Aaron Copland. Having already collaborated with Auden on a number of projects in England, Britten continued the creative association with Paul Bunyan, the largest work of his American sojourn. He wrote some important instrumental works in America as well, including a Violin Concerto and a Sinfonia da Requiem in memory of his parents.


  Auden and Isherwood remained expatriates for the rest of their lives, but Britten and Pears—not without apprehension at the fate that might await them as conscientious objectors—returned to England in 1942, at the height of hostilities. The decision had been made the previous summer. Britten and Pears had gone to southern California for the purpose of reentering the United States from Mexico and thereby qualifying for permanent immigrant status. While there Britten came across an article by the English writer E. M. Forster about George Crabbe (1754–1832), an English poet best known for his grimly realistic depictions of rustic life in the southeastern coastal district of Suffolk, from which he hailed.


  Britten, a Suffolk man himself, was seized with homesickness and conceived the idea that he could only fulfill his musical potential in his aboriginal surroundings, in the bosom of (and in service to) his native society. The conviction was abetted when, pursuing Forster’s lead, Pears bought an old edition of Crabbe, where he and Britten found a long narrative poem called The Borough (1810), describing life in Aldeburgh, the very town where Britten had purchased a home shortly before emigrating. They immediately began planning the scenario for an opera on its basis.
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  FIG. 5-1 Benjamin Britten (at the piano) and Peter Pears; photo by Lotte Jacobi, 1939.


  Early in 1942, while Pears and Britten were awaiting the opportunity (infrequent in wartime) to book boat passage back to England, Serge Koussevitzky, acting on Copland’s recommendation, performed the Sinfonia da Requiem with the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Impressed with its dramatic qualities, he asked Britten why he had never written an opera. Preferring not to mention Paul Bunyan, Britten (as he put it in the Introduction to the vocal score of Peter Grimes) “explained that the construction of a scenario, discussions with a librettist, planning the musical architecture, composing preliminary sketches, and writing nearly a thousand pages of orchestral score, demanded a freedom from other work which was an economic impossibility for most young composers.”15


  Later that same year, Koussevitzky’s wife Natalie died. She had inherited a tea fortune that had already financed her husband’s prewar publishing firm (Éditions Russes de Musique). Now, as a memorial to her, the conductor established the Koussevitzky Music Foundation for the commissioning of major works by composers of all nationalities. Britten was informed that he was to be the first recipient of a Koussevitzky Foundation grant of a thousand dollars. (The next was Bartók, for his Concerto for Orchestra.) That is how Peter Grimes became a reality, and also why Britten’s exceptionally prolific career as a composer for the stage only got off the ground in his fourth decade, with his op. 33.


  Peter Grimes, the character from The Borough that Britten and Pears chose for their protagonist, had already been singled out by Forster, in his article on Crabbe, as an item of special interest: “a savage fisherman who murdered his apprentices and was haunted by their ghosts.”16 When they read his story in full, Britten and his collaborator found that Grimes, sadist though he was, was not an unmitigated villain. Crabbe had used him, in a fashion more typical of realist writers than romantics, to expose social injustice. “No success could please his cruel soul,” the poet wrote of his fisherman,


  
    He wish’d for one to trouble and control;

    He wanted some obedient boy to stand

    And bear the blow of his

    outrageous hand;

    And hoped to find in some

    propitious hour

    A feeling creature subject to his power.

  


  He found the opportunity to indulge his cruelty with impunity thanks to the English workhouse system, which supplied him with indigent orphan boys, utterly without civil rights, whom he could exploit for his own purposes be they legitimate or otherwise. As the Britten scholar Philip Brett has noted, “unlike the typical villain of the Gothic novel, Grimes does not have to resort to kidnapping to place another person under his complete control; he has only to apply to the nearest workhouse.”17 But this implicates society in the crime, as Crabbe makes clear:


  
    Some few in town observed in Peter’s trap

    A boy, with jacket blue and woollen cap;

    But none inquired how Peter used the rope,

    Or what the bruise, that made the stripling stoop;

    None could the ridges on his back behold,

    None sought him shiv’ring in the winter’s cold;

    None put the question—”Peter, doest thou give

    “The boy his food?—What, man! the lad must live;

    “Consider, Peter, let the child have bread,

    “He’ll serve thee better if he’s stroked and fed.”

    None reason’d thus—and some, on hearing cries,

    Said calmly, “Grimes is at his exercise.”

  


  But after his third apprentice mysteriously dies, the town does ostracize the fisherman, who now must fish alone, and does so where no one else will go:


  
    There anchoring, Peter chose from man to hide,

    There hang his head, and view the lazy tide

    In its hot, slimy channel slowly glide.

  


  Thus Crabbe exposes a double injustice: Grimes’s cruel exploitation of his helpless apprentices, and the townspeople’s hypocritical disapproval of behavior in which they have all been complicit. The plight of the criminal fisherman who even so is banished unjustly was a theme of attractive complexity to modern artists like Britten and Pears, who were heirs to an even more relativistic notion of responsibility and blame, an even more exacting sense of social justice, and an even more compelling interest in psychological complexities than the prophetic Crabbe. Grimes was, or could be if suitably fleshed out, a character to set beside the similarly prophetic Büchner’s Wozzeck, the delinquent yet pitiable antihero of Berg’s famous opera, which had made so strong an impression on Britten that he had once nurtured the hope of studying with Berg (to the dismay of his official teachers at London’s Royal College of Music). Indeed, Wozzeck would be a model for Peter Grimes in ways that went far beyond the general similarity of their protagonists.


  SOCIAL THEMES AND LEITMOTIVES


  The “social problematic” may have been the initial impetus for Britten and Pears to build their scenario around the figure of Peter Grimes, but the portrait (already emphasized by Forster) of the furtive outcast brooding in the lonely estuary engaged a different level of response in them. It led to the thorough recasting of the title role, and the whole surrounding dramatic plot. “A central feeling for us,” Britten later told an interviewer,


  
    
      was that of the individual against the crowd, with ironic overtones for our own situation. As conscientious objectors we were out of it. We couldn’t say we suffered physically, but naturally we experienced tremendous tension. I think it was partly this feeling which led us to make Grimes a character of vision and conflict, the tortured idealist he is, rather than the villain he was in Crabbe.18

    

  


  


  Like Shostakovich in The Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District (another opera that had impressed Britten and that he would emulate), the composer saw his task with respect to his title character as one of exoneration. He and Pears went even further than Shostakovich or Berg had gone in softening the portrait of their hero, making him the innocent (if blundering) victim of prejudice and unjustified persecution. As Pears put it in an article advertising a broadcast performance in 1946, “Grimes is not a hero nor is he an operatic villain.” What is he then?
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  FIG. 5-2 Britten’s Peter Grimes in its first production, Sadler’s Wells Company, London (now the English National Opera), 1945.


  
    
      He is very much of an ordinary weak person who, being at odds with the society in which he finds himself, tries to overcome it and, in doing so, offends against the conventional code, is classed by society as a criminal, and destroyed as such. There are plenty of Grimeses around still, I think!19

    

  


  


  In the opera Grimes is given two apprentices, not three. The Prologue, unpreceded by any overture, portrays an inquest into the death of the first, who had died of thirst aboard Grimes’s boat during an ill-advised journey of several days to London. The death is attributed to “accidental circumstances,” but Grimes is given a warning not to expect the benefit of the doubt in the future.


  To reduce the story, as Britten and Pears recast it, to its barest bones: in act I, Grimes (against the advice of the inquest magistrate) procures another apprentice with the assistance of Ellen Orford, the village schoolteacher (a character transplanted from a different part of Crabbe’s The Borough), whom he hopes to marry after clearing his name and gaining the town’s respect by prospering. In act II, against Ellen’s passionate entreaties, Grimes forces the exhausted (and, as Ellen has discovered, roughly treated) new boy out to sea on a Sunday in pursuit of a big shoal of herring. Or so he intends; goaded to hurry perilously by Grimes (who hears an approaching posse of villagers opposed to his plan), the apprentice loses his footing on a cliff side and falls—again accidentally—to his death. In act III, the apprentice’s jersey is discovered on the beach and a manhunt is organized to bring Grimes to justice; he eludes them, but turns up later, dazed and incoherent, and is discovered by Ellen and by Captain Balstrode, a retired skipper (and Peter’s only other defender), who now orders him to row out to sea and sink his boat rather than face the implacable if mistaken judgment of the townspeople.


  But are they mistaken? Grimes, while no murderer, is indeed responsible for the boy’s death. Yet without the fanatical posse of villagers at his heels, he would not have treated the boy so recklessly. The theme of ambiguously shared guilt, already broached by Crabbe, is thus starkly dramatized. The preponderance of guilt is subtly shifted to the townspeople by showing them biased against Grimes from the start, and by showing him to be, as Britten put it, an idealist, full of poetic visions and wholesome aspirations, and there foremorally superior, at least by inclination, to the crowd that condemns him—just as, in the view of the opera’s creators, their own status as conscientious objectors was morally superior to that of a society then engaged in bloody warfare, which persecuted pacifists, and yet to which they were now committed to return. (Although Britten and Pears were ultimately dealt with leniently on the strength of their artistic reputations, their fears were not unjustified: the less lucky Michael Tippett was imprisoned for refusing military service in 1943, shortly before Britten embarked on the score).


  As soon as the character was reconceived in this way it became possible to assign his part to Pears’s tenor range rather than to the traditional villain’s baritone, as in the earliest scenario drafts. That may even have been a reason in itself for the transformation of the title role. The most explicit portrayal of Grimes’s positive side comes at the end of the first scene in act I, right before a big storm—obviously symbolic but, given the locale, also realistic—blows up. Balstrode exhorts Peter to marry Ellen before taking a new apprentice, so as to quiet gossip and give himself a fresh start. Grimes rejects the idea. “I have my visions, my fiery visions,” he insists. “They call me dreamer, they scoff at my dreams and my ambition.” But first he’ll make himself rich—”These Borough gossips listen to money, only to money”—and then he’ll marry Ellen. In this way he will achieve peace—a word that, as we can imagine, carried for Britten and Pears a powerful multiple charge. The last words in the scene, sung right before the storm breaks in the orchestra (an entr’acte famous in its own right as a concert piece), is Peter’s apostrophe to peace (Ex. 5-1):


  
    What harbour shelters peace,

    Away from tidal waves, away from storms?

    What harbour can embrace

    terrors and tragedies?

    With her there’ll be no quarrels,

    with her the mood will stay.

    Her heart is harbour, too,

    where night is turned to day.

  


  EX. 5-1 Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, Act I, scene 1, “What Harbour Shelters Peace?”
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  The words are by Montagu Slater, Britten’s old collaborator in the Left Theatre, who accepted the task of turning the scenario into a full-fledged libretto after Isherwood, Britten’s first choice, declined. The music, while conventionally lyrical and voice-dominated, hence “Verdian” rather than “Wagnerian” (to cite the pigeonholes into which twentiethcentury operas were customarily slotted), consists nevertheless of a tissue of tiny leitmotives. One is the rising ninth with which Peter’s long-breathed “peaceful” phrases all begin. It is first heard at the end of the Prologue, at the resolution of an unaccompanied passage (which Britten somewhat ironically called the “love duet”) in which Ellen calms the distraught Peter at the end of the inquest (Ex. 5-2). The two singers begin at odds (indeed, in seemingly “remote” keys linked by the shared A[image: Image]G[image: Image]), and achieve all’unisono concord in Ellen’s E major.


  Another leitmotif, more obvious in the context of Ex. 5-1, is one associated with the gathering storm, to which Grimes sings lines — “away from tidal waves, away from storms,” and “terrors and tragedies” — that contrast with the peace for which he longs, as his marcato vocal delivery contrasts with the dominating bel canto luxuriance of his vision.


  EX. 5-2 Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, unaccompanied duet at end of Prologue 9
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  The dramatic crux of the opera, the turning point that seals Peter’s tragic fate, comes in the first scene of act II: his stormy quarrel with Ellen over his treatment of the boy, which culminates in his single act of violence on stage when in frustration he strikes out at Ellen and knocks her knitting basket to the ground. The scene is played against a background of Sunday morning congregational singing coming from the church offstage, one of the many “genre” touches that give the opera its naturalistic atmosphere. Like many astute musical dramatists, but especially Verdi, Britten sought every opportunity to integrate the foreground and background through irony. (Another instance came during the previous act, when Grimes, awaiting the arrival of the new apprentice in the town tavern at the height of the storm, tries to join in a round that the townspeople are singing to keep their spirits up, but fails so miserably to keep the tune that he almost wrecks the song for everyone; what could more graphically convey his condition as a social misfit?)


  As this calamitous climax approaches, Ellen suggests that the two of them may have been mistaken in thinking that together they might have ended the pattern of cruel behavior that had brought the town’s suspicion on Grimes. He flies into a rage (Ex. 5-3a), mocking the comfort he had formerly taken in his vision of domestic tranquillity by singing a contorted parody of the rising-ninth motif (“Wrong to plan! Wrong to try! Wrong to live! Right to die!”) that first fails to achieve its goal, stalling at F, a major seventh above the starting note (pushed further, but only as far as an octave), and finally reverses direction, crashing back precipitously from the high A[image: Image] that had been the original goal.


  EX. 5-3 a Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, Act II, scene 1, “Wrong to plan!”
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  That F is an ominous note for more reasons than its not being A[image: Image] It had been functioning all during the scene as one of the offstage choir’s reciting notes (in alternation with B, a sinister tritone away), to which Grimes’s tormentors had been singing their unwittingly ironic, hypocritically moralizing commentary to the foreground events. As the crisis nears, the congregation, chanting on F, takes up the Creed. Their note passes to a pair of horns that provides a steady dissonant pedal to underscore the quarrel onstage — dissonant, that is, until Ellen joins their note with the terrible words, “Peter, we’ve failed!” (Ex. 5-3b).


  At this very point, when Peter strikes Ellen and loses all hope of breaking the pattern of his life, the choir of townsfolk is heard again, intoning a “Amen” to their insistent F. And then, most horrible of all, Peter Grimes himself takes up the dread pitch, translating their very word (“So be it!”) and resolving the F as a dominant to his highest note, B[image: Image], as he sings “And God have mercy upon me!” and rushes offstage in pursuit of the boy. Recalling the way in which Ellen had musically brought him round at the end of their “love duet,” it is hard to escape the appalling perception that, in accepting from the offstage congregation the note (and even the word) to which his persecutors have sung the triumphant conclusion of their Creed, Peter has implicitly accepted their judgment of him. Bereft of his dream of redemption, he is now, in his own eyes as well as theirs, a criminal to be condemned. And now we have the explanation for his hopeless final acceptance of Captain Balstrode’s legally unjustified sentence of death.


  EX. 5-3B Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, Act II, scene 1, “Peter, we’ve failed!”
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  The phrase to which Grimes has sung his exit line (and death warrant) now becomes the leitmotif that will dominate the rest of the scene, and more. Immediately repeated by braying brass in a raucous sequence to fix it in the listener’s memory, it then becomes the main theme of the choral episode that depicts the gathering of the posse that will eventually intrude on Grimes’s hut and bring about the tragic dénouement. But it is not only a theme: it pervades the music, serving now as accompaniment, now as offstage organ voluntary, and sometimes with its contour partially inverted.


  EX. 5-4 Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, Act II, scene 1, “Grimes is at his exercise”
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  Although it involves real-time action, the episode is constructed in part like an aria with a refrain; and that refrain, sung to the new leitmotif, is the chilling line from Crabbe (one of the few original verses to survive into the libretto) that had established both the town’s contempt for Grimes and their indifferent complicity: “Grimes is at his exercise” (Ex. 5-4). The climax comes when the whole town (excepting Ellen and Balstrode) shout the charge of “Murder!” to the strident inversion of the ninth in which Grimes had vested all his hope (Ex. 5-5).


  All rush off but for a quartet of women, including Ellen, who remain alone onstage and sing one of the opera’s famous set pieces, a pained commentary on the harsh life of the fishing community and the toll it takes on morals—a commentary given added ironic point by being sung, apart from Ellen, by the innkeeper (“Auntie”) and her “nieces,” the girls she keeps to provide the men of the town with comfort services: three women, in other words, identified by hypocritical convention as immoral, but alone (with Ellen) exhibiting a humanity which the town’s more respectable citizens have been exposed as lacking.


  Their lyrical quartet is mainly a respite from the mordant leitmotivery of the rest of the scene, but even here a note of irony lurks to complement the irony of Slater’s text, with its reference to the “bitter treasure of [the menfolks’] love.” A pair of flutes introduces each verse of the quartet with a dissonant ritornello (sometimes compared with the voices of seagulls supplementing the rocking waves of the sea as depicted in the accompanying strings) that in its two phrases spans a pair of descending ninths, now irrevocably associated with Grimes’s tragedy.


  EX. 5-5 Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, Act II, scene 1, “Murder!”
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  We are not finished with the main leitmotif of that tragedy, however. “God have mercy upon me,” also known as “Grimes is at his exercise,” now reverberates—at its original pitch, stretched out to a length of eleven beats, and unfolding at the slow tread of a funeral march replete with muffled drumbeats—as the ground bass of the orchestral passacaglia that serves as interlude between the two scenes of act II (Ex. 5-6). Like Berg’s Wozzeck and Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth, Britten’s opera relies heavily on interludes, not only as a way of filling the time between scenes, but as a vehicle of manipulative authorial commentary.


  The interludes in Peter Grimes, it has been observed, alternate in function between scene setting (at the beginning of acts) and meditations on the hero’s fate (in the middles), with the Storm in the middle of act I combining both roles. Britten’s Passacaglia directly parallels the one that comes midway through the second act of Shostakovich’s opera. Like the latter, and like the much shorter entr’acte after the murder in the third act of Wozzeck, it forces the audience to reflect obsessively (along with the title character) on a cataclysmic turn of events. In an early draft, Britten had associated the passacaglia with the “boy’s suffering,” and by using a solo viola in counterpoint against the ground at the outset, turns the interlude into a personal lament (an impression the use of solo strings conventionally conveys; one does not have to know that the viola was the instrument that, after the piano, Britten played best).


  ALLEGORY (BUT OF WHAT?)


  Britten’s and Pears’s strong personal identification with the title character has already been cited as a motive not only for composing the opera in the first place, but also for the hefty alterations that distinguish the musical treatment from the original poem. (“Neglect Crabbe,” one critic warned audiences, if they wanted to be able to see the characters “from the composer’s standpoint” and really understand the opera.20) That identification is most conspicuous in the libretto when Grimes rejects Balstrode’s suggestion that he seek employment as a merchant seaman rather than put up with the difficulties of life in the town, saying “I am native, rooted here/by familiar fields,/marsh and sand,/ordinary streets,/prevailing wind.” Anyone who knew Britten’s own circumstances, driven by homesickness from the safety of voluntary exile to the uncertainties of life within a possibly hostile society at war, could recognize these lines as autobiography; and many did.


  EX. 5-6 Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, Passacaglia (Interlude IV), beginning


  [image: Image]


  


  To think along these lines is to turn the opera into allegory. How one reads an allegory, of course, depends to a considerable degree on what one has on one’s own mind. To the American literary critic Edmund Wilson, who happened to catch the first production on a visit to London, the opera seemed an allegory of the war just past. “This opera could have been written in no other age,” he asserted, “and it is one of the very few works of art that have seemed to me, so far, to have spoken for the blind anguish, the hateful rancors and the will to destruction of these horrible years.”21 He saw these dire features embodied in the character of Grimes himself, whose violent nature he read, at first, as symbolizing defeated Germany:


  
    
      He is always under the impression, poor fellow, that what he really wants for himself is to marry Ellen Orford and to live in a nice little cottage with children and fruit in the garden “and whitened doorstep and a woman’s care.” Above all, he wants to prove to his neighbors that he is not the scoundrel they think him, that he really means no harm to his apprentices and that he will make a good family man. But he cannot help flying into a fury when the boy does not respond to his will, and when he gets angry, he beats him; and his townsmen become more and more indignant.22

    

  


  


  Whether Wilson really entertained this curious and limited view of the action, or whether he included it in his essay just to offset his final interpretation, is hard to say; but in the end he comes to see it more the way the opera’s creators evidently intended:


  
    
      By the time you are done with the opera—or by the time it is done with you—you have decided that Peter Grimes is the whole of bombing, machine-gunning, mining, torpedoing, ambushing humanity, which talks about a guaranteed standard of living yet does nothing but wreck its own works, degrade or pervert its own moral life and reduce itself to starvation. You feel, during the final scenes, that the indignant shouting trampling mob which comes to punish Peter Grimes is just as sadistic as he. And when Balstrode gets to him first and sends him out to sink himself in his boat, you feel that you are in the same boat as Grimes.23

    

  


  


  Not that the reading of an allegory must conform to the author’s precise intentions (or even that it can, since we can never be sure that we know the latter). Britten and Pears very likely read Wilson’s critique with a mixture of gratitude and bewilderment: gratitude that he grasped something of the social theme and identified as they did with Grimes, bewilderment that he was able to read his own cynically bleak view of “the whole of humanity” into their work. But whether or not one accepts Wilson’s reading, or any particular one, some level of allegorical interpretation seems necessary if the opera is to succeed in its moral, and even its musical, objective. For the music has painted Grimes as an innocent man, and yet he perishes as a guilty one. It does not add up, as the critic J. W. Garbutt forcefully argued in an article that appeared almost two decades after the first performance—and it is already a remarkable testimony to the opera’s status as a modern classic that debate about its meaning should have continued even that long. As recently as July 2004, in fact, the London Guardian carried an article that refused point-blank either to neglect Crabbe or to consider allegorical readings, condemning the work as “a powerful but an inadvertently immoral opera, that seeks (shades of Lady Macbeth) to justify an irredeemable criminal”24


  Nevertheless “the ending is dramatically memorable,”25 Garbutt wrote. Few have disagreed. Grimes’s mad scene (Ex. 5-7), which follows upon (and effectively silences) the last orchestral interlude, is a nearly incoherent recitative, accompanied by the offstage voices of the posse calling his name and by a single tuba impersonating a distant foghorn. Whatever rudimentary structure it has is provided by a medley of melodic reminiscences that sum up the action Grimes obsessively recalls. Ellen approaches, offering to take him home; he responds with a hopeless reprise of Ex. 5-1, transposed down a semitone. Finally, Balstrode approaches and, in spoken dialogue, issues the death sentence. Peter disappears in silence. A reprise of the Interlude that opened Act 1 then shows the Borough awakening to a new day.


  Joseph Kerman, in one of the earliest American reviews, marveled at the way in which “music is reduced successively to absolute zero”26 as the title character is destroyed. Dramatically memorable, indeed. “But is it dramatically just?” asks Garbutt:


  
    
      Had he some real guilt to atone for, the ending would have been meaningful as well as memorable: the tragic inevitability which Crabbe manages to convey as a force behind his narrative would have lent itself to the opera. But in the absence of established guilt, Peter is accepting death merely because of the Borough’s desire for revenge. Balstrode at this moment acts as the Borough’s executioner; mentally weakened, Peter submits. And the Borough celebrates its easy triumph with its routine performances, in the “cold beginning of another day.”27

    

  


  


  EX. 5-7 Benjamin Britten, Pete r Grimes, Act III, scene 2 (Grimes’s mad scene)


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  Garbutt concludes that the opera succeeds despite the dramatic flaw at its conclusion, owing to the sheer brilliance of Britten’s music. “Clearly there is a remarkable musical power in this opera, so dominating our response that we can accept the self-contradictory figure of Peter.” And yet his very critique, premised on his refusal to accept that self-contradictory figure, shows his conclusion to be unfounded. More recent critics, notably Philip Brett, have suggested that there is indeed a level at which the contradiction is resolved (or, more precisely, eliminated) through allegory. But the crucial allegory entailed so touchy and ticklish and unresolved a social issue in contemporary life that (as Ellen says when she finds the apprentice’s jersey) it became “a clue whose meaning we avoid.”


  That issue is homosexuality: or more specifically, hidden, “closeted” homosexuality, “the love that dare not speak its name,” which was for many, and remains for some, a tormented way of life. Among them were Britten and Pears. That they were “out of it”—social misfits—not only as conscientious objectors but as homosexual lovers was widely known (that is, widely and correctly assumed) at the time of their exile and return. It has been plausibly adduced as one of the reasons for their emigration, along with Auden and Isherwood and many others: “that desire,” as Philip Brett describes it, “so common in young gay men, to seek anonymity and freedom by going to the big city, the far-off country—any place, that is, away from the home where they feel at best half-accepted.”28 And it must surely have contributed to the “tremendous tension” that, as Britten put it in a paragraph already quoted, he and Pears “naturally” experienced at the time of their return from America, and led them to transform their Peter Grimes into “a character of vision and conflict.”


  Their apprehension was justified. Homosexual acts between consenting adults were illegal in Britain and (as the case of Oscar Wilde so dramatically demonstrated) could be vengefully prosecuted, no matter how eminent the offender. Even when unprosecuted, they could brand otherwise respectable figures with a social stigma. This definitely happened to Britten and Pears. Their musical achievements, and the punctilious discretion with which they conducted themselves in public (no longer so pressingly demanded of homosexual couples by today’s society), allowed them to become the world famous recipients of official honors (a knighthood for Pears, a peerage for Britten). But they were never at liberty to acknowledge their relationship: the closest Britten ever came was to refer to Pears in a speech as “a congenial partner” with whom “I like giving concerts.”29 And as their fame grew they were also increasingly the butt of cruel jokes intended to diminish them not only as persons but also as artists.


  Such jokes were usually uttered in private. But just as fame could shield Britten and Pears from overt harassment, fame protected their most eminent detractor. Sad to say, the most open, public insults ever addressed to them were delivered by none other than Stravinsky, who in his last years dictated several volumes of memoirs and observations to his assistant Robert Craft, and used them to settle scores not only with many figures from his past but also with many contemporaries, including younger composers whom he had reason to envy. Britten, whose extraordinary public success represented something Stravinsky had possessed in youth but had tried in vain to recapture in later life, was a special object of the old man’s taunts. He referred to Britten in print, maliciously, as a “bachelor composer,”30 and even permitted himself a reference to “Aunt Britten and Uncle Pears”31 in a letter that Craft published after his death.


  Britten’s and Pears’s relationship, officially regarded not only as socially deviant but as diseased by the medical science of the time, was an open secret even when not disparaged. It was always among the subtexts that informed views of the works in which they collaborated. Read as part of an allegory depicting the plight of social misfits, Grimes’s implicit acceptance of his “guilt” might be explained even without evoking sexuality. But in light of the stigma attached to his creators’ sexual relationship, that acceptance is among the opera’s most compelling social themes—one that communicated itself strongly to audiences even without speaking its name. In conjunction with the music, to whose powerful effects Garbutt drew attention, it surely contributed to the opera’s lasting hold on the imaginations of listeners. Or as Brett puts it, “the successful realization of so modern a dramatic character is one of the main reasons for the opera’s wide general popularity.”32


  Brett continues, “it is the special characteristic of the homosexual stigma (unlike that attached to being black or Jewish) that it is almost always reinforced at home and is thus the more readily ‘internalized,’ that is, accepted as valid and to a greater or lesser extent incorporated into the values and sense of identity of the person in question.”33 One who has internalized that shame might indeed regard himself as condemned, like Grimes, not for what he has done but for what he is. In addition to introspection (or the exercise of “common sense”), Brett supported his observations by citing the recent literature of “gay and lesbian” or “queer” theory, which has only existed as such since Britten’s death. But in offering a convincing interpretation of the opera’s most harrowing and problematical issue, namely Grimes’s acknowledgment of guilt, Brett is surely justified in his once alarming, now celebrated assertion that “it is to the homosexual condition that Peter Grimes is addressed.”34 As such an allegory, he further maintains, the work becomes “all the more poignant and relevant to people today,” whatever their sexual preferences or life style; for the social message is all the stronger for its being expressed—nonexplicitly yet unmistakably—in terms of what was in its day a still actively practiced intolerance. The opera thus becomes an indictment of its own contemporary society, not just “the Borough,” and Britten’s treatment of what was necessarily in its day a tacit social issue can, by anticipating (or even helping to precipitate) changes in public attitudes, appear in retrospect to have been as prescient or “prophetic,” in its way, as Crabbe’s or Büchner’s had been. “One of the things Britten’s operas (as well as his other works) seem to achieve is an exploration of various issues surrounding sexuality that the composer could not discuss in any other public form,” Brett writes, and he goes on to offer the judgment that Britten’s “perseverance in this endeavor is one of the truly remarkable and even noble features of his career.”


  That the treatment, though veiled in allegory, was conscious and deliberate can be seen clearly enough in retrospect if we reread Pears’s characterization of Grimes (“an ordinary weak person, … classed by society as a criminal”) in the light of his and Britten’s “crime.” And if any doubt remain, there is a letter from Pears to Britten, written in February or March 1944, about a month after Britten had started sketching the music, but only published in 1991, in which he reassured the composer that “the queerness is unimportant & doesn’t really exist in the music (or at any rate obtrude).”35 For they both knew that the theme of social persecution of homosexuals, however real and pressing, had to remain implicit if the opera was to be received by their contemporaries as bearing a “universal” message about human tolerance.


  Armed with these insights, Brett located prefigurings of Grimes’s “internalization” of society’s condemnation much earlier in the opera than the turning point in the middle of act II. We have already seen what a potent dramatic device Britten made of the musical technique of inversion, turning Grimes’s aspiring upward leap of a ninth into a crashing descent to connote the destruction of his aspirations and his doom. The other leitmotif introduced in Ex. 5-1, derived from the music associated with the gathering storm, can also be described, as Brett points out, as an inversion of the “hubbub” motif that accompanies the indignant muttering of the crowd in the opera’s opening scene, the inquest Prologue (Ex. 5-8). Nor would it be irrelevant to add in this context, when dealing with a composer as literate and selfconscious as Britten, that the word “inversion” is a frequent code word or euphemism for homosexuality, not only in colloquial speech but also in works of literature (most famously, perhaps, in Proust’s monumental novel, In Search of Lost Time).


  EXOTIC/EROTIC


  None of this means that Peter Grimes was actually envisioned or presented by Britten and Pears as homosexual, or that he should be played that way. The plight depicted is not that of sexual “inversion” as such but rather its social consequences, which do not differ in the case of homosexuals from those affecting other persecuted minorities. And yet there are other aspects of the opera that indirectly broach matters associated with, or tangential to, the theme of homosexuality, matters that recur in later works of Britten as well. Unlike Chaikovsky or Copland, or any other previous composer known or thought to be homosexual, Britten did consciously (and perhaps also unconsciously) “thematize” the topic repeatedly. That, too, is an aspect of modernity, and a particularly compelling one that transcends the narrowly stylistic issues to which discussions of musical modernity are often confined.


  EX. 5-8A Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, Prologue, “When women gossip…„
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  EX. 5-8B Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes Grimes’s replique in Act I, scene 1
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  In Peter Grimes, the title character’s insistence on having boy apprentices, in conjunction with the evidence of his possible sadism toward them, broaches the issue of pederasty (man-boy love) and the consequent “corruption of innocence” that was long a recognized but unspoken concern in British society, where the education of young boys so often took place in private, singlesex boarding schools. Britten himself attended such a school; his recent biographers have recorded the testimony of friends to whom he allegedly confided that he had been raped by a prep-school master. Incidents like this do not “explain” homosexuality; but they might predispose an artist to thematize man-boy attraction, as Britten did in Death in Venice, or violence toward children (as in The Turn of the Screw), or vengeful male treatment of overly attractive men (as in Billy Budd). Of all modern composers, Britten surely wrote the most for boy singers; and in A Midsummer Night’s Dream he cast Oberon, the Fairy King, as a male falsettist (or “countertenor”)—a boy’s voice in a man’s body to impersonate a character who schemes for possession of a “changling” (that is, a magically abducted) boy.


  The falsetto voice quality is an “exotic” effect, and such effects have always been the bread and butter of opera (defined by Samuel Johnson in the eighteenth century, after all, as “an exotick and irrational Entertainment’‘36). Britten’s operatic dramaturgy, and even his musical style, depends to an unusual degree on juxtapositions of exotic and “normal” or “unmarked” elements, perhaps further reflecting his view of himself as a “marked” man. The often startling effects that such juxtapositions produce is another genuinely modernistic aspect of Britten’s manner, despite his refusal to accommodate his technique of composition—for “social” as well as musical reasons—to the direction of the midcentury avantgarde. (About serial technique, for example, he wrote, “I can see it taking no part in the music-lover’s musicmaking; its methods make writing gratefully for voices or instruments an impossibility, which inhibits amateurs and young children.’‘37)


  Britten’s basic manner is well typified by the orchestral music that accompanies the short choral epilogue to the final scene in Peter Grimes (Ex. 5-9). It is a reprise of the Interlude at the beginning of act I, which sets the stage for a scene of routine life and work in the Borough, and seems to represent the natural environment in which that life goes on—wind, tide, perhaps skittering eddies, breezes, gulls. The texture is divided into three discrete timbral and tonal layers: a slow melody high in the violins and flute, a cushion of brass consisting of slow chords proceeding from and returning to an A-major triad, and a faster motif in the middle range (clarinet and harp).


  In themselves, the various layers are all diatonic and, in themselves, stylistically unremarkable. What is remarkable is their conjunction, which involves both tonal contradiction and an impression of rhythmic discoordination. The middle voice alone is intrinsically somewhat unusual in the way it presents the familiar contents of the “white key” diatonic scale as a tonally ambiguous arpeggio of stacked thirds over two octaves. On two levels, then, Britten contrives idiosyncratic or extraordinary presentations of material that is part of every listener’s ordinary musical experience. It is a technique that has been associated with surrealism, and that association seems to serve equally well to characterize Britten’s brand of modernism, which is similarly given to “polytonal” effects. It is a technique of identifying the dramatic representation it accompanies or evokes as being at once realistic—Peter Grimes is often characterized as a verismo opera—and strange.


  In Britten’s later operas, the juxtapositions take more extreme forms. When (as in The Turn of the Screw or A Midsummer Night’s Dream) they evoke the supernatural, Britten’s surrealism often involves playful or sardonic invocations of the “aggregate” or “total chromatic” (the basic stuff of serialism). The very opening curtain music in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, for example, establishes a magical dream atmosphere with a progression of major triads with roots on all twelve pitch classes (the slow and regular string glissandos that connect them evoking the heavy breathing of sleepers), and the “sleep music” in act II is a passacaglia on a progression of four harmonies, each played in a different instrumental color, that exhausts the chromatic scale without any pitch repetitions (Ex. 5-10).


  EX. 5-9 Benjamin Britten, Peter Gr imes, Act III, scene 2, choral epilogue
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  EX. 5-10A Benjamin Britten, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, beginning of Act I
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  EX. 5-10B Benjamin Britten, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the passacaglia ground
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  In The Turn of the Screw, the spooky two-act chamber opera based on Henry James’s novella about the corruption of innocent youth by evil spirits, the whole score is laid out over a twelve-tone harmonic grid (Ex. 5-11a). It consists of a prologue and sixteen scenes in different keys. The outer extremities have A as their tonal center; the middle scenes (last in act I, first in act II) have A. The successive centers in the first act can be laid out as an ascending A minor scale (plus the crowning At); those in the second act form the inversion of the first: a descending mixolydian scale on A[image: Image] (plus the concluding A). Taken together, the two scales exhaust the pitches of the chromatic scale. Each tiny scene, moreover, is linked with the next by an interlude. The one that follows the Prologue is labeled “Theme” and all the others are Variations on it (see Ex. 5-11b and c).


  The Theme, consisting as it does of an ordering of the twelve pitch classes, could be called a tone row; analysts have pointed to it as Britten’s accommodation with serialism (roughly contemporaneous with Copland’s and Stravinsky’s). Like the row in Copland’s Piano Quartet (see chapter 3), Britten’s theme separates the chromatic scale into two mutually exclusive whole-tone components, comparable to the complementary scales that govern the tonal progressions of the two acts. But unlike Copland’s serialism or Stravinsky’s, Britten’s simple twelve-tone manipulations are unrelated to Schoenberg’s techniques and could easily have occurred to a composer who had no knowledge of them. Rather, they are complete rotations or traversals (or “turns”) of the chromatic spectrum within a traditional (if not an entirely conventional) key scheme. They illustrate, and were no doubt motivated by, the title concept—a turn that tightens a trap.


  EX. 5-11A Benjamin Britten, The Turn of the Screw, tonal plan (analytical chart by Peter Evans)
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  In Britten’s last opera, Death in Venice, he at last hazarded a subject in which pederastic attraction was an explicit theme—and a destructive one, reflecting Britten’s own puritanical acceptance (like Peter Grimes’s) of society’s judgment of his real-life predilections. Mann’s novella concerns a great writer, Gustav Aschenbach (thought to have been modeled on Gustav Mahler), who prides himself on the “Apollonian” control he exercises over his work, but who unexpectedly conceives an uncontrollable “Dionysian”passion for Tadzio, ayoung Polish boy he espieswhileon vacation inVenice. Aschenbach not only humiliates himself but even destroys himself physically on account of his homoerotic attraction. Unable to bear parting from the object of his forbidden affection, he responds too late to health warnings and perishes in an epidemic.


  EX. 5-11B Benjamin Britten, The Turn of the Screw, Theme with pitches numbered
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  EX. 5-11C Benjamin Britten, The Turn of the Screw, Variation I with pitches numbered
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  FIG. 5-3 Britten’s Death in Venice, act II (Aschenbach observes Tadzio on the Lido beach in Venice). San Francisco Opera, 1997.


  To convey Tadzio’s unselfconscious, dangerous allure, Britten gave a new twist to an old device. He painted the boy (who does not sing) in exotic “oriental” colors, surrounding him with an aureole of Balinese gamelan music. It was not the first time Britten had used these sounds. He first encountered them in the United States, where he met the Canadian composer and ethnomusicologist Colin McPhee (1900–64), who had lived in Bali from 1931 to 1938. McPhee had made arrangements for two pianos of some of his transcriptions of gamelan performances. He and Britten recorded a few of them for the firm of G. Schirmer in 1941.


  The connection with homosexuality was drawn even then: McPhee, like many Euro-American artists, was drawn to Bali not only by its indigenous art, but also by its reputation as a sexual paradise where one could practice “deviant” sex with greater freedom and far less risk of social stigma than one could at home. “Thus,” the music historian W. Anthony Sheppard has observed, “Britten’s first impressions of Bali and first exposure to gamelan music were filtered through McPhee’s unique descriptions, transcriptions, and experiences.”38


  Some scholars have detected echoes of McPhee’s transcriptions in the second act of Peter Grimes. In 1956 Britten visited Bali and made some transcriptions of his own, mainly of music performed by a boys’ gamelan that had actually been organized by McPhee a couple of decades earlier. Thus, even his hands-on experience with gamelan “reinforced an imagined realm of sexual permissiveness that would remain in his Orientalist memory,” as Sheppard puts it, establishing a firm “connection between the musical exotic and homosexual opportunity.”39


  Britten almost immediately turned his new gamelan experiences to creative account in a ballet, The Prince of the Pagodas, first performed at Covent Garden in 1957. Thus Britten’s Tadzio music, for all its idiosyncratic associations, was the work of a genuine gamelan connoisseur. Like McPhee’s, Britten’s gamelan style employs authentic scales (as closely as Western instruments allow) in the seven-tone pelog tuning (Ex. 5-12), scored for an ensemble of mallet percussion instruments including xylophones, marimbas, glockenspiel, and vibraphone.


  Like his nineteenth-century French and Russian predecessors, Britten has come in for some criticism on account of his appropriation of exotic music for sensual and sinister effect, a use that tends to encourage the stereotyping of “others.” His “orientalism” is more plainly metaphorical than most earlier examples, however; it does not portray an actual oriental subject (as Peter Grimes did not represent an actual homosexual protagonist), but characterizes Aschenbach’s way of seeing the object of his desire, and his fantasies. The opera’s distinctive musical style arises out of the confrontation of unmarked “Western” music, suggestive of normality and respectability, and the marked music of the East, suggestive of irrepressible and illicit desire. The conjunction presented Britten with new, dramatically charged opportunities for the sort of “surrealistic” layerings and juxtapositions that had always characterized his modernism.


  Of course neither side “wins.” As in Peter Grimes, Britten confronts his audience with an unsolved problem, another mark of a quintessentially modernist sensibility. Interpreted by sympathetic critics like Brett and Sheppard, Britten’s operas emerged in the late decades of the twentieth century with renewed force, as (in Sheppard’s words) “personal allegories of specific contemporary social issues—whether of homosexual oppression, racial and ethnic intolerance, or of the pacifist’s precarious position in a militant, nationalistic society.”40


  TO SERVE BY CHALLENGING


  This is an achievement that the adoption of an alienated “avantgarde” stance, and a difficult musical style more typical of midcentury modernists, might well have thwarted. That was the real tension for Britten, in many personally crucial ways genuinely alienated from contemporary society, yet, as he put it, “longing to be used”41 by that very society, seeing his most useful potential role as that of a faithful and acceptable gadfly who could, by pleasing his audience with satisfying art experiences, lobby for points of view that challenged, and sought to undermine, the complacency of the majority.


  EX. 5-12 Benjamin Britten, Death in Venice, gamelan stylization in Tadzio music
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  The quoted phrase in the foregoing paragraph comes from a speech Britten delivered in 1964, entitled “On Receiving the First Aspen Award.” This was a sizable cash prize authorized in 1963 by the Aspen Institute for Humanistic Studies, an organization founded by Walter Paepcke (1896 -1960), a wealthy Chicago industrialist and philanthropist, whose monetary investment turned Aspen, a former silver-mining boom town in Colorado, into a combined ski resort and summer cultural center. The Aspen Award was instituted to honor “the individual anywhere in the world judged to have made the greatest contribution to the advancement of the humanities.”42 Britten received the award in particular recognition of his War Requiem, op. 66, a huge oratorio for three vocal soloists, mixed chorus, boys’ chorus, chamber orchestra, symphony orchestra, and organ, commissioned for the dedication of the rebuilt Coventry Cathedral, which had been bombed out during the Second World War, and first performed in the cathedral as part of its consecration ceremony on 30 May 1962. Like so many of Britten’s works, the War Requiem had ironic juxtaposition at its conceptual core. This time the Latin words of the traditional Requiem Mass, sung by the soprano soloist and the choruses with the large orchestra and organ, were juxtaposed with grim, posthumously published antiwar verses by Wilfred Owen (1893-1918), a pacifist poet killed in action a week before the armistice that ended World War I, sung by the tenor and baritone soloists, personifying soldiers, accompanied by the chamber orchestra.


  The inclusion of Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, a German baritone, in the original performing roster at Britten’s express behest turned the occasion into one of symbolic reconciliation between former enemies. It gave enormous added poignancy to the last of Owen’s poems, performed in juxtaposition with Libera me, Domine (“Deliver me, O Lord”), the final portion of the Requiem liturgy. The poem consists of a meditation on war’s waste of life in the form of a dialogue between a killed British soldier and a German whom he had previously killed. In the first performance, and in the recording made the next year under Britten’s baton, those roles were taken by Pears and Fischer-Dieskau.


  The soprano soloist in the recording was the Soviet singer Galina Vishnevskaya, whose participation balanced that of Fischer-Dieskau as a reminder of the former wartime alliance between the hostile camps of the cold war. The work was received in England, along with the ceremony it accompanied, as a major historical event; it gave Britten, at least for a time, the sort of heroic and official public prominence otherwise enjoyed by modern creative artists only in the Soviet bloc (and only when they behaved). For the moment, it seemed, his formerly suspect pacifism was in harmony with the aspirations of his country, and this concord was reflected in the citation he was given at Aspen, which lauded him as “a brilliant composer, performer, and interpreter through music of human feelings, moods, and thoughts, [who] has truly inspired man to understand, clarify and appreciate more fully his own nature, purpose and destiny.”43


  Britten used this moment of triumph to deliver a sermon at Aspen about the social responsibility of artists, and the responsibilities of society toward its artists. It can be read as a sustained metaphor for the conflict he had always faced between his condition and his aspirations, the risks he felt he had taken in life and in his art, and his satisfaction in having come through. “I want my music to be of use to people, to please them, to ‘enhance their lives’ (to use [the art critic Bernard] Berenson’s phrase),”44 he said near the end of his address, and followed this up by taking an explicit and very emphatic stand regarding the crux (“History or Society?”) that informs this chapter and the next:


  
    
      I do not write for posterity—in any case, the outlook for that is somewhat uncertain. I write music, now, in Aldeburgh, for people living there, and further afield, indeed for anyone who cares to play it or listen to it. But my music now has its roots in where I live and work.45

    

  


  


  This theme was Britten’s mantra. Earlier in the talk he had already insisted, repetitiously and seemingly gratuitously, that it was after all “quite a good thing to please people, even if only for today. That is what we should aim at—pleasing people today as seriously as we can, and letting the future look after itself.”46 Earlier still he had indicated why such a seemingly amiable, unobjectionable position had nevertheless to be advanced militantly:


  
    
      There are many dangers which hedge round the unfortunate composer: pressure groups which demand true proletarian music, snobs who demand the latest avantgarde tricks; critics who are already trying to document today for tomorrow, to be the first to find the correct pigeonhole definition. These people are dangerous—not because they are necessarily of any importance in themselves, but because they may make the composer, above all the young composer, selfconscious, and instead of writing his own music, music which springs naturally from his gift and personality, he may be frightened into writing pretentious nonsense or deliberate obscurity.47

    

  


  


  To those who saw themselves as living only in history, who treated their social peers as a hindrance, and who therefore continued to invest their art with an outdated aristocratic (or “high-culture”) aura of inaccessibility, Britten offered a prim pointer on manners: “it is insulting to address anyone in a language which they do not understand.”48 But pieties were balanced with warnings. “Finding one’s place in society as a composer is not a straightforward job,” he asserted, leaving a great deal unsaid, especially when he hinted that “until such a condition is changed, musicians will continue to feel ‘out of step.’ “49 Matters are not helped, he went on, “by the attitude towards the composer in some societies.” First he indicted his own, “semi-Socialist Britain, and Conservative Britain before it,” which “has for years treated the musician as a curiosity to be barely tolerated.” But even greater dangers lurk to the left and right, he told his American audience:


  
    
      In totalitarian regimes, we know that great official pressure is used to bring the artist into line and make him conform to the State’s ideology. In the richer capitalist countries, money and snobbishness combine to demand the latest, newest manifestations, which I am told go by the name in this country of “Foundation Music.”50

    

  


  


  Britten picked only three composers to praise by name, knowing that the praise would be provocative:


  
    
      Recently, we have had the example of Shostakovich, who set out in his “Leningrad” Symphony to present a monument to his fellow citizens, an explicit expression for them of their own endurance and heroism. At a very different level, one finds composers such as Johann Strauss and George Gershwin aiming at providing people—the people—with the best dance music and songs which they were capable of making. And I can find nothing wrong with the objectives—declared or implicit—of these men; nothing wrong with offering to my fellow-men music which may inspire them or comfort them, which may touch them or entertain them, even educate them—directly and with intention. On the contrary, it is the composer’s duty, as a member of society, to speak to or for his fellow human beings.51

    

  


  


  As history, even as social history, not everything (perhaps not much) in this paragraph holds water, and Britten may have known that. But he was engaging in a not-so-covert polemic against the other side of the mid-twentieth-century divide. And he was met with rejoinders in kind.


  


  


  CHAPTER 6


  Standoff (II)


  MUSIC IN HISTORY: CARTER


  EXPLAIN NOTHING


  P


  


  erhaps inevitably, the most widely noticed rejoinder to meet Britten’s outspoken Aspen address (and the music it defended) came from Stravinsky, who went out of his way to deride the War Requiem and its social reception in an essay on recent music, ghostwritten by his assistant Robert Craft, that was first published in 1964 (the year of the lecture) and reissued in book form two years later.


  “Behold the critics as they vie in abasement before the wonder of native-born genius,”1 Stravinsky scoffed. He compared Britten with Hermann Goetz (1840–76), a forgotten German composer who enjoyed a rapturous critical promotion during his lifetime and for a few decades thereafter (George Bernard Shaw placing him “above all other German composers of the last hundred years save only Mozart and Beethoven”2 —that is, above Wagner and Brahms). The inadequacies of Britten’s “cinemascope epic” are sneeringly catalogued: “patterns rather than inventions,” “an absence of real counterpoint,” “a bounteous presence of literalisms” (like the use of timpani strokes where the text mentions “the drums of time”), and the “sedative” use of the organ. The concluding jab, “nothing fails like success,” makes explicit the underlying premise that giving pleasure to one’s contemporaries precludes a genuinely “historical” achievement.


  Stravinsky’s ardent denunciation of the War Requiem gains added resonance in counterpoint with another ghostwritten review he had published slightly earlier, in which he had gone just as far out of his way to praise Elliott Carter’s Double Concerto for Harpsichord and Piano with Two Chamber Orchestras (1961), a choice example of what Britten had termed “Foundation Music.” It had been commissioned, and the many rehearsals that preceded the first performance had been underwritten, by the Fromm Music Foundation, to whose sponsor, Paul Fromm, the work was dedicated. Ex. 6-1 shows a representative page (far from the most complicated) from the Concerto’s score, chosen because Stravinsky happened to singleit outfor praise.
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  FIG. 6-1 Elliott Carter; photo, 1991.


  Surely the first thing that leaps out is how difficult this music must be to perform. The extreme fluidity of both rhythm and tempo are its most conspicuous features, closely followed by the enormous variety of detail, a bit bewildering in music so quiet. The atomistic texture is typical. Absent is anything that looks like a theme; instead there is a montage of rhythmic patterns, the majority of them consisting of strings of notes of equal value (allowing for the ubiquitous group accelerandos and ritardandos). Their interplay is what provides continuity and interest. It would be very difficult to deduce the harmonic principles that guide the counterpoint. Experimental analysis would quickly show that the music, while freely chromatic and fully “emancipated” in terms of dissonance treatment, cannot be referred to a tone row.


  EX. 6-1 Elliott Carter, Double Concerto, p. 101 of the score
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  To guide listeners through this very unusual composition at the premiere, the composer offered the following program note, which was reprinted as the sleeve note for a recording, also subsidized by the Fromm Foundation, that was issued shortly afterward. (It is quoted in full except for the first sentence, which repeats information given above):


  
    
      Completed in August, 1961, it is an antiphonal work for two small orchestras each led by one of the soloists. The harpsichord is associated with an ensemble of flute, horn, trumpet, trombone, viola, contrabass and percussion (largely metallophones and lignophones [i.e., instruments made of metal and wood]) while the piano is joined by an ensemble of oboe, clarinet, bassoon, horn, violin, cello and percussion (largely membranophones [i.e. drums with skin heads]). In addition to being isolated in space and timbre, the antiphonal groups are partially separated musically by the fact that each emphasizes its own repertory of melodic and harmonic intervals, the harpsichord ensemble: minor seconds, minor thirds, perfect fourths, augmented fourths, minor sixths, minor sevenths and minor ninths; the piano ensemble: major seconds, major thirds, perfect fifths, major sixths, major sevenths and major ninths. Each of these intervals is associated, for the most part, with a certain metronomic speed with the result that the speeds and their interrelationships are also different for the two groups. Rhythmically the harpsichord is apt to specialize in derivations of the polyrhythm four against seven, while the piano ensemble uses five against three. These fields of specialization of the two groups are not carried out rigorously throughout the work but give way to the more important considerations which come from the fact that the two groups not only have different repertories of musical characters, gestures, logic, expression, and “behavioral” patterns, but that all of these are meant to be combined with each group and from group to group and result in recognizable overall patterns. The motion of the work is from comparative unity with slight character differences to greater and greater diversity of material and character and a return to unity. The form is that of confrontations of diversified action-patterns and a presentation of their mutual interreactions, conflicts, and resolutions, their growth and decay over various stretches of time.


      The Concerto, although continuous, falls into seven large interconnected sections. During the Introduction, the two groups in becoming progressively more differentiated state each facet of their material with greater and greater definition. The Cadenza for harpsichord presents in condensed form all the salient characteristics, rhythms and intervals of its ensemble. The Allegro scherzando is primarily for the piano ensemble with brief interruptions and comments by the other group. An Adagio, largely for the winds of both groups accompanied by accelerating and retarding figurations by the two soloists and the percussion joined occasionally by the strings, follows, and is concluded by an extended duet for the two soloists meeting at a stage in the piano’s acceleration and the harpsichord’s retardation only to separate as the piano proceeds toward its maximum speed while the harpsichord and its percussion proceed toward their minimum speed simultaneously.


      The Presto is for harpsichord and all the other instruments except the percussion and the piano, which later constantly interrupts with fragments of the Adagio. Twice this soloist breaks into a short cadenza based on other elements of its material and its second cadenza leads to an amplification of the questioning inflections of the Presto by all the instruments with the percussion dominating. After a brief pause, the work closes with an extended Coda, using the entire ensemble in a series of long-phased oscillations (that include many subsidiary short-phased ones) from one group to the other, during which previous ideas are recalled in new contexts. Reversing the general plan of the Introduction (although not the musical one) these fragments lose their definition bit by bit, become shorter, sometimes more condensed, more dispersed, gradually merging into the slow waves of percussion rolls that move according to the basic polyrhythmic structure of the whole work.3

    

  


  


  This fairly lengthy note has been quoted in full just to show how uninformative it is. Except for the matter of the relationship between intervals and metronomic speeds, which is left unexplained and arcane, the composer has disclosed nothing that an attentive hearing would not have revealed, perhaps with a peek at the score to corroborate the point about intervallic “repertories.” (A glance at the double bass part in Ex. 6-1 will mostly confirm the intervallic repertory of the “harpsichord ensemble;” the wind and cello parts will do the same for the “piano ensemble.”) In this it does not differ from the average descriptive sleeve note, often the work of office hacks. Nowhere is there any indication of purpose, whether for the assignment of intervals, or the “behavioral patterns,” or the “polyrhythmic structure,” or even for the sequence of events, the blow-by-blow narrative to which most of the note’s detail is devoted. In other words, the description is entirely “formalist,” predicated on Clement Greenberg’s assumption, quoted in the previous chapter, that an artwork’s form is tantamount to its content, and that (in the case of music) nothing beyond the sounds themselves requires description, let alone explanation.


  The only hint at purpose or content comes in the single sentence where “action-patterns” are described in terms of confrontations, interreactions, conflicts, resolutions, growth, and decay, all of these being human actions and life phases. Of course the use of such terms to describe the behavior of musical sounds had a long history by 1961, and it is by no means certain that those who read the note would necessarily think of the literal meaning of the words, or that they were meant to. Nor is any clue given as to what such actions might signify, or (to fasten only on the most obvious musical question) what constitutes a resolution in such a harmonic idiom. The sentence is no more helpful, in other words, than the rest. Take the word “time” out of the sentence, in fact, and it could as easily have been a description of a painting as of a musical composition. Such language might easily have slid unnoticed into an essay or review about abstract expressionist canvases—say an “action” painting by Jackson Pollock—of a kind that by 1961 dominated the museum world and the art market.


  The central Adagio, in which rhythm and tempo are at their runniest, is sampled in Ex. 6-2. The ingenious notation, which allows a single conductor to coordinate simultaneously steady, accelerating, and retarding tempi, actually disguises the central fact that the wind instruments (the slowest-moving parts) play at a steady rate. The score, in other words, looks altogether different from how the music is meant to sound—itself a fascinating aspect of the piece, if a somewhat baffling one. But why is all of this happening? Carter does not tell.


  Britten would have spoken here of snobbery. Stravinsky, for his part, emphasized the Concerto’s “interesting performance problems,”4 commended Carter’s choice of historical model (Berg’s Chamber Concerto, he thought), then cheerfully confessed himself unable to understand the all but peerlessly patterned, detail-heavy music except in the broadest “gestural” terms. Giving it a twelve-tone pedigree suggests that Stravinsky was actually mistaken as to its technical premises, probably having made no attempt to parse its syntax. But Stravinsky did not think it ill bred of Carter to address him in a language he did not understand. Indeed, its very inscrutability magnified the Concerto’s appeal, giving it an aura to which Stravinsky reacted as if to a religious revelation, declaring, “analysis as little explains a masterpiece or calls it into being as an ontological proof explains or causes the existence of God.”5 Then came the words that have been endlessly repeated in the literature that has grown up around Carter’s music: “There, the word is out. A masterpiece, by an American composer.” A masterpiece exists as such even (or especially?) when no one understands it, Stravinsky seems to imply. The process through which one recognizes a masterpiece, then, has more to do with pedigree than with cognitive intercommunication—with history, that is, not with society—and it is a matter of faith. Difficulty—especially conspicuous in Carter’s music of the 1960s and 1970s, which had the most intricately detailed textures, the most complicated surfaces, and the most abstruse notation of any music of its time—was itself taken as an earnest of masterpiece status, as religious disclosure unveils what the Bible calls a “truth that passeth all understanding.” It is remarkable that Stravinsky, who derided British critics for their “abasement” before a false masterpiece, assumed that very same stance to acknowledge what he took to be a true one.


  Charles Rosen, the pianist in the first performance of the Double Concerto, offered a secular variation of Stravinsky’s piety when he wrote that “it is important for a radically new work to be understood only little by little and too late,” because “that is the only tangible proof we have of its revolutionary character.”6 On the face of it both Rosen’s and Stravinsky’s remarks are examples of a special kind of tautology known as the assumption of a false converse: if masterpieces are inscrutable, then what is inscrutable is a masterpiece; if what is revolutionary is understood too late, then what is not understood now is revolutionary.


  Understood within the ideology of romantic historicism and its modernist extensions, the remarks are not difficult to interpret. If artists live only in evolutionary history, then their work has validity only to the extent that it makes a contribution to evolution. The most obvious contributions to evolution are revolutions. They address the future rather than the present. The only proper contemporary audience for a contemporary masterpiece, then, consists of evolutionary historians, whose awareness of historical process allows them to extrapolate from the past to the future. And sure enough, Carter’s Double Concerto was given its very successful first performance at a concert held at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art in conjunction with the Eighth Congress of the International Society for Musicology, at a time when evolutionary historicist views thoroughly dominated academic music studies. Carter’s Concerto, from the moment of its unveiling, was a historic work in the narrowest sense of the word—the sense that, according to the ideology we have been tracing, specifically excluded the social.


  EX. 6-2 Elliott Carter, Double Concerto, Adagio, mm. 360–374
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  FROM POPULISM TO PROBLEM SOLVING: AN AMERICAN CAREER


  By the time Stravinsky and Rosen made their remarks, the view they upheld of Carter’s music, and of musical value generally, accorded closely with the composer’s own. But unlike them, Carter had evolved by slow degrees to the position they assumed as a given. Unlike Britten’s, his development as a composer was sluggish and tortuous. The son of a wealthy lace importer, he never had to earn a living from his musical activity and was not particularly ambitious in his youth. His early training exactly paralleled Virgil Thomson’s a decade earlier. From Harvard’s Francophile music department he went to Paris to study for three years (1932–35) with Nadia Boulanger and came home a confirmed “neoclassicist.”


  During the following decade, that of the Great Depression and the Second World War, his music conformed to the pastoral and Americanist idioms associated with Copland, whom he praised in a 1939 review for discovering “a kind of beautiful simplicity which bears a definite spiritual relationship to the simple, direct, and honest people of this continent.”7 That same year Carter’s ballet Pocahontas had its premiere performance by Ballet Caravan on a program that also included Copland’s Billy the Kid. For his Symphony (1942), he took as a model Roy Harris’s Third, in the words of Carter’s pupil and biographer David Schiff “the unavoidable Great American Symphony of the day.”8 In one respect, however, Carter’s background differed significantly from those of his colleagues in the Boulangerie. As a teenager he had met and been befriended by Charles Ives, who was then nearing the end of his active career as a composer. Thus, even before his exposure to Nadia Boulanger he was familiar with, and affected by, the “ultramodern” American music, unknown in Europe, that Ives was bankrolling as the primary sponsor of Henry Cowell’s New Music Editions: Ives’s own music (particularly the Fourth Symphony, the Concord Sonata, and Three Places in New England) and the work of Cowell (both his music and his “idea-book” New Musical Resources), Carl Ruggles, and Ruth Crawford Seeger.


  This was a music of optimistic romantic spirit and enthusiastic experimentalism that retained a strong maximalist thrust in the face of European retrenchment. His formative exposure to it caused psychological problems for Carter during his years of study with Boulanger (one of the retrenchment’s guiding spirits) and during his flirtation with the going American populism of the Roosevelt years. Its influence may have hindered his “populist” music from making the easy contact with its intended audience that Copland’s enjoyed. In any case, Carter came to see his “social” overtures as unrequited.


  At the same time, Boulanger’s impressive mastery of traditional craftsmanship and her pedagogical emphasis on professionalism made Carter somewhat squeamish about the provincial American modernism that had nurtured him before his European sojourn. He betrayed his ambivalence in a condescending review of Ives’s Concord Sonata, faulting it for its conventional (that is, romantic) rhetoric, its lack of formal logic, and an esthetic sensibility that is “often too naive to express serious thoughts, frequently depending on quotation of well-known American tunes, with little comment, possibly charming, but certainly trivial.”9 The review caused a painful and permanent rift in Carter’s personal relations with his former mentor; but of course he was writing to and about himself and his own creative impasse, giving advice not to Ives but to himself. It took him a decade to reconcile the contradictions in his own esthetic sensibility; and he only succeeded by resolutely purging it of social aspirations.


  Over that decade Carter came back to terms with his “ultramodern” inheritance, in a series of works that on the one hand aspired, or reaspired, to the epic rhetoric of the Concord Sonata, which was ultimately traceable to the “transcendent” image of Beethoven that Ives worshiped. This leaning is especially noticeable in Carter’s own burly and virtuosic Piano Sonata of 1946. On the other hand, his works of the forties embodied a “problem-solving” attitude toward technique that seemed to put the composer’s professional interests front and center, suggesting the research model of modernism already encountered in John Cage and the postwar serialists both in America and in Europe (and anticipated by Cowell’s handbook). Carter began to acquire the reputation of a musician’s musician—an “original, responsible, serious, adult composer,” in the words of his friend and champion Richard Franko Goldman, “whose gifts have not been fully understood or widely appreciated,” who “regards each new work as being in some respects a problem peculiar to itself,” and who, in consequence, writes “music never lacking in skill but sometimes ingeniously uninteresting.”10


  In the Piano Sonata, piano resonance itself—novel effects obtained by the use of the sostenuto pedal and by silently depressing keys—was the object of technical investigation (not that these effects were unrelated to the Sonata’s monumental expressive goals). In smaller works, including Eight Etudes and a Fantasy for woodwind quartet and Six Studies for Four Timpani (both 1950), the research could seem to be self-motivated, as the use of the term “étude” already attests. “I had become very concerned with the nature of musical ideas,” Carter later wrote, “and started writing music that sought to find out what the minimal needs were for the kind of musical communication I felt worthwhile.”11


  Eight Etudes and a Fantasy actually originated in a Columbia University classroom, where Carter was teaching a course in orchestration in the summer of 1949. He sketched ingenious little experiments in woodwind texture on the blackboard to stimulate his pupils’ imaginations in writing little pieces of their own to be tried out by a little team of hired players. The objective, clearly, was to make much of little: to construct a coherent musical design out of a minimum of raw material. In the first etude, the material consists of big, crisscrossing intervallic leaps that map out a maximum of textural space in a minimum of time. In the fourth, the material consists entirely of slurred pairs of eighth notes describing a rising semitone, treated like the little tiles that make up a mosaic.


  In Etude no. 3 (Ex. 6-3a), the material has been boiled down to a single D-major triad (in the middle range shared by all the instruments), sustained throughout in kaleidoscopically shifting timbres as the players’ instruments spell one another by entering and fading out imperceptibly. It is a famous curio, only to be exceeded as a tour de force of economy by no. 7 (Ex. 6-3b), which takes a single sustained pitch, the G above middle C, as a “theme” to be varied by overlapping dynamic shapes and assorted articulations. Carter described it as “draw[ing] out of the fifteen possible tone colors and their combinations and variants due to dynamic and attack differences, a musical discourse entirely dependent on contrasting various types of ‘entrances’: sharp, incisive attacks as opposed to soft entrances of other instruments.”12 Minimal needs, indeed. And yet the placement of a pair of loud unison attacks at the midpoint gives the seventh etude, despite its measly contents, a vivid shape.


  The concluding Fantasy (written later, not at the blackboard) is a fugue on a very long subject combining motives from four of the Etudes. Over its course it “modulates” from the tempo of the first etude to that of the seventh, then the second, and so on, motivic elements of the relevant etude coming to the fore as episodes at each tempo station. At various points the subject is heard in stretto at two tempos simultaneously, their relationship translated into conventionally notated note-lengths. In the second measure of Ex. 6-4, the bassoon plays the opening of the subject at a metronome rate of [quarter] = 84, the tempo of Etude No. 1, against a statement in the flute that proceeds in even notes of seven sixteenths’ duration. The flute is thus playing in a durational ratio of 7:4 vis-à-vis the bassoon. Another way of putting this would be that the flute is playing at a metronomic beat rate of 48, since (7:4) × 12 = 84:48.


  EX. 6-3A Elliott Carter, Eight Etudes and a Fantasy, Etude no. 3
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  EX. 6-3B Elliott Carter, Eight Etudes and a Fantasy, Etude no. 7 (beginning)
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  The source of this playful superimposition of tempi is, of course, the music of Ives: e.g. the contest of two bands at the middle of “Putnam’s Camp” from Three Places in New England. Carter has reestablished contact with Ives’s example, but only after having extended it to a more arcane ratio (Ives’s being a simple 3:2) and abstracting it from its programmatic context. Another, more dynamic sort of superimposition comes at the end of the Fantasy, where the subject is accelerated to the point where it disappears into the blur of a trill while at the same time it is played as a cantus firmus in longer notevalues than ever. Each of the instruments participates at various points in both processes.


  EX. 6-4 Elliott Carter, Eight Etudes and a Fantasy, Fantasy, mm. 108 –111


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  The timpani studies, which were revised and augmented by an additional pair for publication in 1966 (as Eight Pieces for Four Timpani), continue the rhythmic explorations of the woodwind Fantasy, with particular emphasis on the technique of proportional, exactly calibrated tempo “modulation.” The most sophisticated and thoroughgoing example of it comes in the middle of the seventh piece, called “Canaries” (Ex. 6-5). The title, which may seem surprising in a piece for timpani (and was probably chosen with that surprise in mind), refers not to household warblers but rather to a fast jiglike dance, all leaping and stamping, that was imported to Spain from the Canary Islands in the sixteenth century.


  A steady pulse of dotted quarters is established in the third measure of Ex. 6-5. It crosscuts the notated quarter-note pulse, set at the metronome rate of MM96. The relationship between a dotted quarter and a quarter is the hemiola proportion, 3:2. Therefore the metronome speed that would correspond to the dotted-quarter pulse is [image: Image] of 96, or MM64. That shift takes place in m. 6 of the example, and is reinforced by doubling: the timpanist plays the renotated pulse with both hands, using all four drums. The whole passage that follows pits the constant pulse in the timpanist’s left hand against a constantly accelerating pulse in the right.


  First (m. 8) the right hand reverts to the old quarter note, at 3/2 times the speed of the dotted quarter in the left. In m. 9 the parenthetical accents imply a pulse duration such that two quarters = [image: Image] of the dotted quarter at MM64, or twice the original quarter at MM96, either way implying a pulse of = [image: Image] MM96 or MM48. At m. 10 that half-note pulse is filled with three triplet quarters: the right hand has accelerated once again by a hemiola ratio of 3:2. This time the pulse in the right hand is 3 ×48 or MM144, while the left hand is still beating at a rate of MM64. The proportion 144:64 reduces to 9:4, which is why the notation in m. 10 suddenly looks complicated. Notated in terms of the new righthand pulse, the old left-hand pulse equals 9 sixteenth notes under a triplet bracket. Only the visual appearance of the notation (and the wordy descriptive prose that is now tracking it) are complicated, however; to the ear, two successive hemiola proportions—(3:2) × (3:2) =9:4—are easy to follow.


  The notation is eased in m. 11, when the triplet brackets are removed, and the new pulse is specified instead by the metronome setting. There is no audible difference between m. 10 and m. 11, except that now the right hand is once again preparing for a hemiola proportion, grouping its quarters by twos. The new implied half-note pulse, as Carter’s setting specifies, is MM72. When it is filled by a triplet, as happens in m. 12, the triplet quarter will run at a spiffy MM216. Since 216:64 reduces to 27:8, or (3:2) x (3:2) x (3:2), the old pulse of MM64, still plodding along in the left hand, must now be represented as a duration of twenty-seven thirty-second notes against the right hand’s quarter. At m. 17 yet another hemiola proportion is prepared, by grouping the new quarter pulse by two (implying a pulse of MM108) and then dividing the implied half note into a triplet (each quarter now zipping by at MM324!). The new notation of the old pulse now becomes even more finicky, since the notation has followed the right hand through four hemiolas, and the left-hand duration must now be represented as the equivalent of eighty-one sixty-fourth notes, since (324:64) -i-4 = 81:16.


  At this point the limit of practicable speed has been reached by the timpanist’s right hand, and so the pattern of successive hemiolas is broken. The two hands begin alternating in a duple pattern at the rate of the fastest triplets, implying a quarter note pulse that is half of MM324 (= MM162, as notated in m. 24). The notation becomes simple again, but not because the music has become more simple. The complications in the notation paradoxically arose in connection with the simplest element in the music: the steady, absolutely fixed and immutable left-hand pulse.


  EX. 6-5 Elliott Carter, Eight Pieces for Four Timpani, “Canaries,” middle section
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  The only way to make the relationships between the constant pulse and the changing pulse metronomically exact was to continually readjust the notation to show the changes, leaving the constant element to adapt. (The weird notation of the Adagio from the Double Concerto in Ex. 6-2 is a more complicated instance of the same principle.) Timpanists performing the piece do not actually have to count durations of twenty-seven thirty-seconds or eighty-one sixty-fourths. All they need to do is keep their left hand swinging at a constant rate and concentrate on the changing patterns in the right. Woodwind and brass players in the Double Concerto’s Adagio face a similar problem.


  Although the main preoccupation (or compositional “problem”) in “Canaries” is obviously rhythmic, the pitches are also organized in a way that reflects preoccupation with “the formation of ideas with minimal material,” and that became equally characteristic of Carter’s music. From the set of four pitch-classes to which the timpani are tuned (EBC ^ F, reading its actual pitches from the bottom up), every interval from the semitone to the tritone can be extracted, which means that every interval there is can be extracted from the given tetrachord, since all other intervals are either inversions or compounds of the basic six (sometimes called “interval classes”). Such “all interval tetrachords,” as they are now called in the theoretical literature, are the most economical possible way of expressing (or implying) the full range of intervallic possibilities. There are exactly two such tetrachords. The one Carter used in “Canaries” can be represented in closest spacing as 0 1 4 6 reading up or down (in this case down from F). The other is 0 1 3 7. All-interval tetrachords play an increasingly prominent role in Carter’s music from this point on, for reasons that will later emerge more fully.


  THEORY: THE TIME SCREEN


  Tempo modulation, often called “metrical modulation” (a misnomer coined by Goldman in his article of 1951), is Carter’s trademark innovation, although (as he has pointed out to more than one interviewer)


  
    
      there is nothing new about [it] but the name. To limit brief mention of its derivations to notated Western music: it is implicit in the rhythmic procedures of late fourteenthcentury French music, as it is in music of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that uses hemiola and other ways of alternating meters, especially duple and triple. From then on, since early sets of variations like those of Byrd and Bull started a tradition of establishing tempo relationships between movements, tempo modulation began to relate movements of one piece together, as can be seen in many works of Beethoven, not only in the variations of Op. 111, but in many places where doppio movimento and other terms are used to delineate [exact] tempo relationships. In fact, at that very time, the metronome was invented, which establishes relationships between all tempi. In our time, Stravinsky, following Satie, perhaps, wrote a few works around 1920 whose movements were closely linked by a very narrow range of tempo relationships, and much later Webern did the same.13

    

  


  


  Carter has also listed various non-Western traditions — Indian, Arabic, Balinese, and West African — as sources of his rhythmic techniques, as well as “jazz of the thirties and forties that combined free improvisation with strict time.” The sheer cited range calls for comment, not so much because it flaunts erudition, but because it suggests an important difference between mid-twentieth-century composers and those who lived before the widespread dissemination of sound recordings. Thanks to records, which Carter explicitly acknowledged as the source of his knowledge of African music, but which were probably also a gateway to early Western music (just then being commercially recorded on an unprecedented scale), a composer could live, as Henry Cowell once put it, “in the whole world of music” in a way that could never previously have been imagined.


  Like Carter, many composers with this sort of access to such a diversity of musics began to think newly of themselves as universalists or omnibus synthesizers. It gave them a much more immediate contact with exotic musics of all kinds, and a newly immediate sense of themselves as living in history, not only as direct recipients of a particular tradition, but as heirs to the sum total of musical culture. For some, that realization brought with it a vastly magnified consciousness of heritage and obligation. It gave Carter a sense of responsibility toward music and its development, and a new sense of purpose. Or that, at least, is the way he has described his development to Allen Edwards, a sort of Boswell who interviewed him at length and fashioned a widely-read book, Flawed Words and Stubborn Sounds, out of Carter’s responses. Carter’s account of his shift in musical interests has an important bearing on the social and historical issues that this chapter and the previous one jointly address.


  Carter has dated the change to the year 1944, which, coincidentally or not, was the year in which his Holiday Overture, his most overtly “populist” composition, was rejected for performance by Koussevitzky and the Boston Symphony, despite Copland’s enthusiastic sponsorship. In that year, he told his interlocutor,


  
    
      I suddenly realized that, at least in my own education, people had always been concerned only with this or that peculiar local rhythmic combination or sound-texture or novel harmony and had forgotten that the really interesting thing about music is the time of it—the way it all goes along. Moreover, it struck me that, despite the newness and variety of the posttonal musical vocabulary, most modern pieces generally “went along” in an all-too-uniform way on their higher architectonic levels. That is, it seemed to me that, while we had heard every imaginable kind of harmonic and timbral combination, and while there had been a degree of rhythmic innovation on the local level in the music of Stravinsky, Bartók, Varèse, and Ives particularly, nonetheless the way all this went together at the next higher and succeeding higher rhythmic levels remained in the orbit of what had begun to seem to me the rather limited rhythmic routine of previous Western music. This fact began to bother me enough so that I tried to think in larger-scale time-continuities of a kind that would be still convincing and yet at the same time new in a way commensurate with, and appropriate to, the richness of the modern musical vocabulary.14

    

  


  


  “What contemporary music needs,” he went on,


  
    
      is not just raw materials of every kind but a way of relating these—of having them evolve during the course of a work in a sharply meaningful way; that is, what is needed is never just a string of “interesting passages,” but works whose central interest is constituted by the way everything that happens in them happens as and when it does in relation to everything else. I feel very strongly about this, just because ever since 1944 I have realized that ultimately the matter of musical time is vastly more important than the particulars or the novelty of the musical vocabulary, and that the morphological elements of any music owe their musical effect almost entirely to their specific “placing” in the musical time-continuity.15

    

  


  


  One could hardly express a fuller commitment to the idea of research and development as the composer’s primary task. One’s entire responsibility as an artist, as Carter here envisions it, is to maintain the pace of technical innovation set by one’s predecessors, to make sure that it applies equally to all musical parameters, and direct its course toward the most productive possible historical evolution. Above all, one must “prioritize” one’s goals. Carter is very critical of the work of many if not most of his contemporaries:


  
    
      It seems to me that many of the works of the Darmstadt school of composers have suffered greatly from the attempt to apply certain mistaken “philosophic conceptions” of time to music itself, though it is clear that the attractiveness of these conceptions about, say, the “interchangeability of musical moments” [a reference to Stockhausen] has its roots in the kind of visually-and spatially-derived mechanistic thinking that originally produced total serialism [a reference to Boulez, and, possibly, to Babbitt as well] and was unconcerned from the outset with the problem of time-continuity and of producing feelings of tension and release and therefore of musical motion in the listener, but dealt rather with unusualness of aural effect, thus reducing music to mere physical sound.16

    

  


  


  But he shares their commitment to innovation as a primary obligation mandated by history, whatever the consequences may be in terms of the popularity or comprehensibility of the result outside (or even inside) the boundaries of the profession. Carter outlined his own “philosophic conceptions” in an essay called “Music and the Time Screen,” which he delivered as a lecture at the University of Texas in 1971 and later published. The discussion recalls somewhat the second lecture in Stravinsky’s Poetics of Music, with its little dissertation—borrowed from Pierre Souvtchinsky, who had borrowed it from Henri Bergson—on the distinction between ontological (or objective) time, ticked off by a clock, and psychological (or subjective) time, meaning time as we humanly perceive it.


  The difference is that where Stravinsky had been content to present the pair as a bald and (for music) value-laden contrast, ontological correlating with “classic” (good) and psychological with “romantic” (bad) musical habits, Carter sees music as deriving its value from its capacity to mediate between the two aspects of time. He adopts as his model a celebrated philosophical discussion of music in Susanne Langer’s esthetic treatise Feeling and Form (1953). Time is, on the one hand, the experience of passage, and, on the other, the experience of change. Passage is measured by change, which in turn (here Carter quotes Langer; the ellipses are his):


  
    
      is measured by contrasting two states of an instrument, whether that instrument be the sun in various positions, or the hand on a dial at successive locations, or a parade of monotonous similar events like ticks or clashes, “counted,” i.e. differentiated, by being correlated with a series of distinct numbers … . “Change” is not itself something represented; it is implicitly given through the contrast of different “states” themselves unchanging.


      The time concept which emerges from such mensuration is something far removed from time as we know it in direct experience, which is essentially passage, or the sense of transience … . But the experience of time is anything but simple. It involves more properties than “length,” or interval between selected moments; for its passages have also what I can only call, metaphorically, volume. Subjectively, a unit of time may be great or small as well as long or short. It is this voluminousness of the direct experience of passage, that makes it … indivisible. But even its volume is not simple; for it is filled with its own characteristic forms, otherwise it could not be observed and appreciated … . The primary image of music is the sonorous image of passage, abstracted from actuality to become free and plastic and entirely perceptible.17

    

  


  


  The deliberate representation of that sonorous image of existence as temporal, Carter asserted, was what the task of all music should be, and what the task of his music, uniquely, actually was. By analogy with Langer’s “contrasting states,” Carter sought ways of combining and contrasting aspects of time—of “passage” or unfolding—within a single texture. For example: the first movement of Carter’s Cello Sonata (written last) combines what in his essay he calls “chronometric” time (that is, regular isochrony or equal pulses) in the piano against “chrono-ametric” time (irregular mixtures of values producing a rubato effect) in the cello (Ex. 6-6).


  EX. 6-6 Elliott Carter, Cello Sonata, I, opening
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  To illustrate “metric modulation” in “Music and the Time Screen,” Carter selected the passage from “Canaries” for timpani given in Ex. 6-5, and commented that “to the listener, this passage should sound as if the left hand keeps up a steady beat throughout the passage, not participating in the modulations.”18 In this way, he said, he sought to incorporate elements of both kinds of time experience, as Stravinsky had dichotomized them: “pure duration” as against the distortions of our time sense wrought by “expectation, anxiety, sorrow, suffering, fear, contemplation, pleasure, all of which could not be grasped if there were not a primary sensation of ‘real’ or ‘ontological’ time.”19 As Carter developed these ideas in his music of the 1950s and 1960s, “the primary questions” he sought to answer in his work as a composer were these: “How are events presented, carried on, and accompanied? What kind of changes can previously presented events undergo while maintaining some element of identity? and, How can all this be used to express compelling aspects of experience to the listener?”20 His attempts to answer them led him to what he called


  
    
      a special dimension of time, that of “multiple perspective” in which various contrasting characters are presented simultaneously— as was occasionally done in opera, for example, in the ballroom scene from Don Giovanni, or in the finale of ä?da. Double and sometimes manifold character simultaneities, of course, present, as our human experience often does, certain emotionally charged events as seen in the context of others, producing often a kind of irony, which I am particularly interested in. In doing this so frequently, and by leading into and away from such moments in what seemed to me telling ways, I have, I think, been trying to make moments of music as rich in reference as I could and to do something that can be done only in music and yet that has rarely been achieved except in opera.21

    

  


  


  Eventually, Carter began to experiment with ways of allowing the components of his multiple perspectives to develop independently rather than present statically contrasting characters. This made for situations — simultaneous accelerandos and ritardandos combined with regular beating, for example, as found in the Double Concerto — that were almost impossible to notate exactly, giving the music the exceedingly forbidding visual appearance that can mislead score-readers even as it conveys essential information to performers. That begins to hint at some of the problems that Carter’s music, despite its “minimal” materials and its ingenuous expressive aims, has created not only for listeners but even for professional analysts, and to suggest why his music, like the total serialism he despises, has acquired a reputation for intellectual abstraction and perceptual opacity. The interesting, historically significant point is that such a reputation did nothing to hinder, and much to facilitate, Carter’s belated but inexorable progress to eminence, and even preeminence, among the composers of his generation.


  PRACTICE: THE FIRST QUARTET


  The first composition in which Carter implemented the new musical resources he had developed in the late 1940s at full strength, and over the sustained time span of a “major” work, was his First String Quartet, composed between the fall of 1950 and the spring of 1951 while living on a Guggenheim Fellowship in the lower Sonoran Desert near Tucson, Arizona. That bare biographical fact has done much to encourage Carter’s “hermetic” image — deserts, after all, are where hermits live. But Carter himself has knowingly contributed to the mythology surrounding the Quartet. Earlier, he confessed, he had allowed “the desire to remain within the realm of the performable and auditorily distinguishable divisions of time” to restrain his imaginative speculations. But now, “there were so many emotional and expressive experiences that I kept having, and so many notions of processes and continuities, especially musical ones — fragments I could find no ways to use in my compositions — that I decided to leave my usual New York activities to seek the undisturbed quiet to work these out.”22


  Many writers have resorted to undisguised religious imagery when writing about the gestation of the First Quartet: a “monastic” seclusion, a “conversion,” following which “a new composer emerged,” in David Schiff s frankly hagiographical account, “uncompromising and visionary.”23 But as we know all too well, the word “uncompromising” had social and political as well as religious connotations in the context of the cold war, and Carter corroborated them fully when he told Allen Edwards that the Quartet was his way of “say[ing] to hell with the public and with the performers too.”24 From now on he would identify with the romantic, asocial concept of artistry in its priestliest form, as defined for the twentieth century in the passage from the French theologian Jacques Maritain that stands at the head of the previous chapter. He was now an artifex, as unconcerned with edifying the public as he was with shocking it. Henceforth his reference would be to his art alone, and to its history — both the history he had inherited and the history he would make.


  The First Quartet is a monumentally engineered construction of multiple perspectives, each of its four movements embodying the idea in a different way. So intent was Carter on the centrality of process over state as the basis of his musical conceptions that he placed the “movement breaks” (or breaks for relaxation) not between the movements but within the second and the fourth movements. All actual progressions between movements are executed without break, by means of “tempo modulation.” The Quartet thus displays its four structural divisions in three temporal spans— [(1 [image: Image] 2) (2 [image: Image] 4) ([image: Image] 4)] — already a kind of polyrhythm.


  The first movement, “Fantasia,” is a study in fixed vs. fluid tempi like Ex. 6-6, but on a vast scale. A number of themes, each associated with a certain tempo (that is an “absolute” or “ontological” clock-measured beat-duration) are put through a series of polyrhythmic (or “polytemporal”) montages, each linked with the next by taking one of the tempos as a constant, just as a simple harmonic modulation is a linking of tonalities through a pivot chord, a harmony common to both keys (see Ex. 6-7). The rhapsodic opening solo for the cello is cast in a sort of composed rubato like the beginning of the solo part in Ex. 6-6: diverse note values are mixed together, while accents and long notes are often placed at variance with the notated beat. That rhythmic freedom is contradicted by the regularity of the violin pizzicatos that enter in m. 12, corresponding in its strict sequence of dotted eighths with the regularity of the piano part in Ex. 6-6.


  The violin’s equal (or isochronous) beats set up the movement’s first steady tempo tread. Each note being [image: Image] the value of the notated beat, the violin’s implied tempo ([image: Image] of MM72) is MM96. That is the first measured acceleration, or tempo modulation. The next acceleration is led by the cello, which in m. 14 begins breaking up the MM72 beat into quintuplets. Under the quintuplet brace a sixteenth note goes at 5 x MM72, or MM360. At m. 17, the same notes are grouped by threes rather than fives; as the composer notes, the resulting implied dotted-quarter beat is now MM360 ÷ 3, or MM120. The cello actually begins moving in dotted quarters in m. 20, and two measures later that value is equated with a new quarter-note pulse at MM120. That is the second measured acceleration, once again by an increment of MM24.


  At this point (m. 22) the second violin reenters with the same music as in m. 12, transposed up an octave. This time its durations are notated as quarters tied to sixteenths (= five sixteenths, [image: Image] of the notated beat) rather than dotted eighths (= three sixteenths, [image: Image] of the notated beat). But the absolute duration or tempo of the theme is identical on its two appearances, since [image: Image] of MM72 is the same as [image: Image] of MM120: both equal MM96 as in m. 12. The process of successive tempo montages linked by tempo modulations continues throughout the movement.


  EX. 6-7 Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, I, mm. 1–29
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  The passage beginning at m. 22 is the first in which the entire quartet takes part. Its texture — four separate lines, all radically differentiated in rhythm and, usually, in character — is typical. All the instruments play regular beat-sequences. The cello’s regular pulse at MM120 forms the basis of the notation. The viola, entering at m. 25 (past the end of Ex. 6-7), plays three notes to the cello’s two; its implied tempo is [image: Image] MM120, or MM180. The second violin, as noted, continues at a rate of MM96. The first violin, although it plays quietly, is sufficiently differentiated from the rest of the texture by its legato articulation to take on the role of soloist, performing a melody that will often recur. Its first four notes are all [image: Image] times the length of the notated beat; hence it moves at an implied tempo of [image: Image] MM120, or MM36 (see Ex. 6-8a for a simpler notation), exactly half the speed of the original marked tempo.


  The cello, reentering at m. 27, displaces the first violin in the foreground, as Carter marks explicitly. It plays a six-note theme in values notated as halves tied to eighths, or [image: Image] times the rate of the notated beat. Its metronome pulse, therefore, is [image: Image] MM120, or MM48. It is given a simpler notation in Ex. 6-8b. Its source is shown in Ex. 6-8c, for it is a quotation of the opening phrase of Ives’s First Violin Sonata, a score Ives had sent Carter in manuscript photostat in 1928. Quoting it was an homage to the man whose rhythmic explorations had sparked Carter’s own, and perhaps also an act of atonement for the slight delivered in 1939.


  EX. 6-8A Renotations from Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, I, first
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  EX. 6-8B Renotations from Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, I, cello at m. 27
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  EX. 6-8C Charles Ives, Violin Sonata no. 1, mm. 1–2 (piano)
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  Once the cello has begun the Ives quotation, incidentally, none of the instruments is actually playing at the rate of the notated pulse, but all are coordinating their playing with it as a way of keeping together. That is a very common situation in the Quartet. As Carter implied in conversation with Edwards, it is one that is also encountered in a good deal of fourteenth-and fifteenthcentury “mensural” music, and very little in between. Carter’s rhythmic idiom, beginning with the First Quartet, could thus be termed a modernized and expanded mensural system, with all that the term implies—namely, that notated durations no longer have inherent metrical significance but denote only spans of time that can be freely manipulated and interrelated.


  EX. 6-9 Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, I, mm. 197–204
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  Another spot that resembles the textures of late-medieval music (and that could actually be notated more easily using fifteenthcentury notation) is the stretto that begins in the cello and viola at m. 197 (Ex. 6-9). Every instrument as it enters plays at a rate exactly [image: Image] that of the instrument directly beneath it in the score. It is in effect a multiple projection of the successive hemiolas in “Canaries” (Ex. 6-5): the viola plays three dotted quarters against a pair of the cello’s nine-sixteenth-note durations, the second violin plays three quarters against a pair of the viola’s dotted quarters, and the first violin plays a triplet to each pair of quarters in the second violin. In mm. 201 - 203, all instruments play even notes in a proportion of 27:18::12:8; the outer numbers reduce to 33 : 23, a relationship that would have gladdened the heart of Philippe de Vitry, the venerable theorist of the “Ars Nova”; compare a famous spot (well, famous among musicologists) from Du Fay’s Missa L’Homme Armé, ca. 1465 (Ex. 6-10).


  The passage of successive “prolations” at m. 197 epitomizes the generally accelerating course that leads the first movement into the second, marked Allegro scorrevole (fast and flowing), a favorite Carter designation. We can chart the transition by reentering the movement at m. 282, where a sort of recapitulation begins. Themes (though not keys, of which there are no unequivocal examples) begin coming back, starting with a reprise, in the viola, of the Ives quotation, embedded this time in a texture that is notated using a quarter-note pulse of MM160.


  EX. 6-10 Guillaume Du Fay, Missa LHomme Armé, Credo, “Genitum non factum est”
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  The viola performs a composed accelerando: the first note of the Ives quotation lasts seventeen eighths, the second fifteen, the third twelve, the fourth just a little under ten. But starting with the F in m. 293, the viola settles into a steady tempo. That note lasts five half notes where the half note is set at MM120. A series of notes that length would move at [image: Image] of MM120, or MM24. But starting in m. 297, the viola begins moving at twice that rate, with notes lasting five eighths under a new metronome setting in which the half-note (=four eighths) is set at MM60. Since = [image: Image] MM60 equals MM48, it turns out that the viola has regained the exact original tempo of the “Ives” theme, in preparation for the huge polyrhythmic montage at mm. 312-350, a climactically expanded recapitulation of the original montage in mm. 22-30. Its beginning is shown in Ex. 6-11.


  EX. 6-11 Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, I, mm. 312-23


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  The cello here recapitulates the viola’s music at m. 25, and at exactly the same tempo, MM180 (thrice MM60). The first violin recapitulates a theme first heard in the second violin at m. 41, and again at the same tempo, MM300 (5 × MM60). The second violin recapitulates a lyrical melody that was first heard in the viola at m. 70 ff, and again (in simpler notation) in the first violin at m. 112 ff. (The notation at m. 112 is simpler because the metronome pulse (MM135) coincides there with the violin’s quarter note.) At m. 312 the relationship between the second violin’s tempo and the metronomic pulse is so complicated that Carter supplied an alternative notation to clarify it, but a little computation will show that it is the same tempo as before. Each note now takes four eighths where a group of nine eighths fills the time of a measure at MM60. Each note, therefore, is [image: Image] of a measure, which means that the tune moves at a rate of [image: Image] MM60, or MM135.


  The tempi here are so radically differentiated in beat length that—provided the Quartet is well enough performed so that the players are not emphasizing their occasional coincident pulses for the sake of ensemble—one can really sense a texture made up of “multiple perspectives,” all coordinated to a single conceptual pulse but perceptually independent of it. It is a heady sensation, likened by Virgil Thomson after the first performance to “four intricately integrated solos all going on at the same time,” and well justifying Thomson’s unusually enthusiastic description of the Quartet as being “complex of texture, delicious in sound, richly expressive and in every way grand.”25


  One of the things that made the Quartet seem both grand and richly expressive was its deployment of large, dramatic gestures. As the Fantasia’s concluding montage proceeds, it also gradually ascends in pitch. By m. 345 all four instruments are sawing away in their highest registers; the breakthrough into the Allegro scorrevole—led by the second violin, whose MM135 becomes the uniform fast tempo of the ensemble—can be heard as the inevitable result of applying further pressure to a situation already at the limit of tension. The speed of the second movement is exactly that of the fastest moment in the first (m. 105).


  Thematic material for the second movement is drawn entirely from the seven-note motif first heard in violin I in m. 356, and again immediately afterward, inverted and split between the two violins in m. 357 (Ex. 6-12a). As Ex. 6-12b shows, this motif contains both all-interval tetrachords, thus providing a link with the harmonic idiom of the first movement, many of whose themes and local harmonies (like the first fourpart chord in the Quartet, m. 5) are similarly constructed. Later in the second movement, when a homophonic or choralelike texture briefly succeeds the mosaic texture of the outset, the harmonies are again often constructed out of all-interval tetrachords (Ex. 6-12c). The last movement reaches its climax with a passage in which the0 1 4 6all-interval tetrachord acts as a universal harmonic regulator to govern the counterpoint (Ex. 6-12d).


  EX. 6-12A Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, violins at mm. 356 –7
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  EX. 6-12B Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, II, all-interval tetrachords in basic motive
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  EX. 6-12C Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, II, all-interval tetrachords as harmonies
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  EX. 6-12D Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, IV, all-interval tetrachord as contrapuntal regulator
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  The third movement, Adagio, is another homage to Ives. Like the latter’s The Unanswered Question, the texture is split between a placid homorhythmic background (the two violins, muted) and an agonized, recitativelike music (viola and cello) in the foreground, all in all a very dramatic rendering of “multiple perspectives.” The last movement, titled “Variations,” returns to the complicated textures of the first, with even more strongly profiled and differentiated themes (if less complicated polyrhythms in combination), all put through a giddy process of constantly accelerating tempo modulation.


  The most dramatic instance is the theme heard in the cello right after the second movement-break, sounding at first like a cantus firmus or passacaglia bass. It is subjected to the sort of motivic development promised by the movement’s title, but it also recurs fourteen times in literal form, each time at a faster tempo than the last, until, having accelerated to a tempo twenty-one times that of its initial appearance it reaches the “vanishing point,”26 as Carter described it, lapsing into a tremolo (Ex. 6-13).


  By way of conclusion, the first violin plays a reminiscence of the cello’s introductory solo from the beginning of the first movement. Accompanied at one point by the limit-tremolo in the other parts, it has a fraught quality reminiscent of the accompanied violin recitative in the last movement of Beethoven’s Quartet in A minor, op. 132. It brings the whole composition full circle, providing a sort of tonal closure when the violin shoots up at the very end to the note E, with which the cello launched its solo at the other end of the Quartet.


  But there is another significance to the “cyclic” ending. Carter has told interviewers that he was thinking of Jean Cocteau’s surrealist film The Blood of a Poet (1933), in which “the entire dreamlike action is framed by an interrupted slow-motion shot of a tall brick chimney in an empty lot being dynamited; just as the chimney begins to fall apart, the shot is broken off and the entire movie follows, after which the shot of the chimney is resumed at the point it left off, showing its disintegration in mid-air, and closing the film with its collapse on the ground.” The effect establishes a “difference between external time (measured by the falling chimney, or the cadenza) and internal dream time (the main body of the work)—the dream time lasting but a moment of external time but from the dreamer’s point of view, a long stretch.”27 Multiple perspectives, again, this time on the “global” or structurally unifying level.


  EX. 6-13 Progress of “passacaglia” theme in Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 1, IV
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  RECEPTION


  As the excerpts quoted from Virgil Thomson’s review have already shown, Carter’s quartet enjoyed a remarkable succès d’estime, or “reputation success.” It taught him a lesson, as he has put it, “about my relationship with performers and audiences.” For


  
    
      as I wrote, an increasing number of musical difficulties arose for prospective performers and listeners, which the musical conception seemed to demand. I often wondered whether the quartet would ever have any performers or listeners. Yet within a few years of its composition it won an important prize and was played (always with a great deal of rehearsal) more than any work I had written up to that time. It even received praise from admired colleagues.28

    

  


  


  The paradox not only taught him that he had been wrong to feel it his “professional and social responsibility to write interesting, direct, easily understood music;” it impelled or emboldened him to assert that any composer who followed such a mandate was wrong. On the contrary, he now maintained, “there is every reason to assume that if a composer has been well taught and has had experience (as was true of me in 1950), then his private judgment of comprehensibility and quality is what he must rely on if he is to communicate importantly.”


  The last word is of course the key, for it is the one that carries implications about value. Carter had indeed communicated importantly. A closer look at the reception his work has enjoyed will shed more light on what it was that made it seem so important just then, and to whom. At first, things went more or less as he expected. He had to wait more than a year before an ensemble—the Walden Quartet of the University of Illinois, to whom the work was eventually dedicated—signaled its willingness to tackle the score. The premiere took place on 26 February 1953 at Columbia University, during a festival of American music sponsored in part by the local public radio station, WNYC. The academic affiliation of the performing group, the academic venue, and the subsidized occasion were all indicative of the kind of marginal public existence an “advanced” composition could count on.


  The prize to which Carter refers in the extract above was awarded later in 1953 by the jury of the Councours international de quatuor (International quartet-writing competition), held in Liège, Belgium, to which Carter had submitted the work (under the contest pseudonym Chronometros, “timekeeper”). The award guaranteed a performance by the Paris-based Parrenin Quartet, one of Europe’s most prestigious ensembles specializing in contemporary music. Their performance, Carter’s European debut, took place in Rome, in April 1954, at a music festival presented under the auspices of the Congress for Cultural Freedom. It was greeted with a euphoric review in Encounter, the Congress’s English-language organ, by the British critic and publisher William Glock, who ran a sort of mini-Darmstadt for British musicians in the village of Dartington, where Carter was a frequent lecturer. (Later, as the powerful controller of music at the BBC, Glock would be one of Carter’s most active promoters.) The performance and the review, as David Schiff observes, “immediately established Carter’s European reputation.”29


  They did more than that. They plugged Carter’s new direction into the politics of the cold war. The Congress for Cultural Freedom was established in West Berlin in 1950, at the instigation of Ernst Reuter, the city’s mayor, and with financial backing from the American Military Government (arranged by Melvin Lasky, an American trade unionist serving as a cultural attaché with the Army of Occupation and editor of its German-language monthly Der Monat). The organization’s Secretary General or director was the composer Nicolas Nabokov (1903–78), a cousin of the more famous writer Vladimir Nabokov, and an old acquaintance of Carter’s. (In 1940–41 they had between them made up the music staff at St. John’s College, Annapolis.) Similar in origin to the Darmstadt Summer Courses, but with a wider purview and a far more glamorous cast of characters, the Congress was set up to showcase the arts and sciences of the “free world,” especially undertakings of a modernist, individualist variety that totalitarian powers rejected and harassed.


  Unlike Darmstadt, the Congress had an overt and militant political agenda. Its fundamental purpose, in the words of the American philosopher Sidney Hook, one of its founding members, was to combat “the virus of neutralism that was spiritually disarming the West against Communist aggression.”30 Its first major undertaking was a festival, Masterpieces of the Twentieth Century, a comprehensive exposition of music, painting, sculpture, and literature held in Paris in 1952, with Stravinsky as the guest of honor and nominal spokesman. The main musical tactic was the programming, in an effort to embarrass the Soviets, of several major works of Prokofieff and Shostakovich that were then under a post-Zhdanov ban in their own country. Their promotion as masterpieces, and their reception (by audiences, by some critics, and certainly by Stravinsky), had as much a political as an esthetic motivation.


  The Congress was not very successful in its chief mission, that of containing the spread of Communist thinking among European intellectuals in the first decades of the cold war. And it was thoroughly discredited in the mid-1960s when it became known that it had been surreptitiously funded by the Central Intelligence Agency, the notorious bureau of the United States Government for espionage that had been created in 1947 as an instrument of cold-war policy. Sidney Hook complained that Nabokov’s arts festivals, the Congress’s most conspicuous achievements, were a waste of resources—mere “extravaganzas” and “junkets” without “the slightest perceptible effect in altering the climate of political opinion in Europe, especially in France,”31 where (as in Italy) the Communist Party was strong in the early 1950s.


  The arts, he even went on to assert, can never have such an impact. “Since art has flourished even under political tyrannies,” he wrote of the 1952 exposition, “there was nothing the festival presented that could not have been offered to the world under the aegis of an enlightened despotism.”32 The fine arts, in his widely shared opinion, and especially the modern arts with their congenital tinge of elitism, were a poor advertisement for democracy. But if the Congress arts festivals, and their attendant publicity machine, had a negligible effect on cold-war politics as such, they nevertheless did have an important impact on the politics of the art world and on the fortunes of artists.


  The Rome festival of 1954, at which Carter’s quartet was unveiled to European acclaim, had a slightly different focus from its Paris predecessor. Limited to music, it was (in the words of the English art critic Herbert Read) “not a complacent look at the past, but a confident look into the future.”33 Its purpose was to nominate, through showcase concerts and a series of prize competitions, a corps of standard-bearers for the Congress’s highly politicized notion of cultural freedom, which in reality boiled down to sponsorship of the avantgarde, the type of art most obviously uncongenial to totalitarian taste.


  That it was also uncongenial to “free world” public taste, and even to the personal taste of the festival organizers, was no object to its promotion. Nabokov, a disciple of the “neoclassical” Stravinsky (which made him a conservative figure in the postwar musical alignment), was nevertheless keenly aware of the propaganda value of promoting atonal and serial music, “which announced itself as doing away with natural hierarchies, as a liberation from previous laws about music’s inner logic.”34 Stravinsky, paid $5,000 to attend, was once again the central figure, doubly valuable as a showpiece because of his recent “conversion” to serialism. His presence in Rome “signalled a major moment in the convergence of modernist tributaries in the ‘serialist orthodoxy,’ “ in the words of Frances Stonor Saunders, the Congress for Cultural Freedom’s leading chronicler. It was there that Stravinsky and Carter, who had met previously when Carter was a pupil of Nadia Boulanger, renewed their acquaintance, but now as colleagues engaged in a modernist resurgence.


  Carter, not a serialist but often taken for one, was a major beneficiary of the pattern of patronage established by the Congress festivals. (At the 1960 Fromm-sponsored Princeton Seminar in Advanced Musical Studies, Carter was coy about his relationship to serialism; when asked whether he used the twelve-tone system he replied, “Some critics have said that I do, but since I have never analyzed my works from this point of view, I cannot say.’‘35) That pattern spread to corporate and institutional America through the decade of the 1950s, at first primarily through the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations (both of which had been strong financial backers of the Congress for Cultural Freedom), creating an unprecedented infrastructure of prestige to support and encourage advanced art and its creators.


  Institutional, critical, and corporate support made it possible for such artists (especially those blessed like Carter with independent sources of income) to have outstandingly successful public careers in the virtual absence of an audience: a unique and perhaps never to be repeated phenomenon. Indeed in some cases, notably Carter’s, the degree of professional and media recognition approached an inverse proportion to the size of the audience; as the latter shrank, performances, recordings, publicity, and prizes mounted. Commissions mounted, too, since a Carter premiere guaranteed wide and auspicious coverage. But it was not just the confluence of money and snobbery (to recall Britten’s strictures) that brought this development about. There was a strong component of politics as well—a politics with which few artists in the West were then inclined to differ.


  A WHOLLY DISINTERESTED ART?


  Carter’s next major work after the First Quartet was Variations for Orchestra, composed between 1953 and 1955 on commission from the Louisville Orchestra. It took the quartet’s tempo modulation technique a step further, applying it not only to discrete proportional relationships (comparable to gear shifts), but to gradually executed accelerandos and ritardandos as well. This technical refinement, and a great many others, went into the Second Quartet (1959), the style of which was much influenced by Carter’s European success and the respect he now enjoyed among the younger composers there (as well as his generational peers, like Luigi Dallapiccola and Goffredo Petrassi, the senior Italian serialists, who heard the First Quartet at its Rome premiere). Carter now had a new peer group with which to compare himself, and a new source of approbation. It led him, in particular, to look for ways of replacing the traditional thematic basis on which his music, even in the Quartet, had always proceeded.


  The Second Quartet was commissioned by the Stanley Quartet of the University of Michigan, a counterpart and competitor of the Walden Quartet of the University of Illinois, who were now the proud dedicatees of a famous work. On seeing the score the Stanleys withdrew (though they did negotiate to keep the dedication), and the premiere was actually given by the Juilliard Quartet, the Parrenin Quartet’s American counterpart, at a Juilliard School concert.


  Where the First Quartet was expansive in structure and highly continuous in its unfolding, the Second Quartet is very concentrated in form and its texture, somewhat like that of the European avantgarde music of the same decade, is extremely fragmented. The work follows a logic of abrupt contrasts rather than methodical transitions. Again following up on an idea of Ives, embodied in the latter’s Second Quartet, the instruments are given consistent “characters,” and (as Carter put it) the quartet unfolds like a Samuel Beckett play, a colloquy of archetypal personalities who are basically oblivious of one another.


  The four characters—”mercurial” first violin, “laconic” second fiddle, “expressive” viola, and “impetuous” cello—are distinguished from one another not only by general style, but also by a rigorous assignment of musical materials. Among them, in keeping with the principles of the First Quartet, are characteristic tempos, of which the second violin’s pulse of MM70/140 is the most rigorously maintained (just as the second violin represented the square and stolid “Rollo” of Ives’s Second Quartet.) But this time Carter tried to differentiate the members of the quartet in ways having to do with pitch or harmony as well, in reaction to what he evidently perceived as a failing in the First Quartet, in which the organization of pitch is far less rationalized or consistent than that of rhythm. Even sympathetic critics used terms like “a complete morass”36 to describe the harmony in the First Quartet, and William Glock had ended his review with a caveat: “I do not know whether every aspect of this quartet is satisfying, whether, for example, the harmonies will prove to be right and convincing after many hearings.”37 Having decided that an atonal, or at least a dissonant and chromatic harmonic language was a contemporary necessity, but being skeptical of serialism—especially “total” serialism—as an organizing principle for reasons having to do with the dilemmas of harmonic randomness openly broached for the first time by Ernst Krenek in 1960 (see chapter 1), Carter was faced with the necessity of finding a way, as he put it in an interview, “to regain the sensitivity to individual notes.” In other words,


  
    
      I felt it became more and more important in a dissonant style to make it seem as though every note counted in some way, or that if something wasn’t the right note it would make a great deal of difference. Now, it’s very difficult to do that in a very dissonant music, especially in music that moves rather quickly and rather thickly. But I’ve been very concerned with trying to, so to speak, re-energize the tensions of the notes, the qualities of individual pitches.38

    

  


  


  In practice, this came down to the qualities of the various intervals. In a memoir of Stefan Wolpe, published shortly after the latter’s death in 1972, Carter gracefully gave Wolpe (who took over a class for him at Dartington, William Glock’s summer school, in 1956) credit for giving him the idea.


  
    
      He started talking about his Passacaglia (1938), a piano work built of sections each based on a musical interval—minor second, major second, and so on. At once, sitting at the piano, he was caught up in a meditation on how wonderful these primary materials, intervals, were; playing each over and over again on the piano, singing, roaring, humming them, loudly, softly, quickly, slowly, short and detached or drawn out and expressive. All of us forgot time passing, when the class was to finish. As he led us from the smallest one, a minor second, to the largest, a major seventh—which took all afternoon—music was reborn, a new light dawned, we all knew we would never again listen to music as we had. Stefan had made each of us experience very directly the living power of these primary elements. From then on indifference was impossible.39

    

  


  


  Carter’s solution to the harmony problem was to combine Wolpe’s idea of characterizing intervals with the avantgarde or serialist idea of algorithms. Each of the “characters” in Carter’s Second Quartet is assigned a characteristic group of intervals; only major and minor seconds are “unclaimed,” to allow for stepwise melodic lines as neutral material. The leaps, from thirds to tenths, are allocated in keeping with the instrumentalists’ “personalities” as Carter envisaged them, and allied with expressive styles or playing techniques:


  
    Violin I: m3, P5, M9, M10 (bravura style)

    Violin II: M3, M6, M7 (strict style; six types of pizzicato)

    Viola: tritone, m7, m9 (“romantic” style; glissando, portamento)

    Cello: P4, m6, m10 (impulsive style; tempo rubato)

  


  The cello’s rubati are actually prescribed in the notation, Carter inventing a dotted slur with an arrowhead to indicate spans where the cellist should deliberately rush (or, more rarely, slow down) while the other instruments keep strict time.


  In Ex. 6-14, the first score page of Carter’s Second Quartet, in which the four characters are introduced, is juxtaposed with the last, in which they take leave of one another after their various attempts at interaction have failed (immediately following the cellist’s brief success at seducing or forcing the rest into a dizzy group accelerando and a—literally—shattering climax). An idea of the degree to which Carter has concentrated the form and thematic content of the music, and the deliberateness with which he has done so, may be gained by comparing the cello’s opening solo phrase with the expansive cello “cadenza” that opened the First Quartet.


  The atomistic texture makes recognition of the characters easy. The instrumental parts do little but display their intervallic and stylistic properties in a perpetual mosaic. Every distinguishing feature identified above can be located in the appropriate parts. Most characteristic and Carterish of all is of course the rhythmic behavior of the second violin part, which plays even notes that move in a constant hemiola against the notated meter and tempo, so that its implied pulse is [image: Image] MM105, or MM70. David Schiff has published a chart (Fig. 6-2) showing how all the other pulses in the quartet relate to this basic one, always maintained by the second violin, who thus emerges as something more than a Rollo — perhaps the “Chronometros” (that is, Carter) himself.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG 6-2 Metronomic plan for Carter’s Second Quartet (after David Schiff).


  As to overall harmony, the great problem of the First Quartet, Carter found a solution that was already implicit in the earlier work. Once the various intervals had been assigned to the different instruments, the trusty all-interval tetrachords could be mobilized to provide a suitable nexus between the lines. In the Second Quartet, therefore, Carter tried to put the parts in a counterpoint regulated throughout in the way the passage from the first Quartet in Ex. 6-12d was regulated. The normative character thus invested in the 0 1 4 6 tetrachord made it (so Carter decided) a suitable melodic close for the entire quartet, executed, as might be expected, by the controlling second violin.


  The intricacy of these pitch manipulations, on top of the tempo manipulations “inherited” from the First Quartet, made the process of composition Beethovenishly laborious. The sketches for this sixty-two-page composition, now housed at the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basel, Switzerland, run to some two thousand pages (a fact that was publicized at the time of the premiere). The Second Quartet brought Carter recognition in America comparable to what the First had brought him in Europe. It won three major awards, including the Pulitzer Prize. Major performing groups now clamored for the honor of presenting his music, because he now commanded, and his name conferred, as much prestige as theirs. And he continued his efforts to maximalize his style; indeed he was locked into them, for every new work of his was expected to embody some new technical feature that could be touted as a breakthrough. All were eagerly awaited and received as major events.


  EX. 6-14A Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 2, first score page (all-interval tetrachords circled)
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  EX. 6-14B Elliott Carter, String Quartet no. 2, last score page (all-interval tetrachords circled)
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  [image: Image]


  


  The Third Quartet (1971), commissioned by the Juilliard School for the Juilliard Quartet to follow up on their success with the Second, maximalized the salient feature of the First Quartet’s third movement, which (as we have seen) was in turn a maximalization of the main musicopoetic idea in Ives’s Unanswered Question. The whole quartet is built around the opposition of two duos—Violin I and Cello vs. Violin II and Viola—that play what amount to two different pieces at the same time. Duo I, which plays in rubato style throughout, plays four movements (Furioso, Leggerissimo, Andante espressivo, Pizzicato giocoso) in the time it takes Duo II, which plays strictly at all times, to play six movements (Maestoso, Grazioso, Scorrevole, Pizzicato giusto, Largo tranquillo, Appassionato). But these movements are not played straightforwardly through by either duo; after their initial appearances in the order given they are crosscut so that they coexist in many different contrapuntal combinations.


  Tempo modulations are so frequent, and the resulting polyrhythms so complex, that the publisher prepared a click track to guide the players (wearing earphones) through their individual parts. (The Juilliard Quartet managed to learn the piece well enough to dispense with the click tracks at the premiere; most ensembles use them in performance.) The form is generated, in a manner borrowed from the Double Concerto, by large background polyrhythms (20:21 and 63:64), which determine the placement of the main structural events. Meanwhile, on the audible surface, the individual parts are of concerto difficulty; the textures are “dense and overgrown,”40 to quote David Schiff, who compares them to a “rain forest” of microscopic detail; and to top things off, each movement played by each duo is characterized by a different dominating interval. Needless to say, this astounding tour de force of calculation and construction won Carter another Pulitzer Prize. It represented a very pinnacle of “maximum complexity under maximum control,” to recall the shibboleth of New Criticism.


  But, as Schiff went on to observe, “events in the work are sometimes gratuitous acts, seemingly without motivation,” although the large gestures form “an unbroken circle, … at once a series of sharply contrasted moments and a continuous process.”41 Comments celebrating the complexity of the contrapuntal writing (“traditional species of academic counterpoint never extended to rhythmic proportions as complex as these … “) may ring a bit hollow in a world of emancipated dissonance; but Carter had indeed made great efforts to avoid the harmonic fortuity that governed the world of total serialism, even if the listening ear was thwarted by the sheer density of detail from discovering the algorithms that were in operation. Any suspicion that Schiff’s use of words like “overgrown” and “gratuitous” bore ironic overtones was carefully countered by the traditional modernist verdict: “although the instruments are never called upon to produce untraditional sounds, the overall sonority is strikingly new.”42 (Actually, the instruments are called upon to produce several new kinds of pizzicato.)


  AT THE PINNACLE


  Carter had willy-nilly become the chief standard bearer for the traditional modernist view of art and its autonomous history at the very moment when that view began, for reasons that will emerge in the coming chapters, to be embattled (that is, began losing ground). Critics chose precisely the most utopian aspects of Carter’s music on which to lavish praise, and began describing his stature, and his achievement, in reckless terms. Reviewing the Third Quartet on its premiere, Andrew Porter (an influential British critic working in New York) dubbed Carter “internationally … America’s most famous living composer”43 at a time when Aaron Copland and John Cage, to name only two, were still productive. By 1979, Porter was ready to pronounce Carter “the greatest living composer”44 without qualification, preferring him to Messiaen (Carter’s senior by one day) on the argument that “each new work” of Carter’s, unlike Messiaen’s, “breaks new ground.” A year later, Bayan Northcott, another British critic, launched the article on Carter in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians by observing, quite “factually” as befits a reference work, that “at best his music sustains an energy of invention that is unrivalled in contemporary composition.”45 But a familiar problem gnawed, and a familiar ploy persisted. Porter hailed the Third Quartet as “a major new composition, a piece that is passionate, lyrical, and profoundly exciting,” despite the fact that “myriad details passed by uncomprehended.” A listener, he warned, “will probably never know exactly how precise any particular performance is,” and yet the critic was prepared to affirm that “he will no doubt be more deeply moved by accurate than by loose executions.”46 As we have already seen in the case of Stravinsky’s response to the Double Concerto, personal judgment is altogether suspended in favor of “trust in the composer,” even when there can be no sensory or rational corroboration. Just as in genuine religious thought, faith is accompanied, indeed generated, by bafflement.


  Reviewing Carter’s Symphony for Three Orchestras, in which the multiple perspectives of the Third Quartet are augmented by a sort of hemiola proportion (three independent sound sources as opposed to two, three disparate “movements” at a time, juxtaposed in various unpredictable and sometimes impenetrable combinations), Porter allowed that “at fourth and fifth hearing, much of the detail still remained elusive”47 even to one following with the score. As far as he was concerned, the pitch organization was meaningless. Yet even so he did not hesitate to pronounce the ultimate accolade: another masterpiece. The conclusion is inescapable that to Porter, and many other critics, Carter’s masterpieces were like the noise made by a tree falling in an empty forest. They existed purely “ontologically,” by virtue of their perceived complexity, whether or not anyone actually experienced them. Musical value had received its most purely asocial definition.


  Ironically enough, it was just at this time, at the peak of his preeminence as an upholder of “absolute” musical value and protagonist of evolutionary history, that Carter began revealing the poetic (yes, “extramusical”) ideas that had motivated some of his most forbiddingly abstract constructions. One of these revelations, perhaps the most important one, concerned the Double Concerto, the work that (thanks in part to Stravinsky’s active promotion) had vouchsafed Carter’s preeminence. In the sleeve note to the second recording of the work, issued in 1968, Carter reprinted a condensation of the original note, quoted near the beginning of this chapter, but prefaced it as follows:


  
    
      The idea of writing this Double Concerto was suggested to me by the harpsichordist Ralph Kirkpatrick. As my thoughts took shape, the matter of reconciling instruments with different responses to the finger’s touch became a central concern. A concept had to be found that made this instrumental confrontation vital and meaningful. This eventually gave rise to the devising of elaborate percussion parts, the choice of instruments for the two orchestras, and a musical and expressive approach that affected every detail. Various relationships of pitched and nonpitched instruments, with the soloists as mediators, and the fragmentary contributions of the many kinds of tone colors to the progress of the sound events were fundamental. After a time, I began to think of a literary analog to the concerto’s expected form—Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura [On the Nature of Things], which describes the formation of the physical universe by the random swervings of atoms, its flourishing and destruction. Bit by bit, however, a humorous parody of Lucretius in Alexander Pope’s Dunciad [1728] took over my thoughts, in lines like:

    

  


  


  
    All sudden, Gorgons hiss, and Dragons glare,

    And ten-horn’d Fiends and Giants rush to war;

    Hell rises, Heav’n descends, and dance on earth;

    Gods, imps, and monsters, music, rage, and mirth,

    A fire, a jig, a battle, and a ball,

    Till one wide conflagration swallows all.

  


  The beautiful end of Pope’s poem seemed to articulate in words the end of the work I had already composed:


  
    —the all-composing hour

    Resistless falls; the Muse obeys the power.

    She comes! She comes! the sable

    throne behold

    Of Night primeval, and of Chaos old!

    Before her Fancy’s gilded clouds decay,

    And all its varying rainbows die away.

    Wit shoots in vain its momentary fires,

    The meteor drops and in a flash expires.

    

    ***

    

    Nor public flame, nor private, dares to shine;

    Nor human spark is left, nor glimpse divine!

    Lo! thy dread empire, Chaos! is restor’d;

    Light dies before thy uncreating word:

    Thy hand, great Anarch! lets the curtain fall;

    And universal Darkness buries all.48

  


  The Double Concerto, it turned out, was a cosmological allegory. David Schiff, Carter’s authorized biographer, writing with the composer’s approval and active collaboration, elaborated the allegory into a detailed program that took fourteen printed pages to narrate and minutely relate to the musical unfolding, enabling him to claim that behind the sounds of the music lay a “prophetic vision” communicated through “comic irony”49 —an even more impressive claim, perhaps, than ever. What matters, ultimately, is less whether the poetry directly inspired the music (although Carter did say that he began thinking of Lucretius while the form was only “expected,” that is, before the piece was written) than the fact that references to Lucretius and Pope were now being offered to the listener as an explanation of the purpose behind the strange musical discourse and as a guide to its interpretation. At the very least, metaphorical reading made the piece far more accessible to “lay” comprehension. And that was a social gesture.


  And a “compromise”? There is no need to ascribe to Carter the ideas, or the motives, of his promoters; but the question nevertheless remains, why was no mention made of the allegory the first time? Was it because of Clement Greenberg’s old decree that “subject matter or content” had to be “avoided like a plague” in order to gain the respect of the avantgarde (or even its academic wing)? And why reveal it now?


  There may have been some professional mischief in the decision. One of the first audiences to whom Carter revealed the Double Concerto’s “extramusical” content was an audience of academic composers at New York University, assembled to hear an interview, or “public conversation,” between Carter and Benjamin Boretz, the editor of Perspectives of New Music. Boretz kept nudging Carter toward accounting for the impressive “complexity” of the work in terms of total serialism; in particular, he suggested that the heavy use of unpitched percussion might indicate an interest on Carter’s part with turning timbre into an independent “structural element,” since as he put it (his language unconsciously echoing Greenberg’s, some thirty years before), “ultimately there is no way to articulate what a composition is ‘about’ except by examining the total intersection of its component continuities, textures, and all its other ‘media.’ “50 Boretz reacted with discomfort bordering on disbelief when Carter, citing his literary models, said that the work “emerges out of a kind of elementary chaos in the percussion,” and “then a great deal happens presenting all its material, and then, in the end, occurs the dissolution of this entire material into chaos, so to speak, with the percussion (as in the beginning).”51 “I think you might be careful in your use of the word ‘chaos,’ “52 Boretz protested, then somewhat frantically tried to get Carter to take it back (or at least discount it) so as to preserve the music, as an abstract product of “structure” and “medium,” from the social taint of “content”:


  
    
      I think it’s important to emphasize that the notion is metaphorical because, in fact, when you say that one could regard this unpitched opening and its consequent as a progression from “chaos” to “order,” one could equally well invoke any number of other—perhaps seemingly contradictory—images to use as names for exactly this aspect of the relation of the unpitched to the pitched without changing anything in one’s understanding or hearing of it in any cognitive sense. In other words, if one were not to use your metaphor, if one were to choose some other metaphor for what happened, could one not still be describing precisely the same set of musical events, and still in fact arriving at the same unique musical structure? In other words, I don’t believe the musical structure is really going to be affected by the particular descriptive label one chooses at this level of discourse. And in the same sense, it seems to me that your description of the relation of the instrumental medium to the total composition in the Double Concerto would only be a rather general remark about what seems so obviously striking an example of a complex and fundamental relation of medium and structure—that is, a rather deep relation between obviously unique aspects of the medium and obviously unique aspects of the continuity, texture, pitch relations, and sound relations of all kinds. So, could you perhaps reconsider …53

    

  


  


  Carter politely refused Boretz’s revision of his answer. By 1968 he could afford to break ranks, slightly, with the Princeton school without soiling his reputation as a serious artist on the most “uncompromising” terms. But there was no question of “populism.” His “extramusical” reference was, in the first place, not to the fairly raw experience of life, still less to the sort of social problems Britten addressed in Peter Grimes, but to fairly esoteric classical and neoclassical literature. And the “extramusical” content, such as it was, was on a cosmic plane infinitely removed from that of human tribulation and emotion (save that of wonder).


  Carter remained for the rest of the century the chief standard bearer of autonomous musical art, and a bulwark against the “postmodernist” tendencies that began to emerge, and threaten the modernist faith, in the 1980s. His reputation gathered ever greater luster after the turn of the century as he continued, astoundingly, to compose with undiminished vigor up to and beyond his own centennial anniversary—an absolutely unprecedented feat of creative longevity that made him, finally, a genuine media sensation. Some evidence of ambivalence can be found, beginning in the eighties, in Carter’s writings. He has occasionally argued, apparently against the conventional wisdom, that for all its surface complications and its formidable intellectual rigor, his music has always been at bottom an expression—more properly, a representation—of American ideals. “A preoccupation with giving each member of the performing group its own musical identity characterizes my String Quartet No. 4,” Carter noted in the preface to that work, published in 1986, “thus mirroring the democratic attitude in which each member of a society maintains his or her own identity while cooperating in a common effort—a concept that dominates all my recent work.”


  That message, however sincerely meant, has nevertheless been mediated through a discourse of elitism. In Clement Greenberg’s terms, Carter has been, preeminently, the late twentieth century’s “musicians’ musician.” His visions of democracy have been of interest primarily to a coterie of professionals: fellow composers, performers, scholars, and academically inclined or affiliated critics, for whom Carter’s music has often served as a touchstone of self-congratulation. But the ambiguities of Carter’s position were always implicit in the way his music has been promoted, ever since he won his European recognition as a protégé of the Congress for Cultural Freedom, clandestinely funded by the CIA in defiance of the egalitarian (or at least anti-intellectual) biases of the United States Congress, which would have opposed the use of tax revenues to support élite culture on the European model. Carter thus became one of the protagonists of that “sublime paradox of American strategy in the cultural Cold War,” defined by Frances Stonor Saunders, whereby “in order to promote an acceptance of art produced in (and vaunted as the expression of) democracy, the democratic process itself had to be circumvented.”54


  Carter’s champions have been particularly vocal in defending asocial theories of music history. Especially prominent among them has been Charles Rosen, already mentioned as the pianist in the first performance of the Double Concerto, and one of Carter’s strongest advocates in the concert hall. Since the 1970s, Rosen has been an important writer on music, beginning with The Classical Style, a treatise on Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, which, having won an important award on publication, has been perhaps the bestselling serious “trade” book (as opposed to textbook) on classical music in the late twentieth century. For forty years, Rosen maintained a substantial literary presence as an essayist and reviewer, largely in the pages of the New York Review of Books, one of the most influential of American intellectual journals.


  In Carter’s success at achieving and maintaining high eminence among contemporary composers despite his lack of audience appeal (an accomplishment in which Rosen himself played a significant role as a performer), Rosen saw evidence that “serious art music will survive as long as there are musicians who want to play it,” or, more strongly, that difficult modernist music has triumphed in spite of audience disaffection owing to “the continued presence of an important group of musicians who passionately want to perform it.”55 The history of music, in short, is created, in Rosen’s view, by musicians, and only by musicians.


  To maintain this even in the case of Carter is to ignore the social factors, above all the prestige machine and its political stimuli, that could counter, and even overbalance the audience (the one social factor that everybody recognizes as such) in influencing the course of history. Rosen saw himself and others like him as playing a heroic resister’s role. As the autonomy model continued to lose credence, the claims on its behalf became ever more sweeping and strident; with the end of the cold war in Europe, the model’s anachronistic cold-war underpinnings have become ever more blatant. By 2002, another writer, Paul Griffiths, went so far as morally to equate audience reception with Communist oppression, invoking the tribulations of Dmitry Shostakovich as another demonstration, along with Carter’s, of resistance to “the limits on artistic freedom that might be imposed by a tradition, a public or a government.”56


  But as the story of Carter’s reception makes especially clear, the asocial esthetic is itself a powerful tradition, and governments have at times played a significant role in its propagation. By now it is hard, however passionately one has invested in the autonomy principle, to doubt that Rosen’s many meritorious public acts on Carter’s behalf were made possible not only by Carter, and Carter’s emergence was made possible not only by Rosen. Both have been beneficiaries of the prestige machine in which both were willing participants.


  The embattled zeal with which Rosen and comparable writers defend the model of musical autonomy that validates Carter’s success has led him, like many academic historians, to devalue and dismiss the role of prestige machines in other periods—notably the aristocratic one that influenced Beethoven toward the writing of the “difficult” late works that altered the course of music history two hundred years ago—and to oppose more recent historians who emphasize social factors alongside “musical” ones. Reviewing the work of one such historian, Tia DeNora, who has documented the role of aristocratic patronage in the formation of Beethoven’s musical style, Rosen stubbornly minimized such considerations as “influential forces, but rarely determining ones.”57 The determining forces, in his view, are of course the autonomous activities of composers and performers, people like himself.


  But the insistence upon nominating the determining factor instead of evaluating a range of influential ones is a product of the false dichotomy between history and society broached at the beginning of the previous chapter. By the end of this one, it should be clear that the insistence is itself the product of a particular historical juncture, one that is now past. Our task in the concluding chapters of this book will be to assess, and attempt to explain, the situation that has replaced it.


  


  


  CHAPTER 7


  The Sixties


  CHANGING PATTERNS OF CONSUMPTION AND THE CHALLENGE OF POP


  WHAT WERE THEY?


  A


  


  s a catchphrase, “the sixties” does not refer precisely to the decade of the 1960s. Coined in nostalgia, in resentment, at any rate in retrospect, the phrase evokes disruption, a period of social division brought on by a confluence of social transformations. First, and in the United States possibly most important, there was a newly militant and newly successful drive for social equality. The movement for the recognition of the civil rights of racial minorities coincided significantly with the phasing out of European colonial rule in Africa and scored an important victory in 1964 with the passage of a comprehensive Civil Rights Act by the United States Congress.


  There was also a new impetus toward the assertion of equal rights for women in public life, coinciding with the development of new techniques of contraception (the “birth control pill”) that made family planning easier and more subject to women’s control. Women now sought greater control over other aspects of their lives, including the right to compete as equals in the workplace, and the right to control childbirth. Betty Friedan (1921–2006) published The Feminine Mystique, a broad attack on the notion that women could find fulfillment only in childbearing and homemaking, in 1963. The National Organization for Women (NOW), a powerful pressure group with Friedan as its first president, was founded three years later. Women’s rights proved more difficult to secure (on paper, at least) than minority rights. A constitutional amendment guaranteeing them failed repeatedly to win ratification by the states, and the guarantee of legal abortion on demand was only won through the courts in 1973.


  Among the other effects of “the pill” was a general loosening of sexual constraints, sometimes called the “sexual revolution,” and, as a corollary, a newly public questioning of the social stigma attached to homosexuality, which culminated in 1969 in a riot at the Stonewall Bar in New York, when a group of patrons forcibly resisted arrest, in a routine police raid, in the name of “gay pride.” Gay rights has been an issue in legal contention, alongside women’s rights and racial or ethnic minority rights, ever since. The challenge to the idea that American society was governed by a “mainstream” consensus (often symbolized by the metaphor of a “melting pot”), or a set of norms to which all its members aspired, was one of the sixties’ signal accomplishments. The “mainstream,” especially when asserted in the realm of culture, came under increasing fire as a metaphor for an unjust status quo, or a covert locus of authoritarian domination and oppression. The pluralism thus ushered in (denounced by its opponents as amoral relativism) had a powerful impact on education and the arts.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 7-1 Civil rights march on Washington, D. C., 28 August 1963.


  The Stonewall riot was also an example of a new assertiveness in public protest and civil disobedience that characterized the sixties, aroused in the first instance by widespread opposition to the American government’s pursuit of an unpopular war against Communist expansion in Southeast Asia. What the government and the military saw (and defended) as a natural consequence of cold-war policies was increasingly perceived as reckless intervention in the internal affairs of the “Third World,” the technologically less advanced nations of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, many of them (like Vietnam, the site of the American war) newly liberated from colonial rule. The Vietnam war was viewed by many as a continuation of colonialist aggression under cover of cold-war politics, as well as an unjustified threat to a generation of American men whose lives were thus put at risk—a threat that, owing to inequities in the draft laws, put a disproportionate and indefensible burden on the same minorities whose rights were a separate (but obviously not unconnected) object of contention and negotiation.


  Opposition to the war, which came (especially in the eyes of those whose lives were threatened by the draft) to symbolize the general political and ethical corruption of the powerful countries of “the West,” stimulated a new political militancy. Active resistance was mobilized by, and on behalf of, a self-proclaimed “New Left” of radical intellectuals and politicians who questioned the authority of the government to impose its policies on an unwilling population. Others, who became known as “hippies” (from “hip,” a slang word meaning aware or up-to-date), indulged in passive resistance, rejecting the social mores of conventional (“bourgeois”) society and withdrawing (or “dropping out”) from the public sphere into a utopian communitarian “counterculture” devoted to the spontaneous expression of love and to spiritual introspection, the latter often enhanced by the use of narcotics or “psychedelic” (sensation-magnifying or “mind-expanding”) drugs like lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), known medically as psychotomimetic, since they artificially reproduce the symptoms of psychosis, or mental defection from environmental reality.


  None of these phenomena originated during the calendar decade of the 1960s, nor did any come to an end with its passing. The active struggle for racial equality went back at least to 1948, when Harry S. Truman made civil rights an important plank in his platform for reelection as president of the United States, and caused a violent split within his party that led to a rival States Rights Democratic (or “Dixiecrat”) candidate for president, Strom Thurmond (1902 –2003), who campaigned in support of continued racial segregation. In 1954, the United States Supreme Court declared racially segregated schools unconstitutional, and in 1955 the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–68) organized a boycott by black residents of Montgomery, Alabama, against the segregated city bus lines. He later attained national prominence by advocating nonviolent but provocative resistance to statutory racial segregation throughout the southern United States.


  Opposition to the cold war and to the interventionist policies justified on its behalf also went back to the late 1940s. Popular agitation in support of nuclear disarmament, led by organizations like the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy, were a staple of the 1950s, despite the political stigma attached to the “peace” movement by conservative politicians wary (not always groundlessly) of its cooption by Soviet propagandists. Contraceptive devices, including the earliest oral ones, were available before 1960. The movement for women’s rights has a history extending back to the nineteenth century. Even the “drug culture” had a pre-sixties history, associated with the “beat generation,” a loosely organized group of artists and writers active in the 1950s who rejected the structures and institutions of bourgeois society and sought an intense subjective illumination that became their subject matter.


  The identification of all these sociopolitical movements and phenomena with “the sixties” can be attributed in part to the general intensification they all underwent in reaction to the unrest spawned by the Vietnam war, or rather to the gross expansion of the American military presence there, and the attendant casualties, that began under President Lyndon Johnson in 1965. The “counterculture,” for example, reached an early peak in the summer of 1967—known in legend as the “Summer of Love”—when about 75,000 hippies made pilgrimage to the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco and turned it into a giant commune awash in psychedelic drugs and procreation-free sex. It is hard not to associate that large figure with another large figure: the 10,000 American soldiers killed in Vietnam that year without any visible progress in the fortunes of an unpopular and increasingly incomprehensible war.


  But reference to “the sixties” as a catchphrase in America probably owes the most to a series of violent events that shocked American society and created a watershed in collective memory. The most stunning ones, perhaps, were the three political assassinations that followed one another in short succession: first, that of President John F. Kennedy in Dallas, Texas, on 22 November 1963; second, that of Martin Luther King Jr. in Memphis, Tennessee, on 4 April 1968; and third, a scant two months later, that of Robert F. Kennedy, the late president’s younger brother, then campaigning for election as president himself on an antiwar platform, in Los Angeles, California, on 5 June 1968.


  In that same spring of 1968, student demonstrators occupied several buildings on the campus of Columbia University, and a week later were forcibly (and, some thought, brutally) ejected by the New York City police, who had been called in by the university administration. Pictures of bloody students filled the newspapers. Then, in August of the same year, prolonged violent confrontations between the Chicago police and antiwar demonstrators outside the Democratic National Convention were broadcast for days on national television. The trial that followed, in which a group of New Left, hippie, and black-activist defendants known as the “Chicago Eight” did their best to mock the proceedings and provoke the judge, was an enormously polarizing event.


  So searing were the impressions of the annus horribilis 1968, and so dismaying to a society that had prided itself on its capaciousness and tolerance, that the culminating—objectively worse—events that followed in 1970 (like the killing by the Ohio State Militia of four students on the campus of Kent State University; or the lethal explosion of a pipe bomb in New York by a group known as the Weathermen, who had split off from the New Left organization Students for a Democratic Society; or another activist-planted bomb that blew up the mathematics research building at the University of Wisconsin, killing a graduate student who was working late) could not dislodge “the sixties” from their emblematic status.


  The meaning or achievement of all that “sixties” unrest, which accomplished no clear objective (not even the ending of the Vietnam war, which sputtered to an ignominious close in 1975), is of course a matter of furious and continuing debate. Some, emphasizing the sexual and psychedelic aspects of the era, look back on the decade as a period of hedonism and irresponsibility that did lasting damage to the social fabric. Others, idealizing its optimism and social activism, look back on it as a period of incipient, unstoppable, irreversible, and eventually positive democratic change. What all must agree on, and what the foregoing description has already tacitly disclosed, is that the era of “the sixties” was driven to an unprecedented degree by young people, chiefly students. The “counterculture” was youth culture, and so was the activism of the period.


  Indeed one of the dominant descriptors of the sixties as a historical period is the phrase “generation gap,” referring to the massive exacerbation of perennial generational tensions, during that decade and its aftermath, into bitter antagonism. One of the culminating artifacts of the period, dating from 1970, was a movie, Joe, that climaxed with the vigilante massacre of a hippie commune by two disgruntled members of the older generation, one a successful advertising man, the other a blue-collar worker, turned improbably (but, in the context of the period, plausibly) into allies by their shared hatred of the young.


  Significantly, one of the killers, a family man, was motivated by resentment of the hippie culture that had claimed his daughter; the other, a war veteran, was moved by outrage at student activism and the lack of patriotism it implied. The two manifestations of youth culture, while distinguishable in retrospect (and even at the time), had merged into a single provocation, even as they had been themselves provoked in large measure by a single affront. The movie opened barely two months after the shootings at Kent State, which had sparked the greatest single outpouring of rage on American campuses, with student “strikes” disrupting end-of-year exercises (exams, commencements) all over the country. If nothing else, the spring and summer of 1970 showed what a powerful force youth—or to be more precise, affluent middle-class youth—had become.


  THE MUSIC OF YOUTH


  The unprecedented freedom of action of the younger generation, amounting in some ways to virtual economic independence, was by the dawn of the 1960s a recognized fact of life not only in American society, but in all the affluent societies of the world. That power was a direct consequence of affluence. Long before it was an independent social or political force, youth was an independent market force. And like any powerful consumer force it was catered to (or, depending on one’s attitude, exploited). The two consumer domains that catered most importantly to youth, both of which underwent transformation during the sixties along with “youth culture” itself, were those of clothing fashion and entertainment, chiefly music.


  Now that our area of special interest has been named, it must remain our focus. For the first time in this book (and look how late it comes!) we will trace a bit of the history of “popular” music—music disseminated for commercial profit, not primarily through literate media—in its own right, not solely in terms of its appropriation by the literate culture that is our primary subject. The reason we must do this now is that the popular music associated with the youth culture of the sixties became a transforming force affecting all other musics, even as it aspired on its own to usurp their status. Seen in this way, sixties popular music enacted a “revolution” similar to that ascribed to the period’s activist culture and “counterculture,” for both of which it provided the indispensable soundtrack.


  As a preliminary attestation, consider the most momentous countercultural event of all: a free music festival held in August 1969 on a farm near Woodstock, New York—about fifty miles north of New York City—and attended by upwards of half a million hippies and their sympathizers. It was aremarkable, and never duplicated, spectacle of nonviolence to offset the events of 1968, and its memory kept the spirit of the youth movement aliveintothe1970s.(And yetevery attemptto recapture it—notably the Altamont Festival organized later that year near San Francisco, where members of a motorcycle gang disrupted the proceedings with violent acts that led to at least one highly publicized fatality—was, conversely, symptomatic of the movement’s entropy and decline.)


  The first music that was aimed expressly at a youth market was that of the “crooners” or male microphone singers of the 1940s, whose up-close, almost whispered style reminiscent of “pillow talk” appealed irresistibly to adolescent girls (“bobby-soxers”) in the throes of discovering their sexuality. The most successful of them, Frank Sinatra (1915–98), began his career as a “big-band” jazz singer but reached an early peak of popularity as a soloist singing “ballads,” soft, slow, intimate songs in which he modeled his style on that of Bing Crosby (1904–77), who in turn had appropriated some of his signature techniques from the performance practices of African-American blues singers. These included singing on consonants, decorating the tunes with improvised appoggiaturas and slurred melismas, and distending the rhythm, chiefly by delaying stressed syllables.


  Sinatra’s career as a ballad crooner lasted from around 1940 to 1947, encompassing World War II (when audiences at home were disproportionately female) and the immediate postwar years. After a prolonged slump he made a comeback in the mid-1950s and remained a popular entertainer for the rest of his life, but no longer as a performer appealing primarily to a youth audience. For by then the youth market had been cornered by a style known as rock ‘n’ roll, “the live wire,”1 in the nostalgic words of the sociologist Todd Gitlin, one of the main “sixties” historians, “that linked bedazzled teenagers around the nation—and quickly around the world—into the common enterprise of being young.” Gitlin’s words were well chosen. Far more than any previous popular music, rock ‘n’ roll made an exclusive appeal to youth. Indeed it is fair to say that it was, at least in part, a style calculated to irritate and antagonize the older generation, and was often marketed expressly as a means of widening the generation gap. Thus, unlike virtually all previous popular music, it was the opposite of family entertainment. It was socially divisive as well as uniting, and in its own way it fostered elitism. It was, in short, a kind of modernism. Gitlin’s recollections are droll and to the point:


  
    
      Parents who winced, like mine, “How can you stand that noise!” also helped define what it meant to like rock; if there had ever been any doubt, “that noise” now meant, “Something my parents can’t stand.” To the question, “How can you listen to that stuff?” the teenager answered, in effect: “I’ve got what it takes, and you, the old, the over-the-hill, don’t.”2

    

  


  


  Precisely, in other words, what the devotee of Wozzeck implied when coolly confronting the objections of the traditional operagoer, or what total serialism implied in its affront to neoclassicism. As “the sixties” approached, the modernist discourse was beginning to turn generations against one another in more fundamental ways than taste, but taste remained the emblem. In this way, rock ‘n’ roll was a genuine harbinger of the culture of the sixties.


  The terms “rock ‘n’ roll” and “teenager,” as a matter of fact, were nearly coeval. The widespread use of “teenager” or “teen” to mean a person between the ages of thirteen and nineteen was a product of the postwar economic boom. In one of those paradoxes that the sociologist Daniel Bell summed up in the phrase “the cultural contradictions of capitalism,”3 the independent identity of teenagers, and their economic and cultural freedom, were proclaimed most effectively by the clothing and entertainment markets that most powerfully manipulated and exploited them.


  Credit for coining the term “rock ‘n’ roll” was claimed by Alan Freed (1921–65), a Cleveland disk jockey. His was a new profession that arose when situation comedies and live variety shows deserted radio for the new medium of television, leaving empty air time to fill with nonstop recorded music. Radio stations began pitching their musical offerings to “niche” markets. Freed had the inspired idea of purveying recordings of black performers (known as “race” records when their sales were confined to urban ghettos) to a white youth audience. By the early 1950s such music was being marketed under the less demeaning rubric of “rhythm and blues,” or R&B. It was essentially blues and gospel singing enhanced by a driving percussive beat, and had been thought too raw and uncultivated for dissemination on “mainstream” (white) radio.


  Freed proved that, given a euphemistic name that further camouflaged its ghetto origins, it was indeed marketable—and then some!—as dance music to white suburban teenagers eager for a badge of identification as members of the “youth culture.” The success and dissemination of the new genre were facilitated by technology: cheap, highly portable transistor radios that enabled fans to carry the music around with them everywhere. Freed’s claim to have coined its name has been disputed: some historians trace the term “rock ‘n’ roll” back to rural “Holiness” churches in the deep south as early as the 1920s, when congregations “rocked and reeled” to the antecedents of rhythm and blues, the actual black-American church music that set the words of the gospel to syncopated blues melodies accompanied by guitars, trumpets, and drums. But Freed had the courage—or the commercial savvy—to play R&B recordings by black performers like Ray Charles (1930–2004) and James Brown (1933–2008) while his imitators mainly played “covers”—remakes of R&B songs by white singers who toned down both their insistent rhythm and their often frankly sexual lyrics.


  Even the covers, however, retained enough recognizable “race” content to inspire a backlash from white supremacists. That racial provocation, added to a rhythmic insistence that evoked a virtually irresistible kinesthetic (= sexual?) response, made the music controversial whether designated R&B or rock ‘n’ roll, and whether performed by blacks or by whites. Frank Sinatra, commercially threatened as well as morally affronted by it, told a Congressional investigating committee in 1957, “Rock ‘n’ roll smells phony and false,” and that “it is sung, played, and written for the most part by cretinous goons.”4 But the same provocations also allied the music willy-nilly with the progressive politics of the civil rights movement. Never before had a commercial music carried so much heavy cultural and political baggage.
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  FIG. 7-2 Elvis Presley, 1957.


  The most successful rock ‘n’ roll performer by far was the Mississippi-born singer and guitarist Elvis Presley (1935–77), who did more than any other individual to establish the music, in the measured words of the New Grove Dictionary of American Music, “as a youth culture and the symbol of teenage rebellion.”5 He made his first records in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1954, the year of the Supreme Court’s desegregation decree. He achieved nationwide fame in 1956, when his manager, “Colonel” Tom Parker, negotiated a contract with RCA Victor, a major label with coast-to-coast distribution, and he made the first of his three appearances on the nationally broadcast Ed Sullivan Show, the most popular television variety program of the day.


  More frankly than any previous white performer, Presley consciously cultivated a “black” style, which, although it played into invidious racial and sexual stereotypes (amplified by suggestive body movements that earned him the nickname “Elvis the Pelvis”), greatly magnified his allure with young white audiences of both sexes, and spurred the movement, alarming to many, toward what Gitlin memorably called “cultural miscegenation.”6 It created a dilemma for liberals who deplored the culturally alien music their children were listening to even as they reacted with indignation to the violent racist backlash the civil-rights movement had spurred. Unconscious (or at least unacknowledged) racial and sexual anxieties were fused, and further widened the generation gap. The third time Elvis the Pelvis appeared on the Ed Sullivan Show, the producers made a concession to parental disquiet and showed him only from the waist up. Cutting off his lower body turned him in effect into a castrato, and invested him with all the subversive allure those manufactured uncanny beings had evoked two centuries before.


  And yet whatever the rebellious solidarity that teenagers felt for rock ‘n’ roll in the 1950s, it usually gave way to traditional rites of passage, particularly for white affluent males who could afford higher education. College remained a gateway to “adulthood,” in musical taste as in other areas of culture. Surveys by sociologists showed a consistent pattern. Young men who had listened through high school to the “Top Forty”—rock ‘n’ roll songs plugged on the radio and ranked in popularity according to sales figures for records—renounced them on reaching college in favor of three “adult” musical categories: classical, jazz, and “folk.” Colleges and universities actively abetted the change by administering courses, often required, in “music appreciation,” which acquainted the leaders of tomorrow with the classical canon and encouraged their identification with it. Jazz history was sometimes offered as an elective, but more commonly jazz was fostered on campuses, along with classical music, through performing organizations and by officially sponsored concerts.


  “Folk” music also received sponsorship from campus concert bureaus, but the term is somewhat misleading. In the present context it designates not the work of actual “folk” singers (by definition unpaid amateurs who sang as a byproduct of, or an accompaniment to, their daily working lives) but rather that of professional musicians performing popularized arrangements of folk songs (or composed folk-style songs) from around the world. The folk group that commanded the widest following at first was the Weavers, a quartet of singing instrumentalists (on guitar, dulcimer, banjo, recorder, etc.) who came together in 1948. The group’s best-known member, Pete Seeger (b. 1919), was the son of Charles Seeger (1886–1979), an eminent musicologist and composer long identified with leftwing politics. Professional folksingers were from the beginning associated with labor and social protest movements.


  The Weavers fell victim to the antiCommunist blacklists of the McCarthy era, but not before they had established a successful entertainment model that attracted imitators who kept the “folk” genre alive into the sixties, when several charismatic solo performers began to appear, including Joan Baez (b. 1941), Bob Dylan (originally named Robert Allen Zimmerman, b. 1941), Judy Collins (b. 1939), and Joni Mitchell (b. 1943). Except for Baez, these singers sang material of their own creation in addition to traditional music, in effect blurring the line between “folk” and “pop.”
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  FIG. 7-3 Bob Dylan in the 1960s.


  A taste for “folk” singers or groups remained an indication of political commitment. Although groups like the Kingston Trio (formed in 1957) or Peter, Paul, and Mary (formed in 1961) cultivated a more clean-cut “collegiate” image than the Weavers and steered clearer of overtly controversial material, their songs continued to broach social issues. Peter, Paul, and Mary identified strongly with the antiwar movement, included Pete Seeger songs in their repertoire, and cut a couple of hit records in 1963 that carried messages that were widely interpreted as radical. “Puff, the Magic Dragon” (1963), nominally a children’s song, was read (mainly by nervous politicians) as a metaphorical endorsement of the emerging drug counterculture; and “Blowin’ in the Wind” (1963) was a Bob Dylan song that warned—or could be read as warning—of the consequences if the civil rights movement were thwarted: “How many years can some people exist before they’re allowed to be free?” The line between “folk” and commercial popular music became more and more permeable. Paul Stookey, the “Paul” in Peter, Paul, and Mary, started out as a rock ‘n’ roll guitarist, and continued to draw on the style of playing in which he was trained. But the absence of percussion, and the eschewal of electric amplification, effectively distinguished the “folk” from the commercial product, and lent it an air of “authenticity” on which folk performers particularly traded. Authenticity, the romantic notion that music is, and must remain, true to itself (that is, to its origins) and aesthetically “disinterested,” and that musicians sincerely express their individual personalities, was of course also a major selling point for jazz and classical music, at least as distinguished from commercial pop. But calling it a “selling point” already exposes its illusory (if not downright deceptive) premises.


  It was, however, the basis on which that mandatory change of taste that accompanied college enrollment through the 1950s depended. If taste in music was to define one’s mature personality, that music had to be regarded as authentically personal in its own right. And along with the issue of personal authenticity went the corollary phenomenon that sociologists observed. No one opted for all three “adult” tastes; at least one had to be rejected, since a sense of personal identity depended on discrimination as well as identification.


  THE BRITISH “INVASION”


  That rule began to change during the 1960s. As popular music styles continued to develop along with the rest of “sixties” culture, pop began claiming the loyalty of its audience into adulthood irrespective of educational level; and it began claiming the mantle of “authenticity” as well. The watershed, both in terms of musical content and in terms of audience tenacity, was the advent of the Beatles, an English rock ‘n’ roll group that first performed in America in 1964, soon to be followed by additional British “invaders” like the Rolling Stones, the Who, and many others. They now became the chief model of emulation for American pop performers.
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  FIG. 7-4 The Beatles returning from America, 1964.


  Unlike the earlier generation of rock ‘n’ roll performers, the British groups performed almost exclusively material of their own creation. Two of the Beatles, rhythm guitarist John Lennon (1940–80) and bass guitarist Paul McCartney (b. 1942), were prolific songwriters who often collaborated (though never in the traditional lyricist-tunesmith fashion; both contributed both words and music). The lead guitarist, George Harrison (1943–2001), also wrote some much-noticed and influential songs for the group, leaving only the drummer, Ringo Starr (originally named Richard Starkey, b. 1940) confined for the most part to the role of performer.
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  FIG. 7-5 Electric guitar made by Bruce BecVar in 1974.


  Their styles were ultimately beholden to the black-American R&B antecedents of all rock ‘n’ roll; and they all conformed to what had become the standard rock ‘n’ roll instrumentation (amplified electric guitars and keyboards plus a “trap set” or one-man jazz percussion outfit). But the British groups were far more eclectic in their stylistic range than their American counterparts had been, and their creative aims were far more ambitious, emulating those of jazz and classical musicians, on whom they eventually had an influence that the original “authentic” rock ‘n’ roll performers never approached.


  Mostly comprising middle-class youths with at least a full secondary education, the British groups had a native inheritance of Anglo-Celtic folk music (partly mediated through the hymnody of the Anglican church) that gave their melodies a “modal” character that distinguished it from the American product, lending it a “folk” aura that conveyed both authenticity and exoticism, heightening its charm for Americans. The irony was that these were precisely the aspects of their music that seemed most formulaic and conventional (= commercial) at home, while it was the black-American component that gave them there the authentic/exotic aura.


  Beyond that, Lennon and (especially) McCartney had a nodding acquaintance with the jazz and classical repertoires, including their most modern varieties, and Harrison had enough curiosity about non-Western musics to learn to perform creditably on the Indian sitar. Their record producer, George Martin, was a conservatory graduate who not only was responsible for writing arrangements for the group whenever the performing forces exceeded the original quartet, but also gave them technical and technological pointers that contributed greatly to their distinctive, and ever broadening, sound image. The basic creative work, however, was done by Lennon, McCartney, and Harrison, who like virtually all pop musicians worked exclusively by ear, none of them having been trained to read musical notation with any facility.


  Their appeal was phenomenally—to many, incredibly—broad. At first their music was of a lightweight, sweet, and simple if spirited character, and it was to the traditional audience for male pop-singers that they appealed, namely adolescent females (now called teenyboppers). During their second American tour, in the summer of 1965, they filled New York’s Shea Stadium (capacity 55,600) with screaming girls and their less excited boyfriends. Some observers were disgruntled by their success, attributing it to dilution. Nat Hentoff (b. 1925), a jazz critic and a left-leaning political commentator, tried to write them off by suggesting that the Beatles “turned millions of American adolescents on to what had been here hurting all the time,” but (turning the venom now on the audience) “the young here never did want it raw so they absorbed it through the British filter.”7 But Elvis Presley’s raw success had already belied Hentoff’s nationalistic grousing; moreover, by then the music of the Beatles was attracting fans from unprecedented walks of musical life, whose enthusiasm, first at home and eventually in America and continental Europe, began influencing the group in unexpected ways. The remarkable synergy thus initiated made the Beatles the truly emblematic musical phenomenon of the sixties, with far-reaching consequences for music history, including the kind of music history this book has been tracing.


  DEFECTION


  As early as 1963, a very dignified English classical music critic—William Mann (1924–89), the chief reviewer for The Times of London, who had seriously studied piano and composition in his youth—surprised his readers by naming Lennon and McCartney the outstanding new composers of the year, and comparing an “Aeolian” chord progression in their song “Not a Second Time” with the heartrending ending of Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde, about the loftiest comparison a critic could make in the heyday of the Mahler revival (Ex. 7-1).


  EX. 7-1A Progression from John Lennon/Paul McCartney, “Not a Second Time”
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  EX. 7-1B Gustav Mahler, Das Lied von der Erde, end
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  Mann went on to describe “pandiatonic clusters”8 in another song, and praised the Beatles’ modulations to the flat submediant, hallowed as an expressive device since Schubert’s day. His article was greeted mainly with chuckles and filed away as an eccentricity (critics, too, sometimes like to “shock the bourgeoisie”). The correspondences Mann found between his favorite classical music and that of the Beatles were not taken seriously as a comment on the Beatles’ creative sources or range, but were taken only as an inventory of the critic’s own musical tastes and memory. Besides, the net effect of such praise from an established critic was to declare the music “safe” for establishment consumption — perhaps not the greatest endorsement for a pop group in an age of social rebellion.


  Their music continued to evolve with the decade, however, in ways that affected both its content and its musical range, and continued to broaden its appeal to various audiences. Beginning with two LP disks, Revolver (1966) and Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967), the Beatles produced “concept albums” in which all the songs on an LP record were coordinated, like the individual numbers in a romantic song cycle, to contribute to an overall impression that was unified not only by textual content but by aspects of the musical treatment as well.


  Revolver contained songs about social alienation and economic injustice — and not always injustice to underdogs: one song, “Taxman” by Harrison, concerned the perceived injustice of the British tax system on high-income earners such as the Beatles had become. The music was enhanced by whirling electronic effects that seemed to provide a sonic analogue to the visual hallucinations brought on by psychedelic drugs, already reflected in the work of “pop” and “op” artists then straddling the edge between avantgarde and commercial art, and in the graphic designs of Peter Max (b. 1937), the quintessential visual embodiment of the “sixties” spirit.


  This taste of the avantgarde was mainly contributed by McCartney, who spent the early months of 1966 (when the other members of the group were away on family vacations and honeymoons) attending concerts of electronic music and listening to recordings of Stockhausen and Berio. The first fruit of this experimental phase was “Tomorrow Never Knows,” a song recorded in April 1966 for Revolver (Ex. 7-2). Lennon’s words (“Turn off your mind, relax and float downstream … “) conjured up a “drug trip” while the music unfolded a slow arpeggio over a single C-major triad (inflected at times by neighbor notes in inner voices and a “blue” seventh), accompanied by a drone from Harrison’s sitar and further enhanced in the recording studio with reverberation effects, tape loops, and guitar chords recorded and run backward through the tape machine—virtually the whole panoply of musique concrète devices pioneered in the studios of Paris, New York, and Cologne during the previous decade. These devices gave the song a quality that could be captured neither in vocal score (produced, like all popular “sheet music,” after the fact), nor even in live performance. In a sense, the Beatles were no longer writing songs. Like some of the avantgarde icons of the day, they were creating collages — finished artworks, artifacts on tape that could not be adequately reproduced in other media. Accordingly, they stopped touring at the end of the year in which their second concept album appeared.


  EX. 7-2 John Lennon/Paul McCartney, “Tomorrow Never Knows,” opening
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  In its songs of social criticism (generally mild but occasionally pungent, as in “Eleanor Rigby,” a hopeless portrait of urban loneliness) and its psychedelic electronic colors, Revolver struck an authentic “sixties” note, charting territory never previously visited by popular music meant for mass dissemination, partly at the expense of the usual pop subject matter like young love. That new conceptual and musical seriousness was intensified in Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The cover showed the newly shaggy, bearded Beatles dressed like the imaginary vaudeville band of the title, standing amid a crowd of cutout portraits of their acknowledged models and mentors. They included all-purpose saints of modernity like Albert Einstein, and all-purpose icons of right thinking like Mahatma Gandhi. And also there, for those who recognized him, was Karlheinz Stockhausen.


  Traditional pop entertainment values were by no means abandoned; but, rather daringly, the possibility was skirted. The title song casts the album as an imaginary stage show given by an imaginary concert band. The album ends (or seems to end) with a reprise of the opening number, enclosing not only the concept but the musical contents in a structure transcending the individual songs. But the album turns out not to end with that musical recapitulation. There is a harrowing coda of commentary in the form of “A Day in the Life,” the final song, which (in the words of the critic Ian MacDonald) seemed to anticipate “the shift from 1967, the year of peace and love, to 1968, the ‘year of the barricades.’ “9 Its ending is shown in Ex. 7-3.


  This unusually long song (5‘33“, too long for a 45 RPM single, or for conventional disk-jockey treatment) was inspired by the violent death of a friend, Tara Browne, a rich dilettante who savored the countercultural scene and who (possibly under the influence of LSD) had crashed his sports car into a parked van. The lyrics consist in part of a surrealistic collage of glumly dispassionate newspaper reports — of Browne’s death, of a story on potholes in a Lancastershire town, of a military victory (surely an oblique reference to Vietnam) — followed by an invitation to a drugged escape (“I’d love to turn you on … “).


  The real message of the song, ambiguous and disquieting, is delivered between the verses, by a sound effect borrowed directly from the avantgarde’s bag of tricks. Forty London orchestral musicians (twelve violinists, four violists, four cellists, two double-bassists, a harpist, an oboist, two clarinettists, two bassoonists, two flutists, two French hornists, three trumpeters, three trombonists, a tubist, and a timpanist) were recruited for the recording sessions, which took place in January and February 1967. They were each given a chart consisting of a low note and a high note, and were instructed to play gradually from the one to the other over a span of twenty-four bars, choosing the exact pitches ad libitum, making no attempt at rhythmic coordination with the other musicians, and getting louder all the while. As McCartney knew, it was the kind of thing one expected in a score by John Cage (or perhaps by Krzysztof Penderecki); and George Martin, who helped plan it, was delighted that the hired musicians reacted to the idea with the same bewilderment otherwise reserved for the likes of Cage and Penderecki.


  The powerful chaotic crescendo thus produced appears twice in the recording; once in the middle and again at the end, where it is followed by a big E-major triad banged out by three pianos (dampers raised) and a harmonium. As the chord faded away, the recording engineer “rode gain,” compensating for its decay by boosting the volume, so that the sound hung uncannily in the air for almost a minute, more than a fifth of the song’s total running time. To conclude, a bit of “empty air” from the studio sessions was spliced on, which was not really empty but contained some low, incomprehensible background muttering and laughter from the members of the group. On the LP album as originally issued, this final component was recorded on the continuous inside groove, so that (as the critic Allan Kozinn put it) “the Beatles could be heard chortling continuously until the listener lifted the stylus from the disc.”10 What did all this mean? What could all this mean? The latter, of course, was the operative question, for a large part of the album’s reception took the form of endless speculation, exegesis, and debate—unequivocally an “art” (as opposed to “entertainment”) reception.


  EX. 7-3 John Lennon/Paul McCartney, “A Day in the Life,” end
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  William Mann saw vindication in this, and came back with a more elaborate essay in the Times, “The Beatles Revive Hopes of Progress in Pop Music,” published on 1 June 1967 in the immediate aftermath of Sgt. Pepper. The very title carried a freight of “classical” discourse, for it was only in the “historicist” realm of the classics that stylistic progress had become a byword. Pop traditionally trafficked in (indeed, was often defined by) quick—even planned—obsolescence. (The nice thing about popular music, the snobbish quip used to go, is that it is not popular for very long.)


  Now, Mann observed, the Beatles were producing a music that did not fade so quickly, in part because they were growing up with their audience, and in part (reciprocally) because their audience was staying loyal to them in a fashion that defied pop precedent. Their secret, he suggested, lay in their ever-expanding eclecticism:


  
    
      The young teenagers of 1963 who fell like hungry travellers upon the Merseyside Beat [i.e. the music emanating from Liverpool, the Beatles’ hometown, on the Mersey River] are now much older and more sophisticated, and more experienced in adult ways. Pop music still has to cater for them and for the distinctive characteristics they have by now assumed. Mod, rocker [i.e., followers of London “sixties” fashions in dress and music respectively], intellectual, rebel, permissive, careerist, all get comfort of inspiration from different music, and The Beatles have held their supremacy because they can dip into all these inkwells with equally eloquent results.11

    

  


  


  Mann pointed to the powerful lyrics of songs like “Eleanor Rigby” and rightly sensed the influence of Bob Dylan in stimulating the new social consciousness of pop. He welcomed the “oriental” sitar into the stylistic mix, along with the “more or less disciplined whorls of electronically manipulated clusters of sound”12 (for which, he primly noted, “the vogue word” was “psychedelic music”). He cited the “hurricane glissandi” and “whoosh noises” of “A Day in the Life” as the reason for the song’s notoriously misguided temporary ban on the BBC, although (as he pointed out) the lyrics of several other songs also contained “ambivalent references to drug-taking.”


  Mann ended his piece with a combination of taunt and prayer, noting that the banned song “is more genuinely creative than anything currently to be heard on pop radio stations, but in relationship to what other groups have been doing lately Sgt. Pepper is chiefly significant as constructive criticism, a sort of pop music master class examining trends and correcting or tidying up inconsistencies and undisciplined work, here and there suggesting a line worth following.”13 This was “art” talk. It envisioned improvement as its own reward, implying art for its own sake.


  Others were prepared to go further. Ned Rorem (b. 1923), an American composer with the reputation of a specialist in art songs, faithful to the prewar American “pastoralist” idiom and therefore suffering a loss of prestige in the heyday of academic serialism, contributed an essay, “The Music of The Beatles,” to the New York Review of Books, a highbrow literary weekly, early in 1968. It opened with a calculated shock—”I never go to classical concerts anymore, and I don’t know anyone who does”14 —and went on from there to settle a bunch of old scores.
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  FIG. 7-6 Ned Rorem in 1968.


  For Rorem, the Beatles were a resurgence of genuine musical creativity after the long drought inflicted by the postwar avantgarde. Significantly, given the ethos of the sixties, “it is not through the suave innovations of our sophisticated composers that music is regaining health, but from the old-fashioned lung exercise of gangs of kids.”15 Rorem dismissed Nat Hentoff’s complaint: “That the best of these gangs should have come from England is unimportant; they could have come from Arkansas.” The important thing was the very opposite of what Hentoff (and most rock ‘n’ roll enthusiasts) thought it was. “Our need for them,” Rorem insisted, “is neither sociological nor new, but artistic and old, specifically a renewal, a renewal of pleasure.” Referring to the “new sensibility” proclaimed in literature by critics like Susan Sontag (1933–2004), who had recently published a book of essays, Against Interpretation (1966), calling for “an erotics of art”16 to replace the intellectualism of the avantgarde, Rorem accused contemporary music of lagging the way music had always lagged: “All other arts in the past decade have to an extent felt this renewal; but music was not only the last of man’s ‘useless’ expressions to develop historically, it is also the last to evolve within any given generation—even when, as today, a generation endures a maximum of five years (that brief span wherein ‘the new sensibility’ was caught).”17 The secret of the Beatles, according to Rorem, was the secret of all good music: good tunes, leavened with what Rorem pretentiously dubbed “the Distortion of Genius.” Like many others, Rorem pointed to the unexpected harmonies that spiced the music, attributed by some to the influence of folk music, by others to the Beatles’ unschooled amateurism. But his prime example was “A Day in the Life,” in which “crushing poetry” is “intoned to the blandest of tunes.” Rorem compared this with the ironic strategies of modern dance, citing the choreography of Martha Graham (“she gyrates hysterically to utter silence, or stands motionless while all hell breaks loose in the pit”18). But “because The Beatles pervert with naturalness they usually build solid structures, whereas their rivals pervert with affectation, aping the gargoyles but not the cathedral.”


  Where William Mann had allowed himself a specific reference to Mahler and an implicit one to Schubert, Rorem went overboard with comparisons, calling upon Monteverdi, Ives, Poulenc, Ravel, Stravinsky, Bartók, Hindemith, and finally, inevitably, Mozart:


  
    
      The Beatles’s superiority, of course, is finally as elusive as Mozart’s to [Muzio] Clementi [1752–1832, a once-famous English composer and pianist of Italian birth, probably chosen because readers of the New York Review were likely to have played his much-assigned sonatinas as children]: they spoke skilfully the same tonal language, but only Mozart spoke it with the added magic of genius. Who will define such magic?19

    

  


  


  And this was his conclusion, tinged at once with nostalgia and with cold-war anxiety:


  
    
      If (and here’s a big if) music at its most healthy is the creative reaction of, and stimulation for, the body, and at its most decadent is the creative reaction of and stimulation of the intellect—if, indeed, health is a desirable feature of art, and if, as I believe, The Beatles exemplify this feature, then we have reached (strange though it may seem as coincidence with our planet’s final years) a new and golden renaissance of song.20

    

  


  


  It is easy enough to see what Rorem was trying to accomplish in this hyperbolic essay. It was an obvious “cooption,” an attempt to use the Beatles as a weapon in his own battle of revenge with the academic avantgarde. The most direct sally came in a parenthesis, an attempt to preempt and neutralize the predictable defenses of his highbrow readers against the incursion of popular culture into their domain:


  
    
      There are still people who exclaim: “What’s a nice musician like you putting us on about The Beatles for?” They are the same who at this late date take theater more seriously than movies and go to symphony concerts because pop insults their intelligence, unaware that the situation is now precisely reversed.21

    

  


  


  In effect, Rorem was issuing an invitation to the concertgoing public to defect. And the invitation was heeded, very likely well beyond Rorem’s expectation or wish. The late 1960s were precisely the time when sociological surveys stopped showing university students switching their taste allegiances as a matter of course, as a normal part of the “maturing” process. Henceforth, that rite of passage would no longer be required. From this point on, popular music was seen increasingly as part of an “alternative culture” to which not just hippies but educated people of all stripes, even “intellectuals,” could adhere.


  ROCK ‘N’ ROLL BECOMES ROCK


  That alternative culture was located at first in “alternative media,” shoestring newspapers and magazines that began proliferating in the mid-sixties to serve the counterculture and the protest movement as the two began drawing closer together, and to provide an alternative source of information and opinion, uncorrupted by commercial or “official” constraint. The first—The Los Angeles Free Press (1964) and the Berkeley Barb (1965)—appeared in California. The East Village Other, the paradigm alternative journal, started publication in New York in October 1965, and then came a deluge: Rolling Stone (1967), Rat (1968), and many others. All of these publications featured music criticism—serious criticism, of a kind formerly reserved only for classical music and, less often, jazz—evaluating and explicating the music deemed relevant to their clientele: the loosely defined genre of pop that around 1966 took the name “rock.”


  Rock was not merely an abbreviation of rock ‘n’ roll, although that was obviously its derivation. Rather, it designated music consciously composed and performed as part of that combined counterculture/protest movement that the alternative press addressed. That music now traced its lineage only indirectly to the rural or workingclass African-American sources that nourished rock ‘n’ roll. The counterculture was not listening to Elvis. The direct ancestor was the British wave, and the immediate model was Sgt. Pepper. This meant that rock was a music created and performed by white musicians, largely for an audience that was white and bourgeois (however antibourgeois its posture). Although it celebrated the voluntary poverty of the counterculture and the high idealism of protest, it was the product and expression of a moneyed and materialistic segment of society, as betokened above all by the emphasis it placed on high technology.


  On this basis, the British sociologist Arthur Marwick has described the rock scene between 1966 and 1975 as an expression of financial elitism that justified itself by paying lip service to themes of social amelioration while enjoying the benefits of affluence in the form of expensive drugs and the even more expensive sound systems it now took to get the full effect of rock records.22 The bands that arose in emulation of the post–Sgt. Pepper Beatles were also bound to make large financial outlays. As the investment in electronics technology became more critical, the more attenuated became the connection between rock and the original sources of rock ‘n’ roll, and the more pop aspired to the prestige of art. Thus the alternative culture became a meeting ground of art and entertainment categories formerly pigeonholed categorically as high and low. This was the first symptom, in the sphere of art and entertainment, of what is now called postmodernity.


  On the pop side of the ledger, the kind of upward “sociostylistic” mobility associated with Gershwin’s “symphonic jazz” resurfaced. In his 1967 review of Sgt. Pepper, William Mann noted with approval the attempt to unify the whole album around a recurrent theme that involved musical reprises. The unity, he allowed, was loose and “slightly specious,” but eminently “worth pursuing.”23 He confidently predicted that “sooner or later some group will take the next logical step and produce an LP which is a popsong-cycle, a Tin Pan Alley Dichterliebe.” Although his terminology was excruciatingly out of date, Mann was on the mark. To strive for larger statements than a pop single could allow became a prime characteristic of British and American rock. In 1969, the Who exactly fulfilled Mann’s prediction with an album, Tommy, in which the constituent songs—all composed by lead guitarist Pete Townshend (b. 1945)—were linked in a continuous sequence describing the life of a “deaf dumb and blind boy” with a genius for playing pinball machines, whose success makes him a role model for underdogs everywhere. Although it was in fact a narrative song cycle, Tommy was promoted as “the first rock opera.” Eventually it was adapted for stage production, and even (very gaudily) for the movies. It became a milestone in the development of “progressive rock.” That term was borrowed from the “progressive jazz” of the 1950s, an esoteric and artistically ambitious outgrowth of bebop associated with the Beat poets. Progressive rock bands like Velvet Underground (from 1965) or Blood, Sweat, and Tears (from 1968) often included members with jazz and classical training. The trio Emerson, Lake, and Palmer (Keith Emerson [b. 1944] on keyboards, Greg Lake [b. 1948] on electric bass, Carl Palmer [b. 1951] on drums), widely regarded as the quintessential progressive rock band, specialized in arrangements of popular items from the classical repertoire like Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition (album released 1972) and Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man (single released 1972).


  By the 1970s, there were even more “advanced” pop strains known as “art rock” and “avantgarde rock,” associated with individuals such as Frank Zappa (1940–93), Robert Fripp (b. 1946), and Brian Eno (b. 1948), and with groups like Queen (from 1971) and Talking Heads (from 1976). These musicians sought to subvert the “low” associations of rock ‘n’ roll with even more explicit appropriations from what the musicologist and rock historian Michael Long (borrowing the term from medieval rhetoric) calls “high expressive registers.”24


  Queen’s single “Bohemian Rhapsody” (1975) announces (and ironically joshes) these sociostylistic aspirations in its very title, as did the name of the album, A Night at the Opera (borrowed from a Marx Brothers film comedy), in which it was rereleased the next year. Mainly composed by the group’s lead singer Freddie Mercury (1946–1991), it is a sort of seven-minute rock cantata (or “megasong”) in three distinct movements, the product of upwards of 100 hours of studio work—a figure touted in promotion much the way Elliott Carter’s 2,000 pages of sketches for his String Quartet no. 2 were touted. A Night at the Opera was advertised as “the most expensive album ever made,” recalling the way in which the RCA Mark II synthesizer had been touted when it was purchased for the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center about a decade before, and it contains long strings of esoteric allusions like the one in Ex. 7-4. The song was never performed live. For promotional purposes a prerecorded videotape was prepared, in which the members of the band “lip-synched” the lyrics to accompany the original single on the soundtrack.


  These overtures met with a strong response from some “classical” musicians, perhaps strongest among certain “unaffiliated” or nonacademic sectors of the avantgarde. Luciano Berio, whose music had previously been a stimulus for Paul McCartney (as Berio may or may not have been aware), welcomed the developments that had transformed rock ‘n’ roll into rock as early as the summer of 1967 in an essay (“Commenti al Rock”) that appeared in the Nuova Rivista Musicale Italiana, then Italy’s most prestigious musicological journal. Berio’s article effectively—imperialistically?—reclaimed rock for the European tradition. “It is remarkable,” he started off by observing, “that the phenomenon of rock (whose origins can be found in American popular music) needed an English group, The Beatles, in order to burst into full flower.” The next paragraph explained just what “full flower” entailed:


  EX. 7-4 Freddie Mercury, Bohemian Rhapsody, A-major section
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      Rock as it is at present in the USA (above all in California) and in England (above all in The Beatles’ records) represents an escape from the restrictions of its stylistic origins, a tribute to the liberating forces of eclecticism. The musical eclecticism which characterizes its present physiognomy is not a fragmentary and imitative impulse and it has nothing in common with the spent residue of abused and stereotyped forms—which are still identifiable as rock and roll. Rather, it is dictated by an impulse to accept and include and—using rather rudimentary musical means—to integrate the (simplified) idea of a multiplicity of traditions. With the exception of the beat, loud and often unvaried, all its musical characteristics seem sufficiently open to allow for every possible influence and event to be absorbed.25

    

  


  


  There is always a whiff of patronization when a sophisticate like Berio admires “freshness,” “naturalness,” or “spontaneity,” the rock virtues he singled out for praise, and more than a whiff when he remarks that “one of the most seductive aspects of rock vocal style is, in fact, that there is no style.”26 A very old-fashioned neoprimitivism shows through when Berio detects in rock the “Utopia of a return to origins,” or when he celebrates the “purity” of its instrumentation. When a rock band imports “foreign” sounds, he marvels, it always purifies them. In rock, “the sound of the trumpet, for example, is always simple and spare, without mutes or special effects, as in a painting by Grandma Moses: its sound is either baroque or Salvation Army.” The essay concludes with the wry observation that “the ‘decadent’ sound of trumpets played with mutes would be the signal that the moment for Rock at the Philharmonic has arrived; I sincerely hope that this moment will never come.”27 Concern for the authenticity of the other is a traditional imperialist (or “ghettoizing”) concern. Some might detect a parallel if somewhat contradictory implication of racism (though surely not consciously intended) in a white European’s celebration of rock’s “escape” from its origins in African-American culture.


  But it is clear, withal, that Berio was genuinely impressed by rock’s absorption of high technology, even envious of it. It put rock “ahead” of contemporary developments in classical music, and that was the highest criterion of value that a classical avantgardist knew. “Microphones, amplifiers and loudspeakers,” he wrote, “become not only extensions of the voices and instruments but become instruments themselves, overwhelming at times the original acoustic qualities of the sound source.”28 Rock held the promise of a true integration of the electronic and acoustic in a performed music—a problem that (as we saw in chapter 4) the avantgarde (including Berio) had had some trouble solving.


  The beginnings of academic respectability attached to rock at around the same time, and this was perhaps the ultimate portent of change. It can be read clearly, if only in retrospect, in “On the Music of the Beatles,” an essay by Joshua Rifkin (b. 1944), an eminent American musicologist and early-music conductor. It was written in 1968, when Rifkin was enrolled as a graduate student at Princeton University studying musicology with Arthur Mendel and composition with Milton Babbitt. (Earlier he had studied at Darmstadt with Stockhausen.) But it was not published until 1987 (in a retrospective anthology, The Lennon Companion), by which time Rifkin himself, in a trenchant preface, was able to put his own essay in a historical perspective.


  The article lavished praise on the music of the Beatles for its “remarkable economy of means and organization,” and on the Beatles themselves for their “tight integrative control over detail,” the “tensile propulsive force” of their rhythm, their “complex textures,” their “unprecedented richness and structural depth.”29 Theirs was “the first popular music that not only sustains detailed analysis but even demands it.”30 And Rifkin supplied in abundance what he thought the music demanded, backing up his assertions with musical examples and analytical charts of a kind habitually employed in classroom dissection of canonical texts (and by their very nature unintelligible to the artists whose products they sought to elucidate). The culminating argument was adapted from “Who Cares If You Listen,” Milton Babbitt’s credo of the ivory tower, an unlikely source of praise for anything popular, perhaps, but a high authority in the eyes of the readers to whom Rifkin was addressing his arguments.


  
    
      Writing in the late 1950s, Milton Babbitt stated that a popular song “would appear to retain its germane characteristics under considerable alterations of register, rhythmic texture, dynamics, harmonic structure, timbre and other qualities.” Perhaps the most significant innovation of The Beatles—and one that has not yet received adequate attention—is that they have created a popular music that resembles “formal” or “serious” music in the relevance of every detail to the identity of the composition.31

    

  


  


  If this was an argument that sought to insulate the music of the Beatles from the strictures of the academic elite, representing it as exceptional among popular musics rather than as an indication of what popular music had (or might) become, that is because, as Rifkin candidly and very perceptively pointed out in 1987, his article was “an attempt at justifying the Beatles in terms of a particular ideology and, in so doing, to encompass them safely within its boundaries.”32 That was the ideology of academic modernism, “the heady blend of Schenker, Schoenberg and logical positivism once so prevalent in certain academic corners of the American musical landscape.” It did not allow Rorem’s appeal to dumb “pleasure,” and so a more circuitous route to appreciation was necessary.


  The article, in short, was an attempt to exorcise a threat that could not be openly acknowledged at the time, and that presaged a crisis. For, as Rifkin noted in hindsight, “anyone aware of such things” from the vantage point of 1987,


  
    
      will also know how much the grip of that ideology has now slackened on even some of its most enthusiastic adherents. Ironically, for me, as for not a few of my friends and colleagues, The Beatles themselves played no little role in that slackening process. The very passion that we conceived for them provoked troubling questions: how could these musically unlettered kids, operating more or less collectively, produce something that we could see as somehow coterminous with the products of those fearsomely learned individuals who alone, we imagined, could create “serious art”? Faced with such contradictions, we could either abandon the passion, try to reconcile it with the aesthetic and other paradigms to which we knowingly and unknowingly subscribed, or start to wonder about the paradigms themselves. We couldn’t do the first; for a while, as my article attests, some of us tried the second; but ultimately, and perhaps inevitably, most of us wound up with the third.33

    

  


  


  Rifkin implied at the time that his was the first serious critical article on the Beatles, or on rock, since it was the first to use the methods of formal academic analysis. “Most criticism of pop music,” he alleged, “contents itself with breathless accounts of the writer’s responses to the pop scene; critics who have attempted to deal with actual music usually betray a comprehension so severely limited as to obscure rather than clarify the subject at hand.”34 But as he later attested, his recourse to analysis was a dodge. Rifkin, a skilled composer and arranger, paid a more direct sort of tribute to the Beatles with The Baroque Beatles Book (1965), a record of clever arrangements of Beatles’ tunes in the form of fugues, keyboard variations, trio sonatas, and suite movements scored for a typical early-eighteenth-century “Bach” or “baroque” orchestra replete with continuo. It had a big sale among record collectors who, like Rifkin, were primarily committed to the classical canon but found the Beatles irresistible.


  But as Rifkin surely knew, by the time he wrote his ultra-academic tribute to the Beatles a new breed of pop critic had emerged in the alternative press, and was even then beginning to infiltrate the mainstream media and the academy. These writers, while they often avoided “textualizing” the performances about which they wrote (thus remaining true to the “oral” processes of pop creation and dissemination, in which notation comes last, and serves only commercial purposes), nevertheless wrote as “serious” and even erudite critics, with a high awareness of history—both of the medium itself (in terms of styles and influences) and of its social and cultural environment—and an often superior grasp of sociology and cultural theory to ground their judgments.


  Although they came to their profession during the heyday of rock’s claim to intellectual status, their detailed knowledge and critical purview encompassed the earlier history of rock ‘n’ roll and its sources in folk music and blues. They were able to draw previously unchronicled connections between those genres and between rock ‘n’ roll and earlier genres of American popular music both white and black, not only uncovering the true (and academically disreputable) historical sources of the styles that had begun to impress white educated audiences, but also establishing a popular-music canon (yes, pop “classics”) that furthered the arrival of popular music studies as a legitimate branch of both musicology and cultural history.


  The pioneer publication was Crawdaddy!, a mimeographed sheet with a press run of 500, founded in 1966 by Paul Williams, then a seventeen-year-old student at Swarthmore College. (By the end of 1968, when Williams sold it, it was a professionally printed magazine with a circulation of 25,000.) At first it consisted entirely of the editor-publisher’s own musings. One such, a much-reprinted article called “How Rock Communicates,” gave the flavor of the new pop criticism. It opened with a group of epigraphs that included one from Pete Townshend of the Who, and one from Feeling and Form, Susanne K. Langer’s weighty treatise on aesthetics (quoted as an inspiration by Elliott Carter in chapter 6).


  Another widely anthologized early essay from Crawdaddy!, later expanded into a book, was “The Aesthetics of Rock” by Richard Meltzer (then a philosophy student at the State University of New York at Stony Brook; among his teachers there was Allan Kaprow, the avantgarde artist associated in the late 1950s with “happenings”—see chapter 2). Meltzer’s range of reference went from James Joyce to Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit to Lennon and McCartney to the pop artist Andy Warhol to Bob Dylan and on to the analytical philosopher W. V. Quine. There is no whiff of neoprimitivism here. What these students were doing, clearly, was putting their response to popular music in touch with their other intellectual pursuits, something that would never have occurred to earlier generations of British or American students. It was at once an illustration of and a stimulus to the change in the patterns of consumption that so transformed popular music, and then all music, in the sixties.


  Among the more professional breed of rock critic who fostered (and were fostered by) this change were Robert Christgau (b. 1942) and Greil Marcus (b. 1945). Christgau gained wide exposure as a columnist (1967 –1969) for Esquire, a popular men’s magazine, and then went to the Village Voice, a somewhat older, respectable counterpart to the alternative press of the sixties, where he eventually became a senior editor and reared a new generation of critics. Marcus became recordings editor of Rolling Stone in 1969, while pursuing a graduate degree in American studies at the University of California at Berkeley. He is the author of several scholarly books on American popular music, including Mystery Train: Images of America in Rock ‘n’ Roll Music (1975), which laid the foundation for the serious historical study of the genre.


  A breakthrough was reached in 1970, when the Los Angeles Times hired Robert Hilburn (b. 1939) as a permanent staff critic after publishing occasional pieces of freelance rock criticism (by Hilburn and others) for four years. During Hilburn’s tenure the paper developed the widest coverage of popular music of any American newspaper, where previously only the classical concert scene had been regularly reported in the daily press, reflecting the economic status and cultural interests of its presumed readership. The New York Times followed suit in 1974, when it hired John Rockwell (b. 1940), a Berkeley Ph. D. in German cultural history who was already covering classical music for the paper, as a permanent rock critic. (Later Rockwell served a term as general editor of the paper’s Sunday Arts and Leisure section.) The incorporation of rock criticism on newspaper “culture” pages, all but universal by the end of the 1970s, was perhaps the most decisive symptom of the revolution the sixties had wrought in the patterns of musical consumption.


  Rockwell’s All American Music: Composition in the Late Twentieth Century (1983) was another symptom. It was the first “synchronic” survey to treat the whole spectrum of musical activity within a nation at a certain moment in its history in what became known as “multicultural” terms, implying a studied avoidance of hierarchy and an equally studied eschewal of norms. Rockwell’s twenty chapters covered everything from “The Northeastern Academic Establishment” (with Milton Babbitt the focus) to Broadway musicals to art-rock, black “soul” music, and “Latino” pop, not just in an effort to paint a musical portrait of American society, but also to identify and communicate the value of each musical manifestation, however controversial.


  FUSION


  This fusion of purviews in a single critical patchwork was inspired by rock, or rather by rock’s success in overthrowing social hierarchies as expressed in music. Rock as a democratizing force had strong repercussions within all other fields of musical production, influencing all of the genres (folk, jazz, classical) that had formerly been considered alien or antithetical (in a word, superior) to the commercial pop scene. The influence of rock as a democratizing or leveling force on these other genres produced furious controversies. In particular, it inspired backlashes from those interested in insulating or protecting the “authenticity” of the non-pop genres from commercial contamination.


  The infiltration of “folk” began with covers. In 1965, a band called the Byrds recorded Bob Dylan’s “Mr. Tambourine Man,” the anthem of the drug counterculture, with amplified instruments and a heavy dance beat, and sold a million copies, many times more than Dylan’s original recording. Three years later they began giving songs by Dylan, Pete Seeger, and even Woody Guthrie (1912–67), the left-leaning patriarch of the folk scene and Dylan’s mentor, the full high-tech electronic studio treatment. That much was legitimate business.


  But when Dylan himself took up the use of electrically amplified instruments, many of his fans regarded it as an act of betrayal. He was heckled at the Newport Folk Festival in the summer of 1965 and actually booed the following year while touring in England. A serious motorcycle accident later in 1966 caused a lengthy withdrawal from live performance, during which time he forswore the rock influence and went back to acoustic instruments. (The songs he recorded during this period—the “basement tapes” as they are called—have become cult classics.) But as many sensed at Newport, including Pete Seeger and the folk song collector Alan Lomax, who, according to a durable legend, together tried backstage to sever Dylan’s power cables with an ax, Dylan’s defection doomed pure “folk” as a genre with a mass following.


  “Within a year,” Greil Marcus has written, “Dylan’s performance would have changed all the rules of folk music—or, rather, what had been understood as folk music would as a cultural force have all but ceased to exist.”35 All the “folk” singers who grew up along with Dylan—Joni Mitchell; Peter, Paul, and Mary—had to convert to a rock style or face effective extinction. Resistance and resentment, at first, were as much social as musical. To the folk elite, as Mike Bloomfield, Dylan’s lead guitarist at Newport, testified in retrospect, “rock was greasers, heads, dancers, people who got drunk and boogied”36 —that is, people who didn’t know how to dress or behave at concerts, and who used illicit substances.


  Even greater controversy (because itentailed race among its social issues) surrounded the jazz-rock fusions that began to take place at the end of the 1960s. Again, it was the perceived “defection” of a universally acknowledged “great” that brought matters to a head. Miles Davis (1926–91) was one of the leaders, in the late 1940s, in the rise of bebop, jazz’s most esoteric and individualist (that is, modernist) phase. As such, he wasconspicuous within the jazz faction most selfconsciously concerned with the identity of their music as an art form, as distinct from entertainment. Davis acted the role of artist, “disinterestedly” concerned with beauty rather than interested in fame or fortune, with special vehemence, even going so far as to play at times with his back to the audience and leave the stage without acknowledging applause. But he was also, in the words of the critic Barry Kernfeld (writing in the New Grove Dictionary of American Music), “the most consistently innovative musician in jazz from the late 1940s through the 1960s,”37 which also reflected his voraciously modernist bent.
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  FIG. 7-7 Miles Davis, 1960s.


  It created a dilemma for his admirers, therefore, when Davis’s questing spirit led him, beginning in 1968, to collaborate with “sidemen” or accompanying artists who played electric keyboards and guitars, and drummers who backed his improvisations with a heavy rock beat, an alla breve beat that seemed like jazz at half speed, subdivided (to compound the transgression) equally rather than into the swinging “jazz eighths” rhythm that for many was the indispensable hallmark of true jazz. Two Miles Davis albums, In a Silent Way and Bitches Brew, lit a fire of debate that even two decades later had not died down. As late as 1990, the African-American jazz critic Stanley Crouch pronounced a ringing anathema on them in The New Republic, a journal of opinion mainly read by the white liberal establishment:


  
    
      And then came the fall. In a Silent Way, in 1969, long, maudlin, boasting, Davis’s sound mostly lost among electronic instruments, was no more than droning wallpaper music. A year later, with Bitches Brew, Davis was firmly on the path of the sellout. It sold more than any other Davis album, and fully launched jazz rock with its multiple keyboards, electronic guitars, static beats, and clutter. Davis’s music became progressively trendy and dismal. His albums of recent years prove beyond any doubt that he has lost all interest in music of quality.38

    

  


  


  There is no need to make a musical test of these claims, because it is clear that the complaint is not musical but social. It is the very presence of rock (embodied in its “electronic” instrumentarium) that is decried, in a strangely inverted replay of the original fear of transgression or “cultural miscegenation,” now manifested from the black perspective. Despite its roots in R&B, rock was since the British invasion irrevocably identified as a white genre, and its infestation of jazz was regarded, in the words of the playwright and black nationalist Amiri Baraka (originaly named LeRoi Jones, b. 1934), as a “desouling process.”39 When, finally, a white jazz critic, John Litweiler, seconded the rhetoric, and made it even more pointed (comparing the new Davis sound to “the enduring, debilitated stimulation of a three-day drunk on white port wine”40), the cult of authenticity took on a familiar colonialist tinge. Jazz-rock fusion, it was argued, appealed mainly to the rock audience, namely middle-class, educated whites, and was therefore inauthentic. (But by then, “pure” jazz was also playing chiefly to a white audience, ironically enough, even if it was performed by blacks.) The main difference, and it was a big difference, was in the size of the audience, not its racial complexion. The underlying issue, as usual, was commercial appeal, and the mixed scorn and envy that it inspired.


  INTEGRATION WITHOUT PREJUDICE?


  Unlike “folk,” which never recovered its pure identity after the infusion of rock, jazz (or rather, some eminent jazz musicians) recoiled from “fusion” into a purism comparable to that of academic modernism. This recoil mirrored a larger one within American society. The “melting pot” ideal that saw America as a land offering equal opportunity to all who were willing to shed their ethnic particularities and assimilate (or “integrate”) into the general culture was now widely questioned by minorities and vocally rejected by some of their spokesmen. In its place, many now embraced the principle of multiculturalism (or, in its more strident variants, cultural nationalism), a far less sanguine view that expressed the disillusion of those who, during the turbulent decade of civil-rights violence, concluded that the melting-pot or integrationist ideal was a smokescreen concealing and protecting the interests of the existing white (and Christian, and male) power structure.


  The movement toward integration had received its biggest boost in 1954, when the United States Supreme Court, in deciding a case called Brown v. Board of Education, ruled unanimously that racially segregated schools were unconstitutional because separate facilities, excluding minorities from the majority “mainstream,” stigmatized the excluded and were therefore inherently incompatible with the constitution’s guarantees of legal equality for all citizens. That moment had its musical reflections. One, it could be argued, was the success of Elvis Presley, a white performer who frankly emulated a black style (but without the degrading camouflage of blackface makeup). Another was the so-called Third Stream.


  The term, and to a large extent the music to which it referred, was the brainchild of Gunther Schuller (b. 1925), a remarkably versatile musician who began his career as a French horn virtuoso (occupying the solo horn chair in the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra from 1945 to 1959), who composed prolifically (chiefly in a serial idiom), and who maintained an enthusiastic interest in jazz that led him to become one of the major historians of the genre. Schuller coined the phrase in 1957 to denote (in his words) “a type of music which, through improvisation or written composition or both, synthesizes the essential characteristics and techniques of contemporary Western art music and various ethnic or vernacular musics.”41


  It is a slightly misleading (and slightly patronizing) definition, since jazz was by 1957 far from a purely ethnic or vernacular music (nor, beyond its being written, could anyone have actually defined the “essence” of contemporary Western art music except contentiously). But the broadness of the definition reflected Schuller’s ecumenical conviction, characteristic of its optimistic time, that “any music stands to profit from a confrontation with another.” The Third Stream was envisioned as the confluence of two “mainstreams.” “Western art music,” in Schuller’s view, “can learn a great deal from the rhythmic vitality and ‘swing’ of jazz, while jazz can find new avenues of development in the large-scale forms and complex tonal systems of classical music.” In practice, the Third Stream was the fruit of a collaboration between Schuller and John Lewis (1920–2001), a jazz pianist and arranger who had studied theory and composition at the Manhattan School of Music and who was already interested in reconciling jazz techniques both with the larger forms of literate composition and with modernist structural ideals. Even his improvisations, in the words of one critic, had “a degree of motivic unity that is rare in jazz.”42 In 1951, Lewis teamed up with the vibraphonist Milt Jackson (1923–99) in the Milt Jackson Quartet (the remaining players being a bassist and a drummer), which the next year was renamed the Modern Jazz Quartet (MJQ) under Lewis’s direction. The MJQ quickly gained a reputation as a “progressive” ensemble, whose refined and somewhat cerebral signature sound (sometimes identified as “cool jazz”) was a florid counterpoint between Jackson’s solos and Lewis’s unusually melodic accompaniments.


  It was on the basis of this already somewhat “classically” oriented, hence devernacularized (and despite all the members’ being African-American, de-ethnicized) jazz approach that Schuller, who as a twelve-tone composer employed a similarly devernacularized idiom, developed the Third Stream idea. He promoted it in terms that unabashedly proclaimed the values, and even the slogans, associated with the liberal integrationist moment in American social policy:


  
    
      Third Stream is a way of composing, improvising, and performing that brings musics together rather than segregating them. It is a way of making music which holds that all musics are created equal, coexisting in a beautiful brotherhood/sisterhood of musics that complement and fructify each other. It is a global concept which allows the world’s musics—written, improvised, handed-down, traditional, experimental—to come together, to learn from one another, to reflect human diversity and pluralism. It is the music of rapprochement, of entente—not of competition and confrontation. And it is the logical outcome of the American melting pot: E pluribus unum.43

    

  


  


  For an idea of Third Stream music in practice we can compare a composition by Schuller with one by Lewis. Schuller’s Transformation (1957) is composed for a jazz combo precisely matching the instrumentation of the MJQ, plus an ensemble of orchestral instruments (winds and harp). This is Schuller’s program note:


  
    
      In Transformation a variety of musical concepts converge: twelve-tone technique, Klangfarbenmelodie (tone-color-melody), jazz improvisation, and metric breaking up of the jazz beat. In regard to the latter, rhythmic asymmetry has been a staple of classical composers’ techniques since the early part of the twentieth century (particularly in the music of Stravinsky and Varèse), but in jazz in the 1950s it was still an extremely rare occurrence. As the title suggests, the work begins as a straight twelve-tone piece, with the melody parceled out among an interlocking chain of tone colors, and is gradually transformed into a jazz piece by the subtle introduction of jazz-rhythmic elements. Jazz and improvisation take over, only to succumb to the reverse process: they are gradually swallowed up by a growing riff which then breaks up into smaller fragments, juxtaposing in constant alternation classical and jazz rhythms. Thus, the intention in this piece was never to fuse jazz and classical elements into a totally new alloy, but rather to present them initially in succession—in peaceful coexistence—and later, in close, more competitive juxtaposition.44

    

  


  


  Ex. 7-5 shows the “reverse process” Schuller describes, in which the fully notated music of the “classical” instruments gradually swamps the partially notated music of the improvising combo. Lewis’s Sketch (1959) pits the MJQ against a string quartet. The two groups share a fund of motivic elements (notably a short scale figure descending a minor third); but again, as in Schuller’s piece, they alternate rather than collaborate, the “composed” music acting sometimes as a frame, sometimes as a harmonic background, for the improvised. Ex. 7-6 shows the end of the piece, the only moment that attempts the “integration” of all the performers in a single texture. Neither Schuller’s piece nor Lewis’s actually attempts, let alone achieves, the kind of integration or fusion that theoretical descriptions of Third Stream seem to promise. The idea of two indigenous musical currents meeting on absolute terms of equality was attractive to Americans. But in actual musical practice, Third Stream compositions left the crucial questions—were the currents truly indigenous? could they really meet as equals?—unanswered, and the trend had effectively died out by the 1980s. Even in its brief heyday the idea met with considerable skepticism, especially after Schuller characterized Third Stream as “the Europeanization of jazz.”45 This ill-starred term reactivated notions of upward social mobility, and not just for jazz.


  EX. 7-5 Gunther Schuller, Transformation, fig. [ J] to fig. [L]
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  Yet Third Stream never aroused the antagonism that jazz-rock fusion inspired; and that must be because the musics it sought to fuse—conservatory-style composition (in Schuller’s case twelve-tone) and “progressive jazz”—were both of them considered elite musics at the time. The offspring born of their wedlock could be comfortably accommodated, in the context of the late 1950s and early 1960s, to the idea of “maturation of taste” as a rite of passage. Neither jazz nor classical listeners needed to fear that their elite status would be compromised by a taste for Third Stream.


  Jazz-rock fusion, on the other hand, was seen as part of a general encroachment of commercialism on art that practitioners and devotees of elite genres all saw at first as a mortal threat. Indeed, rock did seem to be swallowing up everybody’s audience, and appeared to traditionalists of all stripes as the common enemy, even as it was claiming the allegiance of many who would previously have “graduated” to one of the traditional elite genres. By the end of the1960s popular music accounted for more than 70 percent of all record sales, leaving jazz, folk, and classical to compete for the remainder. Since then the disparity has only grown. In the 1990s, classical music and jazz each commanded a measly 3 percent of record sales. They had become “niche” products. For classical music in particular, which had always claimed a universal “human” appeal (and founded its sense of superiority to other genres precisely on its vaunted universality), it seemed a death sentence. The history of classical music in the last three decades of the twentieth century was basically a history of coping with the threat put in motion by the sixties.


  EX. 7-6 John Lewis, Sketch, end
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  RADICAL CHIC


  One of the ways one copes, of course, is to adapt. Since this book is a history of music in the literate or art tradition, “classical” adaptations and fusions with the popular will be the subject of a closer look in a separate chapter. They mainly originated in the English-speaking countries, the original breeding grounds of rock. But we can end this chapter with a look at a couple of continental European responses to the sixties and to its popular music. These took the form not of technical adaptation or stylistic appropriation, but of attitudinal conversion, the vaunted “revolution in the head.” One noteworthy response was Hans Werner Henze’s. We last encountered Henze, in chapter 1, as a somewhat uneasy but obedient participant in the Darmstadt avantgarde. In despair over Germany’s wartime descent into barbarism, and what he saw as the country’s refusal to come to terms with the horrors of its past, Henze had emigrated in 1953 to Italy. There, without giving up commitment to his Schoenbergian technique (adopted as much in a spirit of political protest as of esthetic conviction), Henze strove for what his biographer Robert Henderson called “a fusion of the German and the Italian spirit, a projection of the north-German polyphonic temperament into the arioso south, with Bellini, Donizetti, Rossini and Verdi appearing as important influences.”46 Not surprisingly, he became something of an opera specialist during this phase of his career, turning out six operas during his early Italian period.


  The last of the six, The Bassarids (1965), was a long oneacter à la Salome or Elektra, set to a libretto by W. H. Auden and Chester Kallman, the same team that had furnished the words for Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress a decade and a half before. It is a retelling of Euripides’s Bacchae, in which the calm domain of the abstemious and reasonable Pentheus, the King of Thebes, is invaded and destroyed by the wild followers of Dionysus, the god of wine. Despite the subject matter, Henze’s opera is a rather cerebral work, its four big scenes cast (in a manner somewhat reminiscent of Wozzeck) as the four movements of a symphony.


  As might be expected from someone who had made it his mission as an artist to warn against the return of Nazi irrationality—that “silly and self-regarding emotionalism, behind which it is impossible not to detect … something militantly nationalistic, something disagreeably heterosexual and Aryan”47 —Henze portrayed the Dionysian revels harshly, as a brutal and wholly destructive force. “The occasional late Romantic exuberance that is found in my works is not intended to be exuberance as such but its anachronistic opposite,”48 Henze wrote about The Bassarids. It is a perfect summary of the despairing irony that world war followed by cold war had produced.


  The Bassarids, brilliantly staged, had a magnificent reception when it was unveiled at the Salzburg Festival, Europe’s swankiest summer music venue; but after finishing the score, as he recounts in his autobiography, Henze felt a persistent malaise that rendered him emotionally numb through the whole autumn of 1965, preventing him from enjoying performances of his own music by others, or his own performances of his favorite music:


  
    
      I remember conducting Mahler’s First Symphony with the Berlin Philharmonic and can still recall my inner emptiness, a kind of apathy that constantly plagued me, so that everything I touched or attempted to touch went wrong. It was a feeling that I was unable to shake off, not only on this pointless, dispiriting evening at the Philharmonic but also in my private dealings with my fellow human beings. Everything felt joyless and uninspired.49

    

  


  


  And then he heard the Rolling Stones. The occasion was the band’s Rome debut, on New Year’s Eve, 31 December 1965, at the Piper’s Club, a big barn of a building that had been outfitted and equipped for rock concerts. In a memoir, Henze describes his encounter with the Stones as an epiphany:


  
    
      They made an enormous impression on me, and for weeks I tried to reproduce this impression in my own music, but without success. The technique is entirely different. For the time being we must accept this fact, but whether it will be so forever is another question. To me it seems important and desirable that Pop Music should be brought into contact with “our kind,” which is so much older and more difficult: the contact could be of value to both sides. One day the difference will be entirely done away with.50

    

  


  


  In an essay written some time later Henze elaborated the point:


  
    
      In the course of the development of music I can even see, or rather sense, possibilities that complex orchestral or symphonic music will move in a direction where it will all of a sudden come upon pop music. It could come about one day that the difference will disappear between musique savante and the music that young people enjoy so much.51

    

  


  


  It is especially noteworthy that this sentence, so subversive of every modernist assumption, appeared in an article called “Musik ist nolens volens politisch”—Music Is Willy-Nilly Political (that is, political whether or not it wants to be). The initial reaction of pleasure, not far in spirit from Ned Rorem’s eulogy to the Beatles, had metamorphosed with Henze into a discourse of radical egalitarian politics, paralleling the coming together of the counterculture and political activism. Henze was soon caught up in the leftist politics of the German student movement.


  The overtly (and angrily) political music that he wrote during his period of friendship, beginning in 1967, with violent “new leftists” like Rudi Dutschke, the leader of the German Student Socialist League (a counterpart to the American organization Students for a Democratic Society), quickly regained the alienated and alienating—grating and ugly—edge associated with the modernist avantgarde. A truer memento of Henze’s initial encounter with rock was a work called Musen Siziliens (“The muses of Sicily”), a “Concerto for chorus, two pianos, wind instruments and timpani on fragments from the Eclogues of Vergil,” composed in the early months of 1966 under the direct impact of the Rolling Stones.


  Henze had received a commission for a work suitable for amateur choruses to sing. He connected that requirement with the new aims that rock had inspired in him. He went quite out on a limb for an elite modernist, “employing utterly simple formulas, with the music circling around single notes and tonal centers, so that it would be enjoyable to sing, even for amateur choirs, and the playing of the two solo piano parts should be fun both for pianists and audience.”52 Putting that simple gratification together with texts from classical poetry sounds like a prescription for just the sort of neoprimitivist music—Carl Orff’s, for example—that had been shamelessly exploited by the Nazis, and that the postwar avantgarde had denounced for (it seemed) the best of reasons.


  But somehow the Rolling Stones erased that sinister parallel, at least temporarily, from Henze’s consciousness. The rock group had, ironically enough, the very same effect on him that the Bacchantes had on poor King Pentheus, according to the cautionary tale that Henze had just retold in The Bassarids. He did not go all the way to Orff for a model, but he did come up with a music reminiscent of some of Stravinsky’s later neoclassical works, in particular a couple of lively pastoral pieces called Eclogues (one in the 1932 Duo concertante for violin and piano, the other the middle movement of his 1943 Ode for orchestra) that also evoked Virgilian poetry. These must have been among Henze’s conscious models (along with Satie, whom, Henze wrote, “in making myself over into a beginner again I happened on as if on an old acquaintance”53).


  The third movement of Musen Siziliens is called Silenus, after the leader of the satyrs, and sets a text from Vergil that depicts an antique version of the scene that Henze had witnessed, and been so thrilled by, on the night of 31 December 1965. “Then he began to sing,” the text begins:


  
    and no more was said. And now a miracle—you might have seen the

    Fauns and the wild creatures dance lightly to the tune and stubborn

    oak-trees wave their heads.

    Rocky Parnassus is not so deeply moved by the music of Apollo;

    Ismarus and Rhodope have never known such ecstasy when

    Orpheus sang.

  


  EX. 7-7 Hans Werner Henze, Musen Siziliens, III (Silenus), mm. 108–11


  [image: Image]


  


  The music certainly lives up to Henze’s description, reaching climaxes on C-major arpeggios (Ex. 7-7) and a blazing C-major conclusion that might have made Orff blush. This was modernist high treason, and Henze was excoriated for it in the modernist press. Hans Heinz Stuckenschmidt (1901 –88), Schoenberg’s first biographer, who was now a professor of music history at the Technical University of Berlin and the most authoritative critic in the city, muttered that the piece contained several passages “that could no longer be described as modern” in a review that carried the headline, “Henze Turns the Clock Back.”54 Thirty years later, Henze made this retort in his autobiography:


  
    
      Did people really think me capable of such a strong-man act, I wondered? Which clock did Stuckenschmidt mean? And how late was it anyway? In the hearts of so many people at this time there still existed this esprit de corps that demanded that every deviation from the officially prescribed rules and regulations that were dictated by curiously structuralist progressive thinking and that were applied to both life and art with equal rigor had to be denounced and punished without a moment’s delay. But who was in charge of this organization? Who set the standards? Pierre [Boulez]? Or the frightful Heinrich Strobel [the newmusic impresario; see chapter 4]? A kangaroo court? A central committee, a shady academy somewhere, in Darmstadt perhaps? No, that really was inconceivable. But why, in heaven’s name, did people not slowly get used to seeing and accepting artistic objects for what they are, namely, as independent creatures with lives of their own? That would at least have been a beginning.55

    

  


  


  Ultimately, then, the encounter with rock had nudged Henze away from the view that placed artists and artworks in a determined historical sequence. He would henceforth see himself, and would try to get others to see themselves, as not just living in history. A passage from “Musik ist nolens volens politisch,” meanwhile, went the rest of the way and asserted that artworks and artists exist first, and most essentially, in a social network. Looking forward to “the liberation of art from its commercialization,” Henze made some Utopian predictions:


  
    
      I visualize the disappearance of the musical elite and of globetrotting virtuosi; the overcoming of all this ideology of stardom in music, which I regard as a relic from the previous century and as a maladie de notre temps. It would mean that the composer is no longer a star, as today, but an uomo sociale [a social being], someone who learns and teaches. He would be someone who shows other people how to compose; I could envisage composing becoming something that all people can do, simply by taking away their inhibitions. I think there is no such thing as an unmusical person.56

    

  


  


  These are the somewhat utopian ideas that in the 1970s and 1980s were often pigeonholed as “postmodernist,” and that received their most conspicuous summary in a tract by the French cultural theorist Jacques Attali called Bruits (1977; translated into English as Noise: The Political Economy of Music). Henze’s was a remarkably early formulation, brought on by an unexpectedly overwhelming encounter with British rock in the mid-sixties. The final irony is that by the 1990s, when he wrote his autobiography, Henze suppressed (or repressed) that aspect of his esthetic odyssey; neither rock nor the Rolling Stones are mentioned in that book in connection with Musen Siziliens. (The quotations given above come from Henze’s program note to the first recording, made when the piece was new). But these vagaries will be something to trace in the final chapters of this book.


  Perhaps the emblematic response to the sixties on the part of what was by now becoming the senior generation of the European avantgarde was Sinfonia, a sprawling composition for eight amplified solo voices and orchestra in four movements (later expanded to five), composed in 1968, the “year of the barricades,” by Luciano Berio, whose bemused, somewhat patronizing tribute to rock and to “the liberating forces of eclecticism” that the new popular music had unleashed is already familiar to us. Sinfonia (to be pronounced, Berio has said, with the accent on the second syllable, rather than the third as in ordinary Italian) was one of a group of commissions issued by the New York Philharmonic in connection with its 125th anniversary in 1967; this explains why English is the dominating language of the texts.


  The idea of “fusion” was embedded at Sinfonia‘s core. The virtuoso voice parts were composed for the Swingle Singers, a vocal octet founded by the American conductor Ward Swingle (b. 1927) to perform a “crossover” repertoire that encompassed everything from Renaissance madrigals to arrangements of current pop songs. Their most successful recording, “Bach’s Greatest Hits,” was a lively and impressively pitch-perfect recital of Bach keyboard pieces sung to the accompaniment of a jazz rhythm section (bass and traps) in the “scat” style popularized by jazz singers who vied with instrumentalists by improvising to meaningless syllables (or “vocables”). Especially in the fifth and last movement of the revised Sinfonia, Berio exploited their near-incredible agility and accuracy.


  The texts enunciated in the previous movements already constituted a wildly eclectic collage. Much of the time the singers vocalized on vowels or other phonemes, in the fashion of much avantgarde music that explored the soft edge dividing (or connecting) music and language. Against this background of primal lingual soup the first movement pits readings from The Raw and the Cooked (1964), a treatise by the “structural anthropologist” Claude Lévi-Strauss (b. 1908), whose subversively “relativistic” theories on the correspondences between modern thought, including scientific and historical thought, and ancient or prehistoric myth had made him a hero of the sixties New Left. The readings Berio selected were from creation myths, and the mysterious opening thus stands in a Romantic line beginning with Haydn’s oratorio The Creation, and extending through Beethoven’s Ninth (quoted explicitly in Berio’s third movement) and Wagner’s Ring, on to the great twentiethcentury torsos like Scriabin’s Mysterium and Schoenberg’s Jakobsleiter that had achieved mythic stature in the historiography of “Western music.”


  That is ambitious company, and Berio intended a new commentary on the eternal question of the relation between the present and the past. The most explicit discussion comes in the third movement, the most famous one, in which the corresponding movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony (which already contained semihidden, ironic allusions to works by Beethoven, Schumann, and Bruckner) unwinds virtually in its entirety as a background to a frantic projection of “graffiti,” some in the form of spoken words (many drawn from Samuel Beckett’s novel The Unnamable, the bible of postwar existentialism from which the epigraph to chapter 1 in this book is also drawn), others in the form of whispered solmization syllables, still others in the form of allusions in the orchestra to a panoply of repertoire items from Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms to Debussy, Ravel, Schoenberg, and Stravinsky (not omitting Berio himself and other Darmstadt alumni). The orchestra also adds some startling dissonant clusters, perhaps in the spirit of revolutionary slogans scrawled on the walls of public buildings.


  What was later widely identified as “postmodernist” commentary on the simultaneity of the past and the present thanks to media and memory, and the impossibility of innovation except through unexpected juxtaposition and collage, is foreshadowed here. But that is not all. The word graffiti (writing on walls) is especially apposite for this movement, since among the words muttered or shouted by the singers are slogans (“Forward!” “We shall overcome!”) that Berio took down from the walls of Paris during the 1968 student riots at the Sorbonne, which he had witnessed at first hand.


  Among all the other things it can be construed as being, then, Berio’s collage was a panorama of the moment of historical disruption and unrest that was “the sixties.” The idea of an overload of experience was conveyed in a manner somewhat reminiscent of the manner of a medieval motet: the texts are often fragmented by hockets and voice exchanges, and often compete simultaneously for the listener’s attention, so that the overall effect, as Berio put it in a program note, was one of “not quite hearing” — an experience that was, he said, “essential to the nature of the musical process,” just as it was part of the experience of living through a turbulent time. Even the appropriation of Mahler as the soundtrack for Berio’s sonic newsreel was a comment on the decade, since the sixties, which began with Mahler’s birth centennial year, were the decade of Mahler’s triumphant return (or rather his long-deferred admission) to the active symphonic repertoire, in which performances conducted by Leonard Bernstein, the Philharmonic’s conductor and Sinfonia’s dedicatee, had played a crucial role.


  Also straddling the archaically ritualized and the ultratopical is the second movement ofSinfonia, “O King.” Its structure is like a modernized isorhythmic motet, with an abstractly conceived pitch ostinato interacting and overlapping with an abstractly conceived rhythmic ostinato. Interacting, meanwhile, with both of these is a series of vowel sounds enunciated by the singers, derived according to a similarly abstract plan from a structural typology of vowels developed before the war by the British linguist Daniel Jones. (Readers interested in the full details of these pitch, duration, and vowel “rows,” and in tracking their deployment, can find a detailed analysis in David Osmond-Smith’s handbook, Playing on Words: A Guide to Luciano Berio’s “Sinfonia” [London, 1985]; it requires seventeen pages to lay out all the ingenious details.)


  Toward the end of the movement, these stately and impersonally interacting cycles give way to a more obviously manipulated passage that leads to a climax (Ex. 7-8) in which the vowels are permuted into a different order and equipped with consonants to articulate them, revealing for all to hear (or perhaps “not quite hear”) that they are the constituent vowels of the phrase “O Martin Luther King.” The movement is in fact a memorial to the slain civil-rights leader, and forms a kind of delta into which several other of Sinfonia’s symbolic streams flow. The relationship of such a memorial to a panorama of the sixties is self-evident. Less obvious, perhaps, is the relationship to the Lévi-Strauss readings in the first movement, which had coalesced toward the end on the mythical idea of the héros tué, the “slain hero.” Berio had written “O King” in 1967 as a tribute, and decided, after King’s martyrdom, to adapt the piece (originally scored for a single singer and a chamber ensemble) for the large forces of Sinfonia to serve as a commemoration, and (as he has told interviewers) as a rebuke to the Americans for their slow progress toward racial justice. To incorporate such sentiments into so ostentatious a technical tour de force, or to filter their expression through so arcane a medium of representation, raises some serious ancillary questions, however — questions that threaten to reopen some old misgivings about the relationship of elite art and civil society.


  These questions were reformulated in the aftermath of the 1960s, by the journalist and social critic Tom Wolfe (b. 1931), under the rubric of “radical chic.” Wolfe coined the phrase in the title of a much discussed and debated magazine article that described a party given by Leonard Bernstein and his wife in their Park Avenue duplex penthouse apartment, in January 1970 (on the eve of Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday), to raise money for the legal defense of the Black Panthers, one of the most radical activist organizations of the day on behalf of minority rights, and one of the most controversial owing to their recourse to confrontational and occasionally violent tactics—tactics (including openly anti-Semitic rhetoric) that were contributing to the sundering of the bonds of solidarity between blacks and white liberals that King had sought to strengthen, and undermining, perhaps permanently, the integrationist “melting-pot” ideal.


  EX. 7-8 Luciano Berio, Sinfonia, II (“O King
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  An invited guest, Wolfe subjected the occasion to a scathing satire born of his impression that the sentiments motivating the Bernsteins’ espousal of the Panthers’ controversial cause were less altruistic than narcissistic. The climax, of both outrage and hilarity, came when Wolfe quoted Bernstein as expressing his solidarity with the Black Panthers by citing his own “problem about being unwanted”57 as an artist in America, putting his own self-pity front and center. The implicit accusation was that pampered elites, whether social or intellectual or artistic, were incapable of any other response to social problems than a self-centered or frivolously self-regarding one, and that their acts of apparent (even subjectively sincere) social conscience amounted to nothing more than a means of self-congratulation.


  It was a blunt and maliciously overstated attack, but many acknowledged its grain of truth. The taint of glamour was at odds with the claim of sincerity; solidarity was compromised by condescension. The same contradiction has dogged the reception of high artistic tributes to the causes of social underdogs and to the iconic embodiments of such causes, like Martin Luther King Jr. Who is the true hero of an ostentatious tour de force like Berio’s “O King”? Is it the righteous man to whom it was dedicated, or is it the clever man who devised it? The former would in all likelihood not have recognized the tribute. Indeed, it is questionable whether anyone could get the point of the piece, or even notice the emergence of King’s name, without consulting a program note or an analysis. It was another case, to recall Benjamin Britten’s Aspen lecture (quoted in chapter 5), of being addressed (discourteously, Britten would have insisted) in a language one did not understand.


  Why was such a language deemed necessary or appropriate for such a purpose? Could there be a sincere or effective tribute to the civil-rights movement on terms so esoteric? Or had the voice of reverent conscience become, in the gloomy words of the cultural historian A. N. Wilson, “inaudible against the din of machines and the atonal banshee of the emerging egomania called The Modern”58 ? Answers to these questions are not self-evident. But the questions persisted and nagged, and contributed to the erosion of faith in the sanctity of high art that found its watershed in the “postmodern” decades that followed the sixties.


  


  


  CHAPTER 8


  A Harmonious AvantGarde?


  MINIMALISM: YOUNG, RILEY, REICH, GLASS; THEIR EUROPEAN EMULATORS


  
    Removal of context was an important point in the magic of music.1

  


  


  
    —BRIAN ENO (1981)

  


  


  
    Believe it or not, I have no real interest in music from Haydn to Wagner.2

  


  


  
    —STEVE REICH (1987)

  


  NEW SITES OF INNOVATION


  T


  


  he first identifiable group of composers in the literate tradition whose music not only exemplified but throve on the blurring of sociostylistic categories discussed in the previous chapter were the ones associated with a nebulous stylistic or esthetic category known as minimalism. The term, as usual, was applied to the music ex post facto, and its relevance to the object it purports to describe is debatable. Of the alternatives that have been proposed over the years, “pattern and process music” might be the most neutrally descriptive. But as one of its protagonists, Steve Reich (b. 1936), has observed, “Debussy resented ‘Impressionism.’ Schoenberg preferred ‘pantonal’ to ‘atonal’ or ‘twelve-tone’ or ‘Expressionist.’ Too bad for them.”3


  As will become all too clear in what follows, there is no single technical or stylistic feature that unites the music of all the composers to whom the term “minimalist” has been applied, nor is there any technical or stylistic feature that is unique to their music. In some ways, the name is an obvious misnomer, since one of the most conspicuous features of “minimalist” music is extravagant length—length one might be tempted to call “Feldmanian,” except that Morton Feldman (see chapter 2), despite his trademark wispiness, is not normally classified as a minimalist. Minimalist music definitely comes out of what is often (if oxymoronically) called the “avantgarde tradition,” but much of it has been commercially successful beyond the dreams of most classical composers, and beyond the dreams of “traditional” avantgardists by virtual definition.


  That commercial success is one of the factors that have made the music controversial within the world of “classical modernism.” That contradiction is among the factors that have led to the coinage of a new term, “postmodernism,” to describe the most innovative art (not only music) of the last quarter of the twentieth century. The validity of the term, and its possible range of meanings, will be more thoroughly considered in the next chapter; but it should at least be mentioned at this point that among the defining characteristics of postmodernism, as normally understood, is precisely the blurring of sociostylistic categories that gave rise—or at least gave currency—to minimalism.


  Minimalism can neither be strictly delimited to the “classical” sphere nor divorced from it. Its practitioners are as often listed and discussed in encyclopedias and dictionaries of popular music as in surveys of “modern music.” Its existence and success have thus been among the strongest challenges to the demarcation between “high” and “popular” culture on which most twentiethcentury esthetic theorizing and artistic practice have depended. One of the involuntary spokesmen from whom the epigraphs above were lifted, Brian Eno, is normally classified as a rock musician (albeit a somewhat atypical one), while the other, Steve Reich, is normally classified as a classical composer (albeit a somewhat atypical one).


  It would be hard to justify the classification purely on the basis of musical style. The distinction seems rather to be based on the kinds of training they received. Eno had an art-school education and is relatively untutored in traditional music theory, while Reich had a university education and a more formal initiation into the literate tradition of music. But both create music for ensembles of amplified instruments. Both draw eclectically on many musical traditions (literate as well as nonliterate, “Western” as well as “non-Western”) formerly thought to be entirely separate if not incompatible. And both participate as sound-makers in the real-time performance of their own work, though neither is a performing virtuoso or a conductor.


  The first and last of these traits, at least, had previously been far more characteristic of pop artists than of classical composers. But if one had to name the single crucial feature that unites all musicians in the minimalist movement and underlies all their attitudes, it would have to do with their relationship to the recording and communications technologies that set the twentieth century apart from all previous centuries. They are the first generation of musicians who grew up taking those technologies and all their implications for granted. They received their formative musical experiences from records and broadcasts, and they founded their idea of the musical world on the full range of experience to which those technologies gave access.


  One could fairly say, on these grounds, that the minimalists constitute the first truly and authentically and fundamentally and exclusively twentiethcentury generation of musicians. To say this may seem eccentric or even faintly ridiculous, since they arrived on the scene most of the way toward the twenty-first century. But that lag represents the time it took for twentiethcentury technology to make its full impact on twentiethcentury art. What it also represents, of course, is the fundamental irrelevance of arithmetical fictions like centuries to the march of events, and their capacity for clouding the minds of historians.


  But everything that has been said so far about minimalism—the length of its products, its expanded range of cultural reference, its technological advancement—might seem to suggest that “maximalism” would have been a better name for it. Was there really nothing about the movement to justify its actual label? There was something, of course; but to see it one needs to place the origins of minimalism in a historical context. That context can be supplied by recalling the sneering question (already quoted anonymously in chapter 2) with which Charles Wuorinen, the most prominent academic serialist of his generation, tried, in the early sixties, to dismiss the work of the nonacademic avantgarde: “How can you make a revolution when the revolution before last has already said that anything goes?” That was indeed a quandary for those committed to the idea of perpetual innovation, and it reminds us how easily that idea can lead (as seen in chapter 2) to the debasement of the currency of modern art. It is no wonder then that, in implicit answer to Wuorinen’s question (which, minus its implied hostility, was their question, too), a new musical avantgarde arose by decade’s end, proclaiming the value of “that which is created with a minimum of means,”4 and resolving “to concentrate on and delimit the work to be a single event or object.”5 The obvious answer to “Anything goes!” was “No it doesn’t!” The new maxim was “Reduce!”


  Calls for radical reduction had been heard before. Mies van der Rohe’s “functionalist” battle cry (“Less is more!”) had long since resounded through the halls of architecture; streamlining had long been the established modernist ideal. Neoclassicism had long ago been heralded by its French proponents as the style dépouillé, the “stripped-down style.” But the new strip-down far exceeded the limits of the old. It became, perversely, yet another form of maximalism: a virtual contest, staged throughout the third quarter of the century — first in the visual arts, somewhat later in music — to see who could strip away the most, on the assumption that the barest, most elemental expression was by that very token the most authentic.


  As early as 1948 the abstract expressionist Barnett Newman (1905-70) exhibited an oil painting, Onement 1, that consisted of a single field of uniform red-brown color with a single stripe of red-orange, about an inch wide, running down the middle. Newman’s best-known work, Stations of the Cross (1958-66), is a series of seven canvases divided vertically at intervals by black or white bands of various uniform widths. Mark Rothko (1903-70) won his greatest fame for enormous canvases divided into two or three floating rectangles of luminous color. Such pictures, with their insistence on stasis, were widely regarded as a reaction or an antithesis — or at least an alternative — to the wild, flamboyantly turbulent “action paintings” of Jackson Pollock, which had dominated the New York art scene in the decade preceding Pollock’s violent death in an automobile crash. In place of Pollock’s emotional turmoil, Newman and Rothko offered refuge in impersonal (Newman called it heroic) sublimity.


  Younger artists went further. In 1951, John Cage’s friend Robert Rauschenberg produced a series of paintings consisting of nothing but panels of white house-paint on unprimed canvas. A few years later, Ad (Adolph) Reinhardt (1913-67) did it in black. By 1965, “Minimal Art,” or “Minimalism,” had been officially christened by the philosopher and critic Richard Wollheim in an influential magazine article, and entered the standard parlance of the art world.6 Like “Impressionism,” the term was coined with hostile intent; the critic was protesting what he saw as minimal (that is, insufficient) artistic content in the work of some recently exhibited painters. But like the older term, it was apt enough to fill a gap in terminology, and eventually lost its sting. It became a neutral term of reference and was even adopted by some artists as the name of a selfconscious esthetic program.


  It spawned theorists. Ad Reinhardt “maximized” Mies van der Rohe’s old functionalist dictum into a minimalist credo: “Less in art is not less. More in art is not more. Too little in art is not too little. Too much in art is too much.”7 And he issued a set of “Rules for a New Academy” that began with “The Six General Canons or Six Noes” (yes, there are really seven)—


  
    • No realism or existentialism

  


  
    • No impressionism

  


  
    • No expressionism or surrealism

  


  
    • No fauvism, primitivism, or brute art

  


  
    • No constructivism, sculpture, plasticism, or graphic arts

  


  
    • No collage, paste, paper, sand, or string

  


  
    • No “trompe-l’oeil,” interior decoration, or architecture

  


  —and ended with “Twelve Technical Rules” (yes, there are really sixteen):


  
    • No texture

  


  
    • No brushwork or calligraphy

  


  
    • No sketching or drawing

  


  
    • No forms

  


  
    • No design

  


  
    • No colors

  


  
    • No light

  


  
    • No space

  


  
    • No time

  


  
    • No size or scale

  


  
    • No movement

  


  
    • No object, no subject, no matter

  


  
    • No symbols, images, or signs

  


  
    • Neither pleasure nor paint

  


  
    • No mindless working or mindless non-working

  


  
    • No chess-playing8

  


  The last rule was a waggish allusion to Marcel Duchamp, the venerable Dadaist, who had given up painting for chess. And surely Reinhardt’s spoofy list, like Duchamp’s “readymades” or Cage’s “silent” pieces, was in part a Dada-inspired test of the limits of the “art” concept. Just as surely, though, it was a sign of the times as well—times that again called for irony, coolness, and detachment in the face of the public turbulence described in the preceding chapter. Minimalism in art was related to the counterculture, if not exactly (or directly) its product. It was a way of “tuning in and dropping out.” Under close scrutiny, Rauschenberg’s white paintings or Reinhardt’s black ones revealed tiny variations in hue and brushwork. To pay such anomalously pure artistic values such anomalously close attention was a way of ostentatiously not paying attention to what was so loudly claiming attention in the world outside.


  The term “minimal” entered the vocabulary of music criticism in 1968, in an article by the English composer and critic Michael Nyman (b. 1944) about Cornelius Cardew. We met Cardew in chapter 2 as the quintessential “anything goes” man, so obviously the term has undergone some change in its musical applications since Nyman first used it. What struck Nyman as minimal about Cardew was the process of composition rather than the result. The same goes even more emphatically for Cage’s 4’33”, sometimes called the ne plus ultra of minimal (if not “minimalist”) music, since the composer contributes so little to what happens during its specified duration. But again, the content, being unspecified, might as well be maximal as minimal. In any case, neither Cardew’s Scratch Music nor Cage’s 4’33”, nor any piece of indeterminate or purely conceptual art, can fulfill the terms of musical minimalism, for such works are not “created with a minimum of means,” nor do they “concentrate on and delimit the work to be a single event or object.”


  But chapter 2, the same chapter that described the work of Cardew, also included a description (and even the complete “score”) of a work that did conform to those specifications. That work was La Monte Young’s Composition 1960 #7 (see Fig. 2-8a), consisting in its entirety of a notated perfect fifth (B-F[image: Image]) and the direction “hold for a long time.” And La Monte Young was the author of the two defining phrases requoted in the foregoing paragraph. The early date of both Composition and the definitions entitles Young to recognition, at least in books like this, as the conceptual founder of the American “minimalist school,” even if he contributed relatively little to the eventual path it took.


  LEGENDARY BEGINNINGS


  The status of founder always commands an aura. Young’s is the name that shimmers in accounts of minimalism, despite (or rather, because of) the infrequency with which his music has ever been performed. In chapter 2 we encountered him in connection with Fluxus, the loose association of artists and musicians on the fringe of the New York art scene who promoted “happenings” — acts of “performance art” or dreams of conceptual art that might or might not include music. As mentioned in that discussion, Composition 1960 #7 was the only one of Young’s compositions of that period that used musical notation, the others specifying actions other than sound-producing ones, even if they did use musical equipment. The one most often cited by connoisseurs of eccentricity is his Piano Piece for David Tudor #1: “Bring a bale of hay and a bucket of water onto the stage for the piano to eat and drink. The performer may then feed the piano or leave it to eat by itself. If the former, the piece is over after the piano has been fed. If the latter, it is over after the piano eats or decides not to.”


  Young’s association with Fluxus was brief and uncharacteristic. His fascination with sounds “held for a long time,” however, was of long standing and wielded a strong and highly ramified influence. His early career, albeit hopelessly encrusted by now in mythology of his own and others’ making, illustrates the division within the music world that his later career transcended. Born in rural Idaho, Young grew up listening to popular music on the radio and playing jazz saxophone. (After making his avantgarde reputation, he preferred to say that his real musical education consisted of listening to the endless hum of high-tension wires and the sublime squalling of thunderstorms.) As soon as he got to UCLA, he was put on the same Schoenbergian compositional regimen as everyone else. (The teacher who encouraged him in his earliest composing was Leonard Stein, Schoenberg’s old California assistant.) On his own he discovered Webern, whose sparseness spurred him to emulation.


  The product of an urge to surpass, even if only a paradoxical sort of surpassing in restriction, limitation, and reduction, Young’s early efforts demonstrate yet again the strange kinship between the new minimalism and the old maximalism. During the summer of 1958, between his UCLA commencement and his enrollment in the graduate composition program at UC Berkeley, Young composed a String Trio, ostensibly modeled on Webern’s op. 20. Its first 159 measures are shown in Ex. 8-1. It may well be the most notorious composition ever produced in class by a first-year graduate student.


  The music in Ex. 8-1 consists of the unfolding of a single chromatic aggregate— what in Webern would be called a single twelve-tone row. The first three pitches introduced are, moreover, typically Webernian in the way the cello’s D fills the pitch-class space between the viola’s C[image: Image] and the violin’s E[image: Image], completing a symmetrically disposed unit. Among the classics of early atonality are a couple of Webern pieces in which the unfolding of a couple of chromatic aggregates furnished the entire musical content. In one of his Three Little Pieces for Cello and Piano, op. 11 (1914), Webern managed to pare the contents down to a single aggregate, like the one in Ex. 8-1. That might already be considered a kind of minimalism.


  But Webern’s pieces take seconds to perform, whereas Young’s opening aggregate (about a quarter of the entire piece), in which the three instruments together produce only eleven discrete sounds (single notes or double stops), takes eleven minutes to unfold, of which the first five are occupied by the first three notes. The extreme slowness of the unfolding, also describable as the extreme length of time the process occupies, magnifies the impression of “minimal” musical content far beyond anything even remotely suggested by Webern.


  Also magnified far beyond anything actually found in Schoenberg or Webern is their notorious idealism. Critics have often called attention to aspects of notation in their work (like the “hairpin” crescendos on single piano notes in Schoenberg’s op. 23) that relate to the “idea” rather than the sound of the music. Young’s Trio abounds in notational features unrelated to the sonic realization. The many tempo changes that take place on rests (or in the middle of sustained tones) are instances, as are the many “syncopated” entries made without any accentuation or surrounding pulse against which syncopations may be measured, or even perceived, by the ear.


  The willingness (or compulsion, or capacity) to take things to unaccountable extremes immediately marked Young’s work as “avantgarde” in the classical meaning of the word. There is no doubt, then, about the esthetic from which minimalism emerged. It was, at first, an art of alienation and social disaffection in the late, late romantic tradition. Young’s uncompromising commitment to the ideology of modernism is further reflected in his widely quoted remark: “Often I hear somebody say that the most important thing about a work of art is not that it be new but that it be good, but I am not interested in good; I am interested in new—even if this includes the possibility of its being evil.”9


  EX. 8-1 La Monte Young, String Trio, mm. 1–159
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  The Trio has lived in legend as an emblem of that stance. Its legend has several distinct phases, beginning with the legend of its angry rejection by the composer’s professors at Berkeley, continuing with the legend of high praise from Stockhausen (allegedly overheard, and later reported, by Cardew) at Darmstadt in the summer of 1959, and cemented by an almost complete absence of performances, so that its reputation is sustained almost entirely by history books and hearsay, and by Young’s avowal, borne out (if only indirectly) by subsequent events, that his purpose in writing the Trio was to “influence the history of music.”10 Never published—it is on deposit along with the rest of Young’s graduate-school submissions at the Berkeley music library and otherwise available only from the composer—the hour-long Trio has had only a handful of documented public airings (some of them in arrangements for other ensembles of strings). The first was a reading arranged by Seymour Shifrin (1926–79), Young’s composition teacher, in an effort to persuade him that the outlandish timescale was a miscalculation. The tiny audience consisted of the rest of the seminar. Perhaps the most recent performance, by three members of the Arditti Quartet (a well-known ensemble specializing in contemporary music) took place at a London music festival in 1989.


  Much primed by the legend, the work was received this time in a manner reminiscent of the way Morton Feldman’s music is now usually interpreted: as a spiritual exercise. The cello’s consonant perfect fifth at the end of the row, unusual in twelve-tone music (although it returns at various transpositions in other instrumental parts when the row is subjected to standard serial permutations), was singled out as prophetic by those who interpreted the Trio in the context of the transformations “minimalist” writing had undergone in three decades of subsequent development. Edward Strickland, an early historian of minimalism, shrewdly observed that “the extended fifth,” unexpected and therefore striking in its serial context, “was soon to recur in Young’s work in a totally different context—i.e., no context, as the entire content of Composition 1960 #7.”11


  MUSIC AS SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE


  But the “spiritualizing” interpretation carried conviction. By 1989 Young had made a decisive turn toward a religious lifestyle, having in 1970 become a disciple of Pran Nath, an Indian musician and spiritual guru. In the early 1960s, after moving to New York, he and his wife, the painter and performance artist Marian Zazeela, had founded the Theatre of Eternal Music, an ensemble dedicated to the devout daily rehearsal and very occasional performance of his work, which consisted of several enormous, ongoing, and unfinishable compositions, reminiscent in concept of the famous torsos (Scriabin’s Mysterium, Ives’s Universe) of early-twentieth-century music. They achieved their huge dimensions through the application of improvisatory and ritualistically repetitive techniques to tiny preplanned and notated musical ideas or “modules,” following a set of verbal instructions that Young (possibly recalling his serial training) calls “algorithms.” These utopian compositions, such as The Four Dreams of China, realizable only in small snatches, have been “eternally” in progress since the early 1960s. Perhaps needless to say, they no longer employ twelve-tone procedures, Young having come to see a contradiction between the all-encompassing, undifferentiated twelve-tone approach to pitch and his ideal of concentration, delimitation, and singleness. Pitch has been the area, in fact, to which he has applied the most rigorous restrictions, arriving finally at an approach based on natural acoustical resonance (invested, in his thinking, with purity and holiness) that virtually excludes conventional chromaticism of any kind. Since the mid-1970s, much of Young’s composing and performing energy has been devoted to The Well-Tuned Piano, a body of music to be played on a piano tuned in a system of just (or Pythagorean) intonation.
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  FIG. 8-1 La Monte Young with Pran Nath and Marian Zazeela, 1971.


  However restricted the material, all of Young’s compositions are predicated on the idea of infinite extension in time, achieved with the aid of electronic drones, or (in The Well-Tuned Piano) of a technique of synchronizing the musical rhythm with the acoustical beats arising out of the justly tuned intervals to set up a continuous resonant aura in the performing space and thus defeat the piano’s quick sonic decay. By the time he set up the Theatre of Eternal Music, Young began associating his principle of “sustenance,” or long-sustained sounds, with the long-tone exercises that characterize the monastic practices of many religions, including Hinduism and Buddhism. Long tones sung or played on wind instruments are invested with the spiritual significance of controlled breathing, a prelude to meditation in which the body is pervaded with the divine spirit.


  Young’s brand of musical minimalism thus became (for him) a form of esoteric religious practice, a discipline to be carried out by and in the presence of initiates rather than performed before the general public. Accordingly, as his career continued, Young deliberately withdrew from the public eye, or whatever corner of it he had access to, giving few concerts and issuing or authorizing recordings only at rare intervals. The latter have tended to become cult objects, like the so-called “Black LP” produced in Germany in 1970: a long-playing record encased in a black plastic sleeve with program notes on the back reproduced from the composer’s own calligraphy in faint gray ink, à la Rauschenberg. (The front of the sleeve is decorated with a mandala-like design by Zazeela in the same barely discernible color.)


  Side I contains, in the composer’s words, “a section of the longer work Map of 49’s Dream The Two Systems of Eleven Sets of Galactic Intervals Ornamental Lightyears Tracery, begun in 1966 as a subsection of the even larger work The Tortoise, His Dreams and Journeys which was begun in 1964 with my group The Theatre of Eternal Music.” Its title is 31 VII 69 10:26-10:49 pm, and it consists of exactly twenty-three minutes of wordless chanting by Young and Zazeela, recorded at a Munich art gallery on 31 July 1969 at the time specified by the title, to the accompaniment of a sine-wave generator that gives out a continuous G below middle C. Zazeela’s part is confined to doubling the drone, while Young’s voice slides among tones that harmonize with the drone at perfect Pythagorean intervals: unison, octave, octave plus minor seventh, fourth, and major second (the progressions from the fourth below to the octave below or the second above supplying perfect fifths as well; see Ex. 8-2). Near the end, Zazeela moves briefly from the drone to the second and then resumes the drone.


  EX. 8-2 La Monte Young, 31 VII 69 10:26-10:49 pm, transcribed from “Black LP”


  [image: Image]


  


  The second side of the record contains even less apparent variety. It is called 23 VIII 64 2:50:45-3:11 am the Volga Delta and consists of 20’15” of uninterrupted sound produced by Young and Zazeela by drawing double bass bows along the sides of a gong. It is intended as a demonstration of harmonic complexity, requiring for this purpose the same kind of unusually close and concentrated attention to small variations as Ad Reinhardt’s black paintings (a concentration best achieved, by the composer’s open avowal, with the assistance of cannabis or some other consciousness-expanding drug). It may be played either at the standard 33 [image: Image] RPM turntable speed or at half speed (available in the early sixties on some specially adapted phonographs used for office dictation) to bring some of the higher overtones down into the range of human audibility. A jacket note explains, “One may listen to the pieces at soft levels, but ideally the sound should fill the room if the playback equipment can do so without distorting.” The desired volume challenges not only the capabilities of the equipment but also the listener’s endurance. This is obviously not music meant for casual or recreational listening or for the average (or even specialized) music audience.


  Young’s role in the propagation of minimalism as a secular fine-art practice, then, has been played largely behind the scenes. He has neither participated in nor benefited from its burgeoning public and commercial success but has affected its progress indirectly through the musicians with whom he has associated. Characteristically, this group crosscuts the old boundary between popular and serious music, diffusing Young’s influence into a wide variety of avantgarde musics on both sides of the Atlantic.


  One of Young’s most regular early associates, the Welsh-born John Cale (b. 1942), who performed on amplified viola in the Theatre of Eternal Music between the end of 1963 and late 1965, went on to join the singer and songwriter Lou Reed (b. 1943) in forming the “alternative rock” band the Velvet Underground, and later collaborated with Brian Eno. Another alumnus of the Theatre, the percussionist Angus MacLise (1938–79), participated along with Cale in a short-lived predecessor to the Velvet Underground called the Primitives. Tony Conrad (b. 1940), an avantgarde filmmaker with formal training in mathematics, played amplified violin and bowed electric guitar in the Theatre. It was he who introduced Young to the mathematical principles of just intonation.


  A CONTRADICTION IN TERMS?


  Young’s most conspicuous early disciple was Terry Riley (b. 1935), the composer through whom minimalism first impinged on the consciousness of “mainstream” performers and critics and found a wide audience. A fellow graduate student at Berkeley, Riley also chafed against the forced regimen of serial composition then administered at the school. Unlike Young, he managed to complete an M. A. in 1961, but only by writing a twelve-tone composition, immediately disavowed, to satisfy the degree requirement. (Coincidentally or not, it was another string trio.)


  What really interested Riley at the time was the composing he was doing to accompany a local modern dance ensemble. Like many others, he experimented with tape loops. He also made use of a device called an echoplex (developed by Ramon Sender, a San Francisco sound engineer) that was similar to the feedback generator Vladimir Ussachevsky had played with a decade earlier in New York (see chapter 4). It fed the signal emitted by a tape recorder’s playback head back into the recording head, thus producing a sort of ever-accumulating canon.


  Shortly after receiving his Berkeley degree, Riley took some of the tape loop pieces he had composed for the dance group and, subjecting their already repetitive sounds to echoplex treatment, came up with a relatively lengthy composition based almost entirely on reiterations of sometimes recognizable, more often unrecognizable fragments of previously used material. He called it Mescalin Mix after the name of a psychedelic drug produced from cactus plants, a forerunner of LSD, that was popular among the San Francisco Beat poets and their successors, the hippies. By drawing this association, Riley made explicit the connection between the new avantgarde and the same counterculture out of which progressive rock was about to emerge.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 8-2 Terry Riley, Munich, 1992.


  Replacing Young’s “sustenance” with “looping” as the carrier of minimalism’s infinite expanse proved a decisive move, especially when Riley followed up with a piece that transferred the looping technique to the domain of “live” music, music performed by humans in real time. This was not the first instance of live music imitating electronic; the recent “sonorist” compositions of the Eastern European avantgarde—Ligeti’s Atmosphères, Penderecki’s Threnody—had that distinction. But by combining the looping principle with Young’s “algorithmic” method, Riley set the stage for the next, and possibly the last, true “revolution” in the history with which this book is concerned. From it emerged what Riley himself called “music that could be avantgarde and get an audience too.”12 From the traditional modernist perspective, the idea of a “popular avantgarde” was simply a contradiction in terms. But then, so was the idea of “traditional modernism.” Both apparent oxymorons were products of the changes the sixties had wrought in patterns of musical consumption, something never foreseen by the modernists of the earlier twentieth century or their theoretical spokespersons. The work that provided the decisive practical refutation of earlier modernist (or historicist) theory was a composition, written in the spring of 1964, to which Riley gave the frankly provocative title In C.


  Ex. 8-3 is the complete “full” score of In C. One is not likely to guess by looking at it that the composition of which it is the notation lasts anywhere between half an hour and three full hours, to cite the range of its documented performances. It is best known from a Columbia recording issued in 1968, which preserves a studio performance by the composer with members of the Center of the Creative and Performing Arts in the State University of New York at Buffalo. That performance lasts exactly forty-four minutes.


  Each of the fifty-three numbered “modules,” which can be played by “any number of any kind of instruments” (including vocalizing singers) either at the notated pitch or at any octave transposition (and using either the notated time values or any arithmetic augmentation or diminution thereof), is to be “looped”—that is, repeated ad libitum before moving on to the next. The piece is over when all performers (in practice usually somewhere between a dozen and thirty) have reached the last module. Dynamics and articulations are ad libitum as well, and players are free to omit modules unsuitable to their playing technique, and to pause between or even within modules.


  Percussion may be added, too, so long as it keeps strict time. The only constraints are for the sake of homogeneity of result: players are discouraged from using instruments that uniquely represent a given range or octave transposition, or from running too far ahead of the rest of the ensemble (or staying too far behind), and all players should be regulated by the same eighth-note pulse (given out audibly by a timekeeper who plays the top octave of Cs on a piano or a high tuned percussion instrument like a xylophone or glockenspiel).


  Thus the players, while given far more freedom of spontaneous choice than in conventional notated music, remain disciplined participants in a collective undertaking comparable to the Indonesian gamelan, to whose music Riley was attracted. In C is in no sense an “aleatoric” composition or a free-for-all, but rather an “algorithmic” one, controlled by a set of firm if loosely specified rules. Its unfolding is highly structured. Sustained and moving parts are balanced to produce interesting textures; and when, as Riley has said he intended, no more than four modules are in play at any given time, the music falls into clear sectional divisions marked by the introduction of new pitches and the disappearance of old ones.


  EX. 8-3 Terry Riley, In C, full score
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  Thus introduction of F[image: Image] at the fourteenth module (seemingly a segment from the Indonesian pelog scale) marks an important sectional divide. (Modules 11 to 13 can also be construed as typical gamelan figures in pelog tuning.) Confinement to the scale segment E-B (with F[image: Image]) from module 22 to 28 marks another. Modules 29-30 might seem to mark a return to the opening “title” tonality, but any impression that In C is actually — that is, functionally — in C in ordinary tonal terms is contradicted by the end. The note C is avoided from module 45 on, and the last five modules introduce the note B[image: Image]. The most one could say is that the piece passes through a modular tonal scheme in accordance with its overall modular construction.


  The extraordinary reception Riley’s piece enjoyed on its premiere performances, at the San Francisco Tape Music Center on 4 and 6 November 1964, surprised everyone. Alfred Frankenstein (1906-81), the venerable (and unusually tolerant) critic of the San Francisco Chronicle, then in his thirtieth and last year on the paper, was bowled over. “At times,” he wrote, “you feel you have never done anything all your life long but listen to this music and as if that is all there is or ever will be, but it is altogether absorbing, exciting, and moving, too.”13 He was the first of many to compare its slowed-down time scale, its gradual evolutionary unfolding, and its “climaxes of great sonority [that] appear and are dissolved in the endlessness” to the sublime effect of a Bruckner symphony.


  But just as obviously, In C was a model of a very different kind of social behavior from that of a symphony orchestra. Riley is on record as rejecting the “symphony” model:


  
    
      I distrust the organization of the orchestra, which is like the army. You’ve got this general sitting in his chair, then the lieutenants, and so on down to the privates in the back rows. There’s a lot of that kind of politics in the orchestra, which I find pretty disagreeable as a way to make music together. Not all orchestras are guilty of this kind of hierarchy, but it exists to a degree in most. So it just didn’t seem like a very healthy climate.14

    

  


  


  Instead, In C represented a model of cooperative behavior of a kind that was at the heart of the sixties counterculture, with its hippie communes and ashrams, and the explicit parallel between the symphony orchestra, emblem that it was of the musical establishment, and the worst aspects of military life was a pointed reminder of what the counterculture was countering at the time of America’s most unpopular military engagement. Also evident at a glance, and equally crucial to its immediate appeal, was In C‘s relative ease of performance. It does not require highly trained professional musicians, although nothing precludes their participation. It lends itself equally well to all kinds of nonstandard ensembles, and it encourages mixtures of players from different walks of musical life. It received many performances by rock bands and early-music groups, and among the instruments in its first performance were jazz saxophones, rock guitars, and recorders.


  The piece could be seen, from all of these perspectives, as proposing a more democratic, less hierarchical organization of society that might have appeared utopian in “real life,” but that could be actualized directly in music. It offered a working experience of countercultural paradise, or (as it was described in Glamour magazine) “the global village’s first ritual symphonic piece.”15 Yet even the amount of specification that the notation of the piece and its loose performance algorithm retained eventually came to seem politically undesirable to the composer, who virtually abandoned notation for the next twenty years, devoting himself to solo and group improvisation with the algorithms and modules propounded through direct interaction—a virtual reversion (or, as some preferred to see it, a regression) to an oral culture. Riley became known for all-night improvisation concerts for small, devoted countercultural audiences. His main communication with the outer world was in the form of recordings that preserved “multitrack” improvisations, put together by a process of “overdubbing” one improvised part on others that had already been recorded. Riley’s best-known multitrack improvisations were issued on another Columbia LP disk in 1969.


  The force behind Riley’s perhaps unexpected access to a major commercial “classical” label was David Behrman (b. 1937), a Harvard-trained composer and sound engineer who had been converted to experimental music, and who worked from 1965 to 1970 as a producer for Columbia Masterworks. There he was given the go-ahead by the label’s president Goddard Lieberson (1911 –77), an Eastman-trained composer, to sample the counterculture, whose work was after all cheap to produce on records, in an effort “to capture the imagination of the young audience.”16 Side I of Riley’s new disk contained a nineteen-minute, largely pentatonic, ostinato-based improvisation called A Rainbow in Curved Air, in which the multiply recorded composer played electric organ, amplified harpsichord, “rocksichord” (electronic keyboard), dumbec (a small Persian drum), and tambourine. The other side had twenty-two minutes of less structured improvisations on soprano saxophone (an instrument Riley briefly took up following La Monte Young’s example) and electric organ, called Poppy Nogood and the Phantom Band. The liner note consisted entirely of a utopian environmental fantasy, recalling the turbulent war-protest conditions that provided the counterculture with its impetus:


  
    
      And then all wars ended/Arms of every kind were outlawed and the masses gladly contributed them to giant foundries in which they were melted down and the metal poured back into the earth/The Pentagon was turned on its side and painted purple, yellow & green/All boundaries were dissolved/The slaughter of animals was forbidden/The whole of lower Manhattan became a meadow in which unfortunates from the Bowery were allowed to live out their fantasies in the sunshine and were cured/People swam in the sparkling rivers under blue skies streaked only with incense pouring from the new factories/The energy from dismantled nuclear weapons provided free heat and light/World health was restored/An abundance of organic vegetables, fruits and grains was growing wild along the discarded highways/National flags were sewn together into brightly colored circus tents under which politicians were allowed to perform harmless theatrical games/The concept of work was forgotten17

    

  


  


  The fundamental question these pieces raised could be paraphrased: Could an avantgarde of harmonious simplicity really be an avantgarde? There is no doubt that if avantgarde means marginalization, then Riley was avantgarde. His music was never to be found in establishment venues, whether concert halls or commercial radio. If avantgarde means technical innovation, then Riley was avantgarde. His music, especially the improvisation disks, made use of cutting-edge technology. Even In C was structured in a way that could not be entirely accounted for by citing precedents, whether “classical,” “pop” or “world-music.”


  But if avantgarde means alienation, then Riley was anything but avantgarde (except in relation to the academic establishment from which he was a renegade, and which his music accordingly enraged). In sharp contrast to Young’s, Riley’s music bent over backward—too far, some thought—to be inclusive and audience-friendly, and cast an implicit negative judgment on elite art. Its most obviously “retrograde” tendency was its reembracement of consonance. But such a move was retrograde only from the historicist perspective, which required that all art build directly on the achievements of the immediate past, and toward a goal that those earlier achievements implied. That was never the aim of the avantgarde.


  The very fact that Riley’s music located the site of innovation elsewhere than in the domain of “pitch organization” implied a rejection of yesterday’s modernism, as did all truly avantgarde art. It was precisely the same gesture, in relation to academic serialism, as the one that postwar serialists had made in relation to neoclassicism. It expressly denied the main premise of its elite academic predecessor, as peremptorily summed up by Milton Babbitt when he observed that, since pitch is the most precisely quantifiable of all musical parameters, it was therefore inconceivable that “under any reasonable application of the world ‘important,’ it could be suggested that pitch is not the most important of the musical dimensions, since its susceptibility to musical structuring includes and exceeds that of any other dimension.”18 Riley’s music suggested, on the contrary, that there are other measures of musical importance besides the abstract structuring of pitch, and other available sites of significant innovation.


  Of course it is also true that Riley’s music of the 1960s bore conspicuous traits in common with the most crassly commercial musics of the 1970s. One was “disco,” a style developed in “discothèques,” nightclubs where people danced to recorded music, and where pop music was “remixed” by disc jockeys into all-night marathons of relentlessly repetitive, electronically realized “sequences” of commonplace riffs. Another was “New Age” music, a commercial offshoot of the counterculture, which consisted of sweet and soothingly repetitive “mood music” for piano or electric keyboards (or harp or acoustic guitar), meant to accompany the meditative practices of tired businesspeople, many of them former hippies, in search of surcease from the stresses of success. Like any other once-new music, Riley’s was often assimilated in the minds of its critics to the routine practices it had helped set in motion, and it suffered in retrospect the negative judgments the routines inspired.


  But Riley himself had no part of those routines, or at least no part of their commercial success. More than any other “minimalist,” Riley lived the actual life of the counterculture. Just when he could have capitalized on the success of his Columbia albums he “dropped out” into a virtually nomadic existence, gave up formal composition and public exposure, and disappeared from sight until he was rediscovered as a “classic” in the 1980s. So if avantgarde implies the disinterested service of art in implied protest against its commercial exploitation, then once again the composer qualifies, even if his works are finally judged not to.


  “CLASSICAL” MINIMALISM


  For many listeners, the most characteristic and style-defining aspect of In C is the constant audible eighth-note pulse that underlies and coordinates all of the looping, and that seems, because it provides a constant pedal of Cs, to be fundamentally bound up with the work’s concept. Like much modernist practice since at least Stravinsky, it puts the rhythmic spotlight on the “subtactile” level, accommodating and facilitating the free metamorphosis of the felt beat—for example, from quarters to dotted quarters at the twenty-second module of In C—and allows their multiple presence to be felt as levels within a complex texture. It may be surprising, therefore, to learn that the constant C-pulse was an afterthought, adopted in rehearsal for what seemed at the time a purely utilitarian purpose (simply to keep the group together in lieu of a conductor), and that it was not even Riley’s idea. It was Reich’s.


  Steve Reich came from a background very different from Young’s and Riley’s. Where they had a rural, workingclass upbringing on the West Coast, Reich was born into a wealthy, professional-class family in cosmopolitan New York. Like most children of his economic class, Reich had traditional piano lessons and plenty of exposure to what in later years he mildly derided as the “bourgeois classics.” He had an elite education culminating in a Cornell baccalaureate with a major in philosophy. Then came a year of intense private instruction in composition with Hall Overton (1920–72), a composer who combined classical and jazz idioms in a manner comparable to Gunther Schuller’s Third Stream (see chapter 7).


  Next, Reich put in three years of graduate study in the Juilliard School’s rigorous and traditional (though nonserial) composition program, studying with prominent pedagogues like Vincent Persichetti (1915–87), who had been Overton’s teacher, and William Bergsma (1921–94). Finally, lured by the presence of Luciano Berio on the faculty, Reich enrolled at Mills College for a master’s degree, which he received in 1963. It was the sort of training that usually led to a career as an elite modernist rather than an avantgardist.


  In interviews, Reich has stated that the impressions that led him to his own personal musical predilections, and eventually to his decision to attempt a career as a composer, date from his fifteenth year, when friends introduced him, in close succession, to recordings of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, Bach’s Fifth Brandenburg Concerto, and bebop, then the most modern form of jazz. The obvious common denominator of what might otherwise seem the three unrelated styles that aroused his enthusiasm is, of course, the presence of a strongly articulated subtactile pulse, the very thing that Reich (who participated in the first performances) contributed to In C. Baroque music has it, a lot of twentiethcentury music (including both Stravinsky’s “Russian” style and jazz) has it, but the repertoire of “bourgeois classics”—the music “from Haydn to Wagner,” as in this chapter’s epigraph—generally lacks it. Rejecting the traditional classical repertoire as a source of inspiration was Reich’s first youthful “avantgarde” gesture.


  Having discovered that subtactile “rhythmic profile” (as he called it), Reich switched from piano lessons to lessons in drumming. Significantly, though, his first percussion teacher was a “classical” one—who later became the principal timpanist of the New York Philharmonic, no less. It was only at Mills College that he discovered, again through recordings, the “non-Western” styles of percussion playing—West African drumming and Balinese gamelan—that effectively liberated his creative thinking from the assumptions of his traditional training. Eventually, he sought out native teachers in these traditions (drumming in Accra, Ghana, in 1970; gamelan in Seattle and Berkeley in 1973–1974) to gain hands-on experience. But the decisive, appetite-inducing exposure came through records. The global or “world music” orientation that Reich’s music (like most minimalist music) exemplifies and serves is thus among the most palpable indications of the way recording technology redefined musical transmission in the twentieth century.


  Late-twentieth-century transmission, in a word, was “horizontal.” All musics past and present, nearby and far away, were, thanks to recording and communications technology, simultaneously and equally accessible to any musician in the world. The way in which this horizontal transmission supplanted the “vertical” transmission of styles in chronological single file (the assumption on which all historicist thinking depends) was the genuine musical revolution of the late twentieth century, the full implications of which will be realized only in the twenty-first and beyond. Its immediate effect on Reich, and the many composers his work has stimulated, was to convince him—to quote one of those composers, John Adams (b. 1947)—that a truly valid twentiethcentury music would be “a music that is essentially percussive and pulse-generated rather than melodic and phrase-generated.”19


  After finishing the master’s course at Mills, Reich stayed in the San Francisco Bay Area for a while and was associated, like many avantgardists there, with the San Francisco Tape Music Center. (That was where he met and befriended Riley.) The earliest pieces of his to achieve wide notice were a pair of tape-loop compositions inspired directly by In C. The first, It’s Gonna Rain (1965; originally titled “It’s Gonna Rain; or, Meet Brother Walter in Union Square after Listening to Terry Riley”), was based on just the three titular words, spliced out of a recording of a gospel sermon delivered by Brother Walter, a San Francisco street preacher, in November 1964. The sermon was about Noah and the Flood. The implied warning of the title phrase, in the context of the scariest phases of the cold war like the still recent Cuban missile crisis, was timely and topical.


  The other tape-loop piece, Come Out (1966), had a political subtext related to the civil-rights struggles of the sixties. It became Reich’s breakthrough to recognition, thanks to its inclusion in one of David Behrman’s Columbia records (New Sounds in Electronic Music, 1967). The composer’s original program note described both the occasion that inspired the piece and the distinctive technical process that made it a milestone in the emergence of minimalism:


  
    
      Come Out was composed as part of a benefit, presented at [New York’s] Town Hall in April, 1966, for the retrial, with lawyers of their own choosing, of the six boys arrested for murder during the Harlem riots of 1964. The [recorded] voice is that of Danniel Hamm, then nineteen, describing a beating he took in the Harlem 28th precinct. The police were about to take the boys out to be “cleaned up” and were only taking those that were visibly bleeding. Since Hamm had no actual open bleeding, he proceeded to squeeze open a bruise on his leg so that he would be taken to the hospital—”I had to, like, open the bruise up and let some of the bruise blood come out to show them.”


      The phrase “come out to show them” was recorded in both channels, first in unison and then with channel 2 slowly beginning to move ahead. As the phase begins to shift, a gradually increasing reverberation is heard which slowly passes into a sort of canon or round. Eventually the two voices divide into four and then into eight.


      By restricting oneself to a small amount of material organized by a single uninterrupted process, one’s attention can become focused on details that usually slip by. A single repeated and gradually changing figure may well be heard as a composite of several figures. Finally, at any given moment, it is open to the listener as to which pattern within the pattern he hears.20

    

  


  


  After becoming a famous and much-interviewed figure, Reich tended to romanticize as serendipity, a happy accident, the discovery of the “phasing” process, through which identical tape loops feeding into two speakers or headphones go in and out of phase with one another (or more precisely, out and back into phase). According to one version of this much-repeated account, he intended the two channels through which he played It’s Gonna Rain to remain synchronized, but on the cheap equipment he was using, one unexpectedly began to gain on the other. “The sensation I had in my head,” as they played into the composer’s earphones, “was that the sound moved over to my left ear, moved down to my left shoulder, down my left arm, down my leg, out across the floor to the left, and finally began to reverberate and shake” before it eventually “came back together in the center of my head.”21


  The point of the story as told and retold in retrospect is that the composer, in defiance of his modernist upbringing, was willing to decide that the phase phenomenon itself was more interesting than anything he might do with it, so he simply allowed it to play itself out. In its provocative modesty it was a genuinely avantgarde, shock-the-bourgeois gesture, and it was amply repaid with abuse from the relevant bourgeoisie, the academic modernists from whose ranks Reich had defected. They represented the status quo, he a force for change—hence a true avantgarde movement, neither conservative nor nostalgic, even though it renounced complexity and social alienation.


  The controversies that swirled around minimalism when it began to have an impact confirmed the basic truth of the situation Reich’s parable symbolized, but the parable as such was just a story. In fact, It’s Gonna Rain and Come Out were planned from the start to exploit the “phasing” process, which Terry Riley had already discovered in a couple of tape pieces from 1964–65 that used another feedback device (somewhat more sophisticated than the echoplex), which Riley had christened the “time-lag accumulator.” Reich employed a more rudimentary technology: he merely applied his thumb to the supply reel feeding the second channel to slow it slightly and allow the first to gain time. Then he rerecorded the mix of the two channels and repeated the process to produce a fourpart phase texture, and then doubled it again so that eventually the sound texture consisted of eight parts in a very complex ratio of speeds. That was no serendipity: it took a great deal of premeditated labor.


  Reich’s phase compositions did differ considerably from Riley’s, however. As Keith Potter, a historian of minimalism, emphasizes, “while Riley always allowed his patterns to accumulate into a psychedelic wash of sound, Reich generally stressed the audibility of his gradually shifting phase relations.”22 It was the process — inexorable and systematic — that mattered to him, because it gave the music a sense of purpose, or what Kant (as a former philosophy major like Reich would surely have remembered) called Zweckmassigkeit, the likeness of a purpose. For Kant that was the essence of art, and so it was for Reich.


  Anything that goes back to Kant goes back to the very dawn of esthetics. But Reich’s stripped-down purposiveness differed to such a degree from the conventional expressive or formal purposes of art (to say nothing of the crasser purposes of pop) as to seem new in kind. He expounded his philosophy in a forbiddingly grim (and rather prim) essay of 1968 called “Music as a Gradual Process.” “I do not mean the process of composition, but rather pieces of music that are, literally, processes,” the manifesto began, and then continued in short explosive paragraphs like planks in a political platform. Here are a few:


  
    
      The distinctive thing about musical processes is that they determine all the note-to-note (sound-to-sound) details and the overall form simultaneously.


      I am interested in perceptible processes. I want to be able to hear the process happening throughout the sounding music.


      To facilitate closely detailed listening, a musical process should happen extremely gradually. Performing and listening to a gradual musical process resembles:

    

  


  


  
    
      pulling back a swing, releasing it, and observing it gradually come to rest; turning over an hourglass and watching the sand slowly run through to the bottom; placing your feet in the sand by the ocean’s edge and watching, feeling, and listening to the waves gradually bury them.

    

  


  


  
    
      Though I may have the pleasure of discovering musical processes and composing the musical material to run through them, once the process is set up and loaded, it runs by itself.


      What I’m interested in is a compositional process and a sounding music that are one and the same thing. While performing and listening to gradual musical processes, one can participate in a particular liberating and impersonal kind of ritual. Focusing in on the musical process makes possible that shift of attention away from he and she and you and me outward toward it.23

    

  


  


  The italicized it and the implied overcoming of self described in the last paragraph have a Zen Buddhist ring, which brings John Cage to mind. But although he acknowledged the influence of Cage on his thinking, Reich nevertheless rejected Cage’s music, because “the processes he used were compositional ones that could not be heard when the piece was performed; the process of using the I Ching or imperfections in a sheet of paper to determine musical parameters can’t be heard when listening to music composed that way.”24 In other words, Cageian indeterminacy had the same fatal flaw as academic serialism: “the compositional processes and the sounding music have no audible connection,” and therefore, for Reich, are devoid of listening (as opposed to analytical or historical) interest.


  More explicitly than most musicians at the time, Reich made a political point of this. Citing the complaint of another composer that in the kind of musical process he envisioned “the composer isn’t privy to anything,”25 Reich insisted that that is just the way things ought to be. The next sentence was Reich’s most outspoken challenge to the reigning modernist aesthetic: “I don’t know any secrets of structure that you can’t hear.”26 The composer’s implicit ascendancy over the listener was overthrown. Reich deliberately cast himself, like Schoenberg before him, as a Great Emancipator. But whereas Schoenberg (like Cage) purported to liberate sounds, Reich (like a sixties agitator) was out to liberate people.


  SECRETS OF STRUCTURE


  Like Cage (and like the Dadaists before him), Reich proposed a limit case to test his theory to a logical extreme: a composition called Pendulum Music, composed (or more precisely, conceived of) in 1968, the same year as the manifesto. It was first performed at the university of Colorado–Boulder and repeated at the first all-Reich concert, which took place at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York on 27 May 1969. Scored for “three or more microphones, amplifiers and loudspeakers,” it is as close a musical analogue to the three ordinary process-experiences described in the manifesto (watching the swing, watching the hourglass, burying one’s feet) as he could devise.


  According to the “score” (actually just a verbal instruction or “algorithm”), the microphones are “suspended from the ceiling or from microphone boom stands by their cables so that they all hang the same distance from the floor and are all free to swing with a pendular motion.” Loudspeakers are positioned under the microphones face upward, so that they will produce feedback noise when the microphones are directly above them. Then the microphones are pulled back and released. As they swing like pendulums over the loudspeakers, they produce a series of feedback pulses that will inevitably go out of phase as the pendulums, gradually coming to rest, slow down. Having released the mike-pendulums, the score specifies, “the performers then sit down to watch and listen to this process along with the rest of the audience.” What makes the music, then, is not the composer, not the performer, but it (call it the force of gravity).


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 8-3 New York premiere of Steve Re ich’s Pendulum Music, 27 May 1969.


  In concept, Reich’s Pendulum Music is virtually a duplicate of György Ligeti’s notorious Poème symphonique for 100 metronomes of 1962 (see chapter 3). The difference is that the earlier piece was at least partly meant as a spoof while Reich’s was meant in deadly earnest — and also, taking far less time to unfold, makes a reasonable rather than comically preposterous demand on the listener’s attention. Pendulum Music is the conceptual paradigm or limit-case to which all of Reich’s early works for conventional performing forces can be meaningfully related.


  But it does not require musicians for its performance. It often provided background music at exhibitions of “minimal” art, with the artists, or museum staff, doing the “performing.” As “furniture music,” it hardly fulfilled the composer’s intention of providing a focus of close attention. That role was accomplished much more significantly, and with far greater impact, by Reich’s “phase” compositions for pianos, violins, and log drums, composed between 1967 and 1969. Virtuoso pieces in their way, they were responses to the same impulse that motivated Riley’s In C: the need to apply techniques first discovered in the realm of tape music to standard vocal and instrumental media.


  But where Riley deliberately kept things easy, Reich’s phase pieces can be arduous to execute with the required precision. It seems that he considered not only the back-transfer from tape to live music making itself but also the effort and the arduousness to be necessary if the product was to be effectively “humanized” and rendered communicative. The difficulty of his music, requiring skilled professionals for its performance and thereby satisfying a traditional elite modernist criterion, has made Reich, of all the composers who inhabit this chapter, the most academically acceptable. He has enjoyed far greater respect than the others among “uptown” musicians and “mainstream” critics.


  Piano Phase (1967) is a three-part composition for two pianos, with each major section consisting of a one-measure diatonic or pentatonic module (or “basic unit” in Reich’s terminology) that is subjected to the same phase process that Reich first achieved by retarding the turning of a tape reel. The first basic unit is shown in Ex. 8-4. It is an elusively complex rhythmic construction in its own right, a melody that emerges as a composite of two rhythmic figures in a hemiola relationship: the right hand plays three repetitions of the two-note group F$-C$ while the left plays two repetitions of the three-note group E-B-D. The interaction of patterns between the two hands is subtly complicated (or contradicted) by the differently patterned interaction of two distinct registers, E-F$ and B-C ^ -D, conjunct scale segments separated by a skip of a fourth.


  EX. 8-4 Steve Reich, Piano Phase, first “basic unit”
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  The two pianos begin by playing the figure in unison, the way the two tape recorders had begun in Come Out. While one pianist holds the tempo steady, the other very gradually gains on it, producing at first an enhanced resonance as the parts go slightly out of phase; then a kind of hocket, with the second piano playing on the “off thirty-seconds.” Finally, after another resonant blur, the second piano will be one sixteenth-note ahead of the first; here the two pianists are instructed to lock into the same tempo again, producing a sort of canon at the sixteenth-note which establishes a new point of departure for the next phasing process. After twelve such processes, the original unison is regained.


  What is curious, and somewhat ironic given the premises of the “Gradual Process” manifesto, is the ambiguity of the overall structure. Listeners are normally aware only of the steady progress toward the goal of regained unison. According to the terms of the manifesto, that is exactly what the composer intended. But the manifesto contained an interesting escape clause: “Even when all the cards are on the table and everyone hears what is gradually happening in a musical process, there are still enough mysteries to satisfy all.”27 And indeed, there is a mysterious corollary to this or any other strict phase process: as a moment’s reflection will confirm, its second half is (and must be) automatically the retrograde of the first half, with the relationship between the two players reversed. So, is the process a single linear gesture or a double, out-and-back trajectory like so much Western classical music?


  This ambiguity was first pointed out by Paul Epstein, a music theorist on the faculty of Temple University, in an article of 1986, more than two decades after the piece was written.28 It turned out that, in seeming contradiction of Reich’s manifesto, there was after all a “secret of structure” in Piano Phase that listeners did not know. But if, as seems likely, the composer himself was unaware of (or did not envision) the retrograde, which was irrelevant to his purpose in composing the piece, then his famous maxim—”I don’t know any secrets of structure that you can’t hear”—remains literally true. (Of course, the last three words of the maxim are another escape clause, since—exactly as Milton Babbitt has always argued—once anything has been pointed out and conceptualized, it can be heard.) Nothing, it turns out, not even a minimalist structure, is ever devoid of ambiguity.


  Reich’s last strict, if somewhat simplified, phase composition took the minimalist ideal to another sort of limit. Clapping Music (1972) is instrumental music without instruments, or rather, percussion music made with the body alone. Two performers begin in unison, clapping a simple riff that one of them will maintain unchanged throughout the piece. As in Piano Phase, the riff contains twelve subtactile pulses. The other player, skipping the gradual speedup, jumps to the second “phase,” in which the pattern is rendered as a canon at an interval of one pulse. After a while, a similar jump extends the canon to an interval of two pulses, then three, and so on until unison is regained. All the notation that is needed to perform this or any other algorithmic composition is the basic unit, plus instructions for permuting it. Nevertheless, Ex. 8-5 shows all the permutations so as to make all the resulting hockets and syncopations scannable at a glance.


  EX. 8-5 Steve Reich, Clapping Music


  [image: Image]


  


  Comparing the unison rests in the thirteen modules will bring the palindrome effect easily into view. Nos. 1 and 13, of course, are identical. Nos. 2, 7 (the midpoint), and 12 are also identical: they are the ones without any unison rests. Nos. 3 and 11 each have one unison rest. If you scan no. 3 beginning at the rest from left to right, and no. 11 beginning at the rest from right to left, they will match. Nos. 4 and 10 have two unison rests. Scan no. 4from left to right beginning at its first unison rest, and no. 10 from right to left beginning at its second unison rest, and they will match. Nos. 5 and 9, with one unison rest, will match if scanned the way 3 and 11 were scanned. Nos. 6 and 8 have two unison rests. Scan them the way nos. 4 and 10 were scanned, and they too will match. None of this will be obvious to a casual listener; this piece, too, has its “secret structure.”


  Clapping Music was written for the road, when the ensemble known as Steve Reich and Musicians began touring. (“Hands,” Reich drily explained, “are easy to transport.”) It was used as an introductory piece, to give the audience an instant grasp of what “gradual process” meant. By then, however, having laid his conceptual foundation with a manifesto (“Music as Gradual Process”), a limit piece (Pendulum Music), and various strict phase exercises for tape and live performers, Reich had somewhat relaxed the rigor of his procedures. On the model of the African and Indonesian musics he was learning, he began experimenting with patterned processes that were less predictable than the “pure” phase pieces with which he had found his voice. But even if less predictable, they remained just as inexorable.


  The work that really showed the possibilities of Reichian minimalism was Four Organs (1970). The small and relatively inexpensive electric organs for which the piece is scored, called Farfisas, were a staple of rock bands. The very necessary accompaniment was provided by a pair of maracas, which provide a constant subtactile pulse against which the gradually unfolding structural process could be precisely measured. That new process was the gradual filling of the available sound-space within the basic unit. Ex. 8-6 shows the beginning of the process, and the end.


  EX. 8-6 Steve Reich, Four Organs, beginning (figs. 1–8) and end (last two figures)
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  At the outset, the available space is measured out by the maracas with eleven pulses. For minimalist purposes that is a magic number, because it is a prime number. Divisible neither by two nor by three, it remains always subtactile; it cannot be grouped mentally into a regular tactus or felt beat. In practice, the eleven is subdivided into 3 + 8, as established by the basic unit, which consists simply of two identical chords that fall on the first and fourth pulse of each measure. The process that governs the entire piece, while unrelated to “phasing,” was similarly systematic and rigorous. It consists of a single “rhythmic construction” (Reich’s term) that gradually replaces the rests in the basic unit with notes, as shown in Ex. 8-6.


  Once the basic unit has been filled — or as Keith Potter nicely puts it, once “the original pairs of irregularly pulsing chords have silted up into a continuous sound”29 — the unit begins to lengthen, eventually expanding to a gargantuan 265 measures of held-out but internally fluctuating harmony that reminds many listeners (including Reich, who claimed to have been inspired by it) of Perotin’s late twelfthcentury organa quadrupla for the Cathedral of Notre Dame — another remote yet direct influence, this one collapsing more than seven centuries of historical time, made possible by recordings. The held-out chord is one often described by jazz musicians as a “dominant eleventh,” in which an extra pair of thirds is stacked on top of a dominant seventh built on E, thus: E-G[image: Image]-B-D-F[image: Image]-A. In practice, since the top A is sounded during the early stages of the piece only on the first and fourth eighths, it seems to resolve like an appoggiatura to the held-over G[image: Image], the first alteration to the basic unit.


  That impression of resolution is confirmed by the way in which Four Organs comes to an end. Unlike Reich’s phase pieces, it neither comes full circle nor reaches a saturation point. Instead, the low E and its doublings are filtered out of the last sustained chord, followed very slowly by the remaining notes one by one, until the piece finally comes to an end, somewhat surprisingly, on the two highest pitches, the fourth E-A. The fact that this ending takes listeners by surprise belies Reich’s semifacetious contention that all that Four Organs comes down to, finally, is a single, enormously slowed and sustained V-I cadence in A major. The experience of listening to it should be enough to convince anyone that functional harmony is as much a function of rhythm as it is of pitch relations; distend the former enough and you dissolve the latter. But Four Organs does signal a new (or revived) interest in harmonic progression and voice leading, and does return pitch to a position of significance, if not primacy, in the articulation of musical shape.


  “ALL MUSIC IS FOLK MUSIC”


  Four Organs marks a divide in Reich’s output between the rigorously experimental works of the sixties and what proved to be the more immediately appealing works that followed. The piece is still sufficiently uncompromising in its minimalist approach to serve as a litmus test dividing “mainstream” listeners from the coterie of its devotees. The latter notice, and become fascinated by, the gradual processes; the former mainly notice, and become irritated by, the repetitions. This became clear in January 1973 when the young conductor Michael Tilson Thomas (b. 1944) offered the piece to a Boston Symphony subscription audience in New York’s Carnegie Hall, and elicited perhaps the last memorable twentiethcentury succès de scandale. (Among the uncorroborated details that went from mouth to mouth was a woman shouting, “All right, I’ll confess!”) For the next decade, Reich’s primary venues would remain the art museums and downtown halls where various “alternative” musics rubbed shoulders, and his principal means of disseminating his work remained his own touring group. Further exposure to concert audiences would wait. But in the meantime, Reich’s style underwent a change.


  His output in the 1970s was dominated by two hour-long works. Drumming (1971), which can last up to eighty-six minutes depending on how many times the basic units are repeated, is scored for a nine-piece percussion band plus a piccolo player and two women vocalists singing “vocables” (nonmeaningful syllables). Both the rhythmic patterning of the piece and the integration of voices into the ensemble were influenced directly by the African music Reich had studied on location in 1970. The rhythmic unit is expanded from the eleven pulses of Four Organs to twelve. The addition of that extra eighth-note makes a huge difference, of course, because it allows the exploitation of hemiola effects by grouping the subtactile eighths, variously and/or simultaneously, into tactile pulses—”felt” beats — of varying length: two (six to a bar), three (four to a bar) and four (three to a bar).


  The unfolding process is complex, combining the older phase technique with the “rhythmic construction” (or gradual fill-in) of Four Organs, now balanced against its opposite, “rhythmic reduction” (the gradual replacement of notes with rests). The piece achieves its grandiose length through contrasts of tone color. The first of its four large sections is scored for tuned bongo drums; the second, for marimbas and voices; the third, moving into an unsingably high register, uses glockenspiels, with whistling and piccolo piping replacing the voices; the fourth combines all forces. As a result of all of these interacting factors, Drumming was a technical tour de force, creating (in John Adams’s words) “an interesting large-scale musical structure without recourse to harmony.”30 It served for several years as the staple of Reich’s touring group, greatly increasing the size of his coterie of devotees to the point where he began filling large halls (mainly on college campuses) and attracting imitators.


  Perhaps more noteworthy than its structural principles, of interest primarily to other composers, was the effect that Drumming had on audiences. Its complexity notwithstanding, the euphoria it produced in receptive listeners (so much more typical of pop than of contemporary classical composition) made it newsworthy and, of course, controversial, not only because it challenged the basic definition of avantgarde art, but also because listeners were obviously responding to more than just the beguiling sound patterns. There was also the unstated but strongly implied (or metaphorical) social meaning that arose directly from its African antecedents. When witnessed live, Adams noted,


  
    
      performances of Drumming have the flavor of a ceremony, with the performers uniformly clad in white cotton shirts and dark pants, moving gradually during the course of the work from the bongos, to the marimbas, to the glockenspiels, and finally to all the instruments for the finale. The sense of ritualistic precision and unity is furthered by performers playing from memory and by their performing face-to-face, two on a single instrument.31

    

  


  


  To put it another way, the work presented a model of harmonious social interaction that bore interesting comparison with theories just then being advanced about the primary value of music. In an influential book ambitiously titled How Musical Is Man? (1973), based on lectures delivered in 1969–1970 at the University of Washington, the English ethnomusicologist John Blacking (1928 –90), then occupying the chair of social anthropology at Queen’s University, Belfast, presented a thesis that argued that “humanly organized sound” was a necessary precondition to “soundly organized humanity,” from which it followed that music could—should?—be valued according to the degree to which it reflected that reciprocity and furthered the implied objective of social harmony.


  Blacking in effect renewed (or modernized) a position that went all the way back to Plato (at least), and that had Count Leo Tolstoy as its most prominent recent exponent in Europe. Though venerable, it had been much weakened in the West by cold-war suspicion of the social as a criterion of artistic value. It was indeed obvious that social criteria of artistic value had been tyrannically abused under totalitarian regimes. But Blacking, who in addition to being an anthropologist was a trained classical pianist, argued that the opposite tendency—toward individualism and the competitive display of skill and originality—had reached a similar, no less deplorable condition of abuse in the highly developed technological societies of postwar Western Europe and America.


  FIG. 8-4 Steve Reich and Musicians performing Drumming.
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  Basing his thesis on observations made during two years of fieldwork among the Venda, a South African tribe, Blacking noted that among his informants, and in most sub-Saharan African societies, all members are considered to be “musical” in that they are “able to perform and listen intelligently to their own indigenous music,”32 while in his own British society only a few specially gifted people are credited with “musicality.” “Must a majority be made ‘unmusical,’ “ he asked, “so that a few may become more ‘musical’?” Did that heightened and exclusive conception of musicality lead to the creation of a better or more valuable music than is available in societies where everyone is considered musical? Or did the concept of musicality with which he was brought up reflect a more general abuse of technology to further the social hierarchies and exclusions on which the British class system depended?


  Those technologies began with notation, by means of which “music could be handed down by a hereditary elite without any need for listeners.” They included complex machines, like the piano, which relatively few could afford, and to operate which required years of training. By the modern period they entailed advanced and esoteric techniques for encoding sound, the products of which were indecipherable except to those trained in producing them. The difficulties of such procedures, and the special qualifications they called for, were habitually taken in advanced societies as evidence of their value. But what did such values say about such societies?


  Ethnomusicology, Blacking asserted, was the discipline best suited—indeed, created—to answer such questions. It was a new discipline, named (by the Dutch music scholar Jaap Kunst) as recently as 1950. It was often thought of by “Westerners” as the study of “non-Western” musics, or “oral” musics, or “folk” or “traditional” musics, and when defined in this way it could be seen as the continuation of an older tradition in musicology, sometimes called “comparative musicology” or “musical ethnology,” that took as its subject matter anything that was not “urban European art music”33 (to quote the definition of ethnomusicology given in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians). That was the view of the field from within academic musicology, as laid out by the German founders of the discipline in the 1880s.


  Blacking, following an alternative model proposed by anthropologists like Alan Merriam (1923–80), granted ethnomusicology a much wider purview. Merriam called it “the study of music in culture,”34 and Blacking went so far as to declare it to be the only truly universal musicological method. The first chapter of How Musical Is Man? ends with a ringing manifesto:


  
    
      Functional analyses of musical structure cannot be detached from structural analyses of its social function: the function of tones in relation to each other cannot be explained adequately as part of a closed system without reference to the structures of the sociocultural system of which the musical system is a part, and to the biological system to which all music makers belong. Ethnomusicology is not only an area study concerned with exotic music, nor a musicology of the ethnic—it is a discipline that holds out hope for a deeper understanding of all music. If some music can be analyzed and understood as tonal expressions of human experience in the context of different kinds of social and cultural organization, I see no reason why all music should not be analyzed in the same way.35

    

  


  


  It is not difficult to discern the political subtext that undergirded these opposing views of ethnomusicology, the one arising out of musicology and the other out of anthropology. The first kept “urban European art music”—a genre traditionally studied through its outstanding individual practitioners, the great composers—front and center. The methods it employed were analysis and style criticism, the first showing how “the music works” as an autonomous structure and the second “how the composer worked” as an autonomous individual.


  That approach was often justified by calling on a distinction that anthropologically inclined ethnomusicologists themselves had coined: etic versus emic. “Etic” was short for phonetic, a kind of linguistic (or, by extension, musical) transcription that sought to record everything heard by the transcriber, without any consideration of its significance. “Emic,” short for phonemic, was a transcription that sought to reflect what was of significance to the informants (that is, the speakers whose language was being transcribed). A phonetic transcription, for example, would include every tiny variant in vowel sounds made by the utterer of a sentence, and every tiny variation in pitch produced by the singer of a melody. A phonemic transcription would exclude chance variations (slurred speech, singing out of tune) that did not affect meaning as perceived by the informants. Since only an insider to a language or a musical system (whether native or “acculturated”) can apply the latter criterion, etic and emic are anthropologists’ shorthand for “outsider’s perspective” and “insider’s perspective.”


  It is natural, according to the older view of both musicology and ethnomusicology, that Western musicians will study the music of “their own tradition” (that is, the music to which they are insiders) differently, both as to approach and as to method, from music of traditions to which they are outsiders. The one is central to their experience and interests, the other peripheral. Ethnomusicology, in this view, is by definition an etic discipline, suitable only for “other” music, or else, exceptionally, to music within the Western tradition about which “little or no historical information is available and no body of music theory exists”36 (to quote again from the New Grove Dictionary), and where, therefore, scholars must proceed entirely by inference (that is, “etically”).


  The newer, more inclusive view of ethnomusicology, as expressed most militantly by Blacking, refuses to recognize the special position of urban European art music or its special relationship to the musicologists who study it. Those special privileges maintain an unjustifiable status quo in support of a socially destructive value system. Rather, by stripping the products of European art music of its privileges and studying it “etically” alongside the other musics of the world, one can bring to light that overly individualistic and socially exploitative value system, and possibly find within scholarship the means toward social betterment. To say, with Blacking, that “all music is folk music,”37 enabled one to expose and counter the ways in which the seemingly innocent study of music, by endorsing a hierarchy that places the great composers (all white, male, and of European stock) at the incontestable top, has lent support to imperialism and racism and sexism. Adopting an openly and actively political stance, the new ethnomusicology (and the “new musicology” that emerged in response to it) refused to allow that there is any nonpolitical alternative; there are only covertly political ones.


  As the next chapter will make plainer, these principles are among the ways of late-twentieth-century thinking that have been collectively labeled “postmodernist.” The way in which they oppose some of the basic tenets of modernism should already be plain. The way in which Blacking’s ethnomusicological position and its social implications parallel the development of Steve Reich’s compositional practice (and its social implications) should also be clear, even though there is no evidence that Reich studied Blacking (or even heard of him) despite the fact that they often echo one another’s words. Reich, equally unbeknownst to Blacking, had written in 1968 that “all music turns out to be ethnic music.”38 Both Reich and Blacking were part of a growing wave of “sixties” skepticism that had ample repercussions, beginning in the 1970s, both in scholarship and in the arts.


  Reich has often said that he is interested not in imitating the sounds of African or Asian musics (mere “chinoiserie,” as he calls such imitations) but rather in adapting their structural principles in order to achieve similar effects. “The pleasure I get from playing,” he wrote, regardless of whether the music played is Balinese, African, or his own, “is not the pleasure of expressing myself but of subjugating myself to the music and experiencing the ecstasy that comes from being a part of it.”39 His aim in composing—that is, setting up musical processes—was to provide himself and his audience with something to which they could subjugate themselves together.


  Now compare Blacking:


  
    
      Performances by combinations of two or three players of rhythms that can in fact be played by one are not musical gimmicks: they express concepts of individuality in community, and of social, temporal, and spatial balance, which are found in other features of Venda culture and other types of Venda music. Rhythms such as these cannot be performed correctly unless the players are their own conductors and yet at the same time submit to the rhythm of an invisible conductor. This is the kind of shared experience which the Venda seek and express in their music making.40

    

  


  


  Blacking was describing the way in which Venda musicians perform intricate complexes of hemiola patterns that together cooperate to produce a series of equal subtactile pulses at the heard surface. He could just as well have been describing Reich’s Drumming. The crucial difference, however, was that Reich sought not to express concepts found in other features of his own culture, or other types of “urban European art music” (especially the types written by his established contemporaries), but to propose an alternative to them that implied both a musical contrast and a social critique. That critical perspective, hostile to existing institutions and established social relations and even threatening them, makes it not only possible but essential to regard Drumming as being, within its own context (and despite its mounting popularity), an avantgarde composition. It produced historical change.


  A POSTMODERNIST MASTERWORK?


  Reich’s other large work of the 1970s, Music for 18 Musicians (composed between 1974 and 1976), has acquired emblematic status. Far less immediately evocative than Drumming of exotic musics, it represents a synthesis of all the techniques Reich had developed over the preceding decade; and in its use of electronically amplified solo strings, winds, and voices in counterpoint with the ever-present Reichian percussion and keyboards it proposed an alternative, increasingly normative orchestral sound for the late twentieth century. Perhaps the most influential fully notated composition of the decade, it is often described as the first postmodernist masterwork. Although calling it that may be yet another contradiction in terms, the phrase does call attention to the important role it played in renovating the terms on which music was composed and evaluated.


  Basically an expansive synthesis of the harmonic structure of Four Organs with the rhythmic design of Drumming, Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians unfolds a kaleidoscope of evolving and interacting melodic patterns, all controlled by a common measure of twelve quick-moving subtactile pulses, over a majestically slow-moving chord progression that pulses through the ensemble at the outset at a rate of fifteen to thirty seconds per chord, and is then repeated at the rate of four to six minutes per chord, with the string instruments playing long sustained tones. Each of these long spans provides the background for a “small piece,” as Reich calls his closed rhythmic constructions, mostly cast in simple, easily perceived ABA forms. The composition in its totality is a chain of eleven of these small pieces, which, because it recapitulates a previously heard harmonic progression, achieves a preordained closure of its own, reinforced by a final, relatively rapid cruise through the eleven chords at the end.


  The most significant resemblance between Music for 18 Musicians and Drumming is in the manner of its performance. It, too, embodies a highly ritualized set of prescribed actions, in which players (including the composer, when the piece is performed—as it almost always is — by his own ensemble) move from place to place on the stage, their physical movements and resulting sound-output regulated not by a conductor but by the vibraphone player, whose prescribed actions signal the end of each “small piece” and cue the next with a special recurrent tune reserved for the instrument’s distinctive timbre. The vibraphone thus impersonally embodies the role of the master drummer in an African ensemble, the “invisible conductor” to which all the players, the composer included, impersonally submit, sacrificing their individual freedom not to a specially empowered individual who alone is free, but to a collective and transcendent ideal of ecstasy-producing accuracy.


  The whole hour-long piece, although it has a meticulously notated score and parts, can be followed from the harmonic skeleton given in Ex. 8-7, which shows the eleven-chord progression whose triple cursus provides the composition with its structure. While entirely diatonic, requiring not a single accidental, it is obviously no functional progression. Roots are often equivocal (as is especially obvious in the first chord); the spacing, with wide gaps between the bass dyad and the rest, is eccentric; there is no strong cadence or even any pure consonant triad. Most of the harmonies are of the kind jazz musicians call “added-note chords.” One cannot even confidently assign the progression to the A-major or the F[image: Image]-minor reading of the key signature. The most one can say, perhaps, is that by choosing a strictly diatonic but weakly articulated pitch field and (relatively) consonant harmonies the composer has made the pitch domain relatively unobtrusive, the better to focus listeners’ attention on the rhythmic processes. The change of harmony every five minutes or so amounts to a cleansing of the palate rather than a dramatic event.


  EX. 8-7 Steve Reich, Music for 18 Musicians, “cycle of chords”
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  The “opening chorale,” or rapid harmonic traversal, unfolds through “hairpin” (crescendo-decrescendo) dynamics corresponding to the length of a wind-player’s breath. The bass and treble instruments come separately to the fore, thus further attenuating any sense of harmonic function or progression. During the slow-motion progression that makes up the body of the work, most of the interacting rhythmic/melodic cells are based on the [image: Image] pattern already familiar from Clapping Music. These cells occasionally introduce pitches foreign to the sustained harmony, and even the bass occasionally uses foreign and even chromatic pitches as embellishments (yet further lessening its structural role). All of this may be observed in the first “small piece,” based on the first chord, as sampled in Ex. 8-8. Despite these liberties, or even because of them, there is always a very firm distinction between what is structural (i.e., related to the basic progression) and what is decorative. It is the stringently limited and static nature of the structural material that maintains the tie between this very elaborate and colorful composition and the reductive minimalist ideal. Gone, however, is the ascetic atmosphere of early minimalism. Compared with the monochromatic schemes of Reich’s previous music, the variegated timbres of Music for 18 Musicians are extravagant, even voluptuous.


  Reich acknowledged the change in a 1977 interview with Michael Nyman. The all-important process, he now allowed, was more his business than his audience’s:


  
    
      I’m not as concerned that one hears how the music is made as I was in the past. If some people hear exactly what’s going on, good for them, and if other people don’t but they still like the piece, then that’s OK too… . There was a didactic quality to the early pieces, and looking back I’d say that, when you discover a new idea, it’s very important to present that idea in a very forceful and clear and pared-down way… . But once you’ve done that, what do you do? What I was really concerned with in Music for 18 Musicians was making beautiful music above everything else.41

    

  


  


  These are no longer the words of an avantgardist, but those of an artist who feels his battle has been won. That may account for the sense of celebration that fills Music for 18 Musicians. Over its course distinctive features of Reich’s previous work pass in review: the glockenspiels from Drumming, the maracas from Four Organs, the pentatonic patterns from the early phase pieces. By the time the ninth “small piece” is reached, the texture—combining the expanding “rhythmic construction” idea of Drumming with the progressive canons of Clapping Music—has become very laden and intricate, but also euphoric.


  Even within the minimalist purview, it now appeared, it was possible to achieve “maximum complexity under maximum control,” and beginning with Music for 18 Musicians Reich began to command the full respect of some influential mainstream or academic critics. But at the same time Reich’s music broadened its appeal to what became known as the “crossover” audience. Reich’s ensemble gave the premiere of Music for 18 Musicians at New York’s Town Hall, a classical venue, in April 1976. Two years later, his recording of the piece for ECM, a small German label that specialized in avantgarde jazz, sold 100,000 copies—obviously not just to the avantgarde audience—and the ensemble performed the piece before a sellout audience at the Bottom Line, one of New York’s most famous rock clubs. Add another two years and Steve Reich and Musicians would be filling Carnegie Hall.


  EX. 8-8 Steve Reich, Music for 18 Musicians, mm. 99–105
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  Reich began to receive commissions from major orchestras (New York Philharmonic, San Francisco Symphony), which led him for a time to modify his style considerably. That was “rather fortunate,” said Brian Eno, “because that meant I could carry on with it,”42 meaning the earlier, more ascetic and rigorous minimalist manner that now went over quite decisively into art-rock. There was no longer any point even in attempting to draw the line, formerly so sharp and well patrolled, between the high and low genres of music, at least where the impact of minimalism was concerned; nor was there any way of telling where the movement’s impact had been greater. Minimalism turned out to be for music a great leveler, for which reason traditional modernists regarded it as the direst of threats. And that made it the most easily cited, if not necessarily the most representative or significant, embodiment of “postmodernism.”


  “CROSSOVER”: WHO’S ON TOP?


  Yet not even Music for 18 Musicians marked the crest of the minimalist wave. That decisive moment came on Sunday, 21 November 1976, seven months after the premiere of 18, when Einstein on the Beach, a four-act opera by Philip Glass (b. 1937), composed in collaboration with the avantgarde theater director and stage designer Robert Wilson (b. 1941), played to a packed Metropolitan Opera House in New York. The wildly enthusiastic audience, perhaps needless to say, did not consist of Met subscribers. Instead, it was as if the “downtown” New York arts scene—painters, conceptual artists, experimental theater hands, art-rockers and their fans, along with a scattering of curious “classical” musicians who felt distinctly like onlookers—had migrated northward and invaded the precincts of high art for a night. “Who are these people?”43 one of the opera house administrators supposedly asked Glass. “I’ve never seen them here before.” As Glass tells the story, “I remember replying very candidly, ‘Well, you’d better find out who they are, because if this place expects to be running in twenty-five years, that’s your audience out there.’ “
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  FIG. 8-5 Scene from Einstein on the Beach by Philip Glass and Robert Wilson.


  It has not turned out that way. As of the year 2000, the Metropolitan Opera was still running on its traditional repertoire, leavened by only the occasional premiere, and was still supported by its traditional, if noticeably aging, audience. If anything, the crossover phenomenon has worked the other way over the long haul; the one Glass opera to play the Met since Einstein on the Beach (The Voyage, an actual Metropolitan Opera commission performed in 1992 to commemorate the five-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s voyage to the New World) is decidedly tamer, more “mainstream” than his works of the seventies. Like Reich, and like many musical radicals, Glass has been mellowed by success. But the Einstein performance was nonetheless a watershed.


  Glass’s development paralleled Reich’s in many ways, though with some significant variations. His early training in his native Baltimore was entirely conventional, as were his fledgling years as a composer. Unlike Reich, Glass majored in music at the University of Chicago, where he matriculated at the precocious age of fifteen. He then went on to Juilliard and studied with the same teachers, Bergsma and Persichetti, as Reich. They were initially more successful in instilling in Glass the neoclassical and public-spirited values of the preserial American academy. On his graduation with a master’s degree in 1961, Glass received a Ford Foundation grant to become composer-in-residence to the Pittsburgh public schools, for which he turned out a quantity of simple functional music, some of it (including choral settings of poetry by Walt Whitman and Carl Sandburg) in a somewhat “Americanist” idiom. Glass’s music of this early period, almost all of it subsequently withdrawn by the composer, has been compared to the work of Hindemith and Copland.
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  FIG. 8-6 Ravi Shankar performing on the sitar.


  In 1963, Glass applied for a Fulbright Fellowship to follow in Copland’s footsteps as a pupil of Nadia Boulanger, then still teaching at the American Academy at Fontainebleau near Paris. He spent two years in France, and this is where he had his musical epiphany. It did not come from Boulanger; like Reich, Glass found his voice as a result of an unforeseen brush with non-European music. He took a job with the famous Indian musician Ravi Shankar (b. 1920), notating from recordings the music Shankar had composed a this sitar to accompany a documentary film. From this task Glass learned, as he put it, “how music may be structured by rhythmic patterning rather than by harmonic progression.” From Paris he went to India to study at its source the music by which he now wanted to be influenced.


  Like Reich, who had learned similar lessons from African and Indonesian musics, Glass quickly realized that he would have to make his own performance opportunities. He thus joined in what, in retrospect at least, seems the signal “convergence” in the mid-to-late 1960s between rock performers who, unusually, wrote their own material and classically trained composers who, unusually, performed their own material. Like Reich, Glass adopted the amplified instruments of rock, putting the electric organ at the center of his sound world, and in 1968 he formed the Philip Glass Ensemble to perform the works he was composing in a style he initially referred to as “music with repetitive structures.”44 For a while Reich and Glass, who had known each other slightly at Juilliard, were eager collaborators. Glass reencountered his old acquaintance shortly after his return from India, at a gallery concert in March 1967 at which Reich’s Piano Phase was performed in a luxurious four-piano arrangement, and was immediately moved to emulate it by stripping down his style even further. He rigorously excreted the last trappings of dissonance and chromaticism from his music, these being the badges of Western harmonically driven modernism, and rid his textures of all reference to conservatory-style counterpoint or part-writing. Like Reich, he explored subtactile pulses at fast tempos and steady loud volumes. For two years each performed in the other’s ensemble, and each egged the other on toward ever more rigorous systematization of the single musical dimension—rhythm and duration—they now thought worthy of development. For a while their creative exchange resembled the one a few years earlier between Riley and Reich on the opposite coast. They even collaborated for a while on a subsistence occupation: Chelsea Light Moving, consisting of two composers with strong backs and a van.


  But their partnership quickly became a purist rivalry, as each tried to outstrip the other’s commitment to rigor and system, showing that the competitive modernist spirit, though under challenge, was still alive and well. To match Reich’s achievement yet maintain his creative individuality, Glass came up with a processual method, distinct from Reich’s “phase” procedure, that reflected his involvement with Indian classical music. In place of Reich’s progressive canons, which introduced a form of “Western” contrapuntal complexity into the texture, Glass concentrated on what he called “additive structure” (shrewdly rechristened “additive and subtractive”45 by the critic K. Robert Schwarz), which could be applied to single musical lines played by solo instruments or by ensembles employing unison doubling or rudimentary homorhythmic textures in parallel or similar motion, something prohibited by the conservatory rulebook and therefore that much more radical in concept.


  As usual, the first embodiment of the process, Strung Out (1967) for solo amplified violin, was the most rigorous and radical. A twenty-minute barrage of relentless eighth-notes employing only five pitches, it consisted of a pentatonic module that was subjected to variations by increasing or decreasing its length by one note at a time. Each modification became a repetitive module in turn, so that the overall impression was one of constantly expanding and contracting phrases, a rigorously maintained undifferentiated (isochronous) rhythm that was continually and subtly reinterpreted metrically. Even further reduced was 1 + 1 (1968), in which the sound was produced not by a standard instrument, but by tapping a tabletop—an anticipation of Reich’s Clapping Music.


  Two Pages for Steve Reich (1968) was the first piece composed for the Philip Glass Ensemble. It applies the additive-subtractive technique at its purest and most radical to a variable unison ensemble of electric keyboards and amplified wind instruments. Its 107 modules are each repeated an indefinite number of times, so that the piece is of variable duration. The rigorous process that relates each module to its predecessor and successor is self-evident to anyone glancing at the score. Like Reich, Glass did not keep any secrets of structure. On the contrary, he delighted in calling attention to the process, equating it with the musical content. Long stretches of vocal music in Einstein on the Beach have no other text than the counting of the notes in the modules.


  In 1969, the title of Two Pages for Steve Reich became Two Pages. The rivalry had turned unfriendly, and remained so. Reich has attributed the falling-out to Glass’s unwillingness to acknowledge his creative debts, but the younger composer’s attraction to the theater and his greater affinity for the rock scene were bound to separate them eventually, leading Glass out of Reich’s immediate orbit and ultimately toward the operas that made him famous. Those operas, in turn, had a strong and openly acknowledged influence on the art-rock of the 1970s and 1980s.


  Less openly acknowledged, indeed often finessed or even deliberately clouded, is the question of rock’s influence on the development of Glass’s music. That Glass, of all the pioneering minimalists, had the strongest ties to Anglo-American pop music has always been clear. His music, while it avoids the most obvious rock instruments (electric guitars and trap-set percussion), is often amplified to the earsplitting level typical of rock bands. It is far more often played in rock clubs than Reich’s. Beginning in 1977, recordings of Glass’s music were issued by rock labels, and he began writing pieces that conformed in length and shape to the specifications of a rock single. By the 1980s he was collaborating as closely with rock musicians like David Byrne (of the Talking Heads) and Paul Simon as he ever had collaborated with Reich. He even served for a while as producer for a rock band. And beginning in 1970, one of the regular members of his ensemble, along with the actual singers and players, has been a “sound designer” (audio engineer and mixer) named Kurt Munkacsi, who had started his career as an electric bass player in a rock band and had previously worked alongside George Martin for the Beatles, and whose key role in producing (or “cranking up”) the Philip Glass sound was standard in pop but unprecedented in classical music. By the 1990s, Glass was repaying the compliment rock musicians had paid him with works like his Low Symphony (1992), based on thematic material derived from a rock album, Low (1977), by Brian Eno and David Bowie—”symphonic rock” to recall or parallel the “symphonic jazz” of the 1920s.


  But was there a rock input in Glass’s style, beyond mere “sonic” or technological matters like instrumentation and amplification, to counterbalance the later influence and homage? Glass himself has been coy when asked. In an interview with the rock and jazz critic Robert Palmer (1945–97) following the spectacular Met performance of Einstein on the Beach, Glass responded to a question about “crossover” in a way that surprised his interlocutor. Though willing to be described as a standard-bearer for “the era of the serious composer as performing musician and pop hero,”46 Glass insisted that there was still “one important distinction between pop and concert music,” adding, “I think it’s the only important distinction.” Asked to elaborate, he continued:


  
    
      When you talk about concert musicians, you’re talking about people who actually invent language. They create values, a value being a unit of meaning that is new and different. Pop musicians package language. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with packaging language; some of that can be very good music. I realized long ago that people were going to make money off my ideas in a way that I’m not capable of or interested in doing. It doesn’t bother me; the two kinds of music are just different. One thing these English and German groups have done, though, they’ve taken the language of our music and made it much more accessible. It’s been helpful. If people had heard only Fleetwood Mac [i.e., an “ordinary” American rock group] this music would sound like music from outer space.47

    

  


  


  These are precisely the “late, late romantic” distinctions—between creator and disseminator, innovator and imitator, art and commerce (or “culture industry”)—that had stood previously in the way of “crossover” by denying its possibility, or at least its legitimacy. Glass had effectively reinstated the old hierarchy of high and low. Within such a model influence can flow only one way (since if it flowed the other way it would be not influence but debasement). The only concession Glass is willing to make beyond what Schoenberg or Adorno would have allowed is that “packaged language” is not intrinsically corrupt or dehumanizing. But the squeamishness is palpable; to admit to an influence from popular culture beyond the borrowing of its hardware would have compromised Glass’s status as a serious artist—in his own eyes.


  DISCO AT THE MET


  Rock critics have understandably been quicker to call attention to the stylistic affinities between Glass’s music (or minimalism generally) and pop, although few have put the matter bluntly in terms of influence. Michael Walsh, writing in Time magazine, was content to observe that “rock and minimalism share obvious characteristics, including a steady beat, limited harmonies and hypnotic repetition.”48 Robert Coe, in the New York Times magazine, credited the Philip Glass Ensemble with providing the means “to place new experimental music on a continuum ranging from academic modernism to progressive rock and jazz,”49 and noted particularly Glass’s apparent influence on disco, the 1970s commercial genre with which Terry Riley had also been associated. But the chronology of Glass’s relationship with rock does not necessarily support the one-way model; and one young critic, Gregory Bloch, has dared suggest that disco, that most commercial (and therefore disdained) of rock genres, may have been among the elements that conjoined to produce Glass’s “operatic” style.50


  As noted above, the word “disco” is short for discothèque, a nightclub where people danced to recorded music. The disc jockeys who played the records were skilled artists who sequenced and remixed a multitude of short individual tracks into all-night marathons, a technique already reminiscent of Glass’s “module” procedure, which was about to take its own quantum leap into marathon length just as disco was becoming fashionable. By the middle of the decade, disco had become not just a performance practice but a compositional genre that produced single “tracks” of previously unheard-of length, in which the vocal lines, to quote the rock historian Joe Stuessy, were “more like repeating patterns than melodies in the traditional sense.”51


  The first disco “classic,” Donna Summer’s Love to Love You Baby (1975), blew a single song up to seventeen minutes’ duration (requiring an entire 12” LP side) by a succession of swirling riffs performed on electric keyboards and synthesizers, supported by a percussion track that divides an insistent four-beat-to-a-bar pulsation into subtactile eighths and sixteenths. Compare Einstein on the Beach, also composed in 1975, which though cast in four acts (each containing two or three scenes about the length of Love to Love You Baby, connected by musical joints that Robert Wilson called “knee plays”), was performed in a single five-and-one-half-hour bout, without intermission. The program displayed a note, “the audience is invited to leave and reenter the auditorium quietly, as necessary,”52 just as the dancers at a discothèque left and reentered the dance floor as the spirit moved them.


  While suggestive, these parallels are inconclusive as historical evidence. But Glass’s rock appeal, his success in drawing on the huge rock audience, and the status of his music as a meeting ground for fans of many kinds of music (hence an auspicious or ominous breaker-down of categories), are established facts. John Rockwell’s review of Einstein on the Beach in Rolling Stone, by then the principal American rock magazine, emphasized the last point, hailing Glass’s work as “genuine fusion music that can appeal effortlessly to fans of progressive rock, jazz, and even disco.”53 And with that appeal came a financial success that undermined one of the chief distinctions Glass had previously drawn between his activity and that of the “packagers.”


  Whatever its relationship to disco, Glass was also led to his operatic conception and its majestic sense of scale by his collaborator. Einstein on the Beach was far from Robert Wilson’s longest theatrical marathon. The Life and Times of Joseph Stalin (1973) lasted twelve uninterrupted hours. A series of static tableaux with a stage-filling cast of nonprofessional extras, it was already called an opera even though there was no musical score. For Wilson, opera was a sort of visual term connoting monumental pageantry. His attraction to larger-than-life, fetishized historical figures or “icons” as nominal subject matter (Freud and Queen Victoria as well as Stalin and Einstein) was the consequence of this massive, virtually immobilized theatrical conception, which, as Robert Palmer writes, “one ends up wandering within rather than watching.”54 Glass’s music with its endless modules seemed its predestined sonic clothing.


  The scenario and music of Einstein on the Beach were planned on the basis of a set of drawings by Wilson, and revolve around three recurrent images: a train, a courtroom scene (that includes a bed), and a spaceship. (The relevance of the second image to Einstein is never explained.) The title character occasionally wanders onstage as an onlooker, playing the violin. (At the Met and on the original recording Einstein was played by Paul Zukofsky, a well-known newmusic specialist.) There is no summarizable plot, nor is there a libretto. Actors engage in mumbled monologues and the singers either count their eighth notes or sing solfège syllables (according to the French conservatory or “fixed-doh” method that Glass learned in his student years).


  “When numbers are used,” Glass has written, “they represent the rhythmic structure of the music. When solfège is used, the syllables represent the pitch structure of the music. In either case, the text is not secondary or supplementary, but is a description of the music itself.”55 What lends coherence to the whole is the patterned coordination of what Glass calls “visual themes and musical themes.” At the opera’s slowed-down timescale, the images became mandalas or focal points for meditation, and the musical modules resembled mantras, the endlessly repeated passivity-inducing vocables of tantric Buddhism. Many viewers compared their experience of the opera to a dream.


  All of this recalls surrealism. Most early viewers with a modernist frame of reference compared Einstein on the Beach to the Gertrude Stein-Virgil Thomson Four Saints in Three Acts of forty years before — another nonlinear, nonnarrative theatrical presentation in which the verbal component posed deliberate enigmas that listeners were invited to invest with mystical significance. The difference was that Thomson’s ingratiating music, with its obvious references to folk and vernacular styles, made a far less overtly avantgarde impression than Glass’s resolutely abstract modules in their raw, rocklike timbres. The fact that Glass’s music was consonant and intermittently “tonal” did nothing to lessen that impression of aggressive stylistic novelty.


  The extreme musical unity of the work is suggested in Ex. 8-9, which shows the basic musical stuff of two whole scenes. Act II, sc. 2 accompanies the recurrent train imagery (here titled “Night Train”); the concluding act IV, sc. 3 (plus Knee Play 5) accompanies the final apparition of the spaceship. The module on which the “Night Train” episode is based consists of a pentatonic hemiola idea (Ex. 8-9a), whereas the concluding scene is based on a harmonic module (Ex. 8-9b) that provides thematic material for several other scenes and “knee plays” as well. Glass describes it as “a progression of five chords,” and represents it as follows —
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  — commenting that it “combines both a familiar cadence and a modulation in one formula.”56 He analyzes the half-step descent between the roots of the first and last chords as motion to the leading tone, demanding resolution. “As it is a formula which invites repetition,” he notes, “it is particularly suited to my kind of musical thinking.”57 It crops up throughout Einstein on the Beach in many figurations and voicings, many if not most of them “incorrect” according to textbook rules of voice-leading.


  The rigor with which the minimal material shown in Ex. 8-9 was expanded to form the respective scenes impressed all listeners, both those who regarded Glass’s technique as impressively singleminded and those who thought it woefully simpleminded. What was most extraordinary was the visceral response that the music elicited, especially the Spaceship finale—extraordinary, at any rate, to the “classical” musicians in attendance, who associated the visceral with the popular, and therefore distrusted it. The response was calculated. As Glass told an interviewer:


  
    
      I decided that I would try to write a piece that left the audience standing, and I’ve almost never played that music without seeing everyone leave his seat; it’s the strangest thing, almost biological. In fact, sometimes I’ve done concerts where I’ve played the Spaceship, and then as an encore played the last part of the Spaceship, and the same thing happens again.58

    

  


  


  The effect was polarizing, to say the least. At the enthusiastic extreme was the response of Ransom Wilson (b. 1951), a flutist and conductor who attended the Metropolitan Opera performance. He was completely won over to the cause of minimalist music and has since become one of its leading exponents. “There were no intermissions,” he marveled:


  
    
      The work continued relentlessly in its grip on all of us in that packed house. Suddenly, at a point some four [actually five] hours into the opera there occurred a completely unexpected harmonic and rhythmic modulation, coupled with a huge jump in the decibel level. People in the audience began to scream with delight and I remember well that my entire body was covered with goose bumps.59

    

  


  


  “So much,” a less enthusiastic critic observed, “one may elicit from a pithed frog.”60 And indeed, there were many who worried at the music’s brute “biological” manipulativeness, even as they acknowledged the rarity of gooseflesh at a new music event. There were mutterings about behavior-modification therapy and authoritarian control. Elliott Carter, who did not attend the performance but read about it, sounded an alarm worthy of Cassandra (or at least Adorno). Minimalists, he warned, “are not aware of the larger dimensions of life. One also hears constant repetition in the speeches of Hitler, and in advertising. It has its dangerous aspects.”61


  EX. 8-9A Philip Glass, Einstein on the Beach, “Night Train” module (“first theme” in Glass’s analysis)
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  EX. 8-9B Philip Glass, Einstein on the Beach, “Spaceship” module (“third theme”
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  Minus the animus and alarm, some music historians have tended to agree. One historian, Robert Fink, has associated the rise of minimalism with “Madison Avenue” (i.e., the advertising industry) and claimed that the key text for understanding its appeal is The Hidden Persuaders (1957), a bestseller by the American social critic Vance Packard (1914–1996), who popularized—and thus helped reinforce—the perception that American society consisted of a mass of consumers constantly subjected to manipulation by corporate schemers who created in them previously unsuspected (and to that extent “unreal”) desire.62 Such an observation about music was not in itself anything new. Manipulation of desire had been the business of music (some would say the chief business) since at least the time of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. What was new in advertising (according to Packard) and in music (according to Fink) was the insidious, “subliminal” nature of the pitch.


  AMERICANIZATION


  Whether or not the means employed by minimalist composers were insidious, they were surely the (inevitable?) product of the society in which all of the composers considered in this chapter had grown up. Reich has not only recognized but celebrated this fact, justifying his rejection of European modernist styles by remarking that whereas “Stockhausen, Berio and Boulez were portraying in very honest terms what it was like to pick up the pieces of a bombed-out continent after World War II,” the American experience had been different, and demanded a different medium of expression. “For some Americans in 1948 or 1958 or 1968—in the real context of tail-fins, [the rock ‘n’ roll singer] Chuck Berry and millions of burgers sold—to pretend that instead we’re really going to have the dark-brown angst of Vienna is a lie, a musical lie.”63


  In its seemingly indiscriminate, insatiable, world-devouring eclecticism, its live adaptation of musical techniques originating in the hardware-driven tape studio, and its tendency toward a kind of factory standardization (“mass-production” of repeated modules, equal pulses, terraced dynamics with sometimes only one terrace), minimalism exemplified—and was the (only?) honest product of—the commodification, objectification, and exteriorization of the affluent postwar American consumer society, hailed by many as the economic salvation of the world and decried by just as many as the ultimate dehumanization of humanity.


  And as the values of American society spread, so did its musical embodiment. Minimalism has unquestionably been the most influential, worldwide, of any musical movement born since the Second World War. It is the first (and so far the only) literate musical style born in the New World to have exerted a decisive influence on the Old. It is the musical incarnation of “the American century.” No wonder it has been controversial. The seemingly paradoxical fact, moreover, that many who have succumbed to its influence have been consciously opposed to “Americanization” (whether defined as materialism, as “economic imperialism,” or as “globalization”) can be interpreted either as another proof that musical technique as such is politically and culturally neutral, or as another proof that practice reveals a truth that theory denies in vain—a fancy way of saying that actions speak louder than words.


  Consider the Dutch composer Louis Andriessen (b. 1939). Like most of his contemporaries, he went through a serial period at school, and then a “sixties” phase in which he took inspiration from Cage. His New Left sympathies eventually caused him to mistrust the elitism of the avantgarde, but to regard the Soviet model of musical populism as equally tainted. What was left was minimalism, a style that has been embraced as “democratic” by many Europeans—and particularly, it seems, in the Low Countries, where in 1980 the Belgian composer Wim Mertens published the first book anywhere on the subject (Amerikaanse repetitieve muziek, issued three years later in English translation), and where in the same year Philip Glass’s second opera, Satyagraha, commissioned by the city of Rotterdam, had its world premiere. (The opera, far more conventional in conception and in musical style than Einstein on the Beach, concerned the life and influence of Mahatma Gandhi; the title is Sanskrit for “truth-force.”) Like Reich and Glass, Andriessen founded his own performing ensemble, De Volharding (Perseverance), composed mainly of musicians with jazz backgrounds. The reasons he gave for doing so were more overtly political than those offered by his predecessors. Where Reich and Glass spoke of making their own performance opportunities rather than waiting for mainstream recognition that might never come, Andriessen declared that “orchestras are only important for the capitalists and the record companies,” while the people demanded a music that “brought highbrow and lowbrow together.”64 The first model for such a music was Riley’s In C, which Andriessen first heard in 1971. Quickly, however, his attention turned to Reich, whose music he admired above all for its inclusivity: “The music was open to many different kinds of influences from all over the world,” he told an interviewer, “and I recognized very many open doors for the future”65 at a time when modernism seemed to be at an academic dead end.


  For De Volharding and its more rock-oriented successor band, Hoketus, Andriessen wrote a series of cantatas in which the pulsing minimalist style was applied to texts purporting to espouse political activism. One of them, De Staat (“The State”), composed between 1972 and 1976, is a raucously repetitive score, quite Glassian at times in its additive processes. It employs women’s voices, violas, oboes, horns, trumpets, and trombones, all in groups of four, plus a pair of electric guitars, a bass guitar, two pianos, and two harps to accompany—or rather, confront—the famous passages from Plato’s Republic that deal with musical ethos, the power of music to influence character and affect behavior, and the necessity for political censorship and prescription. The exuberant music and the repressive text seem to be at odds until one looks more closely at the words and realizes that Andriessen’s bellicose sonorities do in fact conform to Plato’s prescription for a music that will inspire warriors. Is he for censorship, then, or against it? The composer makes the most of the ambiguity, as if to dramatize his own ambivalence toward the place of music in contemporary society. On the one hand, he has written, “everybody sees the absurdity of Plato’s statement that the Mixolydian mode should be banned because of its damaging effect on the development of character, … something similar to the ‘demoralizing nature’ of the Rolling Stones’ concerts.” But on the other, “perhaps I regret the fact that Plato was wrong: if only it were true that musical innovation represented a danger to the State!”66


  Andriessen described his cantata frankly as “a contribution to the discussion about the place of music in politics.” In notes accompanying its first recording, he outlined a theory of musical sociology:


  
    
      To keep the issues straight it is necessary to differentiate between three aspects of the social phenomenon called music: 1. its conception (devising and planning by the composer), 2. its production (performance) and 3. its consumption. Production and consumption are by definition if not political then at least social. The situation is more intricate when it comes to the actual composing. Many composers feel that the act of composing is “suprasocial.” I don’t agree. How you arrange your musical material, what you do with it, the techniques you use, the instruments you score for, all of this is determined to a large extent by your own social circumstances, your education, environment and listening experience, and the availability—or non-availability—of symphony orchestras and government grants. The only point on which I agree with the liberal idealists is that abstract musical material—pitch, duration and rhythm—is suprasocial: it is part of nature. There is no such thing as a fascist dominant seventh. The moment the musical material is ordered, however, it becomes culture and, as such, a given social fact.67

    

  


  


  It was presumably this last factor, the political implications of musical ordering (i.e., style), that impelled Andriessen to fashion his minimalist structures out of harmonies so much more dissonant than those used by his American counterparts. (See Ex. 8-10, which shows the end of the repressive Platonic dialogue and the orgy of orchestral self-congratulation that follows it.) According to the age-old European modernist conceit, it is dissonance that creates a political edge—an edge of resistance. The same dissonance, however, has always most dependably alienated the very audience which politically activist or populist composers claim to address. And, following another well-established catch-22, Andriessen’s efforts to maintain a maverick position have been frustrated by official recognition.


  He has occupied a prominent teaching post at the government-supported Hague Conservatory since even before De Staat. The supposedly subversive cantata was awarded two prestigious prizes in 1977, including one from the Dutch government; and its first recording was issued by the Composers’ Voice label, a noncommercial enterprise underwritten by the same government that has awarded the composer prizes and pays his salary. The indulgent treatment Andriessen has received (and accepted) from the state his music ostensibly challenges has cast his musicopolitical agenda in an equivocal light: is it genuine activism, or is it just another show of radical chic?


  It is a dilemma from which escape is virtually impossible. In a later cantata, De Stijl (1985), scored for an ensemble of amplified winds, electric keyboards and guitars, and crashing “heavy metal” percussion (what Andriessen, echoing Reich, calls “the terrifying twenty-first-century orchestra”68), the composer paid far more explicit tribute to the “countercultural” sources of his inspiration in an effort to obliterate once and for all the social barriers between styles. “I think it’s very good to do that,” he says:


  
    
      I would again use the word democratic, the desire to break down those borders. I think it’s almost a duty, and not only for composers. I hope that the future will bring us a better world in which the difference between high and low, and rich and poor, is smaller than it is now.69

    

  


  


  Andriessen has also made a point of preferring African-American to Anglo-American pop as a stylistic model, and he has wholeheartedly embraced disco in defiance of its low critical standing. And yet De Stijl, which has since been incorporated into a huge four-act opera directed by Robert Wilson (De Materie or “Matter,” 1989), calls for resources that put it out of reach to all but the most elite performance venues. It has so far been performed only for “high” (that is, according to the composer’s equation, rich as well as white) audiences, and appreciated mainly by professionals.


  Andriessen’s greatest contribution, perhaps, has been as a teacher. Alone among the major minimalists, he occupies a distinguished academic chair, and he has been a magnet to composers from many countries, including England and the United States, where the musico-social boundaries have been more fluid than on the European continent, but where minimalism has yet to make comparable academic inroads. His American disciples have gone on to form groups of their own. Their names—Bang on a Can and Common Sense Composers Collective, to mention two—are political statements in themselves, showing a determination to keep the elusive dream of “sociostylistic” integration on minimalist principles alive into the twenty-first century.


  EX. 8-10 Louis Andriessen, De Staat, mm. 719–734
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  CLOSING THE SPIRITUAL CIRCLE


  The ethical sensibility that informs Andriessen’s intentions (as, to a more or less declared extent, it does the music of all the minimalists) is the link between his openly declared political activism and its seeming antithesis, exemplified by a group of composers who use minimalist techniques to evoke or induce a state of passive spiritual contemplation. The pioneer figure here is the Estonian-born Arvo Pärt (b. 1935), whose turn toward spirituality was especially selfconscious, since it took place in a country that, as a consequence of the 1939 Hitler-Stalin pact, had been incorporated into the militantly atheistic Soviet Union. (Estonia regained its independence in 1991, but by then Pärt had been living abroad for more than a decade.)


  Educated to compose first in a neoRomantic, then a neoclassic manner, Pärt (like a number of other young Soviet composers) rebelled against Socialist Realism in the 1960s by embracing serialism, its cold-war antithesis. Not finding in serialism a congenial alternative, he experienced a prolonged creative block which he managed to overcome thanks in part to his discovery of medieval and Renaissance music, to which he was exposed as a result of the belated spread into the Soviet Union of the “early music” movement, long established in the concert life of Western Europe and America.


  Early music performers revived ancient repertoires, and also experimented with “period” performance of the more standard eighteenth-and nineteenth-century repertoire. Many impulses fed the movement. Besides the historicist emphasis on “authenticity” that the movement advertised and actively propagated, there was always a seemingly contradictory tendency to look for novelty—as well as refuge—in the more or less distant past. For Soviet musicians of the 1960s, early music offered a back door to religious experience, since so many ancient musical repertoires were associated with ancient rituals and liturgies. One could treat religious themes in code (or, to use the Russian term, in “Aesopian” language) by making stylistic reference to those repertoires.


  Pärt’s Symphony no. 3 (1971), the only composition he finished between 1968 and 1976, is full of echoes of the medieval music he was discovering together with his friend Andres Mustonen, who the next year founded Hortus Musicus, Estonia’s first professional early-music ensemble. Ex. 8-11 shows a couple of themes from that work. The first embodies a fourteenthcentury double-leading-tone cadence decorated with a “Landini sixth.” The other is a plainchant-derived melody treated as a cantus firmus against a pure diatonic “discant.”


  By 1976, Pärt had managed to excrete obvious archaisms like these from his style while retaining the pure diatonic idiom of Ex. 8-11b. Thus he had found an independent route to the austerely reduced tonal vocabulary then being adopted, unbeknownst to him, by Reich and Glass. His next step, paradoxically, was one that could have occurred only to a composer brought up with the creative precepts of socialist realism and its principle ofobraznost’ or “imagery,” which encouraged composers to convey specific ideas in music by imitating and adapting the sounds (including the music) of surrounding reality. Applying this highly materialistic stylistic principle to the task of conveying impressions of spirituality and sublimity, Part fastened on the sound of bells — a sonic component of religious rituals in many traditions, but particularly in that of the Russian Orthodox Church. The evocation of bell sounds became for Part the sonic equivalent of an icon: a holy image that embodied mystical belief in material form.


  EX. 8-11 Two themes from Arvo Pärt, Symphony no. 3: “Doubled leading-tone” cadence, and chantlike cantus firmus
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  Part’s bell-imagery ranged from obvious onomatopoeia—bell imitations, often achieved by using a prepared piano (already freighted with “countercultural” associations courtesy of John Cage) — to a unique harmonic idiom that Part worked out during the early 1970s and that he called his “tintinnabular” style. A pitch produced by a tuned bell is an exceptionally rich composite of overtones, in which the fundamental can be all but overwhelmed by dissonant partials. To achieve a comparable sonic aura, Part accompanied the notes of a diatonic melody with “overtones” produced by the notes of an arpeggiated tonic triad in some fixed relationship to the melody notes. The English early-music singer and choral director Paul Hillier, who has become Part’s most devoted exponent both in performance and in print, has attempted a theoretical elucidation, based in part on extensive interviews with the composer, of Part’s tintinnabular style.70 The analytical examples that follow are his.


  In each of them, an ascending A-minor scale is harmonized according to a particular application of the method. In Ex. 8-12a, the scale or melody-voice (M-voice) is harmonized by a “tintinnabuli”-voice (T-voice) that consists of the next higher pitch in the A-minor triad. Hillier calls this “1st position, superior.” Ex. 8-12b shows the “1st position, inferior,” in which the notes of the M-voice are accompanied by the next lower pitch of the triad. Exx. 8-12c and 8-12d show the “2nd position,” in which the T-voice pitch is the next but one in the triad. In Ex. 8-12e, the T-voice from Ex. 8-12b is transposed up an octave, so that all the intervals are inverted: fourths become fifths, thirds become sixths, seconds become sevenths. Such transpositions can be applied to any of the other positions. Finally, Ex. 8-12f shows the M-voice accompanied by an “alternating” T-voice in which the 1st position superior alternates with the 1st position inferior. This technique, too, can be applied to any position.


  The product is a sort of oblique organum, comparable (but far from identical) to the kinds of chant-harmonizations that were practiced as early as the ninth century. When two or more M-voices are treated in counterpoint, each will carry a T-voice (or, alternatively, a single T-voice can be shadowed both above and below by M-voices moving in parallel). The point is that an M-voice plus a T-voice is conceived as an indissoluble unit. In compound textures, the result is a modern harmonic idiom, not by any means free of dissonance (unless the second and seventh are conceived, as Pärt’s quasi-Pythagorean usage suggests, as consonances). Its relationship to medieval harmonic idioms is demonstrable, but it is not in itself a historical pastiche.


  EX. 8-12A Arvo Part, “tintinnabulation,” 1st position, superior
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  EX. 8-12B Arvo Part, “tintinnabulation,” 1st position, inferior
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  EX. 8-12C Arvo Part, “tintinnabulation,” 2nd position, superior
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  EX. 8-12D Arvo Part, “tintinnabulation,” 2nd position, inferior
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  EX. 8-12E Arvo Part, “tintinnabulation,” T-voice
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  EX. 8-12F Arvo Pärt, “tintinnabulation,” M-voice accompanied by “alternating” T-voice
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  Since 1982, Pärt has employed the tintinnabular style almost exclusively in vocal works with Latin sacred texts. They are concert works rather than works meant for actual liturgical use; but their purpose, as the composer envisions it, is sacred. The tintinnabular style is frankly meant, by virtue of the constant presence (thanks to the T-voice) of the major or minor triad, as a manifestation of the eternal presence of God. “Such a sacralizing view of music,” Hillier comments, “is neither unique nor eccentric; it has correspondences thoughout music history, and is found in abundance in non-Western musics—moreover, without the selfconsciousness forced upon it by a secular and materialistic society.”71 A good practical example is the conclusion of Pärt’s setting of the St. John Passion (1982), composed shortly after the composer’s emigration from the Soviet Union. Each four-note chord sung by the chorus consists of two M-voices (alto and bass) moving in parallel sixths, accompanied by T-voices in 1st position, superior (Ex. 8-13).
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  Pärt’s best-known works are a trio of instrumental compositions written in Estonia in 1977. Fratres (“Brethren”), a sort of wordless chorale in irregular meter accompanied by a steady drone fifth and interspersed with a rhythmic percussion, exists in numerous arrangements: for violin and piano, for string quartet, for twelve cellos, for large chamber ensemble, and so on. Cantus in memoriam Benjamin Britten, for string orchestra and bell, is strikingly “minimal” in conception. It consists of a repetitively descending A-minor scale that gradually unfolds by the progressive addition of a note to each repetition (A, A-G, A-G-F, A-G-F-E, A-G-F-E-D, etc.). The scale is treated as a mensuration canon for five composite voices (each an M plus a T) entering one by one, each in a lower octave than the last, and moving at a rate twice as slow. When the process has played itself out, the last and slowest voice completing the scale, the piece ends.


  The most extended work of Pärt’s early tintinnabular period, and perhaps the most representative, is a two-movement concerto grosso for two violins, string orchestra, and prepared piano, emblematically titled Tabula rasa (“clean slate”) to celebrate the composer’s fresh start. The first movement, called Ludus (“game,” or “play”) is marked “con moto,” and consists of progressively lengthening and loudening bouts of fiddling activity. The second movement is called Silentium (“silence”) and is marked “Senza moto.” Its beats, at M. M. =60, conform to the ticking seconds on the clock. Its musical substance consists of a three-part lengthening mensuration canon for the cellos playing halves and quarters, the tutti first violins playing wholes and halves, and the solo violin playing breves and wholes. Ex. 8-14a shows the beginning.


  The other string instruments, except the basses, are occupied with shadowing the canonic voices with tintinnabuli derived from the D-minor triad. The violas accompany the cellos at the second position above; the second violins of the tutti accompany the first at the second position below; and the second soloist surrounds the notes played by the first soloist with quarter-notes in alternating first position, the rests on each firstviolin attack ensuring that each note of the solo line is accompanied by a tintinnabulation that reverses the order of the preceding one (first low-high, then high-low). Whenever the first soloist returns to the starting D, the prepared piano and the pizzicato basses reinforce it with an evocation of a tolling bell.


  The main canonic theme describes a series of widening gyres, making the soloist’s returns to the tonic pitch increasingly infrequent (hence increasingly significant in effect). The final arc goes out of the cello range, and the double basses join in to complete the last phrase (Ex. 8-14b). They stop one note short of completion, as they must (E being their lowest note). But that failure to complete dramatically emphasizes the ensuing silence, to which the whole movement is cast retrospectively as an elaborate prelude. Wholly without chromaticism, infused with a steady pulse and a single omnipresent harmony, and played at a single subdued dynamic, the movement is a startlingly successful evocation of stillness, very easily (some would say all too easily) read as religious quietism.


  EX. 8-14A Arvo Part, Tabula rasa, II (Silentium), mm. 1-8
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  EX. 62-14B Arvo Pärt, Tabula rasa, II (Silentium), end
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  The relationship between radical reduction of means and wholeness of spirit is an ancient religious truth (the basis, to begin with, of monasticism), and also the basis of twentiethcentury neoprimitivism. Pärt has knowingly drawn on both of these traditions in conversation with Hillier, describing his gradual arrival at tintinnabular music as a spiritual quest:


  
    In my dark hours, I have the certain feeling that everything outside this one thing has no meaning. The complex and many-faceted only confuses me, and I must search for unity. What is it, this one thing, and how do I find my way to it? Traces of this perfect thing appear in many guises—and everything that is unimportant falls away. Tintinnabulation is like this … . I work with very few elements—with one voice, with two voices. I build with the most primitive materials—with the triad, with one specific tonality.72

  


  


  It is noteworthy that every one of the composers associated with radically reductive styles in the 1960s and 1970s (save only Andriessen, who has committed himself to another sort of faith) has found his way to religious belief, and has regarded his musical and spiritual quests as dual manifestations of a single impulse. Young, Riley, and Glass have all embraced some version of Asian religion: Young and Riley practice Yogic meditation and Glass has been a devotee of Tibetan Buddhism since the mid-sixties. Reich, brought up in an agnostic household, found his way back to orthodox Judaism in the 1970s.


  In addition to Pärt, several other European composers have associated reductive musical styles with resurgent Christianity in the 1970s. Henryk Gorecki (b. 1933), who first achieved recognition as a member of the Polish “sonorist” avantgarde alongside Penderecki, reembraced the Roman Catholic faith (partly, as with Pärt, as an act of political resistance) and also reembraced a simple, consonant style of writing that might otherwise have been taken as evidence of cooperation with the Soviet-dominated cultural politics of his homeland—where he was in fact, as director of the Conservatory in the industrial city of Katowice, a musical politician; he resigned the post in 1979, after composing a number of Latin choral pieces in honor of the newly elected Polish pope, John Paul II.


  One of the early fruits of his new style, the Third Symphony (1976), consists of three movements, each a slow threnody, or song of lamentation, for soprano soloist and orchestra. The second movement, a setting of a prayer scrawled on the wall of a cell at one of the Gestapo’s detention headquarters in Nazi-occupied Poland, and the third, a setting of a folk song, were the kind of composition expected of a Polish adherent of socialist realism. The first movement, however, longer than the other two combined, was a setting of the Lament of the Holy Cross, a fifteenthcentury Polish prayer.


  Strictly diatonic and highly repetitive, Gorecki’s setting was indeed akin to the music then being composed by Pärt and the western minimalists. The composer did not know their work at the time, nor did anyone seem to draw the connection in the years that followed. But in 1991, fifteen years after its first performance in Katowice, a New York record executive heard a Polish recording of the work and realized its potential for capitalizing on the popularity that Pärt’s “holy minimalism” was generating, partly on the coattails of the “New Age” style of soothing popular music, marketed to people experimenting with relaxation techniques like the “transcendental meditation” popularized by the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who had become famous as the Beatles’ guru in the late 1960s.


  The new recording, issued in 1992 and heavily plugged on radio stations normally devoted to pop music, sold over a million copies within three years’ time, making it one of the bestselling classical albums ever, and Gorecki was assimilated retroactively to the ranks of the “holy” or “mystical” minimalists—a marketing term eagerly appropriated in derision by modernist skeptics, wary as ever of the affinities between minimalism and pop, and eager to write the new phenomenon off as a fad manipulated by the record industry.


  But it has continued to make inroads among serious professionals as well as consumers. The English composer John Tavener (b. 1944) is one. He had a conventional academic education in music, which left him a fluent serialist with expert electronic studio skills. The Whale, a dramatic cantata on the biblical story of Jonah, scored such a sensational success after its premiere in 1968 that it was noticed by John Lennon and his wife Yoko Ono and recorded in 1970 by Apple Records, the company formed by the Beatles to issue their own work. For a while, Tavener was the poster boy for the much-touted convergence of the classical and pop avantgardes.


  Another work issued on the Apple label, Nomine Jesu (1970), was the first of Tavener’s to show a minimalist tendency. The name of Jesus is chorally intoned throughout on a single harmony (a half-diminished seventh, a.k.a. the “Tristan chord”) as a background for a collage of singing and speaking solo voices and atonal passages for a pair of alto flutes, harpsichord, and organ. An increasingly reductive tendency in his musical style accompanied an increasing preoccupation with mystical subject matter until, having previously inclined from the Presbyterian church of his upbringing toward Roman Catholicism, Tavener formally converted in 1977 to the Russian Orthodox faith—an unusual choice for an Englishman, but already associated, through Pärt, with austerely religious minimalism. (Tavener was actually introduced to Eastern Orthodox Christianity by his first wife, a Greek ballerina.)


  Tavener has echoed Pärt’s devotion to the concept of a musical artifact that can function as a “sounding icon.” That meant ridding his work of any sense of development: “Any idea that is worked out in a human way does not exist,”73 he tells interviewers. Above all, there must be no sense of structural dualism or opposition (hence no “functional harmony”). Instead there should be a sense of “habitation,” a listening environment evoked by sounds, particularly drones, that do not change over the course of the work, as in performances of Byzantine chant, which is always accompanied by a steady bass drone on the final of the mode known as the ison. Like Pärt, Tavener uses bells (in his case English handbells) to evoke an appropriately iconic atmosphere, and composes in a manner inspired by Byzantine hymnody, which uses a system of eight modes, distinguished from one another not by scales or finals but by a repertoire of characteristic melodic turns.


  Tavener’s Ikon of Light (1983), a setting of a tenth-century Greek hymn for chorus and string trio, can furnish a useful test of the composer’s unusually explicit claim (one that is more or less implicit in the work of other minimalists as well) that his work is founded on a rejection of the “Western tradition” in which he was brought up, and which in the name of humanism had driven the spiritual out of art. “The whole western idea of man-made techniques, like sonata form, fugue, canon,” he insists, has been rendered “useless” by the catastrophic history of the twentieth century: “I don’t see what purpose it has in the world today.”74 Instead, his hymn celebrates what is eternal and indestructible.


  The opening section, the text of which consists entirely of repetitions of the single word phos (light), projects a “sonic icon” in a manner quite similar to Pärt’s. It pits the chorus, which sings a single unchanging chord, against the strings, which play a series of six dyads (thirds and tritones) that together exhaust the twelve pitch-classes of the chromatic scale (Ex. 8-15). The juxtaposition of constancy and flux is a fairly transparent metaphor for the opposition of the human and divine, while the eventually (and intentionally) predictable sequence of events turns the musical unfolding into a ritual game (ludus).


  EX. 8-15 John Tavener, Ikon of Light, opening section in analytical reduction
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  Constructing a four-minute span of music out of twelve chords, six of them identical, takes reduction to a La Monte Youngian extreme, an impression made all the more vivid by the coincidental use of a string trio drawing its sonorities out to extraordinary lengths (to represent, as Tavener puts it, “the soul yearning for God”). The rest of the setting proceeds as a palindrome. Its seven sections are disposed symmetrically around the fourth and longest one, at the center. This central section is itself a palindrome in which the last part is a rough retrograde inversion of the first (thus reversed in two dimensions). Palindromes achieve completion by returning to their starting point: here to here, rather than here to there. For “Western” teleology they substitute a circular temporality, and have been a metaphor of timelessness in music at least since the fourteenth century, as Tavener has recognized by titling a choral work of 1972, Ma fin est mon commencement (“My end is my beginning”), after the famous palindromic rondeau by Guillaume de Machaut.


  But of course Machaut, palindromes and all, is just as much a part of the “Western” tradition as sonata form, fugue, and canon. Tavener’s acceptance (and exploitation) of the tempered chromatic scale for purposes of metaphor and imagery also puts him within, rather than outside, the body of “man-made techniques” that he regards with suspicion. Perhaps, then, the minimalist impulse, despite its compelling affinity for everything remote in time and place, and despite its angry negation of some conspicuous features of the immediate musical past, is (like so many other avantgardes) an outgrowth of tendencies inherent within the capacious tradition it has claimed, one-sidedly, to reject.


  


  


  CHAPTER 9


  After Everything


  POSTMODERNISM: ROCHBERG, CRUMB, LERDAHL, SCHNITTKE


  
    The Modern Age, which sounds as if it would last forever, is fast becoming a thing of the past.1

  


  


  
    —CHARLES JENCKS, WHAT IS POST-MODERNISM? (1986)

  


  


  
    … we realize that only the present is really real … because it is all we have … but in the end it, too, is shadow and dream … and disappears … into what?2

  


  


  
    —GEORGE ROCHBERG, EPIGRAPH TO ACT 3 OF MUSIC FOR THE MAGIC THEATER(1965)

  


  


  
    Where does all this lead us? Quite appropriately, nowhere.3

  


  


  
    —LEONARD B. MEYER, “FUTURE TENSE: MUSIC, IDEOLOGY, AND CULTURE” (1994)

  


  


  
    What it does do, I think, is threaten the mind-set of modernists who believe that the artist is a high priest who breaks laws and creates new ones that advance civilization.4

  


  


  
    —FRED LERDAHL, “COMPOSING AND LISTENING: A REPLY TO NATTIEZ” (1994)

  


  POSTMODERNISM?


  Because it was often relatively consonant in harmony and employed ordinary diatonic scales, minimalist music was frequently attacked as “conservative” by academic modernists, for whom the term was the deadliest of slurs. But the charge was unconvincing. The contexts in which familiar sounds appeared in minimalist music, and the uses to which they were put, were too obviously novel, and the effect the music produced was too obviously of the present. Besides, “progressive” music, against which minimalism was being implicitly measured in such a comparison, was following a technical and expressive agenda that had been set at least a quarter of a century, even half a century, before. It no longer seemed quite immune to the epithet it habitually hurled.


  It was this very confusion (at least in rhetoric) between what was progressive and what was conservative, and an attendant loss of interest in making the distinction, that seemed to signal a fundamental ideological change in the last quarter of the twentieth century. Even if it could not be dismissed as conservative, the music of the minimalists did affront and threaten progressive musicians of the older generation in some fundamental way. And that way had to do with another, older, less overtly politicized sense of the word “progressive.”


  Describing the intended effect of his pattern-and-process compositions, and the sort of listening approach that it required, Philip Glass warned that he aimed for a musical experience that “neither memory nor anticipation,” those most basic cognitive tools, “has a place in sustaining.”5 Here was the threat: as Leonard Meyer pointed out in the article from which this chapter’s third epigraph was drawn, “if musical experience does not involve development or remembrance, expectancy or anticipation, then many of the ideas and values that until recently informed the aesthetics of music become either untenable or irrelevant.”6


  Meyer called these threatened values “Romantic.” But since (as Meyer himself liked to say) what we usually call modernism is really “late, late Romanticism,”7 it was modernist values that were under threat of being supplanted. What do you call the ism that supplants modernism? Why, postmodernism, obviously (if you’re in a hurry); and so a term was coined that gained considerable currency in the mid-to-late 1970s, and that by the middle of the 1980s had become a cliché. Like many terms coined in periods of uncertainty, it was a notorious catchall. Defining it is a notorious fool’s errand. But it is an errand we have to at least try running.


  The field in which the term was first applied, or in which it first cropped up, was architecture. That might have been expected, since architecture was the field in which the “modern” had (or seemed to have) the most stable definition, and it was also a field from which utilitarian concerns could never be entirely eliminated. Modern architecture was associated with abstraction, functionalism, streamlining, and economy. It sought to embody the universal values of an industrial age, and express them in the “pure,” nonrepresentational terms of its media—glass, reinforced concrete, steel.


  Postmodern architecture made a somewhat ironic peace with ornament, with representation, with pluralities of taste and, above all, with convention. Its motivation, frankly asserted by Charles Jencks, both a practitioner and a historian of the trend, was “the social failure of Modern architecture,” its inadequacy to “communicate effectively with its ultimate users.”8 It did not make people feel at home. Used extensively in public housing projects, it amounted, in the eventual view of many disillusioned architects and disgusted urban planners, to an insult delivered by well-fed snobs who could afford comfort on their own terms to people forced to inhabit inhospitable buildings that gratified the builders’ romantically “disinterested,” purely “esthetic”—that is, dehumanized—tastes and their infatuation with science and technology, epitomized by Le Corbusier’s definition of a house as a “machine for living.”9 But postmodern architecture, Jencks pointed out, was no simple rejection of the modern style. Rather than mere “revivalism” or “traditionalism,” it was a compromise solution that tried to balance ideals and social realities by means of what Jencks called “double coding,”10 a strategy of communicating on various levels at once. To put it oxymoronically (hence postmodernly), postmodern architecture was “essentially hybrid.” The only exclusive “ism” postmodernism upheld, Jencks insisted with a twinkle, was pluralism.


  Jencks’s discussion raised familiar issues. We have encountered a similarly unhappy split between aesthetic and social values in modernist music, and have heard grumbling about its elitism and inhospitality. But the social issues can never be as acutely drawn in music as they can in architecture, since nobody is forced to live in a musical composition. A building can be, both literally and figuratively, a prison; and that is why architecture became the bellwether of the reaction against the oppressive effects of modernism and the oppressive values they were seen to embody. But while (to risk a pun) the musical situation was less concrete, there is ample evidence that musical postmodernism (or, more cautiously, the music associated by commentators with postmodernism) arose in comparable reaction against a perceived aesthetic oppression, and that the move led to a comparable outcome. A condition formerly considered necessary was eventually judged to be both unnecessary and undesirable, and was accordingly overthrown.


  Among the Romantic (modernist) values Meyer saw threatened by the attitude that Philip Glass expressed was that of organicism, the belief that “all relationships in a work of art should be the result of a gradual growth,” a “process of development … governed by an inner necessity and an economy of means such that nothing in the work is either accidental or superfluous.”11 This ascetic ideal, reminiscent of the strict functionalism of much modern architecture, was what caused so many to reject the repetitiveness of minimalist music (and notice nothing else about it). It violated what Meyer calls the “almost religious reverence for the values of necessity, economy and unity.”12


  Whatever unity repetition conferred on a minimalist composition was more than outweighed by its sinful superfluity. And because minimalist repetitions, unlike Wagnerian sequences, did not quicken desire in anticipation of a goal, they lacked “inner necessity”—or, in the more damning variant hurled abusively by offended modernists, they lacked “inner life.” In a word, although they were obviously processual, minimalist repetitions were not “progressive” in that older meaning of the word. They did not progress to a determinate end.


  That lack of “progressiveness” or goal-oriented purposiveness implied an even greater threat to the values modernism had inherited from Romanticism. For, ever since the middle of the nineteenth century, the ideal of goal-oriented purposiveness provided Romantics and their modernist progeny with their theory of history as well, and all its attendant obligations. Historicism was an even more fundamental modernist drive than organicism. It was historicism—belief in what the postmodernist theorist Jean-François Lyotard called the “master narrative”13 that defined values and imposed obligations—that convinced so many artists that the austerities of modernism were necessary whether one liked them or not.


  But in the shadow of nuclear holocaust and threatened environmental disaster, even natural scientists—the very ones who first infected Romantic artists with ideas about organicism and historical determinism, the very ones whose values had been so aggressively appropriated by academic modernists—were abandoning their previously unquestioned faith in the desirability of continuing growth and innovation. The march of knowledge and technology was not a value in itself, some scientists began to argue, and the purportedly “objective” or value-free ideology that underwrote scientific advances (and, for modernists, artistic ones as well) was not blameless when it produced harmful or inhumane effects. Progress, it was increasingly recognized, came at a price. It did not lead inevitably to utopia; it could just as well lead to disaster. In any case, it could no longer proceed without a moral reckoning.


  Taking these “dystopian” rumblings into account as early as 1961, the political scientist Robert Heilbroner wrote presciently about the loss of what he called “historic optimism—that is, a belief in the imminence and immanence of change for the better in man’s estate, the advent of which can be left to the quiet work of history.”14 By 1994 it was easy enough for Leonard Meyer to connect the dots and conclude in retrospect that “the end of historic optimism marks the beginning of postmodernism.”15 This suggests a connection between postmodernism and the “Green” movements that emerged in the politics of Europe and America in the 1970s in opposition to continued industrial expansion—economic modernism—in the name of “timeless” human and environmental values. And that is perhaps as close to a general definition of postmodernism as we are likely to get.


  The “postmodernism” that became a subject of angry academic—and to a limited extent, political—debate in the 1980s and 1990s was the extension of this loss of faith to nihilistic extremes like radical skepticism or radical relativism. The first was the refusal to regard any proposition as inherently true or definitively proven; the second was the refusal to accept any hierarchy of values at all. One could regard these extensions as abuses—intellectual or moral aberrations all too easily exploited by cynics like “Holocaust deniers”—without necessarily opposing the original postmodernist impulse.


  ITS BEGINNINGS FOR MUSIC


  The most direct evidence of a postmodernist turn in music came right alongside the Green challenge to the idea of progress. The big story of the 1950s, we may recall, had been the “conversion” to serialism of figures like Copland and Stravinsky—a story that paid the highest tribute to, and considerably strengthened, the master narrative. Two decades later, the big story and the most convincing evidence that the master narrative was losing its grip were the almost equally conspicuous conversions that took place in the opposite direction.


  That story begins (or we can begin effectively to tell it) with the first performance, on 15 May 1972, of the String Quartet no. 3 by George Rochberg (1918–2005). Until then, Rochberg had seemed an untroubled academic modernist—and a distinguished one whose works had been honored with many coveted awards. He was not only a prominent exponent of serial composition, but a noted theorist of serialism as well. In 1955 he published a small book called The Hexachord and Its Relation to the Twelve-Tone Row. Based on a thorough study of some of the late works of Schoenberg, it was a pioneering investigation of the technique that Milton Babbitt would later christen “combinatoriality”. Like Babbitt, Rochberg applied his theoretical inquiries directly to his compositions, for example in a much-played and much-studied Duo concertante for violin and cello (1953), a work whose performance medium was particularly well suited (and probably chosen) to display the contrapuntal possibilities of hexachordal combinatoriality. The composer of such a work was obviously, and fruitfully, committed to the ideal of perpetual technical advance. That commitment found reflection in Rochberg’s appointment in 1960 as the chairman of a major American music department, at the University of Pennsylvania.


  Rochberg’s String Quartet no. 2 (1961) attracted wide attention precisely on account of its advanced technique. Like Schoenberg’s Quartet no. 2, which evidently inspired it, Rochberg’s quartet incorporated a part for a soprano soloist in addition to the four strings. She sings (in English translation) the opening and closing stanzas of one of the “Duino Elegies” by the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926). The poem is a meditation on the passage of time and the transience of life, in response to which Rochberg devised a complex scheme of superimposed tempos to call attention, as the poem is sung, to the temporal matters it treats. Rochberg named Ives as the progenitor of his technique of “tempo simultaneity”; but of course the most conspicuous recent embodiment of the idea had been Elliott Carter’s String Quartet no. 1 (which, as it happens, had been issued on a recording in 1958, the year before Rochberg started work on his Quartet no. 2). It is hard not to see Rochberg’s Quartet as vying with Carter’s, applying the most advanced contemporary rhythmic style to an equally advanced hexachordal-combinatorial organization of pitch.


  In any case, Rochberg identified himself through this work as a composer interested in exploring and extending the latest techniques of his craft, thinking that to be the best way of achieving a truly contemporary intensity of expression. In a program note he wrote to accompany the first recording of the Quartet no. 2, Rochberg justified his rather detailed description of his innovative technique with the comment that “it is impossible to separate the ‘what’ of a work from its ‘how.’ “16 That could stand as a singularly concise précis of modernist principles.


  In the decade that followed the Second Quartet, possibly again inspired by Ives, Rochberg experimented with collage techniques. In Contra mortem et tempus (1965)—a quartet for violin, flute, clarinet, and piano, whose title (Against Death and Time) again evokes Rilke — he wove a densely expressionistic contrapuntal fabric out of lines extracted from various atonal or twelve-tone works by Ives, Alban Berg, Edgard Varèse, Pierre Boulez, Luciano Berio, and himself. In keeping with so much modernist music, the collage was a “secret structure.” The works on which it drew were unlikely to be recognized by most listeners, especially as the reweaving emphasized (to quote a critique by the musicologist Alexander Ringer, a friend of the composer) “the fundamental sameness of so many pitch successions in panchromatic music.”17 Rochberg’s next collage piece, Music for the Magic Theater (also composed in 1965), took a somewhat more daring step, juxtaposing source material distinguished not by “fundamental sameness” but by extravagant dissimilarity: a divertimento by Mozart; a symphony by Mahler; the “Cavatina” from Beethoven’s Quartet in B[image: Image], op. 130; the famous beginning of Webern’s Concerto, op. 24; Stockhausen’s Zeitmasse for wind quintet (itself a famous study in rhythmic and textural complexity); Varèse’s Déserts; “Stella by Starlight” (a transcribed Miles Davis recording); and several works by Rochberg himself, including the String Quartet no. 2. What all of these source-works had in common was a descending chromatic motif that gave the work a hidden unity — another “secret structure.”


  The title of the composition is a reference to the final section of Hermann Hesse’s novel Steppenwolf (1927), one of many modern novels to explore the theme, derived from Nietzsche by way of Freud, of contradiction between the demands of social harmony and the untamed beast of man’s inner spirit. In the Magic Theater (i.e., the mirror of the mind), the title character—outwardly an ordinary middle-class citizen named Harry Haller, but on the inside a raging wolf of the steppes—comes face to face with Mozart, the paragon of benign detachment and spiritual wholeness: in other words, everything that modern man lacks.


  Mozart, at first unrecognizable in modern dress and wigless, leads Haller to a primitive “wireless receiver” (radio), which is playing a Concerto Grosso by Handel. The music comes through the static woefully distorted. Haller protests, but Mozart cautions that it does not matter. Here is an excerpt from his sermon:


  
    You hear not only a Handel who, disfigured by wireless, is, all the same, in this most ghastly of disguises still divine; you hear as well and you observe, most worthy sir, a most admirable symbol of all life. When you listen to wireless you are a witness of the everlasting war between idea and appearance, between time and eternity, between the human and the divine. Exactly, my dear sir, as the wireless for ten minutes together projects the most lovely music without regard into the most impossible places, into snug drawing-rooms and attics and into the midst of chattering, guzzling, yawning and sleeping listeners, and exactly as it strips this music of its sensuous beauty, spoils and scratches and beslimes it and yet cannot altogether destroy its spirit, just so does life, the so-called reality, deal with the sublime picture-play of the world and make a hurley-burley of it. It makes its unappetizing tone-slime of the most magic orchestral music. Everywhere it obtrudes its mechanism, its activity, its dreary exigencies and vanity between the ideal and the real, between orchestra and ear. All life is so, my child, and we must let it be so; and, if we are not asses, laugh at it. It little becomes people like you to be critics of wireless or of life either. Better learn to listen first! Learn what is to be taken seriously and laugh at the rest.18

  


  


  Just so, the middle section (act II) of Rochberg’s Music for the Magic Theater subjects the “sublime, divine” Adagio movement from Mozart’s Divertimento, K. 287, to the hurly-burly of modernity. At first, Mozart’s music is merely rescored from the original string quartet to an ensemble of fifteen players (roughly the “orchestra” of Schoenberg’s Chamber Symphony, op. 9). The piano, in a concertante role, sometimes takes over the original inner parts, at other times adds “graffiti” of its own in a Mozartean style. The first violin part is transposed up an octave, where it acquires an ethereal tone color that sounds (according to the composer’s program note) “as though it were coming from a great distance.”


  At the close, Mozart indicates a cadenza by placing a fermata over the last = [image: Image] chord. At this point, all sorts of music composed since Mozart’s time come piling on, “besliming” its sensuous beauty according to Hesse’s prescription (Ex. 9-1). The = [image: Image] chord is never resolved. But the last movement (act III) enacts the acceptance of modernity that Hesse’s Mozart recommends: as the work continues, Mozart’s music becomes less a contrasting ground, but is instead drawn into dialogue and eventual harmony with the modern “graffiti” until the interrupted cadence from the previous movement is resumed and completed. As Ringer puts it, the jarring interjections eventually “manage to make music with Mozart.”19


  There is always a strict demarcation in Music for the Magic Theater between “then” and “now.” The chasm between past and present is not really bridged, since “tonality” is still marked as meaning “the past,” which (according to an epigraph in the score) “haunts us with its nostalgic beauty.” Ultimately, then, Rochberg’s quotation of “tonal” music alongside “atonal” in Music for the Magic Theater does not (yet) imply rejection of modernism. Symbolically acknowledging the distance between past and present affirms our sense of living in a contemporary world that is marked off by a barrier from what has gone before, thus affirming the essential “truth” of modernism.


  A PARENTHESIS ON COLLAGE


  In any case, the use of collage to represent the hurly-burly of the modern age was hardly unprecedented in 1965 (even if its most widely played example, Berio’s Sinfonia, still lay three years in the future). Not to mention Ives, or even the French surrealist music of the 1920s, at least two prominent composers had by then made collage their main expressive vehicle. One was Bernd Alois Zimmermann (1918–70), a German composer whose opera Die Soldaten (“The soldiers”), composed over a six-year period from 1958 to 1964, is a multidimensional collage in which split-level dramaturgy allows as many as seven scenes to play simultaneously, sometimes further augmented by the use of film and slide projections. Each scene, while coordinated with the rest, has a distinctive musical profile that often features quotations from the music of the past (Bach chorales, the Dies Irae, etc.) alongside Zimmermann’s own serial constructions.


  EX. 9-1A George Rochberg, Music for the Magic Theater, II, end
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  Some of Zimmermann’s scores, like the riotous Musique pour les soupers du Roi Ubu (“Music for King Ubu’s repasts,” 1962–66), consist of nothing but a tissue of promiscuous quotation. Zimmermann’s collages expressed his conviction that the modern concept of time necessarily embodied a simultaneous awareness of past, present, and future, and that music, being “an experience which occurs both in time while also embodying time within itself,” should consist of symbolic “orderings of progressions of time”20 in the fullness of its modern conception.


  His reliance on preexisting materials made Zimmermann suspect in the eyes of some of his contemporaries, who insisted on traditional modernist values of novelty, originality, and, above all, autonomy. Stockhausen insulted him with the dread term Gebrauchsmusiker (maker of music that is not for its own sake), associated with the discredited Hindemith. But by 1966 Stockhausen was making collages himself: first Telemusik, an ecumenical “world music” mix that celebrated technology’s potential for bringing people and cultures together, then Hymnen (1967), a collage of national anthems distorted as if by a short-wave radio tuner. The influence of the despised Zimmermann is noticeable not only in the genre to which these pieces belonged, but also in their obvious “message-mongering.”


  By 1969, a year before his death by suicide, Zimmermann was prepared (in his Requiem for a Young Poet, an elegy for three poet friends who had killed themselves) to pile Beatles songs on top of Beethoven’s Ninth, while simultaneously piping in the recorded voices of Churchill, Stalin, Joseph Goebbels (Hitler’s propaganda minister) and Joachim von Ribbentrop (Hitler’s foreign minister), plus the noise of a political demonstration, all to be cut off abruptly by the sound of a lone poet’s voice (one of the dedicatees) begging for peace.


  EX. 9-1B George Rochberg, Music for the Magic Theater, III, resumption and completion of the cadence
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  The other master collageur was the Canadian-born Henry Brant (1913–2008), who had concluded as early as 1950 that “single-style music, no matter how experimental or full of variety, could no longer evoke the new stresses, layered insanities and multi-directional assaults of contemporary life on the spirit.”21 He developed a modus operandi that added spatial separation to the recipe, specifying his new technique in the form of four “rules”: compositions must comprise a multiplicity of “distinct ensemble groups, each of which keeps to its own style, highly contrasted to the styles of the other groups”; they must be as widely dispersed as possible “throughout the hall (not merely upon the stage)”; they should be independent in rhythm and tempo; and they ought to contain a degree of “controlled improvisation or what I call ‘instant composing,’ “ to ensure “spontaneous caprice and individual complexity of material quickly available,” and the “instant playability of technically difficult passages.”


  Brant loved to point out that his first composition written to this prescription—Antiphony I (1953), for five separated and independent orchestral groups—predated Stockhausen’s celebrated Gruppen for four orchestras by three years. But while the groups in Gruppen all pass around the same serially-constructed material, the groups in Antiphony I, each requiring its own conductor, all play in highly contrasting styles. A hearty maximalist, Brant traced his own development in terms of ever-expanding media and ever-increasing density of information:


  
    Millennium 2 (1954) surrounds the audience on three sides with an unbroken wall of brass and percussion, and introduces cumulative 20-voice jazz linear heterophony pitted against a controlled 6-voice polyphony. In Grand Universal Circus (1956), contrasted dramatic situations, each based on a different creation myth with its own independent musical setting, are simultaneously enacted in widely separated locations in the theater. In Concerto with Lights (1961), a small (audible) orchestra occupies the stage while another ensemble of musicians, working light switches from musical notation, project visual images on the ceiling in exact but silent rhythms contrasted to those sounding from the stage. In Voyage Four (1963), the entire wall space of the hall is occupied by banks of instruments, as is the area under the orchestra floor, producing at times an almost total directional immersion of the hearer in sound.22

  


  


  Brant’s Kingdom Come (1970) pits a full symphony orchestra on stage against a circus band in the balcony. The former “plays at a strident forte throughout, in its highest-tension registers, and expresses its anxieties in long, frenzied phrases, celebrating life in the human pressure cooker.”23 The latter plays music suggesting “the bashed-up ruins of rusty calliopes still screeching; at other times a kind of computerized purgatory, all wires crossed, circuits blown to Kingdom Come, still grinding out the answers to its mispunched programs.” It includes a soprano “who impersonates a psychotic Valkyrie.” The two orchestras “engage in head-on collisions … culminating in a final array of smash-ups which leaves the contradictory premises of the piece unreconciled.” By the next decade Brant was ready to trump this dystopic vision with a more optimistic image of harmonized human diversity: Meteor Farm (1982), the grandest spatial piece of all, combines a symphony orchestra with a jazz band, an Indonesian gamelan ensemble, African drummers, and classical Indian soloists, all ranged around and above the audience.


  A Brantian assemblage is a collage of characteristic media rather than of quotations from preexisting music à la Zimmermann or Rochberg, but it aims similarly to evoke modern life in its irreducible heterogeneity. Although these composers were all of them certifiably of the avantgarde, the collage style began in the 1960s to seep into the work of “mainstream” artists as well. We have already observed the way media and style collages helped express the ironies and pathos of Britten’s War Requiem (chapter 5). Even Shostakovich, in his last symphony, the Fifteenth (1971), made recourse to enigmatically emblematic quotations. The first movement incorporates an unmissable phrase from Rossini’s William Tell Overture, and the finale opens with (and returns to) the “Fate” leitmotif from Wagner’s Die Walküre. The nature of Shostakovich’s sources (solid “bourgeois classics” as Steve Reich would say) and the obviously portentous function of the quotes serve to domesticate the technique, draining it (freeing it?) of its avantgarde associations.


  But, as all of these examples have shown, as an expressive resource collage remained well within the accepted boundaries of modernist practice, in no way contradicting or threatening its premises. Brant’s progressively more ambitious collages subscribe fully to the modernist “onward and upward” project — ever grander, ever bigger, ever more omnivorous. Like other modernist devices that became conventional, collage was easily absorbed, in moderate doses, into the mainstream concert repertoire. There is no reason to apply a term like “postmodernism” to it.


  COLLAGE AS THEATER


  Two collageurs of the 1960s did begin to prefigure postmodernist ideas and values, however. One was George Crumb (b. 1929), a colleague of Rochberg’s (from 1965) at the University of Pennsylvania, who between 1963 and 1970 composed eight works to texts by the Spanish surrealist poet Federico García Lorca (1898 –1936): Night Music (1963); four books of madrigals (actually settings for solo soprano and chamber ensemble, composed between 1965 and 1969); Songs, Drones, and Refrains of Death (1968); Night of the Four Moons (1969, inspired by the Apollo 11 moon landing that year); and Ancient Voices of Children (1970).
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  FIG. 9-1 George Crumb in his garden, 1987.


  Like almost all Americancomposers of his generation, Crumb was trained in the aca-fig. 9-1 George Crumb in his garden, 1987. demic modernist styles of the time. One of his early works, Variazioni per orchestra (1959), contains an homage-quotation from Berg’s Lyric Suite (as the Lyric Suite had contained one from Tristan und Isolde), and his Sonata for solo cello (1955), one of his most widely performed compositions, is much indebted to Bartók. Dealing with Lorca’s shocking imagery, full of nightmare visions and wild contrasts, aroused in Crumb “an urge to fuse various unrelated stylistic elements” so as to achieve similarly incongruous juxtapositions in his music.


  Quotation of existing music was only one of the means Crumb employed to gain this breadth of reference. Strains of Bach and Chopin, particularly, waft through some of these pieces. Often, like Rochberg’s quotations, they are etherealized: in Ancient Voices of Children the pianist plays an excerpt from Bach’s “Notebook for Anna Magdalena” on a toy piano, and at the very end the oboist wanders slowly offstage while playing the “Farewell” motif from Mahler’s Song of the Earth. But a more frequent source of disorienting imagery comes from the use of incongruously mixed timbres, often altered after the fashion of Cage’s prepared piano.


  A native of West Virginia, Crumb drew on youthful memories for some of these effects: banjo in Night of the Four Moons; electric guitar played “bottle-neck style” by sliding a glass rod over the frets hillbilly-fashion in Songs, Drones, and Refrains of Death; mandolin, harmonica, and “musical saw” (a carpenter’s saw set in vibration by a violin bow while being bent against the player’s knee) in Ancient Voices of Children. These sounds of the American countryside are regularly combined with those of recognizably Asian percussion instruments like Tibetan tuned “prayer stones,” or Japanese “temple bells.” Altered timbres are obtained by sliding a chisel on piano strings, threading paper between the strings of a harp, fingering a violin or cello tremolo while wearing thimbles, tuning the unison strings on a mandolin a quarter tone apart, blowing into a flute while also singing, dipping a gong into a tub of water. Instrumentalists are required to sing, singers to play instruments.


  Crumb’s eclecticism was far more extreme than Rochberg’s or Zimmermann’s; but the difference was not just quantitative. It was different in quality as well, because its heterogeneous sources were not implicitly arranged in atime continuum. Theingredients in Crumb’s collages were chosen not as representatives of styles but as expressive symbols of “timeless” content. Quoting Bach and Mahler in the context of Lorca was not an exercise in incongruity, but an affirmation of the relevance of all to all. There is no need for the sort of harmonizing or reconciling gestures Rochberg employed in Music for the Magic Theater, because the quotations were not jarring intrusions to begin with.


  Nor were the heterogeneous timbres necessarily evocative of their specific origins. Nor were they mere atmospheric colors. Crumb was one of the first composers (in the 1980s their number would multiply) to make timbre his primary creative preoccupation, varying and nuancing it with great subtlety and resourcefulness while reducing the music’s formal structure to simple repetitive or strophic designs and stripping its sound surface down to bare monodic or heterophonic textures. Critics marveled at the way in which timbre, often thought a decorative “nonessential,” could successfully replace the more “substantial” elements of music—the elements out of which most of the standard techniques in the modernist arsenal were assembled. Where the music of Rochberg, Zimmermann, and Brant seemed as much burdened by a sense of history as that of any modernist, Crumb’s seemed virtually amnesiac, drawing on the music of all times and places as if it were all part of one undifferentiated “now” (as, thanks to recording technology, it had in fact become).


  On top of this, Crumb joined with other composers of the 1960s and 1970s in introducing elements of theater or ritualized movement not only into vocal but even into instrumental compositions. As a result, his music became something of a fad with choreographers, whose efforts popularized it far beyond the usual reach of avantgarde music. Ancient Voices of Children joined the repertoires of four ballet companies—three in America, one in Lisbon—during the first two years of its existence. By 1985, Crumb’s works had received more than fifty choreographic treatments.


  Black Angels (1970) for amplified string quartet, in which the players wear masks and are asked to chant meaningless syllables and numbers in various languages and lend a hand as percussionists on maracas, tam-tam, and tuned water goblets, was the most celebrated instance of Crumb’s instrumental theatrics and became perhaps the most imitated composition of its decade. It was composed at the height of the Vietnam war and its rituals—including a snatch of Schubert’s “Death and the Maiden” Quartet played with a bizarre technique (bowing above the left hand with reversed fingering) that produces a weirdly strangled timbre—enact a kind of surrealistic funeral to protest the killing.


  “Dance of the Sacred Life-Cycle,” the third movement of Ancient Voices of Children (Fig. 9-2), embodies most of Crumb’s distinctive gestures. The music is scored for a soprano or mezzo-soprano, an offstage boy soprano, an oboist, a harpist, an amplified pianist, a mandolinist, and three percussionists. It unfolds in two notated systems. The first consists entirely of an introduction for the woman singer, vocalizing into the piano to produce an eerie resonance. Her cry, “Mi niño!” sets the Dance, entirely notated on the second system, in motion.


  The percussionists, notated across the bottom of the page, now enter, performing an ostinato pattern borrowed from Ravel’s 1928 ballet, Boléro. Their crescendo-decrescendo pattern lends to the music whatever overall shape it possesses. Meanwhile, the setting of the poem, a question-and-answer dialogue between a mother and her unborn child, is notated in a literally circular form to symbolize the “life cycle” which birth initiates. The basic dialogue of mother and child, represented by the letter A, is performed by the two singers using Schoenberg’s “sprechstimme” technique. The chief dance melody, for oboe, is represented by the letter B. The mother’s refrain, “Let the branches ruffle in the sun and the fountains leap all around,” sung in a wild melisma by the soprano accompanied by a jangle of papered harp and quarter-toned mandolin, is represented by the letter C. Letter D denotes the two longest speeches in the poem, one for the child and one for the mother, unset by the composer, but to be performed with the same kind of exaggerated contour as the Sprechstimme; and E is a closing phrase for the electric piano.


  The parts so designated overlap in a threefold cursus, A1-B1-C1-D1-E1||A2-B2-C2-D2-E2||A3-B3-C3, followed by a “cadence” (notated at the lower right), consisting of a shriek (or the instrumental equivalent) for all participants.
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  FIG. 9-2 Crumb, Ancient Vo i ces of Childre n (1970): no. 3, “Dance of the Sacred Life-Cycle.”


  Unusual layouts and graphics, like the circular notation of the Dance, were another of Crumb’s signature devices. Some works of his are notated on circular staves, others on spirals, still others in the shape of crosses. But the intention, as Crumb has explained it, is not only symbolic (as in the Augenmusik or “eye music” of old). Circular staves can represent all kinds of mystical notions, it is true, but they are also the most efficient way of notating a moto perpetuo (and were used for that purpose since the early fifteenth century). The look of the page in Fig. 9-2, reminiscent of the old choirbook format, visually reinforces the idea of collage—an assemblage rather than an organic unity. Layouts that avoid the usual alignment of parts have the further advantage of freeing performers from their habits: “I suppose I could have written it out straight,” Crumb told an interviewer, “but I wanted to get the performers away from thinking vertically—I didn’t want them too conscious of the vertical relationship of the parts,”24 which would have led (he feared) to a too-literal coordination with the incessant metrical pulse.


  The striking thing about Crumb’s collages is their uncomplicated form and spare texture—utterly unlike Brant’s or Zimmermann’s saturated glut and clutter—and the loving way in which they gather up so much that had been expressly targeted for modernist exclusion. There is considerable sentimentality and nostalgia in the music: not so much a nostalgia for familiar or comforting music as a longing for a lost directness of expression. That directness could be disconcerting. Reviewing Ancient Voices of Children, Andrew Porter (Carter’s advocate) admitted good-naturedly that “any tough, suspicious old critic thinks that he is being got at, and worked over emotionally by a battery of tearjerking devices such as Puccini himself might envy.”25 But Puccini-loving audiences responded to it without distrust, placing Crumb’s output in the same paradoxical category as the minimalists’: certifiably avantgarde-sounding music that (for a while, anyway) attracted a genuine popular following. During a rough decade from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, Crumb was the most frequently and widely performed of living American composers.


  But possibly because Crumb’s gestures and sound-shapes were closer than the minimalists’ to the going avantgarde styles of the time, his music has not worn as well as theirs. Some of his onetime promoters have looked back on the Crumb-boom with a certain squeamishness. “The rituals were always a little silly—earnest academics wearing party masks and parading about solemnly while whacking percussion,”26 John Rockwell wrote in perhaps not altogether candid retrospect. “The drama was a little shallow; the succession of spooky motives led to a patchy continuity, the chanting of numbers and foreign words was meaninglessly portentous, and much of the interest relied on timbres whose novelty did not last long,”27 wrote Kyle Gann from an end-of-century vantage point. That Crumb retained a modernist addiction to novelty may have exacted another sort of price as well. In the mid-1980s he fell silent, unable to keep the new timbres coming.


  Quite a different trajectory was set in motion by Eight Songs for a Mad King (1969), a piece of angry chamber music–theater by the English composer Peter Maxwell Davies (b. 1934) that had a lot outwardly in common with the gentler work Crumb was doing at about the same time. It was composed for a group called the Pierrot Players, which had been cofounded in 1967 by Davies and his friend Harrison Birtwistle (b. 1934). The two had been fellow students at the University of Manchester; Davies had gone on from there to Princeton, where from 1962 to 1965 he received a thorough grounding in academic modernism, American style. The Pierrot Players, as the name advertised, was founded in tribute to Schoenberg’s Pierrot lunaire. The membership consisted of virtuoso performers on the instruments required by the Schoenberg composition, plus a percussionist. Their concerts featured performances of Pierrot lunaire that sought to recreate its original character as a piece of outlandish music theater, with a singer costumed as a commedia dell’arte character and the instrumentalists concealed behind a screen, followed by similarly theatrical chamber works by the group’s founders.


  Eight Songs for a Mad King was the fourth of five resolutely shocking Davies compositions first performed by the Pierrot Players that sought to revive the effects, and to an extent the techniques, of German expressionism. In the first, Revelation and Fall, a nun in a blood-red habit shouted obscenities through a public-address system. In the second, L’homme armé (based on Davies’s completion of an anonymous fragmentary fifteenthcentury Mass), a female singer dressed as a Catholic priest enthusiastically orates in Latin St. Luke’s account of Judas’s betrayal of Christ. The third, Vesalii icones (named after the anatomical drawings of the sixteenth-century physician Andreas Vesalius), featured a naked dancer who sits at an out-of-tune piano and plays a staid Victorian anthem before gyrating lewdly about a cellist clad in a choirboy robe.


  Composed to a text by the Australian poet Randolph Stow based on contemporary memoirs of King George III of England, Eight Songs for a Mad King draws on the old convention of the “mad scene,” an operatic mainstay since the seventeenth century, to depict the mental agonies of the unfortunate monarch who in the years following the ruinous American Revolution succumbed to raving fits. The dramatic premise was supplied by an old anecdote according to which the mad old king spent endless days seated at a little mechanical organ teaching his pet bullfinches to sing. Four members of the Pierrot Players—the flutist, clarinetist, violinist, and cellist—performed inside big plastic “birdcages,” while the singer-actor playing the king ran amok in their midst. Since depicting madness can “rationalize” any irrationality, it served here to justify bizarre parodies of old music. In the seventh song, “Country Dance (Scotch Bonnett),” the ironic object of the farce is “Comfort Ye, My People,” the opening tenor recitative in Handel’s Messiah (Ex. 9-2).


  EX. 9-2 Pe te r Ma xwe l l Davie s , Eight Songs for a Mad King, VII (“Country Dance”)


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  Defacing old music venerated by tradition with incongruous performance styles (here, “smoochy” ragtime and Victorian hymnody) and “extended” vocal technique was nothing new, but in this case the avantgarde elements seem to be as much the butt of the unfriendly humor as the hallowed original. One critic, David Paul, has suggested that in the context of the 1960s, the figure of the mad king, a once-powerful figure rendered impotent, might stand not only (a bit wishfully, perhaps) for the period’s social upheavals, but might also be a metaphor for the dogmatic inelasticity of modernism, rendered impotent and irrelevant in the face of the egalitarian plurality of styles that was ineluctably emerging in the wake of the sixties.28


  Whether or not that was Maxwell Davies’s intention, he received a lesson in the impotence of modernism when the piece was performed, and its final gesture—the smashing of the violinist’s instrument by the singer-actor portraying the deranged king—failed to shock the royally entertained audience, long inured to whatever jolts a modernist might try to administer. In any case, Eight Songs and Vesalii icones were a turning point for the composer, who turned his back on avantgardism, embraced an increasingly non-or pre-if not postmodernist approach, and embarked on a career path increasingly reminiscent of Benjamin Britten’s: residence in the country (in Maxwell Davies’s case, the Orkney Islands), engagement with the surrounding community, composition of “useful” music including operas and concertos for young performers, unironic rapprochement with traditional genres and conventional styles.


  Nobody could have foreseen in 1969 that between 1975 and 1996 this composer, of all people, would write six proper symphonies cast deliberately in a line with those of Sibelius, long a favorite with British audiences. The only shocking aspect of Maxwell Davies’s later career was his defection from the company of shockers (and his severing of ties to his former modernist comrades, including the unreformed Birtwistle).


  APOSTASY


  It was still possible to shock, however, and Rochberg proved it. Nothing in the work of previous collageurs, including Rochberg himself, prepared audiences or critics for his Third Quartet, even though its continuity with his previous works is obvious in retrospect. Its first movement, marked Allegro fantastico; violente; furioso, raised no eyebrows. Fantastic violence and fury were the modernist stock in trade, and the music was based on harmonies that, while suitably dissonant, were altogether familiar: every chord in Ex. 9-3a is a composite “atonal triad” plus inversion, a harmony of stacked fourths and tritones that had been in widespread use since the early years of the century, and the melodic motive is an arpeggiation of the same harmony, equalizing the “vertical” and “horizontal” dimensions in a manner long associated with Schoenberg and Bartók. This was a time-tested, everyday—hence conservative—”new music” gambit.


  The shock of the new came in the third movement, a set of variations marked Adagio sereno, molto espressivo e tranquillo; pure (Ex. 9-3b). Its three-sharp key signature means what it says: this is a work in a fully functional A major, confined to a style that (according to one baffled critic) “César Franck would have deemed harmonically unadventurous.”29 So he would; for the style (not only as regards harmony but as regards the treatment of the instruments) is identifiably that of Beethoven’s late quartets, and in affect the movement alludes specifically to the Cavatina from op. 130 and the “Heilige Dankgesang” (“Hymn of Thanksgiving”) from op. 132.


  EX. 9-3A George Rochberg, Quartet no. 3, I, beginning
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  EX. 9-3B George Rochberg, Quartet no. 3, III, mm. 1–32
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  Coming as it does after two movements in unspectacular (and anonymous) but nevertheless solidly identifiable twentiethcentury style, the stylistic contrast is obviously related to the collage techniques Rochberg had been employing for nearly a decade. But for its duration, the Adagio was not a collage but a pastiche — something that had no modernist credentials at all. (Later, Rochberg extracted it from its original context and reissued it in an arrangement for string orchestra called “Transcendental Variations,” in which ingenuous pastiche completely supplants ironic collage.) It actually sounded like Beethoven, and—as the author of this book can attest — the 1973 Nonesuch recording by the Concord Quartet (the group that had commissioned the piece) quickly became a favorite item for “guess the composer” games.


  A composition like this broke all the rules. There was little or no “distancing.” The impression was one not of sophisticated irony, but (as with Crumb) of disconcerting sincerity. Unlike the neoclassicism of the 1920s, in which aspects of the morphology and phonology of obsolete styles were revived amid a syntax that was wholly contemporary, Rochberg’s Adagio revived the syntax as well, treating Beethoven’s style as if it were not obsolete at all. To write in an obsolete style as if it were not obsolete was to challenge the whole idea of stylistic obsolescence. And to challenge that idea was to put in question the “necessity” of the twentieth century’s stylistic revolutions — the most sacred of all modernist dogmas.


  Of course there were many composers, especially in America, who had come of age in Stravinsky’s “neoclassical” (or Copland’s ‘Americanist”) orbit, and who wrote in more or less conventional “tonal” idioms all through the period of stylistic revolution. They included celebrities like the charismatic, photogenic Leonard Bernstein, one of the most prominent conductors of the period, who led the New York Philharmonic from 1957 to 1969 (and was thereafter “conductor laureate” for life). Television had made him by the 1960s probably the most famous classical musician in the world. Nearly a decade before Rochberg made headlines with his Third Quartet, Bernstein wrote ChichesterPsalms (1965), aeuphonious choral composition in B[image: Image] major that rode the coattails of his personal fame to a popularity that, it is safe to say, no other classical composition of the decade ever approached. But it was not perceived as making (or challenging) history; quite the contrary.
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  FIG. 9-3 Leonard Bernstein, photographed by Al Ravenna in 1955.


  Ned Rorem, another American traditionalist, familiar to us for his showy tribute to the Beatles (chapter 7), wryly observed of the stir that Roch- fig. berg’s Quartet was making that people who quit smoking gain a sort of praise that people who never smoked at all never get, even though the latter are the more virtuous. And while it was not exactly praise that Rochberg was getting (although traditional antimodernists and other lapsed or lapsing modernists did greet the Third Quartet with some enthusiasm), the point hit home. Within the view of history that supported modernism, “tonal” composers in the twentieth century, no matter how famous or successful, were historically insignificant—and the relative lack of attention that they are paid in narrative histories, even this one, shows how influential the modernist “master narrative” has been on historical writing.


  But nobody could write Rochberg off that way. “Once one of the foremost serial composers”30 (in the words of a younger colleague), he had done the unthinkable: he had been at the vanguard and quit. His significance as an academic modernist had been universally acknowledged, so he could not now be ignored. Regarded as an apostate, he was hailed and reviled in equal measure for the act he had committed rather than the music he produced. In similar fashion, when three years later a “neotonal” piece (Sonata for Solo Violin by Hans Jürgen von Bose) was finally performed at Darmstadt, the audience erupted in protests and catcalls reminiscent of the Rite of Spring premiere sixty years before. Unlike the latter, however, the performance was literally drowned out and the performer was forced to stop. Because it took place in Germany, where artists had been regularly shouted down by politicians within living memory, the protest begot more protests.


  Whether in New York or Darmstadt, the initial reaction was provoked entirely by the style of the music rather than its specific content or expressive effect, which only corroborated the pattern of reception that had always attended twentiethcentury music, The Rite and all. But rather than glorying in a succès de scandale, which would have confirmed him (however perversely) as a modernist, Rochberg decried the pattern and set out to demolish it. No other century had been as style-conscious as the twentieth, he complained. In no other century did each and every composer feel such a compulsion to “view his situation in terms of where he’s been, where he is now, and where he must go.”31 These were the bedrock tenets of modernism, so deeply ingrained that most composers were not even aware of alternatives.


  In part Rochberg himself was responsible for the polarized way in which his quartet was received, for he did everything he could to provoke it. In a program note that accompanied the 1973 recording, he preempted the debate he knew was coming with a searching discussion that must count among the earliest selfconscious proclamations of a postmodern sensibility in—and for—music. (It was the first of many increasingly acid musicopolitical polemics that he would write over the next two decades.) The quotation in the preceding paragraph about twentiethcentury composers’ need to, so to speak, take their historical temperature comes from this essay. Rochberg strongly implied that this compulsion, in which he had shared as much as anyone, amounted to a neurosis, and that the place to attack the disease and cure it—its root cause, so to speak—was the modern Western unidirectional concept of time itself. “Current biological research,” he declared,


  
    corroborates Darwin: we bear the past in us. We do not, cannot begin all over again in each generation, because the past is indelibly printed on our central nervous systems. Each of us is part of a vast physical-mental-spiritual web of previous lives, existences, modes of thought, behavior, and perception; of actions and feelings reaching much further back than what we call “history.” We are filaments of a universal mind, we dream each others’ dreams and those of our ancestors. Time, thus, is not linear, but radial.32

  


  


  The scientific “evidence” the composer adduced may be written off as puffing; but the belief it supported was real, and there for all to hear in the music. It was born, Rochberg said, of an honest reappraisal of the old paradox that bedeviled all composers in the twentieth century: “the music of the ‘old masters’ was a living presence; its spiritual values had not been displaced or destroyed by the new music.”33 There was an inherent and unhealthy contradiction in a philosophy of history that compelled one to reject earlier styles, when the persistence of those same styles was a fact of every musician’s daily life. Rochberg began to suspect that he, like every other committed modernist composer, had cut himself off from the expressive possibilities that enabled the older music to survive. That renunciation, he feared, probably doomed his music and that of his contemporaries to oblivion.


  Rejecting the modernist imperative, Rochberg wrote, was something he could not do “without great discomfort and difficulty, because I had acquired it, along with a number of similar notions, as a seemingly inevitable condition of the twentiethcentury culture in which I had grown up.”34 Virtually every aspect of his unconscious heritage had to be brought to consciousness and jettisoned (a process that sounds very much like Freud’s description of psychoanalysis) if he was to compose a movement like the Third Quartet’s Adagio and mean it:


  
    I have had to abandon the notion of “originality,” in which the personal style of the artist and his ego are the supreme values; the pursuit of the one-idea, uni-dimensional work and gesture which seems to have dominated the esthetics of art in the 20th century; and the received idea that it is necessary to divorce oneself from the past, to eschew the taint of association with those great masters who not only preceded us but (let it not be forgotten) created the art of music itself. In these ways I am turning away from what I consider the cultural pathology of my own time toward what can only be called a possibility: that music can be renewed by regaining contact with the tradition and means of the past, to reemerge as a spiritual force with reactivated powers of melodic thought, rhythmic pulse, and large-scale structure.35

  


  


  It was the last of these considerations, large-scale structure, that made the return to tonality necessary in Rochberg’s view, because only tonality (with its power of forecasting and delaying cadences) gave music the dynamic momentum that made possible the genuinely coherent and expressively meaningful articulation of long temporal spans. What Rochberg’s essay did not explain, however, was why it was desirable or even necessary to evoke the styles of particular “old masters.” (In the finale of the Third Quartet, Mahler is just as recognizably evoked as Beethoven had been in the Adagio; and toward the middle of the Adagio, the fast cross-string arpeggios are reminiscent — surely deliberately — of the luminous ending of Schoenberg’s Verklärte Nacht, an emblem of consolation.) That was the hardest aspect of Rochberg’s changed manner for colleagues and critics to accept. Another question worth asking is why Rochberg should have come to his impasse, and then his turning point, exactly when he did. The essay does not really explain that, either.


  Only later did Rochberg divulge the answer to the second question. It turned out that his postmodernist revolt did not happen as spontaneously as he had formerly implied, nor were the reasons for it as theoretical as his discussion of them had been. His last serial work was a trio for piano, violin, and cello, completed in 1963. The next year the composer experienced a personal tragedy, when his twenty-year-old son Paul, a poet, succumbed to cancer. He found he had no vocabulary with which to mourn his loss or seek solace from it. “It became crystal clear to me that I could not continue writing so-called ‘serial’ music,” the composer told an interviewer. “It was finished, hollow, meaningless.”36 Having made this admission, Rochberg went on to confess that his objective in reverting to “tonality” was less to debate theories of history than simply to recapture a lost expressive range. “The over-intense manner of serialism and its tendency to inhibit physical pulse and rhythm led me to question a style which made it virtually impossible to express serenity, tranquillity, grace, wit, energy.”37


  ESTHETICS OF PASTICHE


  But the first question remains: why evoke the styles of particular “masters” rather than use the language of tonality in a more generic way that might ultimately become one’s own? Rochberg never answered this question, and some were therefore led to the conclusion that his motives were shallow. Pastiche composition (as opposed to actual quotation) had never before been used for any other purpose than instruction, or the formal demonstration of skill. To use it as a method for sincere expression of personal emotion seemed a contradiction in terms. But one of Rochberg’s major contentions, in his essay on the Third Quartet, was that one’s personal emotions are never only that, but are also part of the “physical-mental-spiritual web” that connects people.


  Yet if true, that point would apply equally to the old masters, the composers Rochberg adopted as his models, who after all did manage to create the personal idioms that he was content to imitate. (And it would also apply, say, to Poulenc and Prokofieff, who wrote, and to Britten and Shostakovich, who were still writing, in personal tonal idioms even in the twentieth century.) To understand Rochberg’s conviction that he had to speak in the recognizable voices of the past one needs to take a further step into specifically postmodernist terrain.


  In the “Postscript”to his novel The Name of the Rose(1983), the Italian writer Umberto Eco described the dilemma of “belatedness,” the sense of coming after everything that mattered. Many artists and critics have identified that despairing sentiment as the distinguishing esthetic frame of the late-twentieth-century mind. Some have associated it with modernism, with its heavy sense of history’s burden. But the typical modernist solution to the dilemma was to try to evade the burden through voracious innovation. Dubbed the “anxiety of influence” in 1973 by the literary critic Harold Bloom (often invoked by music historians in connection with Brahms, the first of the burdened moderns), that compulsion to allude to but also to distort and “misread” the past was interpreted, in Bloom’s briefly influential theory, as the main engine driving the breakneck history of the arts. When that anxiety subsides into detached acquiescence, Eco argued, postmodernism begins. “I think of the postmodern attitude,” he wrote,


  
    xas that of a man who loves a very cultivated woman and knows he cannot say to her, “I love you madly,” because he knows that she knows (and that she knows that he knows) that these words have already been written by Barbara Cartland [1901 –2000, a famous romance novelist]. Still, there is a solution. He can say, “As Barbara Cartland would put it, I love you madly.” At this point, having avoided false innocence, having said clearly that it is no longer possible to speak innocently, he will nevertheless have said what he wanted to say to the woman: that he loves her, but he loves her in an age of lost innocence. If the woman goes along with this, she will have received a declaration of love all the same. Neither of the two speakers will feel innocent, both will have accepted the challenge of the past, of the already said, which cannot be eliminated, both will consciously and with pleasure play the game of irony. But both will have succeeded, once again, in speaking of love.38

  


  


  Eco (as if practicing the detachment that he preached) wrote lightheartedly about what many artists have experienced as a tragic state of affairs. The sincerity that so surprised and disconcerted critics and colleagues in Rochberg’s resumption of a premodernist style, according to Eco’s account of postmodernism, was bought at the price of a greater “global” irony. Rochberg expresses his own heartfelt emotion “as Beethoven (Mahler, Schoenberg) would put it,” for according to Eco, there is no other way of doing so at the fallen end of the twentieth century. Using an innocent language innocently—using tonality “in one’s own way”—is no longer even an option. The choice is bleak: either renounce expression altogether or borrow a voice.


  The implication is indeed depressing: just as we can communicate artistically only through the studied simulacra of styles that were once spontaneous, so our emotions themselves have become simulacra. Rochberg’s quest to regain the full range of sincere emotional expression that had been available to artists (and other humans) before the horrors of the twentieth century is thus doomed to failure; but the failure is noble, because it faces the unhappy truth of contemporary life rather than retreating, as modernism had done, into a self-satisfied, self-induced (and socially isolating) delusion of freedom. “Postmodernism,” in this view, means resignation to (or making the best of) a state of diminished capacity.


  Whether read at face value, as a brave and potentially fruitful undertaking to turn back the clock at the last minute, or in Eco’s wry interpretation as a forlorn but necessary (and therefore still brave) coping with a hopeless reality, Rochberg’s postmodernism was taken by many if not most of his fellow professionals as intolerable backsliding. It inspired a backlash; and as always, the backlash accomplished more than the original initiative had done toward publicizing and validating “new romanticism” as a timely creative option. As earlier, in the case of architecture, the fulminations did not do what they were supposed to do but instead helped turn postmodernism, or at least Rochberg’s variety of it, into a media event. Within a few years, the New York Philharmonic commissioned its composer-in-residence, Jacob Druckman (1928 –96), to organize a festival of recent music called “Horizons ‘83: Since 1968, A New Romanticism?”


  The loudest protests came from the most committed modernists. Among critics that meant Andrew Porter, who scoffed at the festival as a “swing to the right”39 comparable to Ronald Reagan’s election to the presidency, which in music as much in politics meant “the repudiation of newly enlightened ways, the reinforcement of old prejudices, the championship of easy mediocrity, and self-indulgent nostalgia.” Porter saw his task, correctly, as first of all to defend the modernist view of history. “In theory,” he allowed of Rochberg’s about-face, “there is no reason a modern composer shouldn’t write a Monteverdian madrigal as good as any Monteverdi wrote (or an artist paint in Vermeer’s manner a Christ at Emmaus as moving as if it had been painted by Vermeer himself).”40 But the allowance—especially the calculated reference to Vermeer—was in fact derogatory. Mentioning Vermeer brought to mind Hans van Meegeren, the artful forger whose “Vermeers” had made him rich. It was van Meegeren to whom Rochberg should be compared, Porter implied, because, he insisted, it doesn’t ever happen in practice that a simulacrum is as good as an original.


  But, comes the postmodernist retort, that is only because we know it is a simulacrum and judge it by irrelevant standards of authenticity. And it is only prejudice, such an answer might continue, that allows Porter to assert a priori that when Rochberg writes in the manner of Beethoven or Mahler, “it becomes apparent not only that he is not their peer but also that he has donned fancy dress.” But authenticity was not the only point to be raised in objection to the new postmodernist turn. When Rochberg came forward with an opera, The Confidence Man (after Melville), entirely composed in “pastiche” idioms, the critic was ready to make his political allegations explicit. “The effect of this music,” Porter warned,


  
    can perhaps be pernicious. It was disturbing to hear one of our abler young violinists remark at a symposium that he would rather play good Amy Beach than bad Elliott Carter. (Is there any bad Elliott Carter?) Rochberg writes reactionary stuff—music whose appeal is to closed, unadventurous minds. I know nothing of his extramusical beliefs, but his works could become cultural fodder for the New Right: Down with progressive thought! Down with progressive music!41

  


  


  That kind of critical hysteria is good press for any composer. And even though he distorted it with a dubious political analogy, Porter was correct to identify progress as the issue dividing modernists and postmodernists. Sometimes Rochberg’s defenders have tried to justify him on the old grounds, by claiming (to quote his younger colleague Jay Reise) that his recontextualizations of “tonal” styles “have led to a highly progressive music,”42 since one hears common-practice tonality differently when it is presented neither as the unquestioned norm nor as an inert relic of the past, but as one among equally valid alternatives for composers of the present. “That George Rochberg’s music directly involves the past—for the sake of reopening the entire question of what is expressively valid in a transhistorical sense—is what spurs the erroneous conclusion that his music is reactionary,” Reise concluded. “A careful and sensitive listening to Rochberg’s recent music will clearly reveal, however, his exceptional role in the progress of music in our time.”43


  By casting Rochberg’s eclecticism as novel rather than nostalgic, Reise emphasized its kinship with what Charles Jencks called “double coding” in architecture. Juxtaposing historical references without respect for their chronology does alter one’s apprehension of them. The objective in both cases is for styles formerly thought of as part of an inexorable historical progression (“decorative” to “functional” in architecture, “tonal” to “atonal” in music) to be regarded as expressive rather than historical categories, all equally available to artists of the present, whose “transhistorical” reach is for that reason richer in possibilities than that of any previous generation of artists. But that viewpoint is possible only if one renounces the idea of historical progress in the arts. To call it progress (or progressive) in its own right only creates a needless paradox.


  Beginning with his Quartet no. 7 (1979), Rochberg’s music settled into a distinctive idiom reminiscent of what in historical terms used to be viewed as a “transitional” style poised on the cusp of atonality — a style bridging or synthesizing late Mahler, say, and early Schoenberg. To use such a style as an entirely stable idiom, not “pregnant with the seeds of the future” or leading inexorably to something else — using it, that is, in a manner altogether foreign to the way confirmed historicists like Mahler or Schoenberg themselves regarded it — is another way of liberating music from the tyranny of history. In a “transhistorical” view there is no such thing as a transitional style. To achieve that perspective is the essential postmodernist project.


  ACCESSIBILITY


  Partly following Rochberg’s example, partly in response to a general turn away from utopian thinking that mounted through the 1980s toward a dramatic climax in the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the cold war in Europe, several other prominent and successful serialists (and a few avantgardists of a different stripe) defected to “tonal” idioms that the master narrative had long since declared dead. The loosening of cold-war thinking allowed the reopening of many old and ostensibly settled questions, including the question whether commitment to historical progress was worth the sacrifice of the audience. No longer shadowed by the specter of totalitarianism, “accessibility” regained a measure of respectability. Where Rochberg described his acts and motives strictly in “poietic” (maker’s) terms — his own need for freedom of choice and expressive scope — younger converts to tonality put things “esthesically,” in terms of the audience and its needs.


  Two of the most prominent central European avantgardists, György Ligeti and Krzysztof Penderecki, made spectacular neoromantic swerves in the 1970s. Penderecki’s may have been stimulated by the Solidarnosc (Solidarity) movement in Poland, an independent workers’ initiative that led ultimately to the fall of Communism there. Seeing social solidarity rather than social alienation as the most progressive political and social force is fatal to modernism. In any case, Penderecki began writing in a style that reminded Poles of the work of Mieczyslaw Karlowicz (1876-1909), a younger Polish contemporary of Mahler and Richard Strauss. Audiences abroad, unfamiliar with Karlowicz, tended to hear the music in terms of the latter’s models in the New German School: one critic likened Penderecki’s Second Symphony, composed for the New York Philharmonic in 1980 and reverently incorporating the familiar carol “Silent Night” as thematic material, to “Christmas at Wotan’s.”44 Later, after the fall of Communism, Penderecki’s style mutated again to a middle position resembling the later work of Shostakovich.


  Ligeti’s turnaround was stimulated by a lengthy stay in California in 1972, as composer-in-residence at Stanford University. There he heard the early minimalist works of Riley and Reich, and imitated them in Clocks and Clouds (1973) for women’s chorus and orchestra. The second of his Three Pieces for Two Pianos (1976) is titled “Self-Portrait with Reich and Riley (and Chopin in the Background).” The opera Le grand macabre (1978) continued following the trend toward eclectic collage, now admitting rock. Finally, in his Trio for Violin, Horn, and Piano, written in 1982 as a companion piece to Brahms’s trio for the same combination of instruments, Ligeti put himself into a picture with Brahms himself, along with Bartók, by then regarded (especially in Hungary) not as a “modern” but as a “classic.” He frankly described the work as his regretful acknowledgment that the avantgarde had run out of steam, and that continued adherence to its ideals was a far more retrogressive stance than the “retro” styles that were taking its place.


  The most prominent American defector after Rochberg was David Del Tredici (b. 1937), another alumnus (along with La Monte Young and Terry Riley) of Seymour Shifrin’s composition seminar at the University of California at Berkeley. Unlike the others, Del Tredici went from Berkeley to Princeton and at first seemed destined for the career that such a move implied. His early works, beginning in 1958, were serial compositions that fastened, like Rochberg’s, on the unifying possibilities of hexachordal combinatoriality, and also displayed a virtuosic flair for crafty counterpoint.


  Syzygy (1966), his best-known work from this period, is one of several based on texts by James Joyce. A twenty-five-minute setting of two Joyce poems (“Ecce Puer” and “Nightpiece” fromPomes Penyeach) for a virtuoso soprano and chamber orchestra with French horn as co-soloist, it has a first movement, based entirely on palindromic motives, that plays its pitches back from the midpoint in transposed retrograde and with string and wind parts reversed (see Ex. 9-4a), and a second movement that contains a cadenza for the two soloists in which the soprano sings a canon by inversion with herself by splitting her line into two registers, each independently setting the same line of text (Ex. 9-4b).
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  FIG. 9-4 David Del Tredici.


  EX. 9-4A David Del Tredici, Syzygy, The midpoint of the palindrome in I
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  EX. 9-4B David Del Tredici, Syzygy, The canon by inversion in II
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  In both movements, the contrapuntal texture makes spectacular use of polyrhythms. Like Rochberg in his Second Quartet, Del Tredici was definitely keeping up with the Joneses (that is, with Elliott Carter). The title, an astronomical term meaning an alignment of heavenly bodies, refers to the arcane relationships — the palindromes and inversions — that so infest the composition. The composer remarked that he was always fascinated with the word and its queer spelling, which suggested that it was some other, nonexistent, word spelled backward.


  Like many pieces by Princeton alumni, Syzygy was made for analysis, and received the full treatment in Perspectives of New Music, but it acquired a cult following not only among connoisseurs of serialism but also among connoisseurs of musical eccentricity as an adorably esoteric in-joke by a composer “with a fondness for strict procedures but with the rarer ability” — in the words of Oliver Knussen (b. 1952), a bright young English composer and conductor — “to see their bizarre side.”45 One bizarrerie that would not escape even the most casual observer is the use of a huge 2[image: Image] -octave carillon of tubular chimes requiring two players, which made performance of the piece, for all intents and purposes, fiscally prohibitive.


  At this stage of his career, then, Del Tredici aimed at, and received, high professional esteem for exceedingly clever works composed in an esthetic vacuum. As far as the general public was concerned he did not exist; nor did it for him. No one would have predicted in 1966 that within ten years he would have forsaken serialism altogether, or that he would exercise his ingenuity in ways designed to tickle the fancy of subscription audiences in major concert halls. The catalyst was Lewis Carroll, whose poems (mainly drawn from Alice in Wonderland) would become for him a greater obsession, and a more fertile source of bizarre compositional scheming, than James Joyce had ever been.


  Del Tredici’s devotion to Carroll was even more consuming than Crumb’s to Lorca. He has since acknowledged the programmatic (or even political) role that his identification with Carroll’s “sexual secrets” played in channeling his composing activities, even though his own secrets (homosexual) were of a different order from Carroll’s (pedophiliac). Between 1968 and 1996, he composed some dozen works on texts from Carroll’s masterpiece (“some dozen” because various items were rescored, reused, reshuffled, and grouped into composites, and a definitive enumeration is impossible). Almost all of them are scored for a solo soprano voice amplified to compete with huge Straussian orchestras, plus in most cases a concertante “folk group” containing saxophones, banjo, mandolin, accordion, and (sometimes) electric guitars.


  The first of them, called Pop-Pourri, was a typical “sixties” amalgamation of “high” and “vernacular” styles; when he composed it, Del Tredici thought of it as an isolated response to a transient historical moment. But then came a five-movement Alice Symphony (1969), followed by Adventures Underground (1971) and Vintage Alice (1972). By then, thinking enough was enough, he took his leave of Carroll with a sixty-five-minute epitome, pointedly titled Final Alice (1975), written in response to a commission from six major orchestras plus the National Endowment for the Arts in honor of the United States’ bicentennial. It is based on the final episode of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, in which Alice observes, and finally upsets, the trial of the Knave of Hearts. The soloist must both narrate the tale and sing four interpolated arias.


  Final Alice still contained a few twelve-tone passages to accompany magical transformations like Alice’s fantastic growth. In context, the atonal music was an illustrative foil, in which the tone rows have the same distorting and disorienting effect as the accompanying glissandos for an amplified and reverberated theremin. They have become a sort of sound effect. The main musical matter, the four dazzling arias, are a virtuoso test both for the singer and for the composer, since they all amount to a huge set of variations on a single homely “Victorian”-sounding tune (Ex. 9-5a). The music appealed greatly to the kind of audience that relished, say, Strauss’s Don Quixote (1897), another set of stunningly orchestrated, programmatic variations. The 1976 recording of Final Alice by its original performers (the soprano Barbara Hendricks and the Chicago Symphony under Sir Georg Solti, to whom the work is dedicated) was a classical “chart-topper” in the weeks following its release—a first for a contemporary composition.


  But Final Alice was not the end. Its success brought in more commissions, and in 1980–1981 there followed the gargantuan Child Alice, another Alice Symphony—or better, perhaps, a composite cantata—that has hardly ever been performed in toto. The first of its four parts, In Memory of a Summer Day (commissioned by the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra and first performed in 1980), itself an hour long, has three movements—”Simple Alice,” “Triumphant Alice,” and “Ecstatic Alice”—framed by an Introduction and a Postlude. The whole composition, like Final Alice, is a set of variations on another simple “Victorian” tune (Ex. 9-5b).


  EX. 9-5A David Del Tredici, Final Alice, main tune
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  EX. 9-5B David Del Tredici, In Memory of a Summer Day, innocentemente
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  The palpable discrepancy between these homely materials and the prodigious structures to which they give rise, replete with Götterdammerung-like culminations (marked “highpoint” and even, where necessary, “climax of climaxes” in the scores) and fantastically detailed, rhythmically intricate orchestral textures is in some sense the point of these pieces. In Final Alice the ironic incongruity between simple contents and inconceivably artful presentation seems quite explicit, as in Aria 3 (“Parody Variations”). But sometimes the artful textures and orchestration seem deliberately to recede from the forefront of the listener’s attention, and at such moments the irony becomes precarious. It is when the composer seems to mean it that his music can become troubling. The fourth movement of Child Alice, called All in the Golden Afternoon, commissioned by the Philadelphia Orchestra and premiered in 1981, lasts almost another hour and consists of


  
    • a lush At-major setting (“Aria”) of the seven-stanza “Preface Poem” to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

  


  
    • an orchestral “Fantasia” in A major

  


  
    • a “Lullaby” set to the last two stanzas of the same poem

  


  
    • a “Cadenza” (five minutes’ worth of melismas on the single word “Alice”)

  


  
    • yet another setting (“against all reason”46 as the composer confesses or brags in a program note) of the last stanza of the title poem,

  


  
    • a coda, back in A[image: Image] major, titled “In Conclusion (Sunset),” in which (quoting again from the program note) “steadily pulsing strings support a glowing texture, over which the soprano, as if from a great distance, floats, again and again, the poem’s opening line — ‘All in the golden afternoon.”’ Again and again — and again and again

  


  Del Tredici’s Alice pieces are only nominally about Alice. What they are really all about is excess — glut, overindulgence, binging on voluptuous sonority and honeyed harmony. Their reception has belied the easy charge of pandering, since for every listener who has reveled along with the composer there was at least one who reacted as one might to a seven-course meal of cotton candy; and for every critic who hailed the composer’s phenomenal mastery of variation technique and orchestration there were at least two who decried his “elephantine wallowing”47 (Porter) in Carroll’s delicate whimsy or attributed the way in which the composer was squandering his ingenuity to some sort of morbid pathology (their dismissals occasionally couched in thinly veiled homophobic terms).


  Child Alice, the most transgressively extravagant piece of all, was also the first of Del Tredici’s Carroll-inspired orgies to dispense altogether with “distancing” atonalisms. Nor has there been any subsequent backsliding on his part into modernism. Any suspicion that the composer’s intention was anything but provocative is dispelled by the title of the 1985 orchestral fantasy, March to Tonality, which touts the recovery of conventional harmony as, yes, progress. It is a paradox that Del Tredici loves to milk, telling an interviewer, for example, that “for me, tonality was actually a daring discovery. I grew up in a climate in which, for a composer, only dissonance and atonality were acceptable. Right now, tonality is exciting for me. I think I invented it. In a sense, I have.”48


  But flouting (and in puncturing, exposing) the puritanism of the modernist “high church” is only part of the story. There is also the nostalgia for a happy childhood that Del Tredici habitually asserts in defense of his sincerity, to prove (curiously echoing the modernist line) that his turn toward tonality was conditioned by an inner necessity. In the same interview, he wittingly or unwittingly echoed (in a sort of retrograde inversion) Schoenberg’s famous account of the irresistible forces that drew him kicking and screaming into atonality:


  
    About halfway through Final Alice, I thought, “Oh my God, if I just leave it like this, my colleagues will think I’m crazy.” But then I thought, “What else can I do? If nothing else occurs to me, I can’t go against my instincts.” But I was terrified my colleagues would think I was an idiot. People think now that I wanted to be tonal and have a big audience. But that was just not true. I didn’t want to be tonal. My world was my colleagues—my composing friends. The success of Final Alice was very defining as to who my real friends were. I think many composers regard success as a threat. It’s really better, they think, if nobody has any success, to be all in one boat.49

  


  


  But immediately after this squeamish protest against suspicion of pandering came affirmation:


  
    Composers now are beginning to realize that if a piece excites an audience, that doesn’t mean it’s terrible. For my generation, it is considered vulgar to have an audience really, really like a piece on a first hearing. But why are we writing music except to move people and to be expressive? To have what has moved us move somebody else? Everything is reversed today. If a piece appeals immediately, sensuously, if an audience likes it: all those are “bad things.” It is really very Alice in Wonderland.

  


  


  Later, Del Tredici was able to tell a sympathetic younger composer that “I used to play the complete first draft of Final Alice just one time each day and then would consider my response: where was it dull, illogical, too much, too little? My immediate response was all I valued. I wanted to hear the piece as, eventually, the audience would—once through, without preparation.”50


  COGNITIVE CONSTRAINTS?


  Del Tredici’s defiantly friendly identification or solidarity with the audience is reflected in the tougher, more “scientific” (or at any rate, more academic) stance adopted by Fred Lerdahl (b. 1943), a composer who has been impelled by postmodernist qualms to study structural linguistics and cognitive psychology in an effort to understand and possibly define the limits within which music must be composed if it is to be intelligible to listeners. This project is the most controversial of all, precisely because of its theoretical nature. It is not merely a description of one person’s composing practice, but seeks general truths on which prescriptions can be based. Lerdahl has been accused of promoting his own music by “universalizing” it as a norm for listening. “No,” he has objected, “I do not tell people how to listen; I try to find out how they listen.”51 Not everybody wants to know this, and there are good reasons why.


  Like all utopian ideas, modernism is basically optimistic. The notion that composers are free to organize their music in unprecedented ways, and that it is up to audiences to adapt to them, is based on a “behaviorist” psychological model. Such a model assumes that the mind is a tabula rasa, a clean slate on which experience is inscribed and reinforced by practice. The mind’s activities are conceived as responses to external stimuli, and forms of behavior can be learned, according to this theory, through positive or negative reinforcements (a.k.a. rewards and punishments). Serial music, or any other kind of highly structured music, however novel, is no less intelligible than tonal music, on this model; it is just that listeners have less practice with it. This is the model of mental behavior associated with B. F. Skinner (1904–90), one of the most influential psychologists of the twentieth century, whose theories had a profound impact on modern educational methods—an impact that coincided, as it happened, with the heyday of academic serialism.


  Skinnerism received a strong challenge in the 1960s from the work of the linguist Noam Chomsky (b. 1928), who sought to explain how people can learn to form original utterances—sentences they have never heard spoken—on the sole basis of imitating languages that they hear, without any formal instruction in rules. In the case of one’s native language, after all, one always “learns the rules” after one has already learned the language. To a large extent, therefore, the rules governing language must be axiomatic assumptions of which we are not conscious. They must be instinctual.


  Or, to put it the way Chomsky did, all natural language possesses a “deep structure” that conforms to the innate structure of the mind—a concept that behaviorists had long since rejected. It is a pessimistic concept, since if there is such a thing as an innate mental structure, then it has limits that can in principle be discovered. In the Chomskian view, the mind is not “perfectible.” Rather, it is decisively biased. There are some things we humans can learn and some things that we cannot, some ways of processing information that we can practice, some that we cannot. And if that is so, it follows that the mind is no tabula rasa. It is equipped to process only certain kinds of information.


  In 1983, together with a linguist named Ray Jackendoff, Lerdahl published a novel study of tonal harmony that sought, on the Chomskian model, not to build up a theory of harmonic practice on the basis of its materials (chords and progressions), but rather to uncover or infer the psychological processes (“transformations”) to which musicians and other listeners intuitively subject the chords and progressions of tonal music in order to perceive (and produce) “meaningful” utterances. Borrowing directly from Chomsky’s vocabulary, Lerdahl and Jackendoff called their book A Generative Theory of Tonal Music.


  A generative theory of language, they write, models the “unconscious knowledge” that users of a language innately possess as “a formal system of principles or rules called a grammar, which describes (or ‘generates’) the possible sentences of the language.” The objective is to infer the mental rules that make linguistic (or musical) structures coherent and intelligible to listeners, and the rules that make coherent and intelligible linguistic (or musical) structures “creatable” by speakers or composers. Ideally, if the theory is correct, the rules in both cases are the same. Language and music must communicate on the basis of assumptions and processes that composers and listeners innately share. The question a generative theory answers is, “How?”


  That tonal music (like natural language) is hierarchically structured is obvious to all competent listeners. The essential task that all theories of tonal music perform is that of describing its hierarchies. The novelty of Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s generative theory is its Chomskian assumption that listeners perceive hierarchies when listening to a piece of tonal music intuitively, without having to be taught to make such discriminations. They propose four main intuitive processes that all listeners bring to bear on tonal music:


  
    (1) grouping structure

    (2) metrical structure

    (3) time-span reduction

    (4) prolongational reduction

  


  The first “expresses a hierarchical segmentation of the piece into motives, phrases, and sections.” The second “expresses the intuition that the events of the piece are related to a regular alternation of strong and weak beats at a number of hierarchical levels.” The third “assigns to the pitches of the piece a hierarchy of ‘structural importance’ with respect to their position in grouping and metrical structure.” And the fourth “assigns to the pitches a hierarchy that expresses harmonic and melodic tension and relaxation, continuity and progression.” In addition, the authors posit what they call well-formedness rules, which “specify the possible structural descriptions.” That is, they act as gatekeepers between meaningful utterances and “noise,” and (for example) tell us when we have heard a mistake in execution. And they posit preference rules, which “designate out of the possible structural descriptions those that correspond to experienced listeners’ hearings of any particular piece.”52 That is, they mediate possible contradictions or ambiguities among the simultaneously processed hierarchies. It is at this last level that really creative composing and listening take place.


  None of this is news. As a theory of tonal music Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s “generative grammar” is uncontroversial except insofar as it describes musical perception as intuitive, the product of an innate mental predisposition, rather than a wholly learned behavior. (In other words, it is controversial in exactly the same way, and to exactly the same extent, that Chomsky’s theories are controversial within linguistics.) Within the relatively settled world of tonal music, the distinction between calling perception intuitive and calling it learned did not make enough of a practical difference to warrant much dispute.


  The book contained one hugely contentious passage, however: the last section of the next-to-last chapter, titled “Remarks on Contemporary Music,” in which the authors took up what must have been a pressing concern for most readers who had worked through the text to that point. The whole basis and justification of nontonal or “posttonal” music, as everybody knew, had been the assumption that musical perceptions were wholly learned, and therefore infinitely malleable. Could that assumption be reconciled with Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s assumption that musical perceptions were in part intuitive—that is, ingrained and “natural”?


  Obviously, it could not. Where there is no pitch hierarchy, and where (as a result of “a tendency to avoid repetition,”53 long since asserted by Schoenberg as a sort of ethical imperative) there is no metrical hierarchy, listeners cannot perform the intuitive tasks on which a generative grammar depends. They cannot group the music into meaningful segments; they cannot identify strong and weak beats; they cannot assign individual pitches any structural importance on which the experience of tension or relaxation depends. Prevented from applying well-formedness rules, the listener cannot distinguish a significant musical utterance from “noise.” The conclusion must be that, as far as unaided listeners are concerned (as opposed to formal analysts, eyeing the score), all atonal music is cognitive noise.


  We have seen that some modernist composers (most notably Krenek and Cage) had accepted that characterization of their music, arguing that the question of “understanding” is esthetically irrelevant. (Others, notably Babbitt, have claimed that their atonal music is the cognitive equal of tonal music, a claim that depends utterly on the Skinner model.) Lerdahl and Jackendoff, unwilling to be sidetracked, assert that their judgments about atonal music are not concerned with compositional practice. “We do not wish to address the cultural or aesthetic reasons for this tendency, nor do we want to make value judgements,”54 they insist. Their concern is not with the composer but with the listener.


  But it is hard to shake free of value judgments, and it is questionable whether, for example, the following passage from Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s notorious “section 11.6” can really be read as esthetically neutral:


  
    To the degree that the applicability of these various aspects of musical grammar is attenuated, the listener will infer less hierarchical structure from the musical surface. As a result, nonhierarchical aspects of musical perception (such as timbre and dynamics) tend to play a greater, compensatory role in musical organization. But this is not compensation in kind; the relative absence of hierarchical dimensions tends to result in a kind of music perceived very locally, often as a sequence of gestures and associations.55

  


  


  The touted complexity of serial music (or of Carter’s celebrated polyrhythmic structures) is thus challenged on its own terms. Music structured nonhierarchically is implicitly reduced to a kind of nonlinguistic or prelinguistic communication—grunts, sign language, or otherwise rudimentary conveyance of primitive needs and moods, if that. Whatever the complexity of its structural organization (discoverable from the score), its level of aural communication is drastically coarsened and blunted. The impression of a value judgment despite disclaimers is confirmed by a nearly explicit assertion toward the end of the discussion, where the “total serialism” of the Darmstadt and Princeton schools is the object of scrutiny. To the extent that nonpitch elements are serialized, they only enlarge the domains


  
    that do not directly engage the listener’s ability to organize a musical surface. In each of these cases, the gulf between compositional and perceptual principles is wide and deep: insofar as the listener’s abilities are not engaged, he cannot infer a rich organization no matter how a piece has been composed or how densely packed its musical surface is. It is in this sense that an apparently simple Mozart sonata is more complex than many twentiethcentury pieces that at first seem highly intricate.56

  


  


  In the end, although the authors contend that their theory “says nothing about the relative value of compositional techniques,” and allow that “whatever helps a composer compose his music is of value to him,” their parting shot (with its deliberate allusion to the notorious title—”Who Cares If You Listen?”—under which Babbitt’s most widely read statement of Skinnerian principles was published in 1958) was read the only way it could be, as a gauntlet:


  
    We believe, nonetheless, that our theory is relevant to compositional problems, in that it focuses detailed attention on the facts of hearing. To the extent that a composer cares about his listeners, this is a vital issue.57

  


  


  These tough words were widely remarked, and lots of umbrage was taken. But they could be dismissed on the grounds that Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s proposals were backed up by nothing more than a hypothesis, and also because they had only negative implications. The authors’ gloomy diagnosis of the state of contemporary composition was not accompanied by any suggestions for improvement. Without a positive program, it was just one antimodernist tirade among many. (Nor was it even the first to claim a “scientific” basis: Paul Hindemith, in his composition textbook of 1937, had tried to demonstrate the “unnaturalness” of atonal music by referring to the natural harmonic series; but as everybody knew that the practice of tonal harmony did not entirely conform to natural acoustical phenomena anyway, the demonstration fell flat.)


  WHERE TO GO FROM HERE?


  As with Chomsky’s theories, the success or failure of Lerdahl and Jackendoff’s arguments will have to depend on something other than direct empirical confirmation. That is because, as the authors admit, if the mind has a “hard-wired” structure that enables it to process only some kinds of information, then any inquiry into its nature is itself constrained by the limits that a preset structure implies. If the theory is true, the innate knowledge (or “unconscious theory”) that enables a human being to acquire and use a language without direct instruction is by its very nature “unavailable to conscious introspection.”58 All one can do is adduce the otherwise unexplained (if not inexplicable) phenomena that led to the suspicion that such mental predispositions exist. This scattered indirect evidence is of three types: (1) clinical, (2) anthropological, and (3) historical.


  1. The clinical evidence59 comes from the negative results of experiments in which subjects are asked, for example, to complete twelve-tone aggregates, or to observe the boundaries between aggregates. The fact that trained musicians cannot do these things under laboratory conditions suggests that the completion of aggregates (on which the “composing grammar” of twelve-tone music is based) does not constitute a cognitively significant “closure,” and that the technical premises of serial composition are therefore not available to cognition.


  2. The positive evidence for mental predispositions comes from anthropological (or within music, the ethnomusicological or “comparative”) observation and testing of universals, a process that was greatly complicated in the late twentieth century by its being politicized. Hypothesized universals are mainly tested by looking for counterexamples. Since much human oppression is justified on the basis of assumed biological imperatives (e.g., that women, since they are the ones who bear children, are “natural” caregivers and nurturers and therefore should be confined to the home), there has been a strong political incentive to find evidence that such imperatives do not exist—or rather, that our assumptions about human nature are based not on nature but on politically-motivated social consensus. Hence the strong political interest, for example, in the work of Berkeley anthropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes, whose 1992 book Death without Weeping: The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil asserted (or was read as asserting) a counterexample to the assumed universality of the “maternal instinct.”


  Because belief in the existence of cultural universals is so easily turned to regressive (or repressive) political applications, an interest in establishing universals has sometimes been assumed to be in essence politically reactionary. That charge is certainly overstated and unfair; but even if not reactionary or ill-intentioned, belief in cultural universals is undoubtedly pessimistic and antiutopian. Behind cultural universals, if they are truly universal, must necessarily stand biological limitations that are transhistorical (“timeless”) as well as ubiquitous, and that must ultimately come into conflict with faith in unlimited or unlimitable progress.


  These transhistorical constraints do not constrain music, which can assume any form composers can imagine for it (that is, conceptualize). But they do constrain listeners (including composers when they listen), and limit their ability to make perceptual sense out of musical concepts. The whole tragicomedy of twentiethcentury music, for a believer in cognitive constraints, subsists in the lack of congruence between “composing grammars,” on which there are no limits, and “listening grammars,” on which there are inescapable limits.


  Or as Leonard B. Meyer (already identified in this chapter as a precociously postmodernist music theorist) has put it:


  
    It is a mistake—albeit a common one—to conceptualize the problem as a search for “musical” universals. There are none. There are only the acoustical universals of the physical world and the bio-psychological universals of the human world. Acoustical stimuli affect the perception, cognition, and hence practice of music only through the constraining action of bio-psychological ones.60

  


  


  Among these possible bio-psychological universals, Meyer has identified the threshold of pitch discrimination, which has militated against the development of microtonal music; the so-called “Seven, Plus or Minus Two” rule about the number of elements that can be comprehensibly related (which might help explain the prevalence of pentatonic and diatonic modes); the need for functional differentiation of elements if utterances are to be memorable or even intelligible (obviously related to Lerdahl and Jackendoff s “time-span reduction” principle); and an inverse correlation between motor activity and cognitive tension (which may explain some of music’s affective properties, or “why a plaintive adagio seems more ‘emotional’ than a persistent presto”61).


  Meyer also proposes that we need to classify our sense impressions in order for them to communicate information, and that these classifications are perceived as “syntactic [i.e., structural] hierarchies.”62 Borrowing from information theory, he posits that redundancy is necessary for comprehension. For all these reasons, Meyer was prepared to conclude as early as 1967 (in a book called Music, the Arts, and Ideas) that serial music was, if not altogether cognitively opaque, certainly more difficult to comprehend than anyone’s degree of exposure was likely to offset.


  3. As for historical evidence, it goes back to the very dawn of recorded musical histroy — indeed, to a new dawn that broke when a new starting point was identified in what was billed as “ the world’s oldest melody,” a “Hurrian” (or Sumerian) hymn dating from somewhere around 1200 BCE , and it was observed that the most remarkable thing about the song was how unremarkable it seemed. Already it used our familiar “diatonic pitch set” and accompanied it with harmonic intervals that we still classify as consonances.


  The ancient song, excavated piecemeal between 1950 and 1955, was successfully transcribed in 1974, exactly when the controversy on cognitive constraints and their implications for musical practice was heating up. It may have been for that reason that Professor Richard Crocker, who performed the song before a scholarly audience, became perhaps the only musicologist ever to have his picture published on the front page of the New York Times as a direct result of his professional activity (Fig. 9-5).


  Lerdahl attempted to address the problem of negativity, and proposed practical remedies for the malaise to which he and Jackendoff had called theoretical attention, in an article of 1988 called “Cognitive Constraints on Compositional Systems.” To dramatize the problem of incongruity between composing and listening grammars, he cited a classic of cold-war modernism and its subsequent reception.


  
    Boulez’s Le Marteau sans Maātre (1954) was widely hailed as a masterpiece of postwar serialism. Yet nobody could figure out, much less hear, how the piece was serial. From hints in [a 1963 article by the composer], Lev Koblyakov at last determined [in a 1977 article] that it was indeed serial, though in an idiosyncratic way. In the interim listeners made what sense they could of the piece in ways unrelated to its construction. Nor has Koblyakov’s decipherment subsequently changed how the piece is heard. Meanwhile most composers have discarded serialism, with the result that Koblyakov’s contribution has caused barely a ripple of professional interest. The serial organization of Le Marteau would appear, 30 years later, to be irrelevant. The story is, or should be, disturbing.63
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  FIG. 9-5 The musicologist Richard L. Crocker on the front page of the New York Times (6 March 1974), playing the world’s oldest song on a reproduction of a Babylonian harp.


  Whether readers were disturbed depended largely on their age. Le Marteau exemplified the lack of concern on the part of modernist composers for the comprehensibility of their music. In 1954, when composers were focused entirely on esthetics and ideology, few regarded that as a problem. By 1988, when composers were beginning to focus on psychology and to address their social isolation, many did. Indeed, many young composers were resentful. As a consequence of having been taught to divorce their conscious methods from the unconscious intuitions that they share with listeners, they found themselves painted into a cold corner. They were faced, as Lerdahl put it, “with the unpleasant alternative of working with private codes or with no compositional grammar at all.”64


  What could be done about it? For those unwilling to employ “historical” styles—or rather, for those unable to regard traditional tonality as anything other than “historical”—Lerdahl tried to imagine what a novel composing grammar might be that took listening grammar into account. In this sense he was trying, ostensibly, to find a realistic (and more or less optimistic) middle ground between despairing postmodernists like Rochberg who were condemned to “a parasitic relationship with the past”65 and unreconstructed utopians like Babbitt or Carter or Boulez, who still found it possible to believe that “one’s own new system was the wave of the future.”66


  The bulk of the article consists of stipulating conditions or “constraints” (seventeen in all), derived from the earlier Generative Theory but not limited to tonal music, that would ensure that compositional grammars maintained contact with listening grammars. The objective was to enable listeners to utilize the unconscious strategies described in the earlier book to infer musical structure. Thus in order to enable grouping, a musical surface must present the listener with a sequence of discrete events; in order to enable time-span reduction, it must present a discernable functional hierarchy; in order to enable the perception of metrical structure, there must be “a degree of regularity in the placement of phenomenal [i.e., perceived] accents”; and in order to enable prolongational reduction, it must specify “stability conditions” (in effect, it must “de-emancipate” dissonance).


  As Lerdahl’s list proceeds it becomes more and more specific, shading from minimum necessary conditions into the ideal conditions that will satisfy the author’s “aesthetic claims”: first, that “the best music utilizes the full potential of our cognitive resources,” and second, that “the best music arises from an alliance of a compositional grammar with the listening grammar.”67 Since the second esthetic claim merely restated the aim that furnished the argument’s starting point, its placement as the argument’s conclusion was obviously circular. Nor was that the only difficulty: by the end of the article, the author confessed a little sheepishly that, having pursued his theoretical insights into the realm of practical application, he found that “the constraints are tighter than I had bargained for.” Like Rochberg, he discovered by rejecting it a resistant utopian streak within himself: “Like the old avantgardists, I dream of the breath of other planets. Yet my argument has led from pitch hierarchies to an approximation of pure intervals, to diatonic scales and the circle of fifths, and to a pitch space that prominently includes triads.”68


  Yet, unwilling to admit that his proposed constraints “prescribe outworn styles,” he resolved to regard the constellation of traditional elements that have somehow forced themselves back into the picture not as an imperative but as “a reference point for other kinds of pitch organizations, not because of its cultural ubiquity but because it incorporates all of the constraints.” The article ends with a postmodernist “historical implication” similar to Rochberg’s, but differently grounded:


  
    The avantgardists from Wagner to Boulez thought of music in terms of a “progressivist” philosophy of history: a new work achieved value by its supposed role en route to a better (or at least more sophisticated) future. My second aesthetic claim in effect rejects this attitude in favor of the older view that music making should be based on “nature.” For the ancients, nature may have resided in the music of the spheres, but for us it lies in the musical mind. I think the music of the future will emerge less from twentiethcentury progressivist aesthetics than from newly acquired knowledge of the structure of musical perception and cognition.69

  


  


  Lerdahl’s conclusion was pounced upon at least as much as the conclusion of Babbitt’s “Who Cares If You Listen?” Modernists going back as far as Schoenberg, after all, saw their mission as one of emancipation above all, and here was a call to de-emancipate not only dissonances, but composers as well. The theory’s descriptive and prescriptive components were conflated by those who found intolerable the suggestion that humans are subject to innate limitations, and the word “constraint” was widely, perhaps deliberately, misread. A lecturer at Darmstadt accused Lerdahl of being “bent on enslaving the listener, who is expected to listen ‘correctly,’ by conforming to grammar-dictated conventions.”70 Despite his disclaimers, he was portrayed along with Rochberg as a purveyor of nostalgia.


  But however controversial or unverifiable its claims, Lerdahl was expressing a view that over the course of the century’s last decades, and hardly owing to his influence alone, gradually assumed dominance. Just as Charles Jencks could contend in 1986 that, although the critical consensus still favored modern architecture, “in any international competition now more than half the entries will be PostModern,”71 so by the late 1980s most young composers were persuaded, like Lerdahl, of the necessity for congruity between composing grammars and listening grammars.


  Especially in America, virtually all the emerging talents in the last two decades of the century were “neotonalists” (or “neoromantics,” as they tended to be called by their critics), by upbringing or conversion. A short alphabetical list of them, confined only to Americans, would include John Adams (b. 1947), Stephen Albert (1941–1992), William Bolcom (b. 1938), John Corigliano (b. 1938), Richard Danielpour (b. 1956), John Harbison (b. 1938), Aaron Jay Kernis (b. 1960), Libby Larsen (b. 1950), Stephen Paulus (b. 1949), Tobias Picker (b. 1954), Christopher Rouse (b. 1949), David Schiff (b. 1945), Joseph Schwantner (b. 1943), Michael Torke (b. 1961), Joan Tower (b. 1938), and Ellen Taaffe Zwilich (b. 1939). (The asterisks denote winners of Grawemeyer and Pulitzer prizes, the most prestigious forms of recognition available to “classical” composers; in 1999 the Grawemeyer Award went to the English composer Thomas Adès, born in 1971, who fits a similar stylistic profile.) It is worth noting, moreover, that composers born in the 1940s tended to be less equivocal about their embrace of a “tonal” composing grammar than those born in the 1930s, and those born in the 1950s and 1960s or later, who never went through a serial period, are the most straightforwardly “tonal” of all. Critics whose tastes and allegiances were formed earlier have been unpleasantly amazed to find that “the younger Romantics,” in the words of Jonathan W. Bernard, “are an even more conservative group, by and large, than their senior colleagues.”72 Bernard ascribes this “unnatural” situation to American provincialism and voices the


  
    hope that, in all respects that matter, the expression “return to tonality” is a misnomer, that composers, audiences, performers, and critics will eventually tire of the dwelling on the past and other retrogressive aspects of this movement, and that the progressive elements that shine forth in some of its better products will win out in the twenty-first century.73

  


  


  Robert P. Morgan, the author of TwentiethCentury Music (1991), probably the last survey of its kind to be written from an uncorrupted modernist perspective, ended it with a complaint that “the openness and eclecticism of current musical life has been bought at the expense of a system of shared beliefs and values and a community of artistic concerns.”74 The easiest dismissals come from those who invoke the traditional modernist taboo against popularity, accusing composers who have broken faith with the hermetic styles mandated by history of cynical pandering—”courting” fickle and recalcitrant audiences who have no real interest in the authentic tasks and purposes serious composers are required to face. “Composers anxious to make that career breakthrough see immediate public response as more important than approval by peers, conductors and music critics,” huffed one music critic (in the San Francisco Chronicle) after a concert season that had included premieres of new works by Adams and Tower. “Given the audiences and the commercialization of art,” he went on,


  
    it’s not surprising that many ambitious composers will try to tap that market any way they can. Simplified styles, borrowing on the tried and true, romantic and mystical cover stories, the parody and quotation of older music, and slick scoring are hallmarks of the new and chic “postmodernism.” With remarkable ease, the glib practitioners of the 1980s win grants, awards, commissions and residencies. The panels and juries that give these awards do not seem guided by criteria of quality.75

  


  


  To grumblings such as these postmodernists retort that the progressive/retrogressive dichotomy on which Bernard’s classification depends is a relic of an outmoded and rightly discredited philosophy of history. “Modernist ideology, while still dominant in an institutional sense, has become old-fashioned,” Lerdahl has written. “For a younger generation it embodies attitudes about human nature and history that are no longer credible.”76 It is those who hold on to their habitual views in the face of a changing set of sociological and epistemological conditions (or what scientists call a “paradigm”) who should be described as conservatives. As to Morgan’s complaint, postmodernists contend that the “community” to which modernists nostalgically refer was more nearly a “hegemony,” a system of institutional domination rather than a consensus. Meanwhile, the San Francisco critic’s impugning of postmodernist motives in defense of an undefined “quality,” like all ad hominem (or ad feminam) rhetoric, simply evades the issues. Modernists and their supporters were also, in their day, routinely accused of conspiracies.


  ONE PROPOSAL


  The issues can be clarified somewhat by examining Fred Lerdahl’s actual composing style, to see how it compares with his unusually explicit and outspoken theorizing. It turns out to be not quite as beholden to “outworn styles” as his theories caused him to worry, or the accusations of his critics might seem to suggest. It is based, rather, on a compromise between, on the one hand, a reinstated (“de-emancipated”) use of consonance and dissonance to effect tension and release, and, on the other, the kind of symmetricalized chromatic pitch relations that had a long history in twentiethcentury practice (particularly in Bartók and Berg), but that had only lately achieved comprehensive theoretical formulation in an influential treatise, Twelve-Tone Tonality, by the veteran American composer George Perle (b. 1915), the first edition of which was published in 1977.


  In that same year Lerdahl wrote a string quartet in which he first began to apply to contemporary problems of composition the principles that he and Jackendoff were developing for their “listening grammar” of tonal music. It is a “programmatic” work, like many works by theorists in the throes of formulation, in the sense that it sets forth its theoretical orientation as part of the actual musical argument. To put it bluntly, in addition to being a work of art, the quartet provides both an illustration and a practical test of the theory.


  The de-emancipation of dissonance is evident from the very start (Ex. 9-6). The consonant dyad G-D is stated in the first measure, repeated in the second, and, in the fourth, established through a cadence as a stable reference point (not to say a tonic). Even though no triads have yet been heard, it is clear that the piece is “tonal,” and that functional (if not necessarily conventional) harmonic closures will play a part in articulating its form. As Lerdahl has put it, “tonality is a psychological condition, not a stylistic one.”77 To put the functional premises of his quartet in terms of a cognitive grammar, one could say that a series of harmonic events unfolds in such a way that the listener is able to group them into discrete (and lengthening) time-spans characterized by fluctuations of harmonic tension. The listener, in short, is enabled (and encouraged) to apply intuitively the four processes held by the generative theory to translate aural stimuli into musical sense.


  The fifth chord is distinguished from the others not only statistically, by merely being different, but also qualitatively by being dissonant. Its relationship to the tonic dyad, moreover, is easily specified in terms of function, since every one of its four notes can be interpreted as a leading tone (two converging on G, two on D). Thus measures 3–4 constitute a “departure and return,” the basic form-defining gesture in traditional tonal music, even if the sonorities are not exactly those of traditional tonal music.


  Notice now that mm. 3–4 are enclosed within double bars and labeled “III.” They form a unit that takes its place in a series of such units that unfolds over the course of the piece and defines its form. Each begins and ends with the normative consonance, and (once other harmonies are introduced in the third unit) each performs a departure-and-return. Each is also longer than its predecessor. Group I lasts three beats, group II lasts four, III lasts five, IV lasts 7, V lasts 14, VI lasts 19, and so on. The later and longer groups expand in a rough 3:2 proportion, leading the ear to organize ever-greater time spans through prolongational reductions.


  The complex of upper and lower leading tones operating in tandem in group III already suggests that harmonic motion is proceeding according to a pair of symmetrical (“equal sum”) interval matrices like the ones deduced by Perle, among others, when investigating Bartók’s composing methods. (The difference, of course, is that Bartók’s matrices never converged on perfect fifths to produce the kind of consonant reference sonority or functional tonic on which Lerdahl’s system here depends.) The impressionis confirmed in group IV, when another chord is interpolated between the initial tonic dyad and the leading-tone complex, and it, too, relates to its companions by mirrorinversion: the first violin’s intervallic succession in m. 6, a descending tone and semitone, is mirrored by the second violin’s ascent by the same intervals to converge on G (allowing for an octave displacement at the end), while the viola and cello reproduce the same pattern implying convergence on D (allowing for the cello’s substitution of the more resonant “root” G at the end).


  EX. 9-6 Fred Lerdahl, String Quartet no. 1, sections I–XIV
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  We have made enough observations to warrant a hypothesis, as set forth in Ex. 9-7 a, where complete symmetrical matrices that converge on G and D are superimposed. Every chord in the quartet through m. 12 consists of a superimposed pair of dyads in the same position within their respective matrices. The first chord with more than four pitches in it, in m. 13, adds a dyad from the symmetrical matrix in which the G-D tonic is embedded as a unit (Ex. 9-7b). Having added the third matrix, we can now account for every harmony until the second measure of group VIII (not shown in Ex. 9-6), where the dyad Et-Bt (followed eleven beats later by its tritone complement, A-E) invokes the matrix given in Ex. 9-7 c.


  And so it goes. Successive Roman-numeral groups expand both in terms of the time-span they enclose and in terms of the pitch field on which they draw; in each case we are led from the normative consonance to a progressively further-out point and back again. The process provides for considerable variety (sometimes very dramatically expressed, like a sudden “modulation to E” near the middle of the piece) within a tightly organized and unified pitch system.


  EX. 9-7A Fred Lerdahl, String Quartet no. 1, analytical sketches, inversional matrices on D and G superimposed
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  EX. 9-7B Fred Lerdahl, String Quartet no. 1, analytical sketches, inversional matrix that includes reference dyad G-D
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  In the later, lengthier sections, Lerdahl sometimes underscores both the expanding durational plan and the there-and-back trajectory by inserting literal palindromes that open out gradually from motion in eighths to dotted halves and contract back to eighths as the pitches run in reverse (e.g., Ex. 9-8). These help the listener infer the compositional strategy from the musical surface. The consciously constructed compositional grammar is “transparent,” as Lerdahl would say, to the unconscious listening grammar. Or as Steve Reich would put it, the composer knows no secrets of structure that his listener cannot discover.


  EX. 9-7C Fred Lerdahl, String Quartet no. 1, analytical sketches, matrix that includes E-flat–B-flat and A-E
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  Although he describes his music as part of what he calls the “postmodern resurgence” of tonality (or more exactly, of hierarchical pitch and metric organization), it is clear that Lerdahl’s postmodernism is of a very different character from Rochberg’s or Del Tredici’s. It entails no consciously formulated expressive or representational purpose, nor any impulse to revive past styles; and, while it certainly takes listeners into account as arbiters of intelligibility, the intended audience seems to be basically the same academic audience that modernist composers address.


  Ex. 9-8 Fred Lerdahl, String Quartet no. 1, section (C 4)
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  Lerdahl’s reputation is far more academically circumscribed than Rochberg’s or Del Tredici’s, and he writes mainly for campus newmusic ensembles. He has even stated, in response to the usual attacks, that “serious composers, myself included, pay more attention to the work than to the audience,”78 and his sole stated theoretical preoccupation has been with devising and validating new techniques of composition. It is possible, ultimately, to regard his work as “progressive” in the “reformist” sense, correcting defects or errors that have deflected the evolution of music from the path of true progress. (The main error, as he puts it, was that of putting “complicatedness”79 —a musical surface densely cluttered with unprocessable information—in place of “complexity,” a depth or richness of structural relations that a listener is able to infer from that surface.) Nevertheless, his is an equally significant manifestation of the postmodernist impulse, precisely because it has taken place within the ivory tower, and within the traditional academic discourses of formalism and even science. Lerdahl’s project remains one of research and development, but it is no longer wholly “disinterested.” Innovation can no longer be validated solely on the basis of the old “master narrative.” Innovation must now pass a listener test, and that implies an “esthetic” — that is, a criterion of artistic quality—with a necessary social component. Cold-war purity, “Western”-style, has been breached, perhaps irrevocably.


  THE END OF SOVIET MUSIC


  What, then, about cold-war purity, “Eastern”-style? The complementary orthodoxy, adhered to (and sometimes enforced) within what during the cold war was called the Soviet bloc, demanded above all the “accessibility” and “transparency” of style that (when embraced by Rochberg or Lerdahl) the Western critical establishment deemed heretical, and frowned upon the idea of stylistic progress that had led the music of “bourgeois decadence” into social isolation. One might expect that as the frigidity of the cold war eased, so might doctrinal rigidity on both sides. And indeed, as social criteria crept back into (and undermined) Western modernist commitments, formalist ideas played a similar role among composers in Eastern Europe—at first among a subversive minority, later more openly and commonly. The principal effect in the East, as in the West, was a growing and finally dominant eclecticism.


  Besides the general liberalizing trend that followed the death of Stalin, known as the “Thaw” after the title of a 1954 novella by the Soviet writer Ilya Ehrenburg (1891–1967), a number of specific circumstances brought young Soviet musicians into previously risky or forbidden contact with the music of the European avantgarde. Official visitors from abroad, especially the Italian composer Luigi Nono, who occupied a singular position as a member of both the Western avantgarde and of the Communist Party, brought with them scores by “Darmstadt” composers and made gifts of them both to libraries and to individuals. The Canadian pianist Glenn Gould (1932–82) made a Soviet tour in 1957, during which he gave an informal recital for students and teachers at the Moscow Conservatory, playing works by Berg, Webern, and Krenek and lecturing through a translator about the technique of serial music. The most spectacular such occasion was an eightieth-birthday-year (1962) visit by Igor Stravinsky, who performed his music, met with students (and with the Soviet prime minister Nikita Khrushchev), and was accepted thereafter in his homeland as a “Russian classic.” The nascent impact of Western avantgarde music on Soviet musical life was furthered by the presence in Moscow of two immigrants who, although little known to the public, enjoyed considerable professional prestige. The older of the two was Filip Gershkovich (1906–89), a Romanian-born composer and music theorist who had studied with Berg and Webern, composed his first twelve-tone score in 1928, and fled from Nazi persecution to the Soviet Union in 1940. His music being unperformable in Russia at the time, Gershkovich worked as a music editor and an orchestrator of soundtrack music for films. He began attracting private theory pupils in the 1950s.


  One of them was Andrey Volkonsky (1933–2008), a young Moscow composer who belonged to a celebrated princely lineage (immortalized by Tolstoy in War and Peace) and was born in Geneva while his family was in exile from the Soviet Union. From 1945 to 1947 Volkonsky lived in Paris, where he studied piano with the Romanian-born virtuoso Dinu Lipatti. He was long reputed to have been one of Nadia Boulanger’s many pupils in composition, but it seems he made the claim only to pad his résumé when applying to the Moscow Conservatory after his family’s repatriation in 1947. At the Conservatory he became the pupil of the senior Soviet composer Yuri Shaporin (1887–1966). His early compositions met with success, particularly a Concerto for Orchestra, written under Shaporin’s direction, which was performed in 1953, the last Stalinist year. That same year, however, a fellow student denounced Volkonsky for having scores by Schoenberg and Stravinsky in his possession, and he was expelled from the Conservatory on the pretext that he had missed the beginning of classes owing to the birth of his first child.


  Enjoying the protection of Shaporin (and, it was widely assumed, of Shostakovich), Volkonsky retained his membership in the Union of Soviet Composers; his exclusion from the Conservatory only confirmed his unorthodox stance. In 1956, having connected with Gershkovich, Volkonsky produced Musica stricta, the first twelve-tone composition by a Soviet citizen. The irony of such a title for a work that became emblematic of creative freedom was only a facet of a more general cold-war irony: musical behavior that in the West would have been regarded as the height of conformity meant just the opposite within the Soviet sphere of influence. At a time when Soviet writers and visual artists on the cutting edge were beginning to explore social and political themes that had been taboo as subjects for treatment while Stalin was alive, their musical counterparts were withdrawing as far as possible from social commitment. Formalism was for musicians the most effective way of displaying nonconformism.


  A piano suite in four movements, Musica stricta is cast in an idiosyncratic twelve-tone idiom that is actually not at all strict. It is by no means confined in its pitch materials to twelve-tone rows, and when twelve-tone rows are used, they are varied in ways that are unrelated to Schoenbergian or Webernian procedures. “I didn’t really understand the techniques very well,” the composer admitted to an interviewer in 1999, “but I understood the principle.”


  
    I did some things incorrectly, but it’s good that I didn’t do everything correctly. There are octaves, which Schoenberg forbade, and also triads, which Schoenberg also forbade. But I simply didn’t know about that. I thought I had written a twelve-tone composition, and it’s true that those techniques can be found in places. And because of that I named the piece Musica Stricta, because of the strict techniques, although I unwittingly used them entirely according to my own manner.80

  


  


  In effect Volkonsky had responded as a listener to the sound of early twelve-tone music (or even earlier Viennese atonal music), rather than as an analyst to its technique. The writing is full of the stacked fourths and tritones (“atonal triads”) that abound in much early-twentieth-century music. The second movement, the easiest one to analyze in terms of row technique, is actually a sort of fugue or ricercar in which four rows seem to compete for dominance of the contrapuntal texture (Ex. 9-9). Volkonsky, who was then the Soviet Union’s only professional harpsichordist as well as its only twelve-tone composer, evidently fell back on the formal procedures of the Baroque repertoire, with which he was exceptionally familiar, as a frame to accommodate what was for him, as much as for any Soviet musician, a highly unfamiliar method of composing.


  EX. 9-9 Andrey Volkonsky, Musica stricta, II, mm. 1–9
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  By the time he composed The Lamentations of Shchaza (Zhaloba Shchazā, 1961), for soprano and instrumental quintet (English horn, percussion, harpsichord, violin, and viola), Volkonsky had had access to some of the representative scores of the “Darmstadt” school, obviously including Boulez’s Le Marteau sans maātre, which the work diligently imitates in its sound and gestures (although not in its strictly technical procedures, which, as Fred Lerdahl pointed out, were then quite arcane). Boulez returned the complement by performing Volkonsky’s work in London and Berlin in the late 1960s, thus bringing the existence of a Soviet “underground” avantgarde to the attention of musicians in the West.


  By then Volkonsky had several companions. Edison Denisov (1929 - 96), a protege of Shostakovich, was especially energetic in promoting advanced Western techniques and esthetic principles among his contemporaries. His apartment, like Volkonsky’s, became a lending library for scores that he had procured, beginning in the late 1950s, from Nono, Boulez, Stockhausen, Bruno Maderna, and other Darmstadters. He also agitated for performances of work by the advanced Soviet composers of the 1920s, hoping to forge a connection that would circumscribe the era of socialist-realist conformity. After analytical studies with Gershkovich and several trips to the Warsaw autumn festival, Denisov made his debut as an avantgardist with a twelve-tone cantata, The Sun of the Incas (1964), composed to a text by the Chilean poet Gabriela Mistral (1889 -1957) and dedicated to Boulez.


  A second center of Soviet avantgarde activity arose in Kiev (now the capital of Ukraine), the closest large Soviet city to Warsaw. Three Kiev composers — Leonid Hrabovsky (b. 1935), Valentin Silvestrov (b. 1937), and Volodymyr Zahortsev (b. 1944) — became known in the West when Joel Spiegelman (b. 1933), a composer and harpsichordist on the faculty of Sarah Lawrence College, brought their twelve-tone compositions back with him from a trip to the Soviet Union and had them performed, together with works of Volkonsky and Denisov, in New York. A benchmark for the recognition of Soviet twelve-tone music was reached in 1968, when Silvestrov’s Third Symphony, subtitled “Eschatophony,” became the first composition by a Soviet composer to be performed (under Maderna’s baton) at Darmstadt.


  The next year, an orchestral work by another Soviet avantgardist — Pianissimo by Alfred Schnittke (1934-98) — was performed at the Donaueschingen Festival, the other major West German contemporary-music showcase, which had in fact commissioned it. The composer, who had already had pieces performed in East Germany and Poland, was at the time earning his living in Moscow by writing soundtrack music for animated cartoons. He was not allowed to attend the festival. The restrictions placed on his employment and travel were heavily publicized, as was the program that the work was supposed to illustrate, a torture scene from Franz Kafka’s story “The Penal Colony,” in which an inmate is pricked by a multitude of tiny needles that inscribe a slogan on his body.


  The music, consisting of a tone cluster that expands à la Ligeti until it becomes a sonic cloud, must have sounded fairly old-hat at Donaueschingen but for the fact that it was the work of a Soviet composer. That was enough to tinge its Darmstadt conformism with iconoclasm—a typical cold-war inversion. But there was also a somewhat subtler sense in which Schnittke’s composition could be taken as un-or anti-Soviet, and that was the sense suggested by its title. Soviet composers were expected to make affirmative public statements, fortissimo. To speak in atonal whispers was genuinely countercultural (more for the whispers than for the atonality), and invested the oddly un-Slavic name of this shadowy Soviet son of a German-Jewish father and a Russian-born but ethnically German mother, whose first language was that of his parents and who divided his time between writing utilitarian film scores for a livelihood and unperformable masterworks “for the drawer,” with a romantic aura of martyrdom that continued to dominate reportage about him for the rest of his life.


  POLYSTYLISTICS


  Over the next decade, then, Schnittke emerged, together with Denisov and the Soviet Tatar composer Sofia Gubaidulina (b. 1931), as one of the so-called “Big Troika” of late-Soviet nonconforming composers regarded throughout Europe and America as major figures in contemporary music. Of the three, Schnittke was of particular interest for the way his career trajectory seemed to complement those of the Western postmodernists, taking his music out of the Darmstadt or Donaueschingen orbit and into the major or “mainstream” concert venues. This further stimulated press interest in him during his lifetime, and vouchsafed his posthumous reputation as a defining force in the music of the twentieth century’s final quarter.
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  FIG. 9-6 Sofia Gubaidulina, sketch for Offertorium, Concerto for Violin (1980, revised 1986).


  Like so many composers in the 1970s (but unlike Denisov, who remained faithful to the ideals of the 1950s, and to an orthodoxly “Boulezian” conception of the avantgarde), Schnittke abandoned serial technique out of a conviction that no single or “pure” manner was adequate to reflect contemporary reality, and that stylistic eclecticism—he called it “polystylistics”—had become mandatory. The watershed was Schnittke’s First Symphony (1972), the collage to end all collages, a grim riot of allusion and outright quotation, much of it self-quotation, in which Beethoven jostles Handel jostles Haydn jostles Mahler jostles Chaikovsky jostles Johann Strauss, and on into ragtime and rock, with parts for improvising jazz soloists. Here, too, the distinctive Schnittke orchestra first announced itself, an omnivorous combine to which the harpsichord is as essential as the electric bass guitar. All styles and genres are potentially and indiscriminately available to it. It is the musical equivalent of the chemist’s nightmare, a universal solvent.


  Like Mahler or Ives, Schnittke envisioned his symphony as a musical universe, enfolding all that is or could be within its octopus embrace. But it was not a loving embrace. Schnittke’s Tower of Babel proclaimed not acceptance of all things, but—as the work’s “dramaturgy” betokens—more nearly the opposite, an attitude of alienation in which nothing could claim allegiance. At its beginning only three musicians are onstage. The rest of the orchestra enters gradually, improvising chaotically until the conductor, who enters last, calls a halt. At the end, the players make random exits until (improving on Haydn’s “Farewell” Symphony), only a single violinist is left on stage, playing a childishly banal solo. But then everybody suddenly returns and seems ready to begin the piece all over again with the same unstructured freak-out as before. Again the conductor gives a signal, but instead of silence the orchestra gives out a sudden unison C—simplicity itself—on which note the symphony finally reaches an end.


  Simplicity so unearned and perfunctory can suggest no resolution, just dismissal. The world of Schnittke’s First Symphony recalls Dostoyevsky’s nihilistic world without God, where everything is possible—and so nothing matters. Within the oppressively administered world of Soviet totalitarianism, where nothing was possible and everything mattered, the sarcastic suggestion that all or nothing was the only available choice came as a dismally disaffected message. It was clearly the work of a resentful, marginalized artist. To that extent, at least, it remained securely modernist in attitude.


  And yet its very indiscriminateness contradicted modernist assumptions. Rather than postmodernism, the First Symphony signified mere “post-ism,” after-everythingism, it’s-all-overism. The work was so despairing—so subversive of socialist realism’s obligatory optimism—that it was allowed only a single performance in 1974, in Gorky (now Nizhniy Novgorod), a “closed city,” off-limits to foreigners, later notorious as the site of the dissident physicist Andrey Sakharov’s exile, before it was consigned to the index of prohibited works that lasted until Mikhail Gorbachev, the last Soviet leader, proclaimed the age of glasnost’ (“openness”) in the late 1980s.


  It took the addition of gallows humor to suggest a postmodern way out. Concerto Grosso No. 1 (1977), the first Schnittke composition to gain a big reputation in the West, deploys three distinct stylistic strata: the highly disciplined, intensely fiddled neobaroque passagework the title promised; an amorphous atonal sonic lava-flow; and syrupy Soviet pop music at its stalest, banged out on a prepared piano sounding like a cross between Radio Moscow’s signature chimes and the beating of ash cans. (No points for guessing which one wins out in the end.) The Concerto Grosso established the pattern that would distinguish Schnittke’s version of postmodernist collage. No longer despairingly helter-skelter like the First Symphony, Schnittke’s polystylism now took shape through bald, easily read contrasts. Plush romantic lyricism, chants and chorales and hymns (real or made-up), actual or invented “historical” flotsam (neoclassic, neobaroque, even neomedieval, as one finds in Pärt, a close friend of the composer), every make and model of jazz and pop—all of this and more are the ingredients. As they are stirred together, the pot frequently boils over in violent extremes of dissonance: tone clusters (a Schnittke specialty), dense polytonal counterpoint (often in the form of exceedingly close canons), “verticalized” melodies whereby the individual notes of a tune are sustained by accompanying instruments until they are all sounding together as a chord.


  Yet however harsh, aggressive, or even harrowing, the music never bewilders because it is never abstract. Discord, heard always as the opposite or absence of concord, functions as a sign, and so do all the myriad stylistic references. They do not merely stand for themselves, but point. It is this “semiotic” or signaling aspect, a traditional characteristic of Russian music (and especially of Shostakovich, Schnittke’s obvious model), that makes Schnittke’s later music so easily “read”—or rather, so easily paraphrased on whatever terms (ethical, spiritual, autobiographical, political) the listener may prefer. Nor did Schnittke neglect more traditional signaling devices like leitmotifs or symbolically recurring chords and sonorities.


  The result, as one critic observed, was “socialist realism minus socialism.”81 For some, it was hard to see any real difference between Schnittke’s postmodernism and old-fashioned Soviet “unmodernism.” But there was a difference, and it was a crucial one, because nothing was off-limits any longer. Both socialist realism and Western avantgardism had harbored taboos. While a student, conforming to the former, Schnittke knew that there were things he and his fellows could not do. But while dabbling in Darmstadt serialism, there were also things he and his fellow nonconformists could not do. For full inclusiveness, the rigid dichotomy that reflected and supported the divided postwar world had to be rejected. It was a solution that, as we have seen by now, transgressed equally on both sides of the cold-war boundary.


  With an unlimited stylistic range at one’s disposal, one could construct contrasts of a previously inconceivable extremity. Out of them one could achieve a more vivid instrumental “dramaturgy” than anything previously attempted in Soviet music. Maximalism could stage a comeback. Schnittke’s postmodernism reengaged with the grandest, most urgent, most timeless—hence (potentially) most banal—questions of existence, framed the simplest way possible, as primitive oppositions. With a bluntness and an immodesty practically unknown since the First World War, Schnittke’s music tackled life-against-death, love-against-hate, good-against-evil, freedom-against-tyranny, and (especially in concertos) I-against-the-world.


  As Alexander Ivashkin, his friend and biographer, put it, no one since Mahler had so unashamedly “undressed in public”82 as did Schnittke. In doing so, Schnittke recaptured the heroic subjectivity with which bourgeois audiences love to identify. The concerto, which has both a built-in exhibitionism and a built-in “oppositionism,” was the ideal medium for such a project, and so it is not surprising that Schnittke produced more concertos than any other major composer of his generation—twenty-two in all, including seven for violin (if one counts as concertos the orchestral arrangements of his two violin sonatas), three for piano (including one for piano four-hands), two for cello, two for viola, and seven concerti grossi for multiple soloists (counting among them a piece called Konzert zu 3 for violin, viola, cello, piano, and strings).


  This unique body of work was composed almost as if in collusion with an outstanding generation of late-Soviet soloists, particularly string virtuosos. Schnittke’s concentration on the traditionally humanoid, voice-aping strings, so often shunned for just that reason by old-fashioned modernists like Stravinsky, was another token of his spiritual kinship with the “neoromantics” in the West. But his music resembled theirs only slightly. Increasingly, the polystylistics were attached to an urgent moral program; and in this, perhaps, Schnittke showed himself a composer in the time-honored Russian, not just Soviet, tradition after all.


  “Good,” in Schnittke’s moral universe, was associated with a naive diatonicism exemplified by the finale of the first cello concerto (1986), a “Thanksgiving Hymn” à la Beethoven, composed shortly after the composer’s recovery from the first of a series of strokes that eventually took his life. “Evil” came in two forms. Absolute evil is represented by references to raucous popular music: its apotheosis comes in the third movement of the Third Symphony (commissioned and first performed in 1981 by the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra), where a platoon of anarchic rock guitars spewing feedback distortion attacks a panorama of German classics—a tribute to the Leipzig performers and their distinguished tradition.


  Schnittke’s most interesting music, perhaps, was that associated with “relative evil” or moral realism, consisting of “good” music distorted by avantgarde techniques. Consequently, for many listeners the most affecting Schnittke compositions are not the resolute, quasi-religious ones in which good triumphs, or the tragic ones in which evil is given unequivocal victory (like the Viola Concerto, with its pathetic, brutally quashed attempts at a harmonious cadence). In these, as the post-Soviet musicologist Levon Hakobian points out, the “moral of the story,” playing “an all-too-conspicuous role,”83 often reduces the musical content to a sort of accompaniment. But the works whose arguments vacillate at some fraught point between triumph and tragedy are often fascinating. A particularly compact and effective work of this kind is the Concerto for Piano and Strings (1979), written for the composer’s wife but first performed by the Soviet pianist Vladimir Krainev. The main theme, given many long preparations and a couple of climactic statements, is a stout chorale in C major that bears a small but probably not coincidental resemblance to the harmonized Orthodox chant, Gospodi, spasi ny (“Save us, O Lord”) that opens Chaikovsky’s famous 1812 Overture (Ex. 9-10). But on its every appearance, it has to fight its way through a barrage of “noise” in the form of disfiguring chromatics, or heterophony, or polytonality, or clusters, or microtones, or glissandi, or …


  EX. 9-10A Alfred Schnittke, Concerto for Piano and Strings, fig. [image: Image]
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  EX. 9-10B Pyotr Ilyich Chaikovsky, 1812 Overture, beginning
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  A macabre waltz section, reminiscent of many similar passages in Shostakovich but vastly exceeding them in harshness, reaches a point of maximum tension (“evil”), after which the piano, in a cadenza, tries in vain to shake off the malign influence. The ensuing reprise of the chorale (Ex. 9-11) shows the crazed soloist and the accompanying group at their point of greatest mutual disaffection. The soloist finally manages to derange the chorale, and a typically Schnittkean disintegration or entropy sets in. In the coda, the piano and orchestra seem to be back in sync, but the pianist’s last melody is a twelve-tone row, and the orchestra, having picked up each tone and sustained it, is left holding a gigantic “aggregate harmony” at the end. To the metaphysical maximalists of the early twentieth century—Scriabin, Schoenberg, Ives—who emancipated dissonance, the aggregate could mean wholeness. Within the context of Schnittke’s “de-emancipated” idiom, it seems more like the ultimate in disorientation.


  But while sharply dichotomized, extremes of consonance and dissonance (or tonality and atonality) do not register as incongruous within a style like Schnittke’s. They no longer stand for separate stages in a historical development. They are equally available, located not on a historical but on an expressive continuum. As in all the postmodernist music we have surveyed, dissonance is once again heard in relation to consonance, which resumes its status as the tacitly asserted (if easily destabilized) norm. The ease with which the normal is destabilized is perhaps the essential Schnittkean metaphor for our fallen moral state. There is no escaping the preachiness of that message.


  The tendency to sermonize, more than anything else, has made Schnittke a controversial figure. Moral commitment had long fallen victim to irony in modernist art, whether East or West; nor is black-and-white much of a moral color scheme. Upholders of “eternal moral categories”84 (as one admiring post-Soviet critic has described Schnittke) are exactly the sort that disillusioned sophisticates, especially in countries where artists risk nothing more than public indifference or the withholding of a grant, are apt to denounce as the sheep’s clothing of complacency or worse.


  But Schnittke’s Soviet background weighed in his favor. In the 1970s, following the expulsion of the dissident writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn from the USSR, it became fashionable in the West to look for signs of resistance in all late-Soviet art, and this gained for Soviet artists a measure of Western interest and respect that had formerly been denied them on the cold-war assumption that Soviet art was created under conditions of coercion and served the interests of the totalitarian state. (The notion that the better Soviet artists were dissident in direct proportion to their perceived artistic standing was of course just another way of stating the same cold-war prejudice.)


  EX. 9-11 Alfred Schnittke, Concerto for Piano and Strings, re prise of chorale
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  The tendency to look for messages-in-a-bottle in Soviet art was given a powerful boost in 1979, when a book called Testimony appeared, its subtitle proclaiming it to be “The Memoirs of Dmitry Shostakovich as Related to and Edited by Solomon Volkov.” The portrait the book painted of Shostakovich as a disaffected liberal, inserting antiCommunist messages between the lines of his compositions to encourage those of his countrymen “with ears to hear,” came at the right time. Its authenticity has been convincingly questioned (and zealously defended), but that debate has been a sideshow, hardly impinging on the book’s powerful appeal to many readers’ imaginations. Coinciding with the emergence of postmodernist styles in the West, and the weakening of the modernist grip on musical attitudes, the Shostakovich of Testimony became an interpretive touchstone against which a great deal of other music could be measured.


  Schnittke, more than any other composer, reaped the benefit of this development and began to command Shostakovich’simmense and growing following. Long oppressed by the same ideological dictatorship that had oppressed Shostakovich, Schnittke (unlike Shostakovich) survived it, and survived the nihilism to which his First Symphony had once attested. The appeal of his music, like Shostakovich’s, lay for many listeners less in its actual sound patterns than in their sense of the composer’s moral and political plight (and the fragility of his life, as his many debilitating illnesses became known). That empathy, born of historical awareness, lent an extra concreteness, an extra force to his musical plots and arguments—that is, to the way in which audiences construed and valued his paraphrase-inviting stylistic antitheses and juxtapositions.


  The Shostakovich debates, and Schnittke’s special status among his contemporaries, were perhaps the last musical symptoms of the cold war. By the time the cold war ended in Europe (with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, followed by the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991), not only Schnittke, but practically his whole generation of Soviet composers—Volkonsky, Gubaidulina, Pärt, Hrabovsky, and many others—were living abroad (mainly in Germany and the United States), the result of a mass emigration or “brain drain” that paralleled the one that attended the beginning of Soviet power in 1917. Denisov, though he never emigrated, spent at least part of every year, beginning in the 1980s, in Paris, as a guest of IRCAM (Institut de Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique), Boulez’s newmusic research foundation. PostSoviet Russian music dissolved into the general European modernist and postmodernist currents, of which it forms a newly vital, if no longer always stylistically distinctive, constituent.


  
    ********

  


  


  The term “postmodernism” is obviously unsatisfactory and temporary, a stopgap. Rochberg rejects it because it is semantically dependent on the modernism he opposes. Other writers, like Jonathan Kramer (1942 –2004), a composer and critic who wrote one of many retorts85 to Rochberg’s undeniably shrill polemics, suggest that postmodernism is merely the next stage in the history of modernism (which might seem to confirm Rochberg’s discomfort with the term). Leonard B. Meyer, who astutely predicted some of its attributes in theory when hardly any artist was putting it consciously into practice, used terms like “fluctuating stasis” or “stable pluralism” or “ahistorical and acultural taste” to describe the era that would necessarily follow the progress-driven ideology of modernism, whose eventual doom was inscribed in its very premises.


  Looking back on his predictions in 1992, Meyer noted with some satisfaction that the triumph of communications technology had irrevocably replaced that kind of linearity with a cultural “Brownian motion,” which he proceeded to define by recalling the physicist James Clerk Maxwell’s analogy to “a swarm of bees, where every individual bee is flying furiously, first in one direction and then in another, while the swarm as a whole is either at rest or sails slowly through the air.”86 There are signs, however, that technology may have brought about yet another revolution, the effects of which are only slowly looming into view, but which will decisively change the nature of music in the twenty-first century and beyond. It remains, in one last chapter, to explore some of these possibilities.


  


  


  CHAPTER 10


  Millennium’s End


  THE ADVENT OF POSTLITERACY: PARTCH, MONK, ANDERSON, ZORN; NEW PATTERNS OF PATRONAGE


  
    There are so many composers these days, you cannot perform all the worthy music that is being written.1

  


  


  
    —WILLIAM SCHUMAN, A “CONVERSATION” (1984)

  


  


  
    If the amorphous “new spirit” of contemporary music has any coherence at all, it lies in its spontaneity, immediacy, its fondness for subconscious decision-making … associated in part with the demise of the composer-scribe.2

  


  


  
    —NIGEL OSBORNE, INTRODUCTION (“EDITORIAL”) TO MUSICAL THOUGHT AT IRCAM (1984)

  


  


  
    Radios, records, and tapes allow the listener to enter and exit a composition at will. An overriding progression from beginning to end may or may not be in the music, but the listener is not captive to that completeness. We all spin the dial … 3

  


  


  
    —JONATHAN KRAMER, THE TIME OF MUSIC (1988)

  


  


  
    I like to say that I’m really rootless. I think that the music that my generation is doing is really rootless in a lot of ways, because we listened to a lot of different kinds of music from an early age, … and as a result we don’t really have a single home.4

  


  


  
    —JOHN ZORN, IN CONVERSATION WITH COLE GAGNE (1991)

  


  


  
    [We’re] simplifying the pitch landscape to allow you to pay attention to something else.5

  


  


  
    —PAUL LANSKY, IN CONVERSATION WITH KYLE GANN (1997)

  


  


  
    I remember Cage writing about [the painter] Jasper Johns, and how if Johns sees anything on his canvas that remotely resembles anything someone else has done, he destroys it. It took me a while to realize that there’s just the opposite way to be an artist: to be a kind of omnivorous personality. I think Stravinsky was one, and certainly Mahler was, and Bach as well—somebody who just reached out and grabbed everything, took it all in and through his musical technique and his spiritual vision turned it into something really great.6

  


  


  
    —JOHN ADAMS, IN CONVERSATION WITH DAVID GATES (1999)

  


  GRAND OLD MEN


  To say that modernism “collapsed” in the last quarter of the twentieth century would be as one-sided and misleading (and perhaps as wishful) as the old claim that tonality had collapsed in the same century’s first quarter. It is worth one last reminder that all “style periods” are plural, and that the dominance of trends is never as absolute or obvious as historical accounts inevitably make them seem. At century’s end, just to pick the most conspicuous examples, Milton Babbitt (aged eighty-four) and Elliott Carter (aged ninety-two) were both still impressively productive as composers (Fig. 10-1).
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  FIG. 10-1 Fifty-two New York composers photographed by Bruce Davidson at the United States Customs House on 29 September 1999. Milton Babbitt and Elliott Carter are the two figures closest to the camera, with George Perle at left in the second row and Paul Lansky behind Perle.


  Karlheinz Stockhausen was still keeping up appearances as an avantgarde icon: in 1995, he made some headlines with a string quartet in which the players “phoned in” their parts from separate helicopters in which they were airborne. (The Salzburg Festival, which commissioned it, was prevented from producing it by local environmentalists.) Six years later, aged seventy-two, the composer was awarded a large prize for the work by the Deutscher Musik-verleger-Verband (the German Music Publishers’ Association). Still an enfant terrible at heart, Stockhausen made much bigger headlines later in 2001 with the remark that the terror attack that destroyed New York’s World Trade Center was “the greatest work of art there has ever been.”7 Though shocking at the time, the sentiment (or fantasy) was familiar: Hans Werner Henze, in an essay of 1964, recalled Stockhausen “at the beginning of the 1950s,” looking down on Vienna through the window of an automobile and gloating, “In a few years’ time I will have progressed so far that, with single electronic bang, I’ll be able to blow the whole city sky-high!”8


  In the year 2000 another old firebrand, Pierre Boulez, was honored at the age of seventy-five with the Grawemeyer Award, the most lucrative of all classical music “purses” (which the year before had gone to the twenty-eight-year-old Thomas Adès, a model postmodernist from England), for Sur incises, an exemplary serial composition scored for three pianos, three harps, and three “mallet” percussionists. Like most Boulez compositions by that time, it was based on an earlier work; the prize was generally regarded as a well-earned “lifetime achievement” award.


  These composers, all highly distinguished and quite loftily unaffected by recent trends, remained the object of the sort of critical adulation that always attends grand old men. But their ages were significant. Their styles remained modern, but they were the opposite of new. Whether serial (like Babbitt’s and Boulez’s) or not (like Stockhausen’s and Carter’s), their music identified them as senior composers, working in idioms that even their most respectful juniors had to regard as outmoded. Despite their honors, they knew that they had been marginalized, and took it hard. Carter expressed his resentment at the success of the “New Simplicity” indirectly, in titles like A Celebration of Some 100 × 150 Notes (a short orchestral piece first performed in 1987), and by—like Stravinsky—employing spokespersons, notably his pupil and biographer David Schiff, to vent his spleen at “the tyranny of the audience.”9 Babbitt, invited to comment on recent developments in the program book for the 1984 sequel to the “New Romanticism” festival described in the previous chapter, delivered himself of a self-pitying tirade, “The More Than Sounds of Music,” in which he came close to casting himself and his colleagues as victims of an esthetic mugging by unnamed (but plainly enough identified) totalitarian forces. It would be an interesting exercise to ferret out all the code words in its concluding paragraphs:


  
    
      It is certain to be observed that the “music” being buried, at least in the archives, will be mourned by few, since it was loved by so few. If “good” or “worthy” is to be determined by the counting of ears (at least that is an explication of that supervenient), then let it be noted that there is a musical arena where the true cultural heroes of this people’s cultural democracy hold forth, where a mere seventy-five million copies of a single record album are purchased. And if this be adjudged a rude category error, where should the category boundaries be drawn, and by whom? By those who will not or cannot offer reasons, and so only can be called unreasonable? By such a mighty computermite as condemns Brahms for his elitist, inconsiderate “just another modulation” (the very language of the condemnation reveals the sophistication of the analysis)? By those who dismiss a work by the invocation of a prioris as to what music (allegedly) has been, or never was, and therefore should be?


      Perhaps music today does present a confusing, even confused picture; for all that it is a truism to remark that the world of music never before has been so pluralistic, so fragmented, with a fragmentation which has produced severe factionalization, it is nonetheless true. But not even those composers who dare to presume to attempt to make music as much as it can be rather than the minimum with which one obviously can get away with music’s being under the current egalitarian dispensation would wish to have contemporary compositional variety (however skeined, stained, or—even—strained) diminished by fiat, mob rule, or verbal terrorism.10

    

  


  


  But the rejection, this time, had been performed not by “the people,” or by journalists or concert managers or recording executives, but by the writers of tomorrow’s music.


  TERMINAL COMPLEXITY


  The youngest composers working in styles and media comparable to those of the grand old men were around forty by the time Babbitt wrote his fulminations. Two of them, Brian Ferneyhough (b. 1943) and Michael Finnissy (b. 1946), were English composers associated with the Darmstadt Summer Courses, where Ferneyhough coordinated the composition program between 1984 and 1994. They formed the nucleus of a group identified with “the New Complexity,” a term coined by the Australian music theorist Richard Toop in direct and embattled reaction against the advancing tide.


  Their manifestos, many of them unprintable in a book like this, were worthy successors to the original Darmstadt blasts surveyed in chapter 1. And their music was, at least in appearance, even more complicated. To speak of the appearance of the music is in this case not trivial, because composers associated with the New Complexity put much of their effort into finding notations for virtually impalpable microtones, ever-changing rhythmic divisions and tiny gradations of timbre and loudness in an effort to realize their ideal of infinite musical evolution under infinitely fine control and presented with infinite precision, with absolutely no concession to “cognitive constraints.” As a result, to quote Christopher Fox (another British composer who has worked at Darmstadt), their scores “pushed the prescriptive capacity of traditional staff notation to its limits, with a hitherto unprecedented detailing of articulation.” 11


  The claim displays a familiar sort of bravado, but it is probably true: see Fig. 10-2, from Ferneyhough’s String Quartet no. 2 (1980). It is not an unusually complicated page for Ferneyhough, but it shows clearly his device of “nested rhythms” (tiny sextolets in the time of five sixteenths within medium triplets inside of big quintolets, etc.) that motivated the notational extremities, plus the individual editorial attention given every single note (each with its own articulation mark and, usually, its own dynamic) and the “extended” playing techniques (trilled artificial harmonics, microtonal glissandos, etc.) that reflect the composer’s determination to diversify at all costs. “It is imperative,” the composer wrote, “that the ideology of the holistic gesture be dethroned in favor of a type of patterning which takes greater account of the transformatory and energetic potential of the sub-components of which the gesture is composed.”12 Nothing is too small to be individuated, or given a distinctive written shape. The “late, late Romantic” implications are familiar enough: the notes are rugged individuals whose rights must be respected.


  But despite the evident progress it fostered in notational technology the movement was too obviously a rearguard action to inspire much interest. Nobody took the “new” in New Complexity seriously, not even its coiner. “Still complex” is what he really meant, wrote Toop, “but who uses labels like that?: they don’t sell well!”13 Even its sympathizers kidded it: Barry Truax (b. 1947), a Canadian composer and acoustician, good-naturedly undermined Ferneyhough’s ideology of endless differentiation with the remark that, after all, the New Complexity was “a lotta notes.”14 That could be a selling point: Michael Finnissy proudly billed his 5[image: Image]-hour History of Photography in Sound as being (in pointed comparison with the minimalists) “the longest nonrepetitive piano piece to be performed.”15 But Eric Ulman, a former pupil of Ferneyhough, aired some tough objections of a kind that had always dogged modernist art, but now seemed especially relevant. “Sometimes,” he warned,


  
    the “complex” score becomes an intimidation mechanism, staving off critical scrutiny by cultivating incomprehension, substituting colorful notational and verbal detail for musical detail, and depending on an inevitable inaccuracy of interpretation for either a genuinely improvisatory performative power or a final excuse for the failure of the material to present itself audibly.16

  


  


  The notational detail was significant, even if the music was not; for its intricacy set a benchmark that is never likely to be equaled, let alone surpassed. The primary concern of this final chapter will be to show why this is so.


  “BIG SCIENCE” ECLIPSED


  Although he remained a commanding presence on the musical scene, Boulez lost his hold on young composers even as he created opportunities for them. One reason was the steady decline in his productivity over the 1970s, caused in part by his engagement between 1971 and 1977 as music director of the New York Philharmonic, and by his simultaneous conducting commitments elsewhere and everywhere. Even after leaving the Philharmonic post, Boulez has been active mainly as a conductor with a heavy international schedule, in incessant demand for commercial recording of early-twentieth-century repertoire with major orchestras, and as leader of a handpicked new music group, the Ensemble InterContemporain.
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  FIG. 10-2 Ferneyhough, Quartet no. 2.


  Composition went on the back burner. Four years after giving up full-time employment as a conductor, Boulez produced Répons (1981), a twenty-minute composition for chamber orchestra, six solo instruments (two pianos, harp, vibraphone, glockenspiel, and cimbalom) and live electronics. An extended, thirty-three-minute version of the piece was performed the next year, and in 1984 a full-hour, “full evening” variant was unveiled and taken on an international tour. The longer versions contained no actual new material but were developments, in the traditional motivic sense, of the original piece. That mode of meticulous elaboration has become Boulez’s primary compositional method. Répons was further cannibalized in two chamber works, both titled Dérive (I, 1984; II in two versions, 1990, 1993). Since then Boulez has produced only one short piano piece (Incises, 1994) that is not a reworking of earlier pieces, some going back to the 1940s; and (as we know) Incises itself was cannibalized in the Grawemeyer Award-winning composition of 1998.


  This strangely symptomatic way of living, compositionally, in the past seems related to the circumstances of Boulez’s late career. Répons was composed at IRCAM, the electroacoustical research institute the French government (under President Georges Pompidou) set up for Boulez as an inducement to lure him back from America. Fully operational from 1977, when Boulez took up the reins, it was touted as a “meeting place for scientists and musicians,”17 but in practical terms it amounted to a sort of laboratory, well stocked with electronic and computer equipment and well staffed with technicians, to which composers from all over the world (as well as some musicologists and music theorists) were invited for residencies and fellowships. Boulez retained the directorship of the center until 1992 and devoted much of his energy to its administration. But creatively he was from the start a somewhat isolated figure even there. Even there, a basic esthetic and generational divide loomed up.


  In 1984, when Boulez finished the final version of Répons, he was fifty-nine years old, between one and two decades older than any of the support staff. Most of the technicians came from (or at least had significant exposure to and knowledge of) the world of commercial pop music, where as much or more progress was being made in audio technologies than in the world of the cloistered avantgarde. And while nobody thought that IRCAM was going to be hospitable to pop music, the differences in background and viewpoint nevertheless showed up in attitudes toward technology, its applications, and its benefits.


  As the stately beneficiary of unprecedented government largesse, and no doubt remembering the wall-covering, $175,000 Mark II synthesizer bestowed on Babbitt by corporate patrons at the Columbia-Princeton electronic music lab, Boulez was fervently committed to the conspicuous consumption of technology. He had his own custom-built “machine” at IRCAM, the 4X computer developed by the Italian engineer Giuseppe di Giugno to Boulez’s specifications. The 4X was an enlarged and more sophisticated version of a “live electronic music” device called a Halaphone, which could modify the timbres of instruments as they were being played, and disperse their outputs, by means of a computer program, among the speakers of an electroacoustical installation. The engineer who processed these transformations and moved the sounds around during the performance was in effect a member of the performing ensemble. (Boulez had first employed a Halaphone in an instrumental septet calledExplosante-fixe, composed in 1971.)


  The 4X, an exceptionally rapid computer for its day, greatly enhanced the capacity and versatility of real-time digital sound processing. It was (to borrow a phrase from Dominique Jameux, a musicological disciple of Boulez) “the technological ‘trophy’ of IRCAM,”18 and conferred status on the few who were qualified and privileged to use it. Or as Boulez’s personal technician put it, the 4X was “the Rolls Royce of computer music.”19 Its size, costliness, and complexity, and the difficulty of running it (which required a special expertise that few if any composers possessed), made it an indispensable emblem of progress, and a tangible justification for the whole IRCAM enterprise, which relied heavily on public funds. The Institute’s commitment to spectacular big-system development — “Big Science,” as it was called in America—thus had a nationalistic significance for the French in addition to an artistic one.


  But there was a paradoxical or ambivalent side to high-tech modernism, since one of the principal tenets of the modern movement had always been the composer’s autonomy or freedom from external factors. So technology, whatever prestige or possibilities it may deliver, is inherently suspect. It must be kept in its place; it must never seem to dominate or determine the artist’s conception. As Jameux put it (speaking for Boulez), there must be no compromise of “the necessary priority of compositional thought over the empiricism of dealing with a machine.”20 Hence Répons is a completely composed composition (to put it as redundantly as the situation demands), with a fully specified score that includes a part for an engineer or “sound designer” who performs it exactly the same way every time.


  Thus, even as the maximum technological potential is demanded, its application is held in check. Jameux comments that the work “derives its armature from the perenniality of a completely notated score, which could almost be played and suffice in itself,”21 that is, without the electroacoustical transformations. So, paradoxically, the legitimacy of the computer technology is established by limiting it almost to the point where it becomes superfluous. “Whatever the degree of success of the processes of transformation, and of the electroacoustic equipment in general, the ‘machine’ treatment seems subordinated to a relatively traditional musical text,” she writes. “We do not have the impression (although this is a purely personal opinion) that the available technology gave rise to the composition, but rather that an abstract idea—enshrined in the title — led to a score written in the light of what technology could offer in addition.“ It is safe to say that this squeamishness was not only the commentator’s, but the composer’s as well.


  IRCAM’s support staff, meanwhile, was more and more intrigued with the burgeoning “digital revolution,” the commercial development of personal computers and software that miniaturized, standardized, and democratized technology. A rift opened up between Boulez, whose aristocratic disdain for small machines reflected his high modernist commitments, and David Wessel (b. 1942), an American psycho-acoustician and composer with a jazz background, who was serving as IRCAM’s director of pedagogy, over the introduction of mass-produced Apple Macintosh computers and Yamaha synthesizers. An impasse was reached in 1984, when Boulez forbade the move and Wessel (who had negotiated independently with the American and Japanese companies) ordered them anyway.


  There was even a political component to the struggle: production of the 4X machine had been contracted through the French government to a company (Dassault/Sogitec) that was mainly engaged in the design and manufacture of high-tech aircraft and munitions equipment for the military. IRCAM was thus implicated in what Americans call the “military-industrial complex.” Those advocating the downsizing of technology made it a “Green” issue; those committed to Big Science invoked traditional avantgarde hostility to commercialism.


  Georgina Born, an English anthropologist and cultural critic with a musical background who in 1984 had received a grant to conduct an “ethnography” of IRCAM as a thesis project, built her narrative (published in 1995 as Rationalizing Culture: IRCAM, Boulez, and the Institutionalization of the Musical AvantGarde) around this controversy, which she luckily happened to be on the scene to witness, casting it as a paradigmatic modernist-postmodernist confrontation. She made acompelling case for its significance, especially in the light of the outcome. Despite Boulez’s opposition, the “dissident” faction led by Wessel triumphed, even if Wessel himself was disaffected in the process and departed for the University of California at Berkeley, where he became head of a Center for New Music and Technology. The downsizing of technology, while a personal defeat for Boulez, nevertheless transformed IRCAM in accordance with changes that were sweeping the whole world of information processing, keeping the Paris institution relevant and, in effect, saving it.


  The essential irony of late-twentieth-century art—the transformation of the avantgarde (vanguard) into an arrièregarde (rearguard) precisely because of its commitment to an old concept of the new—was thus dramatically encapsulated. The change of course at IRCAM reflected in microcosm the transformations in the wider world that led the American composer Kyle Gann to suggest that “centuries from now, the years 1980 to 1985 may well appear one of the most significant watersheds in the history of music.”22 It is of course far too soon to gauge the accuracy of such a prediction, but the world that many musicians inhabit at the time this text is being written did come into being then. And to describe it is a fitting way to conclude a book devoted to tracing the history of the fine art of music in the West. For the defining feature of that history, as emphasized from page one, has been its reliance on written transmission; and what the digital revolution of the 1980s presaged above all was liberation from the literate tradition to which Boulez remained so unbendingly attached, and its probable eventual demise.


  TWENTIETHCENTURY “ORALITY”


  Yet at the same time another point emphasized throughout the present multivolume narrative has been the persistence of the oral tradition. It has never been fully supplanted in Western classical music or anywhere else. To learn any instrument one needs a live teacher who instructs as much by example as by verbal precept. We all know songs—including “composed” songs like “Happy Birthday” or “Take Me Out to the Ball Game”—that we learned by ear. No musical repertoire, not even the Beethoven symphonies, is wholly fixed and transmitted by its text; there are always unwritten performing conventions that must be learned by listening and reproduced (and that, like spoken languages, change over time).


  The point has already been made, moreover, that the one musical medium that originated in the twentieth century—namely, the electronic—is the one that depends least on writing. It achieves what written texts achieve—namely, the fixing of the unique artwork—even better than written texts can do, and it does so without the use of texts. Or rather, “text” and “work” can fuse under electronic conditions so as to produce a definitive work-object (phonograph record, tape reel, cassette, CD, MP3 file) in a way that the intervention of human performers inevitably precludes.


  So there have been two ways of doing without writing since the mid-twentieth century: the novel “autographic” or performerless way, in which the composer creates a unique object (as a painter produces a canvas) that can be mechanically reproduced but requires no reenactment in order to go on existing; and the age-old, traditionally “oral” way, in which there are only live performances, not objects (only acts, not texts). But an orally transmitted performance can also be recorded. And so twentiethcentury technology has provided a bridge between the two methods of nonliterate art-production; or rather, it has enabled the two methods to surround and attack the literate tradition like pincers. The paradoxical fact is that recording and electroacoustical technologies have not only produced their own media, but also spurred the professional revival in the late twentieth century of age-old oral practices normally associated with folklore, giving rise to the genre that is known, for want of a better term, as performance art. So before resuming our account of the digital revolution of the 1980s, we need to fill in a bit of “oral” background.


  HOBO ORIGINS


  The great precursor here was Harry Partch (1901–74), as close to a total maverick or “alternative” figure as the history of music can provide. He not only talked the talk of a maverick; he lived the life as well. His was a nomadic existence that included a period in 1935 (at the depths of the Great Depression) as a “hobo” or vagrant, a homeless wanderer living in various transient shelters along the West Coast of the United States. A diary he kept during this period, published posthumously under the title Bitter Music, shows him translating his social alienation into an artistic program. There are many Musorgsky-or Janáček-like notations of overheard “speech-melodies” (Ex. 10-1), followed by attempts at harmonizing them, and even a few sketches that shape them into dramatic scenes, including some that eventually found their way into his “music-dance drama” King Oedipus.


  His hobo experiences became the subject matter for several of his works. Four of them, gathered up into a suite or cycle called The Wayward, constitute a unique panorama of depression life. Barstow: Eight Hitchhiker Inscriptions from a Highway Railing at Barstow, California (1941, revised 1968) was the first. The others were US Highball: AMusical Account of a Transcontinental Hobo Trip (1943, revised 1955), San Francisco: ASetting of the Cries of Two Newsboys on a Foggy Night in the Twenties (1943, revised 1955), and The Letter: A Depression Message from a Hobo Friend (1943, revised 1972). Inspired by his resentments, and by ancient and exotic models of ritual theater, Partch, though trained in it, turned his back on the entire tradition of Western music—its tuningfig.10-3HarryPartch. systems, its instruments, its conventional notations, its social practices, its customary venues—and sought to create a better alternative: a didactic and communal Gesamtkunstwerk (he called it “integrated corporeal theater”23) founded on a musical system that harnessed the fabled powers of just intonation, speech-song, and choric dancing to exert spiritual influence and effect social change.
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  FIG. 10-3 Harry Partch.


  “I am first and last a composer,” Partch wrote in 1942. “I have been provoked into becoming a musical theorist, an instrument builder, a musical apostate, and a musical idealist, simply because I have been a demanding composer.”24 His inability to compromise (or to work with collaborators as equals, as the choreographer Alwin Nikolais found out in 195725) was at once the source of the considerable fascination his work exerted during his lifetime—and even more powerfully after his death, when he became a legendary “pioneer”—and the source of its incommunicability except through the person of the composer.


  Partch wrote a large book, Genesis of a Music (1949, revised 1974), to expound his theories. It contains an irately skewed history of music (“Corporeal versus Abstract Music”) to legitimize his ideas and make them seem like the answer to all the big questions; a detailed and mathematically sophisticated treatise on his tuning system; and a description, replete with photographs, of the numerous imaginatively designed and skillfully built instruments he had had to make in order to provide the forty-three unequally tempered tones to the octave that his modal theories demanded.


  The Partch instrumentarium comprised plucked and bowed string instruments, “adapted” with extra-long fingerboards on which intonation points were marked, as on medieval monochords; “chromelodeons,” or modified reed organs; “kitharas,” harps or lyres played with plectra; “harmonic canons,” or psalteries played with plectra; adapted kotos; many tuned percussion instruments, including marimbas and mbiras in many sizes; and “cloud chamber bowls,” tops and bottoms of twelve-gallon Pyrex bottles sawed off to precise measurements (so called because the original ones came from a radiation laboratory at the University of California at Berkeley). These instruments, visually beautiful, were always visible in performance, on stage along with the singers and dancers in Partch’s theatrical works, like the pianos in Stravinsky’s Les noces.


  Partch did invent tablature notations for his instruments; Ex. 10-2 shows the beginning of Barstow both in Partch’s tablature and as transcribed by the musicologist Richard Kassel to show (approximately) the actual pitches. But like ancient neumes, Partch’s tablatures best served performers who had already rehearsed “hands-on” with the composer, or with someone to whom the composer had transmitted the work orally. Thus, to perform his music adequately, Partch’s charismatic presence was always required. As his reputation grew, he was invited to residencies and research fellowships at educational institutions (among them the Universities of Wisconsin and Illinois and Mills College in Oakland, California). There he would gather around him groups of interested students and musicians, whom he taught by example, and put on recitals and, later, dramatic spectacles.


  Once performed, however, they could be adequately preserved only in recordings—a bitter irony, given Partch’s extreme commitment to the physicality of live performance. “I believe in musicians who are total constituents of the moment, irreplaceable,” he wrote, “who may sing, shout, whistle, stamp their feet; in costume always or perhaps half naked, and I do not care which half.”26 But he was the truly irreplaceable component. A Columbia LP disk, issued in 1968 and containing three works including Barstow, was the only stereophonic recording of fully professional quality he ever made.


  EX. 10-1 Harry Partch, Bitter Music, speech melodies
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  On his death his instruments went to Montclair State University in New Jersey, and from there to the Smithsonian Institution. A few of his disciples, notably Danlee Mitchell, a percussionist and conductor who was Partch’s companion from 1956 to his death, have continued to perform on them or on replicas. In the 1980s, Mitchell brought Partch’s work to Europe for the first time. But the likelihood of Partch performances diminishes every year, evenas historical interest in his work hasmounted and its influence has spread. A ruinous limit on dissemination was the price Partch paid for his idealism.


  EX. 10-2A Beginning of Harry Partch’s Barstow, Partch’s tablature
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  Two of his music theater pieces, preserved in fairly primitive recordings on Partch’s own “Gate 5” label, were actual adaptations of ancient Greek plays, putting Partch in a noble line going right back to the Florentine Camerata at the wellsprings of opera. King Oedipus (1951), based on W. B. Yeats’s translation of Sophocles, was produced at Mills College in 1952 and, because the Yeats estate withheld permission to use the text, it was revised for recording (at the Sausalito Arts Fair) in 1954. It is probably the purest and most effective extant example of Partchian Gesamtkunstwerk. The most famous Partch composition, Revelation in the Courthouse Park, after Euripides’s Bacchae, is less representative. It was staged in 1962 at the University of Illinois, where one of Partch’s admirers, the microtonal composer Ben Johnston (b. 1926), was on the faculty. It was intended as an overt and timely political statement, and as such it caused some modification of the composer’s usual style.


  Revelation was inspired by Partch’s perception of a parallel between the orgiastic rites of Dionysus as portrayed by Euripides and “two phenomena of present-day America.”27 One was the Pentecostal revival meeting (“religious ritual with a strong sexual element”), and the other was the reception that pop singers like Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley enjoyed among their fans. “I assume,” Partch wrote drily, “that the mobbing of young male singers by semihysterical women is recognizable as a sex ritual for a godhead.”28 It stood in his mind for the triumph of “mediocrity and conformity” in postwar America and their threat to the founding values of the American republic, namely the rights and the integrity of the individual.


  Scenes from Euripides are juxtaposed with contemporary counterparts depicting a small town’s reaction to a visit by an updated Dionysus, a hybrid faith-healer and rock ‘n’ roll star named Dion, something like an Oral Roberts (or a Billy Graham) and an Elvis Presley rolled into one. King Pentheus and his mother Agave, the chief victims of the Dionysian frenzy in Euripides, become “Sonny” and “Mom.” Under the wild influence of Dion, the crazed Mom murders the skeptical Sonny. The audience is invited to contemplate, and to “consider” (in the words of W. Anthony Sheppard, a historian of twentiethcentury music theater), “the menace of mindless group behavior.”29 The score, uniquely for Partch, combines his singular neoantique idiom with American vernacular styles, in keeping with the alternation of scenes. It is no “crossover,” however. The use of popular styles in illustrating the degradation of the townspeople renders a fiercely negative (as well as misogynistic) judgment on them.


  EX. 10-2B Beginning of Harry Partchs Barstow, as transcribed by musicologist Richard Kassel
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  The tragedy of Revelation in the Courthouse Park unwittingly exposes Partch’s own fatal ambivalences. His life experiences at the margins of society imbued him with an implacable individualism to which the drama gave overt approval. “I was not going to be straitjacketed by anyone,” he snarled defiantly at an interviewer in the year of his death, “I was going to be completely free.” He saw himself, like Sonny, threatened by the herd instincts at the core of American life. But his manner of functioning as an artist inevitably made him a charismatic leader like Dion, requiring what Ben Johnston called “cultlike devotion”30 from his performers. And Dion was nothing if not a “corporealist,” from whom Partch could not withhold a grudging (homoerotic) admiration. He saw his own staged embodiment of evil as “an exotic altar priest whose revolving ass is not a lustful and transitory whim, but a divine right.”31 His inability to resolve these conflicts ensured that his work, imprisoned in its idiosyncrasies and dependent on his own function as an altar priest, would effectively die with him.


  So his posthumous influence, while potent, has been almost entirely in the realm of ideas and social practice rather than in actual musical practices or styles. “Among his disciples may be counted all American composers who employ just intonation and most of those who use microtones,”32 claimed one of them, Andrew Stiller, who went on to ascribe to Partch’s influence all kinds of later developments from percussion music to multimedia music theater to minimalism to “sound-sculpture” installations. A more realistic assessment would cast Partch as a spiritual forerunner to musicians of a “Green” persuasion, who responded, as the times caught up with him, less to Partch’s actual music than to the example of his easily romanticized existence. He has been elected posthumously to the “bum aristocracy”33 that (as we may read in Bitter Music) he despised in life.


  That is why, despite Partch’s musical purism, his denigration of popular culture, and his classical training, he became, according to the pop critic Damon Krukowski, “one of a handful of composers who seem to interest rock musicians.”34 Musically he had little in common with them, but he worked the way they do. His style was a function of his medium (or vice versa); he composed viscerally, at his instruments; he rehearsed his musicians by rote and performed from memory. And that has made him an inspiration not just to rock musicians but to the increasing number of composers who have relied, in the quarter of the twentieth century that Partch missed, on various sorts of oral transmission to disseminate their work.


  IMAGINARY FOLKLORE


  In this sense, Partch’s most direct conceptual descendant is Meredith Monk (b. 1942), a composer whose career was only beginning at the time of his death, and who has never mentioned him among her influences. Like Partch, she began as a lonely outsider, creating an eccentric music “corporeally,” by training her own voice to do things no one (at least within the traditions of her schooling) had thought of doing before. At a time when no one could duplicate (or was interested in duplicating) her effects, she became her own performance medium. She told an interviewer, who asked whether her pieces were autobiographical, that her relationship to her work went deeper than that. “I was using,” she said,


  
    myself as material. I was very objective about it, though, so it wasn’t really autobiographical. It was more that my hair was material, and my singing with a guitar was material. It was personal in a way that I let myself use myself—anything that I had—as material. But then it was made into a piece of poetry, because it was extremely objectified.35

  


  


  Partch could have said that. Monk’s music was, like his, produced at the outset from within her own body. But where Partch (like the ancient Greeks) did everything for the sake of words and their expressive projection, Monk tried to dispense with words without dispensing with the expressive projection. Most of her early compositions are solo songs, with simple piano accompaniments (usually ostinatos and grounds) for herself to play while producing an astonishing variety of nonverbal vocal sounds: sometimes invented syllables sung conventionally, sometimes more elemental sonorities—unusual wobbles and vibratos, nasal timbres, extreme registers, guttural breathing, vocalized inhaling—that Monk, preempting a common reaction from listeners, called “folk music from another planet.”36 Looking back on her early work in 1979, she summed it up as “working with the solo voice as an instrument.”


  
    After classical voice training and experience as a folk and rock singer, I realized that I wanted to create vocal music that had the personal style and abstract (as well as emotional) qualities that come into play in the creation of a painting or a dance. My method began as one of trial and error: translating certain concepts, feelings, images and energies to my voice, seeing how they felt, how they sounded, and then refining them into a musical form. Over the years I have developed a vocabulary and a style designed to utilize as wide a range of vocal sound as possible.37

  


  


  At the time she was recalling, a person with Monk’s training inevitably assumed that painting and dance were nonrepresentational media that channeled subjective feeling into objective form in the manner of abstract expressionism. Monk’s ideal was a kind of musical (or vocal) abstract expressionism, and that required the dethroning of words. “The voice itself is a very eloquent language,” she told an interviewer, “and I’ve always felt that singing English on top of it is like singing two languages at the same time.”38 To another interviewer, she elaborated:


  
    Usually, if I do use text, it will be very simple, and it will be there as much for the sound of it as for the meaning. I also think that music, itself, is such an evocative medium. It’s very openhearted. And I don’t like the idea that people have to work through the screen of language … . Language, in a way, is a screen in front of the emotion and the action. I like the idea of a direct communication that bypasses that step … 39

  


  


  And again like Partch, at a certain point Monk made “an inevitable decision”


  
    to teach some of my techniques to other voices in an attempt to expand my writing —to see if these principles could be translated (transferred) to other singers and made into group forms. My main concerns in the group music have been to work with the unique quality of each voice and to play with the ensemble possibilities of unison, texture, counterpoint, weaving, etc.40

  


  


  Monk’s “classical” training shows through in her use of the word “writing” as an interchangeable equivalent for “composing.” But just as her early solo work, while fully composed (never improvised), had been unwritten, since there was no need to communicate the music to any other performer, so the ensemble music remained unwritten, the product (like rock) of intensive daily rehearsal and rote memorization. The avoidance of notation was partly due the fact that there were no conventional symbols for the vocal effects Monk had been evolving. But only partly. “I don’t know how you would notate some of the vocal work,” she said when asked,


  
    and I don’t know if I want to or not. I’m struggling with that right now because I do want to pass my work on. It’s not that I don’t want to have other people do it, but I think that the way it’s made comes from a primal, oral tradition that is much more about music for the ears. In Western culture, paper has sometimes taken over the function of what music always was.41

  


  


  Whether by accident—ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny, as a biologist might say—or by design (on the basis, perhaps, of her music history classes at Sarah Lawrence College), many of the textures and structures Monk has employed in her ensemble music recall the textures and structures of medieval genres—organum, hocket, rondellus—that found their way into written sources only after considerable development as oral practices.


  The first work Monk created after forming her own performing ensemble was the wordless Dolmen Music (1978), for six singers, a cello (played by one of the singers), and percussion (played by another). The title, derived from an old Breton word that refers to prehistoric cult monuments like Stonehenge (upright stones supporting a horizontal stone), evokes an imagined antiquity. The various movements—”Overture and Men’s Conclave,” “Wa-ohs,” “Rain,” “Pine Tree Lullaby,” “Calls,” “Conclusion”—seem to suggest the primordial rituals and practices out of which music emerged. “In all cultures there are what I would call archetypal songs—the lullaby form, work song, love song, march, funeral song.”42 Just as by avoiding words she sought a universal vocal language, so “it’s interesting to hook into these song categories that exist all over,” forms that speak wordlessly of life’s functions and their ubiquitous, eternal round.


  At the very end of Dolmen Music all of the voices coalesce into a “composite” parallel organum (multiple fourths, fifths, and octaves) of the kind described in ninthcentury Frankish treatises. Twentiethcentury musicians of the avantgarde making contact with their ninthcentury forebears dramatizes the idea of “cyclic time,” a notion that many in the late twentieth century have found irresistibly attractive, and have used as a weapon for dismantling the idea of linear historical progress. Monk has occasionally made this agenda explicit. Asked by an interviewer how she felt she related to the “Western musical tradition,” she snapped, “I know there are people very concerned about where they fit into music history; but I would say that’s a very male point of view.”43 As with many marginal figures who are eventually discovered by the mainstream, Monk has had to make an accommodation with convention. In the late 1970s she began (like Steve Reich) to record her music for the German ECM label, and she embarked on a series of concert tours that by the mid-1980s amounted to as much as four months a year. Finally, in 1986, a consortium that included the Houston Grand Opera and the American Music Theater Festival commissioned from her a full-length opera, Atlas, based loosely on the discoveries of Alexandra David-Néel (renamed Alexandra Daniels in the opera), the first European woman to travel in Tibet. It was first performed in Houston in February 1991.
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  FIG. 10-4 Meredith Monk as Alexandra Daniels in Atlas (Houston Grand Opera, 1991).


  Unlike Monk’s earlier theater compositions (some of which she had rather loosely called operas), Atlas, which requires a cast of eighteen singers and a ten-piece pit band, actually looked like an opera: a sequence of scenes with action and costumes and a semblance of plot. It remained almost entirely wordless, however, using the “language of the voice” to tell the story of Alexandra’s quest—through desert heat and Arctic cold, rain forests and agricultural communities, finally back home—in a way that sought to translate the explorer’s discoveries into universal emotional experience. And it kept faith as far as possible with Monk’s “oral” ideal. The instrumental music, mainly the sort of accompanying ostinatos and grounds Monk had formerly extemporized at the keyboard, had to be written down so as to be playable at sight (see Ex. 10-3), but the vocal music was, much of it, worked out in rehearsal and committed to memory as before.


  EX. 10-3 Meredith Monk, Atlas, ostinato from “Travel Dream Song”
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  Another concession Monk had to make in Atlas was to electronic technology, something she had hitherto resisted. Her pit band included electronic keyboards and “samplers” (to be further discussed below) to increase the range of sounds available to a small ensemble. But she used electronics the way she used notation, as sparingly as possible. It was a principled renunciation. Some of her earliest pieces (like some of Steve Reich’s) were created by layering tape loops. In Monk’s case all the layers contained recordings of her voice, and the composite was then used as an accompaniment to a dance performance or film. But once she had an ensemble she rejected the process of “overdubbing” in performance (although she retained it as a creative tool). She told one of her many interviewers that she often worked pieces out by layering voice tracks, but then taught the various tracks to different singers, since the object of composing was to enable a performance (an act in real time, a social process), not just produce an object (a score or CD).


  “I don’t think anything can really replace people making music together,”44 she said, leaving little doubt that “can” really meant, “should.” Technology, with its inevitable tendency to “reify” and “commodify” (i.e., turn whatever it touches into things for sale) endangered the social and disinterested aspects of performance. Like Partch, she had a finger in the dike but could not stop the flood. The ironic fact is that her music (like Partch’s, like everyone’s) is now known primarily through commercial recordings.


  Her increasing fame finally landed Monk a contract, announced early in 2001, with Boosey and Hawkes, the most distinguished and commercially potent classical music publisher in a shrinking industry, to disseminate her works in written form. This meant not only taking them down from recordings (a task performed by the publisher’s staff, subject to the composer’s approval), but also codifying and verbally explicating her vocal techniques for the first time, and distributing compact discs of Monk’s performances along with the scores “as an aid to performance practice and interpretation.”45 A publisher, in other words, is trying belatedly, and for commercial gain, to reclaim Monk’s quintessentially oral art for the literate tradition. Contradictions abound.


  A FEMININE REDOUBT


  But the literate tradition is undeniably weakening under pressure from visual media and audio technologies, and performance art like Monk’s is one of the symptoms. Most other performance artists have fewer scruples than she about accepting technological innovation, are less resistant than she to reification, and are consequently less likely prospects (or targets) for reclamation by those who trade commercially in notation.


  Is it a coincidence that most of them are women? How could it be one, given that performance art is the only creative musical scene that women have ever dominated? Unsurprisingly, male and female explanations for the phenomenon vary in perspective. Kyle Gann, unable to come up with more than two names of men who “use their own voices and bodies as material for their music” but having easily listed a dozen women who did so and claimed to know dozens more, suggested that such an activity “involves a vulnerability, a publicly emotive expressiveness, that men in our society are perhaps too inhibited to indulge.”46 Susan McClary, the feminist musicologist, puts it somewhat differently. “Women’s bodies in Western culture,” she writes, “have almost always been viewed as objects of display.”47 It is the traditional role of women in the performing arts to be a “body set in motion for the pleasure of the masculine gaze.” And she quotes Laurie Anderson (b. 1947), one of the most successful performing artists of the 1980s and 1990s, as corroboration: “Women have rarely been composers. But we do have one advantage. We’re used to performing. I mean like we used to tap dance for the boys.”48


  The difference, of course, is that performance artists write their own scripts. “Women have rarely been permitted agency in art,” McClary writes, “but instead have been restricted to enacting—upon and through their bodies—the theatrical, musical, cinematic, and dance scenarios concocted by male artists.”49 One can observe those prejudices and restrictions against women’s creative agency over the whole range of musical histroy. Performance art is one way in which women have been able to wrest creative agency from its traditional custodians while maintaining, as Anderson whimsically suggests, their traditional “advantage,” and without becoming authoritarian figures themselves. Performance art, as a site of female self-representation, thus found itself a natural ally of the feminist movement.


  Some performance artists espoused an aggressive feminism. One, Karen Finley (b. 1956), who performed acts of sexual degradation upon herself such as smearing her nude body with chocolate, became the object of a fierce controversy in 1990 when the National Endowment for the Arts withdrew a grant to her at the behest of several enraged congressmen. Others, like Anderson, taking a less confrontational but still politically engaged approach, sought to beguile rather than harangue. Anderson cultivated an androgynous persona in her “punk” hairstyle and unisex (often leather) attire, deliberately downplaying her sexuality, which, as McClary remarks, “given the terms of the tradition [of feminine performance], always threatens to become the whole show.”50
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  FIG. 10-5 Laurie Anderson, 1985.


  Yet in another way she does activelyfig. 10-5 Laurie Anderson, 1985. contest rather than evade gender stereotypes, and that is in her enthusiastic embrace of technology, the very domain that Meredith Monk has tended to shun. As McClary comments, by mastering high tech “she displaces the male subject who usually enacts that heroic feat.” Also heroic is the sheer Wagnerian scale on which Anderson operates, with one-woman shows (or “solo operas,”51 to use John Rockwell’s term) that combine visual images, words, and music, and that last four and five hours, sometimes split over two evenings (though her popularity is mainly based on excerpts that have been disseminated—all right, marketed—as recorded “singles” and music videos).


  Yet she does it all with a wink. An Anderson performance rarely goes by without recourse to a wide array of digital hardware. The hardware includes samplers and sequencers that enable instantaneous manipulation (including “looping”) of sounds recorded on the spot; “drum machines” that synthesize percussion tracks; and voice-distorting machines like the vocoder (which blends the voice with keyboard-controlled harmonies so that one can “sing” whole chords) or the harmonizer, which radically transforms pitch and timbre, giving a user of either sex a potential range from the squeakiest soprano to the boomingest basso (or what Anderson calls her “Voice of Authority”). Trained as a violinist, she has even rigged up an amplified fiddle with tape playback heads so that a bow strung with audiotape can play (and distort) intelligible words on it. The Anderson that performs (particularly when heard in recordings) is in effect a synthesized instrument, capable of simultaneously shamming and mocking superhuman vocal (and instrumental) feats.


  Self-parody is an essential part of the performance (but so is seriousness); that is one reason why so many critics have called Anderson the postmodern artist par excellence. Her breakthrough piece, “O Superman” (1980; an excerpt from the sevenhour multimedia presentation United States first performed complete in 1983), is a particularly teasing example of that interplay. Subtitled “For Massenet,” on one level it is a straight parody of the aria, “O souverain, ô juge, ô père” (O King, O Judge, O Father) from Massenet’s grand opera Le Cid (1885), in which the title character prays for victory on the eve of battle. Anderson’s translation of the opening line, “O Superman, O Judge, O Mom and Dad,” takes it down many pegs, even as she identifies herself with a heroic operatic tenor. (Who’s making fun of whom—or what?) On another level it is a sincere tribute to Charles Holland (1909–87), an African-American opera singer whose career, thwarted by racism at home, had perforce to be carried on in Europe. (Anderson heard him sing the Massenet aria in a farewell recital in 1978.)


  The audience does not necessarily have access to this background information, of course. (Le Cid is a pretty well forgotten opera; “O souverain” is known today only to retired performers, voice teachers, recital buffs, record collectors, and maybe a few stray scholars.) But the ironic interplays certainly inform what the audience does hear. The song begins with Anderson’s voice, looped by the sampler into an unhurried Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha that lasts the length of the performance. When it comes to the words, Anderson’s voice is expanded by the vocoder into two alternating chords (C major and E minor) with two tones in common including the pedal pitch, differing by only a hypnotically reiterated semitone. The whole song rocks gently back and forth between them like a babe in arms while the weird synthesizer-voice, joined gradually by Farfisa organ and a couple of winds, croons a dozy meditation, warm and comforting and matter-of-fact yet also somehow sinister, on … what?


  
    
      O Superman. O Judge. O Mom and Dad.


      Hi. I’m not home right now.


      But if you want to leave a message, just start talking at the sound of the tone.


      Hello? This is your mother. Are you there? Are you coming home? Hello? Is anybody home?


      Well you don’t know me but I know you. And I’ve got a message to give to you. Here come the planes.


      So you better get ready, ready to go. You can come as you are, but pay as you go. Pay as you go.


      And I said: OK! Who is this really? And the voice said:


      This is the hand, the hand that takes. This is the hand. The hand that takes. Here come the planes.


      They’re American planes, made in America. Smoking or nonsmoking?


      And the voice said:


      Neither snow nor rain nor gloom of night Shall stay these couriers from the Swift completion of their appointed rounds.


      ‘Cause when love is gone, there’s always justice, and when justice is gone, there’s always force,


      and when force is gone, there’s always Mom. Hi Mom!


      So hold me, Mom, in your long arms. So hold me, Mom, in your long arms, In your automatic arms, In your electronic arms.


      So hold me, Mom, in your long arms, Your petrochemical arms,


      Your military arms,


      In your electronic arms …

    

  


  


  A lullaby of annihilation? Of robotization? Of self-imprisonment? An Orwellian nightmare of sweetly instilled thought-control? Or (more topically) a demurrer at the lullingly soft-spoken yet military-minded Ronald Reagan’s election as president? The song seems to be about the potential horrors of technology, yet its medium is very high tech. (Who is laughing—ha-ha-ha—at what?)


  Whether despite or because of its ironies and ambiguities, something in O Superman touched a nerve. Semiprivately pressed at the instigation of Anderson’s promoter as a 45 RPM single (with another affably nightmarish Anderson song—Walking the Dog, about a domestic relationship going up in flames—as the flip side) in a tiny edition of 1,000, the song was played on the air in Great Britain and shot briefly to the top of the pop charts. To fill the orders, Anderson signed a contract with Warner Brothers Records, a major pop label. Sales of O Superman grossed over a million dollars. It lifted Anderson out of the avantgarde and into the popular culture.


  That freakish, never duplicated success is why Anderson’s CDs are usually marketed as rock recordings, while those of Meredith Monk are found in classical bins. The arbitrariness of the classification is symptomatic of the nature of performance art, just as performance art is symptomatic of postmodernism. Their superficial differences—Anderson highly verbal, openly political, and urbane; Monk pre-or postverbal, only implicitly political, and “artless” — are outweighed by their similarities, the most striking of which is the irreducibly oral/aural nature of their products. Translate their work into notes on a page and everything that counts is lost.


  MUSIC AND COMPUTERS


  But the medium least dependent on notation had always been electronic music, which can bypass the performance process as well as the pencil-and-paper process. And no medium was more thoroughly transformed during the 1980s than electronic music, thanks to the advent of personal computers, the very thing that Pierre Boulez was so determined to stave off. From the perspective of midcentury modernism he was right to fear it. Personal computers revolutionized every aspect of music making from composition (including nonelectronic composition) to performance to distribution to consumption. And at every level their effect has been to simplify and democratize the art. But in the process they may have dealt the literate tradition a slow-acting death blow.


  THE ELITE PHASE


  The beginning of “computer music” can be specified with greater precision than perhaps any comparable event in the history of music. It took place in Summit, New Jersey, in 1957, when Max V. Mathews (b. 1926), an engineer at Bell Telephone Laboratories, produced computer-generated musical sounds with his “transducer,” an instrument he invented that could convert audio signals into digital information that could be stored or manipulated by a computer and then reconverted into audio signals. (Its initial purpose was to simulate and recognize speech so that some of the tasks that telephone operators performed could be automated.)


  At first, what attracted the interest of engineers and, eventually, composers to the new medium was the classically modernist prospect of overcoming all limitations on creative sovereignty. “With the development of this equipment carried out at the Bell Telephone Laboratories, the composer will have the benefits of a notational system so precise that future generations will know exactly how the composer intended his music to sound,” Mathews wrote. “He will have at his command an ‘instrument’ which is itself directly involved in the creative process.” And even more grandly:


  
    Man’s music has always been acoustically limited by the instruments on which he plays. These are mechanisms which have physical restrictions. We have made sound and music directly from numbers, surmounting conventional limitations of instruments. Thus, the musical universe is now circumscribed only by man’s perceptions and creativity.52

  


  


  The new freedom came at a high price. The composing process for computerassisted music was at first almost unbelievably cumbersome, and would remain so for a long time. Here is how Mathews, its inventor, described it in prospect:


  
    Any sound can be described mathematically by a sequence of numbers. Our composer thus begins by determining what numbers specify the particular sounds in which he is interested. These numbers are then punched on IBM cards; the cards are fed into the computer and the digits recorded in the memory of the machine. The computer is thus able to generate limitless sounds, depending on the instructions given it by the composer. The latter, instead of writing the score in notes, programs his music by punching a second set of IBM cards, which when fed into the computer cause it to register on tape certain sounds from its vast storehouse.53

  


  


  But here is how Kyle Gann, a composer, described it in retrospect:


  
    From these early days to the late 1970s, computer music was made by punching Hollerith computer cards in stacks of maybe 3,000 for a few seconds’ worth of music, sending those cards out to a mainframe computer for processing, then having the resulting number-coded tape run through a digital-to-analogue converter to get actual sound. This generally meant punching your cards and waiting two weeks for them to come back—often only to find that some number error or miscalculation had torpedoed the desired results.54

  


  


  The composers willing to pay the price, naturally, were the composers to whom the prospect of infinite control was most attractive. This chiefly meant Princeton and Columbia composers at the outset, and only partly because their universities were located within forty miles of Bell Labs. “Using a computer,” wrote Charles Dodge (b. 1942), who studied at both universities, “it is realistically possible for a composer to structure all elements of his composition (e.g., tempo, timbre, rate and shape of attack and decay, register, etc.) to the same degree as pitch and rhythm.”55 To “structure,” in those days and in those places, of course meant to serialize.


  The earliest fruits of the Bell transducer program, presented on a commercial LP record called Music from Mathematics, consisted in the main of little experimental pieces by engineers in which the purpose was working the kinks out of the program. (The quotations given above from Mathews come from the sleeve notes to this recording.) Since the best way of testing the accuracy of one’s results was to measure it against a known prototype, one of the bands on the record contained a sixteenth-century fantasia for three computer-simulated recorders, and another was the voice-synthesized rendition of “A Bicycle Built for Two” (“Daisy, Daisy”) that became famous when Stanley Kubrick put it to dramatic use in his futuristic movie 2001: A Space Odyssey.


  But the record also contained two twelve-tone studies by David Lewin (1933–2003), later an eminent theorist and music analyst, who had graduated from Harvard in mathematics and from Princeton in composition, and whose computer pieces were attempts at serializing multiple “parameters” like duration and register. (But also featured was an unnotatable Noise Study by James Tenney (1934–2006), a disciple of Cage, in which complex sounds were allowed to modify one another in a manner that proved more indicative of things to come.) The first course in computer music technology was offered at Princeton in 1966 by Godfrey Winham as part of the university’s newly approved Ph. D. program in composition. Among the earliest composers to use the computer regularly as a creative instrument was J. K. Randall (b. 1929), a Princeton professor whose earliest computer compositions, like Lewin’s, sought serial control over every measurable aspect of the musical result.


  Soon afterward a computer music-synthesis program was established at Columbia, Princeton’s electronic music partner; it, too, was affiliated (through Vladimir Ussachevsky) with Bell Labs. Dodge, a widely noted young serialist then completing a doctorate in composition, was its star. At first, in keeping with his enthusiastic comment quoted above, he was attracted to the computer as a sort of performer—an instrument capable of coping (in the words of Kurt Stone, a celebrated music editor of the period) “with superhuman structural and interpretative complexities so typical of much of today’s music.”56


  Changes (1969–70), Dodge’s first computer composition, resembled his earlier pieces for conventional instruments (like Folia, a very complicated chamber nonet commissioned by the Fromm Foundation and performed at Tanglewood in 1965), and used the new medium very much the way Milton Babbitt had used the big RCA synthesizer. The machine was programmed to store digitally and convert into an analog recording a fully written-out twelve-tone composition that live performers might also perform (provided they could be programmed with equal precision).


  Dodge’s next computer piece, though, was aturning point. He received a commission from Nonesuch Records (an adventurous company that had already had great success with Silver Apples of the Moon, a composition produced by Morton Subotnick directly on tape using an electronic synthesizer) to create a piece of computer music that could be marketed on disk. The work he produced, The Earth’s Magnetic Field, was based on numbers derived from measurements that geophysicists at Columbia’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies had taken of fluctuations in the earth’s magnetism caused by the sun’s radiation (the so-called “solar wind”) over the course of the year 1961. The measurements are averaged every three hours (for a yearly total of 2,920 readings) according to a scale known as the Kp index, which has twenty-eight values or degrees of magnitude (Fig. 10-7).


  On the second side of the record, Dodge arbitrarily assigned the twenty-eight values to the tones of an equal-tempered chromatic scale covering two octaves plus a major third (twenty-eight semitones), and from other aspects of the geophysical data he derived some equally arbitrary but consistent rules for varying tempo, dynamics, and timbre. Ther esult was an atonal and dissonant texture, not organized according to twelve-tone principles but similar to twelve-tone music in harmonic effect. That is, it was harmonically undifferentiated and undirected, and was therefore typical of the academic music of Dodge’s generation. Nothing newsworthy about that.
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  FIG. 10-6 Graph of sunspot activity used to control aspects of the composition in Charles Dodge’s Earth’s Magnetic Field.


  On the first side of the disk, however, Dodge accepted a correlation between Kp measurements and musical pitches that had been previously worked out by one of the astrophysicists onto a diatonic scale that covered four octaves and a second. The result was a series of quirky, catchy tunes that listeners (perhaps with the kind of chemical assistance that prevailed among lovers of “alternative musics” in 1970) could imagine the sun “playing” on the terrestrial atmosphere. The record sold like hotcakes.
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  FIG. 10-7 Dodge, Earth’s Magnetic Field, Kp readings, including the time interval January 1 to February 6, 1961.


  Dodge never returned to serial music. Instead, he became particularly interested in speech synthesis (the original Bell project) and its musical applications. A set of exercises called Speech Songs (1972), in which Dodge read a set of little poems by his friend Mark Strand several times into Mathews’s transducer and then electronically resynthesized, modified, and mixed the sounds of his own readings, became a cult classic. “Laughter at new music concerts, especially in New York these days, is a rare thing,” the composer wrote in 1976, “and it has been a source of great pleasure to me to hear audiences respond with laughter to places in all four of the Speech Songs.”57 The second in the series plays on the cusp between the obviously synthesized and the possibly “real” sound of a voice.


  In 1980 Dodge produced a hilarious sequel: Any Resemblance Is Purely Coincidental, in which the raw material was the recorded voice of the great operatic tenor Enrico Caruso. Against expectations, work with the computer had nudged him away from the serious but hermetic project that originally attracted him, and also away from musical idioms that could exist in notation apart from the new medium. At the same time, high technology conferred sufficient prestige to license (or excuse) an “accessible,” even humorous musical result that might again court the “lay” audience academic musicians had, it seemed, permanently forsworn. Computers, of all things, seemed to promise relaxation of the quixotic standards of difficulty by which composers in the academy had sought to justify their existence. Improbably enough, the most advanced technology was leading some of its elite practitioners toward a postmodernist posture.


  SPECTRALISM


  Jean-Claude Risset (b. 1938), a French composer and mathematician, received his training under Mathews at Bell Labs between 1964 and 1969 and went on to become the first computer chef at Boulez’s IRCAM (1975–79). His research specialty was the matching and manipulation of recorded instrumental and natural sounds as a way of bridging the gap between the two mutually antagonistic worlds of early electronic music as described in chapter 4: the world of musique concrète, which made collages of “real” sounds, and that of the “tape studio,” where only electronically produced sounds were used. The computer offered a way of combining the rich sonic resources of the one and the precise composerly control of the other.


  A Risset composition of 1968, “Fall,” from Music for Little Boy (a suite from an incidental score to a play about the aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima), gave an impressive inkling of that potential. Having made a thorough study of the overtone structures of instrumental timbres and their relationship to perceived pitch, Risset was able to create in sounds the analogue to a nightmare in which a character imagines that he is the bomb itself, falling through space until the dreamer awakens. “This fall,” Mathews wrote in a note accompanying a recording of the piece, “is psychological and never reaches any bottom.”58 By changing the relative strength of the overtones in the complex timbre of a descending glissando, the computer interferes with the listener’s perception of register. When a “subjective” octave is reached, the original pitch is actually restored so that an uncanny illusion of endlessly descending pitch is produced.


  Experiments like these were musically rudimentary but vastly suggestive. In fact a whole “school” of French composers arose in the mid-1970s in response to music produced, like Risset’s, on the basis of computer analyses and transformations of timbre. What is particularly interesting about these composers—most prominently Gérard Grisey (1946–98) and Tristan Murail (b. 1947)—is that their musique spectrale (“spectral” or “spectralist” music) is not “computer music.” It is neither (necessarily) composed nor performed with the aid of a computer and does not (necessarily) use electronic media. It is, rather, an approach to musical form, and particularly to orchestration, that not only was inspired by the precedent of computer music but would have been inconceivable without that precedent—a preliminary inkling of how pervasive the influence of computers has been on music since the 1970s.


  In spectral music “the material derives from the natural growth of sonority,” Grisey told an audience at Darmstadt in 1978. “In other words there is no Grundgestalt (no melodic cell, no complex of notes or notevalues).”59 Rather than an arbitrary basis in the composer’s imagination, spectral music finds a natural grounding in the physical qualities of sound, its “spectrum” of overtones as objectively analyzed by an unprejudiced machine. Grisey’s Les espaces acoustiques (“Acoustic spaces”), a cycle of five pieces ranging in size from solo viola with an optional “electroacoustical environment” (Prologue, 1976) to full orchestra (Epilogue, 1985), derives its material from a sonogram, or computer analysis, of the relative amplitude or prominence of sixty-six overtones arising from a low E (41.2 cycles per second), produced as a trombone “pedal” or as the fourth string of a double bass when played in various ways (arco, pizzicato, sul ponticello, etc.).


  Chord progressions are produced by variously sampling the upper partials. Bass lines are often the product of combination or difference tones. “Dissonance” is introduced by transposing some of the upper partials so that they become “inharmonic” (i.e., they no longer resonate as integral multiples of the fundamental frequency). In Partiels (1975), for eighteen players, the third item in Les espaces acoustiques, the overall trajectory is from harmonicity through inharmonicity to disintegration, ending in silences, rustling percussion and isolated bass clarinet moans. In the fourth piece, Modulations (1977), the formal progression is from harmonicity to inharmonicity and back again to the pure spectrum of E, but the overtone series is inverted (the large intervals now coming at the top and proceeding downward in ever decreasing increments), and the harmonies reflect the spectra produced on a trombone timbre by the use of various mutes, which act as filters. Four such spectra are set in counterpoint by an orchestration that separates the ensemble into four antiphonal groups.


  Inharmonicity is emphasized in the scoring by increasing the “roughness” of sound with nonpitched percussion, string ponticello, wind overblowing, and the like, and returning to smoother sounds when inharmonicity “resolves” to harmonicity. Since the natural overtone series has no “tempering,” spectral harmony is an unusual idiom in which tempered “inharmonic” intervals actually resolve to microtonal but acoustically pure “harmonic” ones. But since spectral music is played not by overtone-free sine-wave generators (as it might be in the computer lab) but by instruments that have their own harmonic spectra, the objective of spectral music is not to reconstitute or reproduce the timbre of the sonority analyzed in the sonogram, but rather to orchestrate unique timbre complexes—and “beautiful” ones at that, orchestration being the area in which the composer exercises subjective choice in manipulating the raw sonogram material.


  Thus there is in spectralism, as in any composed music, an arbitrarily shaped component that reflects the composer’s tastes and preferences. But that component inhabits the realm of timbre rather than the more traditional realm of rhythmicized pitches and intervals. In this, some have seen a continuing French (or “impressionist”) predilection. In any case, it was not surprising that after a period of teaching at the University of California at Berkeley, Grisey should have been hired by the Paris Conservatory as a professor of orchestration, only later being given a composition class.


  Spectral music resembles earlier electronically influenced instrumental music, like Penderecki’s “sonorist” scores or especially Ligeti’s Atmosphères, with which it shares a predilection for long, slowly-changing sounds. Like all “high-tech” music of its period, it depended on privileged access to rare and expensive equipment housed in elite research institutions like industrial labs, universities, and state-subsidized endowments such as IRCAM. Paul Lansky (b. 1944), a veteran of Winham’s Princeton seminar, estimated that “by 1979 you could probably get a good computer-music studio for $250,000, if you could raise it.”60 After twenty years, in other words, it was still something only institutions could afford, and therefore a place to which entry was limited both by available time and by social barriers like mandatory professional affiliation.


  “THEN ALONG CAME MIDI!”61


  The exclamation is Lansky’s, in recognition of the “great and revolutionary accomplishment” that, as we have seen, some writers have greeted as the dawn of a new musical era. Like the earlier elite phase of computer music, but this time by design rather than fortuitously, the new musical era was the byproduct of industrial innovation in pursuit of profits. It was literally—and directly—created by capitalism, and can stand therefore as a musical monument to the global triumph of the free market and the worldwide conversion to an “information-based” economy. Since the latter is the standard economists’ criterion of postmodernity, the “MIDI revolution” is perhaps the most intrinsically entitled of all late twentiethcentury musical developments to the status of “postmodernist” standard-bearer.


  The word MIDI is an acronym for “Musical Instrument Digital Interface.” It was a protocol—a set of specifications—agreed upon by representatives of computer and synthesizer manufacturers between 1981 and 1983 to standardize their products so that they could all interact (and so that everybody’s sales might stimulate everybody else’s). This development took place virtually simultaneously with the beginning of mass-produced and affordable minicomputers of the kind that have since become ubiquitous household items.


  All of a sudden, this nexus vastly miniaturized and domesticated the hardware required for computer synthesis of music. “I don’t think anyone can really appreciate the meaning of this unless they have spent six months getting a [mainframe computer] to go ‘beep,’ “ Lansky wrote. His description of the change, written in 1989 when it was still a recent thing, is the most vivid testimony on record:


  
    This really created a democratization of computer music in which it was no longer solely the domain of wealthy institutions and professors who could devote years to mastering its intricacies…. Those of us who had sweated with software realized quite quickly that to get ninety-six oscillators singing in real time at a 50-kilo Hertz sampling rate, and for less than two thousand dollars, was no trivial accomplishment. And the Macintosh [the personal computer manufactured by Apple] really blew us away. One could only admire this cute little machine that you could lift with one hand and take with you anywhere, that could give you intimate control over those ninety-six oscillators …. I still marvel when I am able to open a factory-sealed box and get sound out within twenty minutes.62

  


  


  The new accessibility and ease of sound synthesis using home computers connected via MIDI to synthesizers was accompanied by the development and marketing of a pair of inventions that similarly revolutionized the process of patterning and manipulating sound materials — that is, composition itself. One was the sampler, a device that stores and instantly retrieves recorded sounds of any kind; can subject them to instantaneous (“real-time”) modifications like transposition, compression, elongation, “looping,” or reversal; and can even engineer the gradual transformation of any recorded sound into any other by a process similar to video “morphing.” The other was the sequencer, a device that puts digitally stored sounds into a programmed order that can encompass thousands of individual units.


  Samplers work on the same principle as digital recording itself. Whereas earlier forms of recording (now called “analog”) actually simulated continuous sound waves in the form of grooves in shellac or plastic disks (phonograph records) or by magnetizing iron filings (tape), digital recording samples waveforms in tiny slices (up to 50,000 per second) and stores the slices as numerical information that when reconverted and played back gives the illusion of continuous sound as a moving picture produces the illusion of continuous motion out of a rapid sequence of still photographs. A sampler does not just store microscopic bits like these but can accommodate and transform recorded units of up to three minutes’ duration. As Gann writes, a composer using a sampler equipped with a keyboard “can record a cicada, a train whistle, a car crash, and play cicada melodies, train whistle melodies, car crash melodies.” The “old promise of electronic music — that any noise could become available for musical use”63 — became a practical reality in a way that the pioneering composers of musique concrète could never have imagined.


  Between 1980 and 1984, the price of a sampler capable of all the operations just described fell from about $25,000 to about $1,300, putting it within range of mass marketability. At the same time, the operations performed by a sequencer were made available in the form of software programs that could be installed in personal computers. As a result, by the mid-1980s (to quote Gann once again), “it was possible for middle-class teenagers to have, in their bedrooms, music-producing equipment that put to shame the great electronic studios of a mere 10 years before.”64 The “classics” of electronic music have aged—become quaint — in away that no other music of its time has done, since even if music does not “progress,” technology certainly does. Speaking from two generations of classroom experience on both sides of the lectern, Gann writes that Varèse’s Poème électronique (see chapter 63) “sounded like music from Mars when I first heard the old Columbia recording in 1972, but students today giggle when they hear it. Its spooky ‘ooooo gaaah’ voice samples seem camp in comparison with the sampling experiments of any ambitious high school computer jockey.”65


  FIRST FRUITS


  The sample-based composition best known to audiences at century’s end—the first “classic” of the new technology—was Different Trains (1988), a late or “postminimalist” composition by Steve Reich. It was commissioned by and dedicated to Kronos Quartet, a San Francisco-based ensemble with a self-avowed postmodern repertoire (mixing avantgarde compositions and twentiethcentury “classics” with transcriptions of early music, “world music,” jazz, and rock) and over 400 hundred premieres to its credit. In keeping with the group’s adventurous spirit, Reich, who had already been planning to use a sampling keyboard for his next composition, wrote a piece that pitted the live quartet against two prerecorded quartet tracks and a track of sampled voices that compared the composer’s experience as a child in the early 1940s, shuttling back and forth across the continent between the New York and Los Angeles residences of his divorced parents, and the simultaneous experiences of Jewish children in Europe, who were being transported by train from the ghettos of Eastern Europe to the Nazi extermination camp at Auschwitz.


  The live and recorded quartets play in a typically “minimalist” style, only this time their chugging subtactile pulses symbolize the actual chug and clack of moving trains, evoked also by periodic train whistles that in the piece’s midsection are transformed into air-raid sirens as Reich’s own childhood memories give way to the imagined nightmare of the Holocaust. The sampled voices in the first section are those of the composer’s childhood governess, interviewed in later life, and a train historian. In the middle section, the voices are those of Holocaust survivors, collected from oral history archives. In the final section, samples from the two sources are mixed.


  The samples, resolved into musical phrases approximating their pitch and contour, dictate the music’s tempos and tonal modulations. (It was because the live quartet needed to be coordinated with the shifting tempos of the samples that the recorded quartet tracks, which set the tempos and provide the live quartet with cues, were necessary.) The understated climax comes in the third section, when the train historian’s voice is heard matter-of-factly remarking, “Today, they’re all gone.” Remembering his voice from the first section, one knows that he was talking about the American transcontinental trains of the 1930s and 1940s. But remembering the second section, one cannot help relating his comment to the Jewish children, too. Both a synthesis of the subject matter and an effective musical close, the moment is haunting. (The coda adds another ironic and quintessentially postmodernist stab: one of the survivors recalls the Germans’ sincere love of music, preventing today’s music-loving listeners from deriving any complacent sense of moral superiority from their esthetic sensibilities.)


  Different Trains is almost unique among artistic memorials to the Holocaust in its successful avoidance of pomposity and false comfort. There are no villains and no heroes, just the perception that while this happened here, that happened there (or, as Reich told an interviewer, “There but for the grace of God … “), and a stony invitation to reflect. Since then, Reich has used the voice-sampling technique in a series of multimedia compositions (or “documentary video operas”) that he has produced in collaboration with his wife, the video artist Beryl Korot. Like Different Trains, they all use collage techniques to address contemporary social and moral concerns.


  One, The Cave (1993), is a meditation on the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians viewed against its historical background as symbolized by the cave of Machpelah, believed to be the burial site of the patriarch Abraham. Another, Three Tales (2000), juxtaposes accounts of the destruction of the German airship Hindenburg in 1937; the atomic and hydrogen bomb tests at Bikini Atoll between 1946 and 1958; and Dolly the sheep, the first successful cloning of a mammal, in 1997. A warning against blind faith in technological progress, the work adopts a typically ironic postmodern stance insofar as it is itself an example of art that relies on—or, even, arises out of—the application of advanced technology.


  Reich’s applications of the new technology remain conservative, however, as one might perhaps expect from a composer of his generation. For more thoroughgoing applications one must turn to composers born in the 1950s or later, for whom it was a “given” rather than a challenge to be mastered. At the radical extreme is John Oswald (b. 1953), a Canadian composer who fashions compositions entirely out of samples of existing music, and who flaunts his postmodern challenge to the whole idea of “original composition” by defining his method of musicmaking as “plunderphonics.” A CD by that name, issued in 1989, was a collage of humorously altered and intermixed rerecorded sound bites from every source in sight, juxtaposing the standard classical repertoire (Beethoven, Stravinsky), rhythm-and-blues (James Brown), standard pop (Beatles, Michael Jackson), hardcore rock (Metallica), and country-and-western (Dolly Parton). Knowing that his “electro quoting” violated copyrights, he distributed the disc free of charge, with the additional (unenforceable) proviso that copies could not be resold. Nevertheless, “prudes in the Recording Industry”66 (as Oswald has referred to the lawyers who threatened him) filed suit and succeeded in having the disc suppressed the next year, their pretext being a cover illustration that illustrated the album concept (which included the “aural-sex transformation” of Dolly Parton’s voice into a male register) with a copyrighted photo of Michael Jackson’s head atop a nude female torso.


  Of course the stir thus created was good for business; soon afterward Oswald received not only permission but an actual commission from Elektra/Nonesuch to create a plunderphonics compact disc from its own extensive catalog that the firm could market as a sort of advertisement. (It was called Elektrax.) Other sampler composers, like Carl Stone (b. 1953), perform their work “live,” sitting onstage with a laptop computer and tapping its keys to summon forth prerecorded performances, looped and “morphed” into configurations the original artists would not have recognized.


  MODERNISTS IN POSTMODERNIST CLOTHING?


  Even composers who do not actually (or always) use the new machines write in a manner that vividly reflects their influence. John Zorn (b. 1953) has been touted by the New Grove Dictionary as “an archetypal example of the composer in the media age.”67 Putting it more bluntly, he writes that “I’ve got an incredibly short attention span,” and that his music is meant for listeners who, like him, grew up with television.


  
    In some sense, it is true that my music is ideal for people who are impatient, because it is jam-packed with information that is changing very fast… . You’ve got to realize that speed is taking over the world. Look at the kids growing up with computers and video games—which are ten times faster than the pinball machines we used to play. There’s an essential something that young musicians have, something you can lose touch with as you get older… . It’s a whole new way of thinking, of living. And we’ve got to keep up with it. I’ll probably die trying.68

  


  


  Maybe it is not quite that new; Zorn’s pronouncements are not that different from the ones that filled Futurist manifestos nearly a hundred years ago. If they had our technology, the Futurists would surely have lived as fast as we do. But the point is that we do have the technology and can realize some old dreams. Zorn’s perfervid paragraph comes from the notes that accompany Spillane (1986), a much-discussed collage balanced on the cusp between improvisation and composition, live performance and sample patchwork, that seemed determined to take eclecticism to its limit.


  Zorn first made his name as the leader of an improvising band that dazzled audiences with its ability to shift styles in midstream (or midphrase), and a range of reference that recognized no boundaries, incorporating Josquin des Prez, TV jingles, Indian ragas, and every type of American pop. His self-proclaimed models were the soundtracks that accompanied the animated cartoons (Bugs Bunny, Road Runner) that children his age imbibed in great quantities on TV. These cartoon scores were composed of studio-recorded snippets that were spliced and intercut to follow the breakneck antics on the screen. Another source of inspiration was commercial novelty bands like the one led by Spike Jones (1911–65), who began by incorporating unusual percussion instruments into his arrangements of pop standards and proceeded from there into a boundless world of wacky sound effects. The first big hit scored by Spike Jones and His City Slickers—Der Fuehrer’s Face (1942), in which the familiar Nazi salute (“Heil!”) was accompanied throughout by a Bronx cheer (or “raspberry”)—originally accompanied a Walt Disney war-propaganda cartoon. Zorn’s band became proficient in the use of raucous sound effects—screams, whistles, gunshots, explosions—that punctuated the music and served as signals to the players for sudden changes of tempo and texture.


  While no short-range “structural” coherence could be detected in a Zorn composition—that was in a way the whole point—his performances made sense as accompaniments to a vividly implied scenario. Just as Spike Jones affectionately spoofed tender love ballads, the twenty-five-minute Spillane (named after Mickey Spillane, whose Mike Hammer detective novels were the basis for many popular Hollywood low-budget or “B” movies) parodies the soundtrack of a manically condensed “gumshoe” mystery, mixing screams, police dogs and sirens, jazz combos, “fade” and “dissolve” effects using synthesizers, muttering voices adding atmosphere to instrumental solos, and so on. The CD version subjects the music to further “cinematic” manipulation, treating the live performance sounds like raw material for sampling and intercutting, just as studio sound editors treat the music of an actual soundtrack.


  Such an ambitious work could no longer be achieved with the required precision through actual on-the-spot improvisation, so Zorn began organizing his work with the use of file cards containing directions for the performers. “I give the musicians the music for the section that we’ll be working on,” he told an interviewer:


  
    We’d rehearse it, get it perfect, and then record it onto tape. Then I’d give them the music for the second section of the piece. Bit by bit we’d build it up. An additive process, with the musicians concentrating on the details of one section at a time, but relatively blind, as far as where the piece is going. Like a director in film, only I would have the overall perspective. We’d roll the tape back, listen to the previous section recorded, and then just where they’re supposed to come in, I’d cue them and they’d begin performing. It’s like a series of short live performances put directly onto tape. No splices, no splices ever. Everything just put right into place on tape using A-B sets of tracks so that you never actually cut into the previous performance. Sections literally overlapped, with the reverb of the previous section dying behind the beginning of the following one.69

  


  


  When his recordings began attracting the attention of “legitimate” performing groups (including the inevitable commission from Kronos Quartet), he made as little compromise as possible with traditional notation and the kinds of forms it enabled (or imposed). Cat o’ Nine Tails (1988), the Kronos score, consisted of sixty “moments” (borrowing a term from Stockhausen) on file cards that covered a typical Zorn “mishmash” (his word), ranging from allusions to the standard repertoire to cartoon noises to “random” effects. Some were fully notated. At other times, the musicians are told something like “between this written piece and that written piece, you have six seconds to fool around with col legno [drawing the wood of the bow across the strings].”70 But even when unwritten, this was composed rather than improvised music; the initiative belonged at all times to the composer, who planned each “random” effect in advance.


  The music remained a sort of soundtrack; but its resolute nonlinearity reminded many critics of the cutting techniques employed on “Music Television” (MTV), where (reversing the traditional procedure) visual accompaniments were added to music tracks to allow for their exposure on TV. These supersophisticated treatments suggested to many artists that the much-decried short attention span of the TV or video-game generation was not a dulling of wits but more probably the opposite. The ever-faster pace of media impressions had greatly speeded the process of comprehension. Concepts of linear logic and “organic” wholeness that had previously dominated musical esthetics were called into question. Indeed, as the epigraph from Jonathan Kramer at the top of this chapter confirms, listening (or, more generally, perceptual) habits fostered by the age of remote-controlled tuners and car radios eventually, and inevitably, affected the way in which music was composed. Zorn’s is perhaps the most consummate manifestation, but it is far from an isolated or negligible one.


  And as his music became more ambitious and widely recognized, the composer began, despite his protestations and affectations, to be treated as an adult. No longer regarded as a throwback to the irresponsible nä?veté of a Spike Jones, he was held more accountable for the contents of his product. It was in some ways a painful compliment. In the early 1990s, appearances by Zorn’s band were picketed in Los Angeles by Asian-American women offended by his stereotypical depiction of a Japanese love slave in “Forbidden Fruit” (1987) and the cover art on some of his more recent CDs, especially Torture Garden (1990), which showed Asian women being subjected to sexual abuse.


  These protests came at a time when several avantgarde artists were under intemperate attack by members of the United States Congress who disapproved of the disbursement of tax revenues, through the National Endowment for the Arts, to recipients whose art embodied controversial or (to them) offensive messages. The situation was complicated by the widespread perception that these attacks were directed more at the Endowment itself than at the artists, who were being used, in effect, as scapegoats to justify an otherwise indefensible political posture. Zorn at first defended himself as if he were under a comparable attack, asserting his right to free expression and portraying his critics as censors. “You’re really not able to step back and analyze what you’re doing,” he told an interviewer in 1992:


  
    
      I really try to just follow my instincts, whether it pisses off people who are trying to be politically correct, or who are concerned with a certain musical tradition. That cannot concern me; I can’t think about trying to censor my work. I’ve got to follow through wherever my crazy mind takes me. Artists stand on the outside of society. I think that’s an important point: I see the artist as someone who stands on the outside; they create their own rules in a lot of ways and shouldn’t try to be socially responsible; being irresponsible is the very point of their existence. That’s what makes that person able to comment on what’s going on around them, because they aren’t restricted by the censors or the powers that be—or in the case of what’s happening in the arena today, the Big Brother that used to be watching in the ‘60s is now your next-door neighbor… .


      I’m figuring a lot of shit out, drawing my moral line, and saying, “Fuck you. I don’t need this. I’ve got to follow my artistic vision, whether you think that it’s repulsive or anti-women or antiAsian or whatever. I have to follow it through.71

    

  


  


  Despite the postmodernity of his media, Zorn was expressing a typically modernist bravado. Yet eventually, at the urging of the Nonesuch record firm (with which he later broke), he agreed at least to repackage the offending CDs and issued a somewhat grudging apology: “As an artist you can’t please everyone. If I took all their criticism to heart I’d never create anything. I don’t want to make it harder for Asians in this country; I’m on their side. But frankly, I don’t think my records are doing that.”72 Under commercial pressure, an intransigent artist was forced or shamed into a compromise with public decency. From the modernist perspective, that had to count as a defeat.


  But Susan McClary, writing as a postmodernist, gave the outcome of the collision between Zorn, his label, and his public an interestingly optimistic interpretation, seeing public indignation as distinctly preferable to the public indifference that had, in the century following Baudelaire, typically greeted modern “art” music, at least in the democratic West. “If art music has been spared such scrutiny for several decades,” she comments, “it is in large part because so little was at stake for either composer or audience.”73 She argues further that the far greater public scrutiny, and occasional outcry, that contemporary popular culture attracts—even though its “level of transgression” is often far tamer than Zorn’s open embrace of sadism—is evidence of popular culture’s greater creative vitality, or at least its greater pertinence to issues that truly matter to most people.


  To maintain this position may be to underestimate how much the issue of creative freedom truly matters to artists. The geopolitical polarization engendered by the cold war made that freedom—or, more precisely, that perception of freedom—an issue worth the sacrifice of public relevance to many artists in the West, who saw totalitarian regimentation as, if not the only alternative, then at least the one that needed to be most vigilantly resisted, whatever the social cost. That was indeed a heavy stake for composers, if not for audiences.


  But if that is true, then McClary’s optimism is not misplaced. If anything, it is even more cheering to note the coincidence of postmodern esthetics, which embrace exchange and communication between artist and public and all the attendant risks, and the end of the cold war with its hardening influence on cultural attitudes. The year 1989, which saw the fall of Communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the opening of the Berlin Wall, may in the end have been as great a watershed for Euro-American art as it has been for Euro-American politics. Polarizing attitudes that once held artists on both sides of the Iron Curtain captive have been deconstructed, perhaps permanently, by the march of events on the eve of the twenty-first century.


  In the West, it may no longer be quite so necessary for artists to maintain belief in “the irreconcilable nature of the esthetic and the social worlds,” to quote the German cultural critic Jürgen Habermas, voicing a creed that goes back long before the cold war, to the wellsprings of Romanticism. Yet John Zorn, who practically paraphrased Habermas in some of the vulgar remarks quoted above, turned right around and told an interviewer that “I’m at the point now where maybe I can make somebody cry with music; that’s been a dream all my life.”74 The contradiction, the seesaw between social alienation and social communion, was as old as Romanticism itself. Postmodernism seems to have encouraged communion to reassert its rights.


  A GLIMPSE OF THE FUTURE?


  Even composers who do not use samplers use sequencing programs, and this has affected virtually everyone’s musical style. Very common since the 1980s have been “layered” textures of polymetrically superimposed instrumental ostinatos, something that can be produced effortlessly by a computer with a MIDI connection to a bunch of synthesizers. Laying down track upon track is curiously reminiscent of the techniques of “successive” composition associated with the medieval motet. As in the case of Meredith Monk’s vocal compositions, the late-twentieth-century avantgarde links up with musical practices prevalent in an age when literacy had not yet gotten very far in supplanting oral composition and transmission. Computer assisted “real-time” electronic composition—used sometimes in performance, sometimes as a basis for written elaboration—is another aspect of the same resurgence of “orality.”


  Computer interface has affected performance as well. Digital “controllers” that record and store information that tracks the physical actions of players can be hooked up via MIDI to virtually any instrument to reproduce, edit, and modify a real-time performance: a player-piano, for example, that can reproduce a pianist’s rendition at any tempo, at any transposition that the keyboard will accommodate, with changed dynamics, even with octave doublings (not to mention corrected errors). Other machines (e.g., “electronic gloves”) can complement the sounds of a live performance with computer-controlled modifications instigated by the players’ movements. Dancers can create their own musical accompaniments in the act with movement sensors that activate synthesizers.


  [image: Image]


  


  FIG. 10-8 Tod Machover (b . 1953), director of computer music applications at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, modeling his “electronic glove,” officially named Exos Dexterous Hand Master.


  Nor have basic changes been exclusively technological. As always, technological breakthroughs have had unpredicted reverberations and will go on having unpredictable ones. Gann notes a basic “philosophic” or attitudinal change in composers since the advent of samplers: rather than the individual note, he has declared, the musical “atom” or minimal manipulable unit has become any sound complex that can be recorded and stored. To use his actual words, sampling has”led music away from atomism toward a more holistic approach.”75 If one regards serialism, which manipulates individual notes with singular assiduousness, as the most “atomistic” style, then Gann’s remark offers a possible explanation for the paradoxical effect that working with computers has had on so many composers who originally approached the medium as a means of securing easier control over an ever greater range of serial algorithms, but who instead found themselves seduced into rejecting their motivating premises.


  But the implications do not end even there. Observing that it is notation that creates the “note” (as opposed to the “tone”), Gann suggests that “the sampler frees composers from the habits inculcated by Western notation.” And indeed, it is now not only possible, but increasingly common, to create, “perform,” and preserve music that is recognizably within the traditions of classical music without ever using notation. Music, without any necessary loss of conceptual complexity or novelty, can now take leave of the eye. The lineaments of a postliterate age are clearly discernable.


  “Composed” (that is, fixed rather than improvised) music will surely go on being not only possible but common in a postliterate age, just as it had been possible and common in preliterate ages, and as it remains in nonliterate societies. In preliterate cultures compositions can be fixed in memory and reproduced orally or (with rehearsal) by ensembles of performers; in the postliterate future pieces will go right on being fixed and reproduced in those time-honored ways, but it will also be possible to fix them digitally and reproduce them via synthesizer or via MIDI. Indeed, it is already possible to do these things, even if only a minority of composers now work that way.


  When a majority of composers work that way, the postliterate age will have arrived. That will happen when—or if—reading music becomes a rare specialized skill, of practical value only for reproducing “early music” (meaning all composed music performed live). There has already been much movement in this direction. Very few, especially in America, now learn musical notation as part of their general education. The lowered cultural prestige of literate musical genres has accompanied the marginalization of musical literacy and abetted it; the availability of technologies that can circumvent notation in the production of complex composed music may eventually render musical literacy, like knowledge of ancient scripts, superfluous to all but scholars.


  Related to the general loss of musical literacy in the wider culture has been the decline of the music-publishing industry. Amateur and school performance of literate repertoires having become far less prevalent than in the past, the demand for “sheet music” shows signs of eventually drying up. New music being at once the most expensive of all types to publish (because it must be freshly set up and edited and because the composer must be paid) and the least promising of a financial return, it is no wonder that, as Gann puts it, “music publishers have quit publishing all but a tiny amount of the most conservative new music.” Interestingly, though, Gann does not see this entirely as a loss. Like many adventurous composers at the end of the twentieth century, he looks forward to the benefits as well as the costs of the coming postliterate musical culture:


  
    It is nearly impossible for a composer to get his or her scores distributed through commercial channels in the 1990s. On the other hand, compact discs have become relatively cheap to produce, and distribution channels have multiplied. Therefore, whereas the mid-twentieth-century composer distributed his music through scores and had a difficult time getting recorded, those possibilities are reversed for today’s young composer. To at least some extent this reversal has been healthy, for midcentury composers showed a tendency to consider the score the actual music, with a corresponding loss of concern for how the music sounded; today, more and more music can be judged only for how it sounds, for the score may either not exist or be practically unavailable.76

  


  


  And yet, although in the long run it cannot help affecting style along with every other aspect of musical life, it is by no means clear that the advent of postliterate composition will necessarily produce any immediate change in musical style. After all, the advent of notation did not have any immediate effect on the style of the music it was invented to preserve. It coexisted with oral methods for at least a couple of centuries without gaining the upper hand; nor have oral methods been wholly supplanted. There is every reason to expect a similar period of coexistence at the other end of the history of music as a literate tradition, one that will last far longer than this book will go on being read.


  And yet eventually the advent of literacy did have a profound impact on musical style. Twelfthcentury plainchant (for example, the Kyrie Cum jubilo, discussed and analyzed in the first volume of the Oxford History of Western Music), composed after notation had been in wide monastic use for at least 200 years, and after a body of “theory” or analytical work had grown up around the written-down and musically (or “modally”) classified Gregorian chant, was written in an elegantly integrated and interwoven form that bore all the earmarks of analytical thinking—the kind of thinking that relates parts to wholes. That is the kind of thinking that notation facilitates (or, indeed, enables).


  Now compare John Zorn’s description of his music, quoted above, as being shaped by an “additive process, with the musicians concentrating on the details of one section at a time, but relatively blind, as far as where the piece is going.” That is nonanalytical, indeed antianalytical thinking. Still an exceptional (and therefore noteworthy) way of thinking about composed music at the end of the twentieth century, it may be a harbinger of the postliterate future, when such thinking about music will be considered normal and undeserving of comment.


  To a considerable extent postliterate media have already accustomed us to nonanalytical or additive thought processes: think of broadcast news with its “sound bites,” or MTV with its brusque nonlinear cutting techniques that have influenced all movie editors. Additive thought processes are no less intrinsically “intelligent” than analytical ones, but they require different skills: quick processing of impressions rather than “deep” reflection, the drawing of inferences from surface juxtapositions (contrasts) rather than underlying connections (similarities). That is the way one has to listen to Zorn’s music, and that of many if not most of his contemporaries, to say nothing of his juniors. Postliterate listening as well as postliterate composition is already upon us.


  But we are not unprepared. As the epigraph atop this chapter from the theorist Jonathan Kramer reminds us, “we all spin the dial.” Even when we listen to the traditional repertoire of classical music at the start of the twenty-first century, we often if not usually listen to it out of context and out of sequence. If we turn on the car radio en route to the shopping mall, we may briefly visit the development section from the first movement of a favorite symphony, and encounter the finale on our way home. Our clock radio usually greets us in the morning with the middle of a highly structured piece, but we experience no serious disorientation even if the piece is unfamiliar, as long as it conforms (as “radio music” is sure to do) to one or more of the many prototypes we have stored in our memories. The same process of comparison with prototypes makes collage compositions intelligible and (sometimes) interesting.


  BACK TO NATURE?


  Our ease with fragmentary listening may be an artifact of (or an adaptation to) modern living. But it might also be “natural,” as at least one recent theory of music, itself possibly an artifact of the burgeoning postliterate age, contends. That theory, called “concatenationism,” received its most extensive exposition in a 1997 book called Music in the Moment. The title reflects an abiding interest of many theorists of avantgarde music (like Jonathan Kramer), who have responded to Karlheinz Stockhausen’s notion of Momentform, the idea that contemporary composition is (or may be, or should be) based on a series of unique irreducible impressions or Gestalts, a concept that obviously points toward the “musical atom” theories of high-tech theorists of the 1990s like Kyle Gann.


  Music in the Moment, however, was the work of a philosopher, Jerrold Levinson, rather than a composer or a music theorist, and the theory it propounded was instantly controversial. Levinson maintained that the idea of “moment form” actually described all actual musical listening (no matter who was doing it), and that holistic (or integrated, or unified, or “organic”) theories of musical form, as well as holistic or unifying systems of formal analysis (up to and including the vaunted Schenkerian method, taught by the 1990s in many European and virtually all American conservatories and universities, which reduced complex compositions to a single underlying or overarching basic progression called the “Ursatz”), were based not on listening to music but on looking at it—or rather, at its notation.


  Musical coherence as actually perceived by listeners, Levinson argued, was based on moment-to-moment connections, grasped and processed “additively” as the music actually unfolded in time, not on the far-ranging “global” relationships analysts analyzed (and which composers trained to analyze that way might try to conceptualize in composing). Such relationships, Levinson argued, being atemporal, were essentially amusical. Inquiring into “the degree to which musical understanding requires reflective or intellectual awareness of musical architecture or large-scale musical structuring,” the philosopher concluded that “that degree is approximately zero.” Instead, he maintained, “all that basic understanding requires is, as it were, listening in the moment.”77


  The position was surely overstated for effect. Everybody knows from experience that memory and prediction play a significant part in musical understanding, just as they do in understanding any temporal unfolding: all speech (not only narratives), as well as drama, cinema, and dance. Experience, moreover, hones everybody’s memory and prediction skills, and our understanding of any utterance is laden both with unconscious theory and with awareness of context. Nobody literally listens only in the moment. But as Levinson forcefully argued, nobody literally listens to musical wholes either. He stated the “concatenationist” position in the form of four postulates:


  
    1. Musical understanding centrally involves neither aural grasp of a large span of music as a whole, nor intellectual grasp of large-scale connections between parts; understanding music is centrally a matter of apprehending individual bits of music and immediate progressions from bit to bit.

  


  
    2. Musical enjoyment is had only in the successive parts of a piece of music, and not in the whole as such, or in relationships of parts widely separated in time.

  


  
    3. Musical form is centrally a matter of cogency of succession, moment to moment and part to part.

  


  
    4. Musical value rests wholly on the impressiveness of individual parts and the cogency of successions between them, and not on features of large-scale form per se; the worthwhileness of experience of music relates directly only to the former.78

  


  This argument, which has been confirmed in some of its aspects by empirical psychological testing, was widely welcomed as being at the very least a healthy corrective to its opposite extreme; and its welcome was enhanced by its timing. It joined the other forces and tendencies toward postliteracy that this chapter has been describing.


  It had always been one of the main virtues of musical notation that it enabled music to become visual as well as aural, and to occupy space as well as time. In this way music could be stored and stockpiled, easily taken from place to place, learned otherwise than by rote, and conceptualized in new ways, some of them indispensable to the art of composition as it evolved over a thousand years of development. But it also always fostered the vices of its virtues, at least potentially, since it always offered lettered or “learned” musicians the temptation of concentrating on the virtual reality of musicas-seen—”spatialized representations”79 of music, as Levinson called them—in preference to the physical reality of musicas-heard.


  As related in chapter 3, that trend reached a disquieting peak, in some of the music composed in the mid-twentieth century, especially in the academy, the seat of learning. And at the same time another peak began to be decried, namely the bland literalism that had become the norm in academically influenced performances of classical music, which strove above all to reproduce the music as it looked on the page, sometimes in active contemptuous rejection of the traditions of performer-to-performer dissemination that persisted as an oral component of modern musical culture. Both kinds of hyperliteracy were significantly reined in during the last quarter of the twentieth century.


  In its more radical formulations Levinson’s theory was obviously a reaction (and probably an overreaction) to these unhappy peaks. But more significant was the seriousness with which it was taken to heart by many turn-of-the-century musicians, including repentant analysts and composers, despite Levinson’s specific disclaimer that he was addressing not learned musicians but musical amateurs like himself, whose habits of listening and appreciating music he had set out to defend against academic snobbery. “No doubt some people,” he conceded,


  
    having acquired analytical dispositions and descriptive technical resources in the course of their musical education, found their fundamental listening transformed to a truly significant degree. But I am not one of them, and I suspect that such listeners are not the norm among those who can rightly claim both to know and to love the bulk of what constitutes the broad repertoire of classical music. It is an implicit aim of this book to defend such listeners—ones who, though untutored, are experienced, attentive, and passionate.80

  


  


  But he had touched a nerve among the tutored as well, many of whom had to agree with Levinson, in spite of themselves, that much of the theory that supported twentiethcentury composition (and performance) was based on a “tendency to misapply the results of musical analysis,”81 and ultimately, therefore, on a misapplication of musical literacy. The swerve toward postliteracy, instigated by “Green” mavericks like Partch and Monk and powerfully abetted by new technologies, had received a theoretical reinforcement within the very bastion of the literate tradition. It is less relevant to our present purposes to try and decide how valid Levinson’s theory is than to see it (and, more particularly, its reception) as a symptom of a general tendency that had many other symptoms as well. Suffice it to say that such a theory would never have gained a serious hearing in the musical academy had it appeared a quarter of a century earlier than it did.


  One final augury of an emergent postliterate culture, and a particularly vivid one, was the rise at the very end of the twentieth century of “interactive sound [or sound-and-image] installations”—computer software programs that allow users to call forth very complex sound patterns, sometimes allied with visual patterns as well, merely by moving through a space equipped with sensors and deploying an electronic glove or handheld signaling device. The creators of such programs—Luke DuBois, Mark McNamara, Timothy Polashek, Jason Freeman, David Birchfield, and others whose installations were displayed at a spectacular and widely reported exhibit mounted at Columbia University in connection with an electronic music festival in July 2000—call themselves “sound designers” rather than composers. (Recall Beethoven’s insistence, near the end of his life, on calling himself a “sound poet” or Tondichter rather than a composer.) And rightly so, for their work eliminates distinctions between composers, performers, and listeners. The user of an interactive installation is all three at once—or none of the above.


  Anthony Tommasini, a reviewer for the New York Times, found the exhibit “seductive and unsettling,” not least (he thought) because once listeners become empowered to create music instantly to their individual taste, there will be no need for critics, either. But he managed to console himself with an interesting thought:


  
    For those of us who persist in thinking of a musical composition as a creative statement of a trained and artistic individual, there was one reassuring thing: though the users of these interactive installations worked alone, having witnesses watching and listening on extra earphones seemed a large part of the enjoyment. So composers as we have known them may disappear someday. Yet perhaps the concert, or at least a new kind of collective listening experience, will continue.82

  


  PAYING THE PIPER, CALLING THE TUNE


  That, at any rate, is one possible future that may be projected at the dawn of the third millennium on the basis of trends observable at present. Whether it is a probable future (let alone “the” future) will depend on as yet unforeseeable factors and variables of a kind that always conspires to make monkeys out of “futurologists.” As always, among the most potent and volatile factors will be patterns of patronage. So let us end this chapter, and this book, with one last look at how that factor—of all factors the one most susceptible to “external” stimuli (demographic, sociopolitical, economic)—has been functioning.


  Ever since the watershed of the sixties, predictions of the imminent demise of “classical music” have been rife. Its audience, undermined by the decline in public music education and decimated by defections to pop, was assumed to be aging, indeed dying off. Whether as a symptom of this process or as one of its causes, media coverage for classical music steadily and drastically diminished over the 1970s and 1980s (coinciding with the rise in “serious” pop coverage), as did the number of radio stations that purveyed it.


  In the 1970s, classical music accounted for 20 percent of record sales in Japan, its most avid market, 10 percent in Western Europe, and 5 percent in North America. As the medium of commercial recording switched in the mid-1980s from LP to CD, and the American market share for classical record sales stabilized at approximately 3 percent (about the same as jazz, increasingly regarded and described as “America’s classical music”), its status was relegated to that of a “niche product,” serving a tiny, closed-off clientele whose needs could be met with reissues rather than costly new recordings of the standard repertoire. Major symphony orchestras, especially in the United States, found themselves without recording contracts, with serious consequences for the incomes of their personnel. Major labels began concentrating on “crossover” projects, in which the most popular classical performers collaborated with artists from other walks of musical life in an effort to achieve sales that might transcend the limits of the classical “niche.” The huge fees such artists commanded virtually squeezed others out of the recording budget altogether. Classical music seemed destined to become the culture industry’s “basket case.”


  The implications for composers seemed particularly grave, since this period of attrition had no effect on the numbers trained within the protected walls of the academy, which as always offered temporary insulation from the vagaries of the market. The result was a vast overpopulation of composers, whose numbers swelled even as their outlets contracted. Their activity, as already implied above, came ironically to resemble the sort of self-publication and self-promotion that was known in the declining Soviet Union (where it was a response to political rather than economic pressure) as samizdat. Their work met no measurable consumer demand and found little source of subsidy. Its main purpose became the securing of academic employment and promotion—another sort of niche—that enabled its creators to train the next generation of socially unsupported and unwanted composers, and so on in possibly meaningless perpetuity.


  In the late 1980s and 1990s, however, that pattern began unexpectedly to change, permitting the emergence of a composing elite—tiny, perhaps, but larger than ever before—whose work was suddenly in demand, sought out by traditional performance organizations for performance at major venues, and who could in some cases live off their commissions and performance royalties without seeking academic employment. New York’s Metropolitan Opera, for example, which had not presented a premiere since the 1960s, commissioned four operas during the this period, of which three achieved production: The Ghosts of Versailles (1987; produced 1991), an opera by John Corigliano based on La mère coupable (“The guilty mother”), the one remaining member of Beaumarchais’s Figaro trilogy that had not already been turned into an operatic classic by Mozart (The Marriage of Figaro) or Rossini (The Barber of Seville); The Voyage (first performed on Columbus Day, 1992) by Philip Glass, commemorating the 500th anniversary of Columbus’s arrival in the New World; and The Great Gatsby (first performed on New Year’s Day, 2000) by John Harbison, based on the novel of the same name by F. Scott Fitzgerald.


  The Harbison work had been jointly commissioned by the Met and the Chicago Lyric Opera; this ensured that it would have a life beyond its premiere production (and also allowed the composer the chance to revise the opera on the basis of its reception, as was traditional in opera’s heyday, but discouraged in the later twentieth century both by economic conditions and by the ideology of modernism). The Met and the Chicago Lyric also issued a tandem commission to William Bolcom for an opera based on Arthur Miller’s play A View from the Bridge, premiered in Chicago in 1999 and significantly revised for its New York performances in 2001.
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  FIG. 10-9 Scene from act I of Philip Glass’s opera The Voyage.


  Nor were these houses alone: the San Francisco opera commissioned several works in the 1990s, including A Streetcar Named Desire, after Tennessee Williams’s play, by André Previn (b. 1929), and Dead Man Walking by Jake Heggie (b. 1961), based on a memoir of death row prisoners by Sister Helen Prejean that had already been turned into a major Hollywood movie. Just how “bankable” a commodity the Met thought new opera now might be is indicated by the generous terms of the commissions—especially the one to Glass, who received $325,000. (Expenditures on the production approached $2 million.)


  In part this seeming rebirth was a result of the changes wrought by “postmodernism” in the relative prestige of composing styles. Harbison had been trained as a serialist, and of course Glass was one of the founders, in the 1960s, of “hardcore” minimalism. Both had abandoned their earlier avantgarde positions and were now meeting in the vast moderate middle ground labeled “neoromanticism.” And yet there had always been relatively “accessible” composers available for commissioning, including some specialists in vocal or theatrical genres like Ned Rorem or Hugo Weisgall (1912–97), who had gone untapped by the major houses all during the 1970s and 1980s. It seemed that the new interest in opera had to do with new sources of money to support it. It was tied, that is, to the interests of new patrons.


  A NEW TOPICALITY


  The new interest in supporting classical composition in traditional “audience” genres affected the concert hall as well as the opera house. The most spectacular case, perhaps, was that of John Corigliano’s First Symphony (1989), first performed in 1990 by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and later, internationally, by almost 100 others. Along with its lavish orchestration (including parts for virtuoso piano and cello soloists), its rhetorical intensity, and its at times poignant use of collage, the symphony’s topicality contributed to its success. A memorial to victims of the AIDS epidemic, it had four movements each dedicated to the memory of a deceased friend, and gave public expression to the composer’s “feelings of loss, anger, and frustration,” in alternation with “the bittersweet nostalgia of remembering.”


  So if the composer John Adams’s “impression,” voiced to an interviewer in November 2000, was a true one—namely, “that in terms of commissions there’s never been a more bullish period in American fig. 10-10 John Adams, 1991. history”83 than the 1990s—it is testimony to a new consensus among composers and their patrons that contemporary classical music can and should have the sort of topical relevance more usually found in popular culture, and that works relevant to the topical concerns of the contemporary cultural elite are the ones that will be (and should be) rewarded. John Adams was in a good position to know, having been among the most conspicuous beneficiaries of this dispensation. One of the moments that defined its emergence, in fact, took place in 1990, when the San Francisco opera rescinded a commission it had given to Hugo Weisgall for on opera on the “timeless” biblical story of Esther in favor of a topical opera by John Adams called The Death of Klinghoffer, based on the killing by Palestinian terrorists of an American Jew on board an Italian cruise ship in 1985.


  [image: image]


  


  FIG. 10-10 John Adams, 1991.


  Klinghoffer was the second opera Adams had composed in collaboration with the poet Alice Goodman (b. 1959) and the director Peter Sellars (b. 1957). The first, Nixon in China (1987), was the work that originally stimulated the new wave of commissions. Largely on the strength of Sellars’s reputation as an operatic enfant terrible (known for radical “updatings” of familiar operas, such as a Don Giovanni set in the New York slums and a Marriage of Figaro set in a luxury apartment building often assumed to be Trump Tower), and on the assumption that it would satirize one of America’s most controversial political figures, the opera had been jointly commissioned by four houses: the Houston Grand Opera, the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, D. C., and the Netherlands Opera. Its four premieres took place between October 1987 and June 1988.


  The work confounded expectations by being cast not as a farce but as a heroic opera that turned the title character, as well as the Chinese leaders Mao Tse-tung and Chou En-lai, into mythical representatives of their countries—naively idealistic young America and ancient, visionary China. Adams’s music, like that of Glass’s Voyage, was set in what could be called a “postminimalist” style, in which the freely grouped and regrouped subtactile pulses and arpeggios of minimalism, and interesting textures obtained by pitting pulses at differing rates of speed in counterpoint, were reconciled with a fairly conventional harmonic idiom, naturalistic vocal declamation, a neat “numbers” format replete with entertaining choral and dance sequences, and frequent references to various styles of popular music. A fairly standard orchestra was given a late-twentieth-century, somewhat Steve-Reichian sonic edge by replacing the bassoons with a quartet of saxophones, and by adding a pair of pianos and a keyboard sampler to the percussion section.
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  FIG. 10-11 Scene from act I of the opera Nixon in China (Houston Grand Opera, 1987).


  Adams’s harmonies move around circles of major and minor thirds as consistently as traditional harmony moves through circles of fifths, thus making the early-twentieth-century “Franco-Russian” idiom the foundation of his late-century style, and making the same sort of end run around the twentieth century’s German and German-influenced music that the midcentury “neoclassicists” (especially the French-trained Americans of the “Boulangerie”) had made in their day around the Germanic music of the nineteenth century. But in Adams’s work that idiom is “demaximalized,” domesticated, made comfortable. Chords that Stravinsky might have mixed into dissonant “polyharmonies” succeed one another in gleamingly consonant progressions.


  To take one example, one of the score’s most characteristic progressions puts in alternation the two triads that together had made up Stravinsky’s so-called Petrushka-chord as early as 1911. (In Ex. 10-4a it is quoted from Chou En-lai’s toast to the Nixon party near the end of act 1.) Later, as the toasting scene reaches its climax, Adams astutely allows the subtactile pulse to drop out, so that an irregular succession of halves and dotted halves, formerly controlled by a steady stream of quarters, can ring out as if spontaneously, achieving a true emotional climax. The harmonies here form a module, a chain of triads with roots related by thirds (cast, Philip Glass–like, in a textbook-defying voice leading that grants full rights of citizenship to the [image: Image] chord), which picks up extensions and interpolations as it repeats (Ex. 10-4b):
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  Nixon in China differed from most twentiethcentury operas by reinvoking music’s power of enchantment, surrounding historical characters with a “transcendent” aura that turned them into “timeless,” godlike figures. In particular, this characteristic set the opera off from the topical operas or Zeitopern (“now-operas”) of the 1920s and 1930s. Where in the disillusioned aftermath of World War I audiences enjoyed an operatic genre that debunked the myth of “timeless” art, in the super-affluent, triumphant post–cold war decade audiences sought through art the monumentalization of their own historical experience.


  EX. 10-4a John Adams, Nixon in China, Act I, Chou En-lai’s toast
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  EX. 10-4a (continued)


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  [image: image]


  


  The operatic mythologizing of Richard M. Nixon’s most impressive diplomatic coup displeased a minority who objected to the way it helped turn memory away from the domestic scandal that ended his presidency. It disturbed others who objected to the callow way it cast the bloody Chinese Communist dictatorship, fresh from the excesses of the Cultural Revolution, in an uncritical, heroic light. But the critical consensus that formed over the remaining years of the twentieth century seemed to favor the aesthetic eclipse of “mere” history or politics. The critic Alex Ross went so far as to predict that “a century from now audiences will still be fascinated by this opera, and that some listeners will have to double-check the plot summary in order to remember who Richard Nixon was.”84 Its value, like that of all great art, the critic implied, was independent of its relationship to external reality, and that value was its capacity to create spiritual archetypes.


  EX. 10-4b John Adams, Nixon in China, Act I, choral response
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  And yet that very evaluation, that very assignment of values, was the product of an external reality; and another external reality, that of Arab-Israeli conflict, prevented The Death of Klinghoffer from having a comparable success. The work was commissioned, on the coattails of Nixon‘s success, by another international consortium that included the Brooklyn Academy of Music, the Théâtre Royale de la Monnaie (Brussels, Belgium), the Opéra de Lyon (France), the San Francisco Opera, the Glyndebourne Festival (Scotland), and the Los Angeles Festival of the Arts (or rather, by their various corporate sponsors).


  Adams modeled the work to a degree on the Bach Passions, with choral commentaries from mythologized communities of Jewish and Palestinian exiles (cast as the biblical offspring of Jacob and Ishmael) set in dramatic counterpoint against the bloody events of November 1985. As with Nixon in China, the subject matter sufficed to make the work controversial, and attracted attention (and audiences) to it. It was to many, moreover, a hopeful sign that “high” art was participating in an ongoing political and moral debate, and might therefore seem less marginal to contemporary society and culture. But this time, the stance of transcendence was widely read as an arrogant, or at least a complacent, evasion of moral judgment.


  One critic, echoing the claims of the work’s creators, wrote that “as the authors’ approach to this sensitive subject is classical, no ‘sides’ are taken,”85 a comment which elicited from another critic this perhaps overwrought rejoinder:


  
    Bach, the ostensible model, who knew not “classical,” took sides, all right. Or should we prefer a “classical” Passion, in which Christ and his betrayers are treated “evenhandedly”? If such moral indifference is an accurate measure of what the “classical” has now become, then the “classical” deserves its fate. Its death may ultimately be judged a suicide.86

  


  


  He went on to complain at the way “the forms of old sacred genres (in this instance, the Bach passions) are appropriated to cloak moral blankness and opportunism in a simulated religiosity,” and in so doing, may unwittingly have put a finger on the “external reality” that undergirded the seemingly sudden new viability of classical music. At a time of gross materialism and commercialism widely compared in America to the “Gilded Age” at the end of the previous century, classical music (Wagner then; Adams now) was being marketed for its powers of “uplift” to a guiltily affluent audience (“robber barons” then; “venture capitalists” now) eager to depict itself as humane.


  Peter Sellars, the mastermind behind both Adams-Goodman operas, made the claim quite forthrightly. “I think in this age of television and Hollywood film, if classical music is going to stick around, there’d better be a very good reason,” he told an interviewer. Then, shifting oxymoronically into the language of commerce, he added, “We have to offer something that is not available otherwise. I think it is spiritual content, which is what’s missing from the commercial culture that surrounds us.” This time, the subject under discussion was not an opera but a new collaboration by Sellars and Adams, and a more overtly religious one: a topically slanted nativity oratorio called El Niño, commissioned by another international consortium—Théâtre du Chatelet (Paris), the San Francisco Symphony, Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts (New York), the Barbican Centre (London), and the British Broadcasting Corporation—and performed according to the terms of the commission in Paris, San Francisco, Berlin, New York, and London between December 2000 and December 2001. It will make an apt final exhibit for this book.


  A NEW SPIRITUALITY


  El Niño was one of a number of works of flamboyant “spiritual content” commissioned and performed under prestigious auspices to solemnize the new millennium. Another, Philip Glass’s Fifth Symphony (1999), was (like several of Mahler’s symphonies, or the finale of Beethoven’s Ninth) an oratorio in all but name, scored for five vocal soloists, mixed chorus, children’s choir, and orchestra. Its subtitle, “Requiem, Bardo, Nirmanakaya,” pits the Latin title of the service for the dead (representing the world’s past) against the Tibetan word for “in between” (as in the Tibetan Book of the Dead—Bardo Thodol—which describes the soul’s journey after death) and the Sanskrit Mahayana Buddhist term for rebirth or bodily transformation (representing mankind’s hoped-for future). The text draws on “a broad spectrum of many of the world’s great ‘wisdom’ traditions,”87 as the composer put it in a program note, translated from Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, Bengali, Chinese, Japanese, Tibetan, Hawaiian, Zuñi, Mayan, Bantu, and Bulu scriptures. The symphony was commissioned by the ASCII Corporation, a computer software company, for performance at the Salzburger Festspiele, Europe’s most exclusive summer music festival.


  Another example was the cycle of four Passions—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—that the German choral conductor Helmut Rilling, with the support of the city of Stuttgart and the publisher Hänssler Musikverlag, commissioned from a quartet of composers, one a German and three with conspicuously “multicultural” backgrounds, for premiere performances in Rilling’s home city to be followed by world tours. Luke went to Wolfgang Rihm (b.1952), a neo-Expressionist representing the Germanic “mainstream.” Mark went to Osvaldo Golijov (b.1960), an Argentinian-born Jew residing in the United States (where he studied with George Crumb), who composed a lavish collage of Latin American, Afro-Cuban, and Jewish cantorial idioms and stole the show.


  Matthew was assigned to Tan Dun (b. 1957), a Chinese composer trained at the Beijing Conservatory and Columbia University, who had demonstrated his suitability for the Passions project with a work entitled Symphony 1997 (Heaven Earth Mankind) for orchestra, children’s chorus, an ensemble of Chinese temple bells, and a solo cello part written for Yo-Yo Ma, a Paris-born American cellist of Chinese descent who had been making a specialty of “crossover” undertakings involving repertoires as diverse as jazz, Brazilian pop, Appalachian folklore, and the classical music of Central Asia.


  John, finally, went to Sofia Gubaidulina, the post-Soviet composer of actual Central Asian (“Tatar” or Mongolian) descent then living in Germany, whose predilection for religious subject matter had been considered a mark of political dissidence in the waning years of Soviet authority. Yet the fact that two of the composers chosen for the Passion project were not Christian—Golijov, for one, cheerfully admitting that it was only after receiving the commission that he looked into the New Testament for the first time—suggests that the impulse behind it was something other than religious in the customary or doctrinal sense of the word.


  The Adams-Sellars oratorio was also of distinctly “multicultural” content. Its texts were drawn from the New Testament, the Aprocrypha, the old English Wakefield Mystery Plays, and a Latin Hymn by Hildegarde von Bingen (the twelfthcentury German abbess whose own music had achieved an improbable popularity in the late twentieth century via recordings, supplemented by modern poems by several Latin Americans, including Sister Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651–95), Rubén Dario (1867 –1916), Gabriela Mistral (1899–1957), and, most prominently, Rosario Castellanos (1925–74), who combined an artistic career with a diplomatic one, serving at the end of her life as the Mexican ambassador to Israel.


  One of the oratorio’s most striking moments was the juxtaposition, near the end, of the terse biblical account of the Slaughter of the Innocents (Herod’s massacre of all the male children younger than two years of age in Bethlehem to ensure that the infant Jesus would not survive) with Memorial de Tlatelolco (“Memorandum on Tlatelolco”), a long poem by Castellanos sung by the soprano soloist with choral support, that furiously protests the violent police repression of a student demonstration that took place on 2 October 1968 at Tlatelolco Square in Mexico City, which more than 400 years earlier had been the site of the last bloody confrontation between the Aztecs and the Spanish conquistadors led by Hernando Cortez (13 August 1521).


  The poem bears witness to a crime that went unreported at the time by the government-controlled Mexican press. Its inclusion in the oratorio text draws explicit parallels between religious observance, acts of political conscience or resistance, and the role of artists as keepers of public memory and conscience. Adams’s setting reaches, within the limits of the composer’s openly avowed commitment to an ingratiating idiom, a pitch of intensity reminiscent of Expressionism in its use of wide intervals to distort the lyric line.


  The oratorio’s final number balances the vehemence of the Memorial de Tlatelolco by juxtaposing an Apocryphal account of the infant Jesus’s first miracle, in which he commanded a palm tree to bend down so that his mother could gather its dates, with a consoling poem by Castellanos that pays respects to an Israeli palm tree for inspiring a moment of peaceful reflection amid the turbulence of the contemporary Middle East. Here Adams underscores the message of solace and chastened optimism by, as it were, resurrecting the Innocents in a children’s chorus that gets to sing the oratorio’s last word—”Poesia” (poetry)—accompanied by a pair of Spanish guitars.


  There is something satisfyingly symmetrical, perhaps, in drawing on a work with a religious (and specifically Christian) subject to end a historical narrative that begins with the liturgical music of the Roman Catholic Church. But that symmetry is illusory, as is any hint of closure. There is a world of difference between actual service music and an entertainment that alludes to sacred tales, and that difference reflects the fundamental trajectory of art—”high” art, at any rate—within Western culture over the past millennium.


  The symmetry is fortuitous as well. The narrative begins with sacred music only because it was the first music to be written down—a distinction that came about only partly because it was sacred. And it is ending with a sacred entertainment only because at the moment of writing that sort of work seems to be the most marketable and profitable music the literate tradition can boast at a time when its end has become foreseeable.


  The sacred as marketable, as profitable: it seems a paradoxical notion, even a blasphemous one. But it is not unprecedented. Nearly 300 years ago, Handel’s oratorios made similarly opportunistic—and similarly successful—use of sacred subject matter to exploit the market. And just as we now resolve the paradox in Handel’s case by reading through the sacred metaphor to what we take to be the Handelian oratorio’s “real” (i.e., nationalistic) appeal, it may not be too early to attempt a similar reading of the “multicultural” religiosity that found such impressively widespread musical expression at the end of the twentieth century.


  Historians agree that Handel’s oratorios achieved their amazing success not only by dint of their musical caliber, but also by flattering their elite English audience—a mixture of nobility and high bourgeoisie (comprising “the first Quality of the Nation,” to quote a noteworthy review that greeted Handel’s Israel in Egypt in 1739)—with comparisons to the biblical Hebrews, God’s chosen people. The audience that patronizes the work of the successful sliver at the top of today’s seething heap of struggling classical composers is a new social elite. Ithas been identified by the social critic David Brooks, the author ofBobos in Paradise, an amusing but penetrating study published in 2000, as “bourgeois Bohemians” (Bobos)—the highly educated nouveaux riches of the Information Age, who live comfortably and fashionably but retain a sentimental attachment to the “sixties” concerns of their youth, and who are most effectively flattered by art that reflects their ethical self-image. “The people who thrive in this period are the ones who can turn ideas and emotions into products,” writes Brooks. And that, among other things, is what composers do.


  The cherished Bobo self-image is one of personal authenticity, constructed not in terms of a wholly original worldview but in terms of eclecticism—an individual selection from among the unlimited choices on the global cultural and spiritual menu. The greatest challenge the new establishment faces, according to Brooks, is “how to navigate the shoals between their affluence and their self-respect; how to reconcile their success with their spirituality, their elite status with their egalitarian ideals.”88 Their task, in constructing their identity, is to reconcile values that had been traditionally at odds: bourgeois values of ambition, social stability, and material comfort on the one hand, and on the other, bohemian values that identified with the victims of the bourgeois order: the poor, the criminal, the ethnic and racial outcast. The essential dilemma is that of reconciling the need for spirituality with the even more pressing need for personal autonomy and unlimited choice, since “real” religion imposes obligations and demands sacrifices.


  It is not too difficult to see how the spiritualized classical music of the turn-of-millennium catered to these needs and predicaments. Audiences looking for purifying experiences are easily beguiled by symbols of innocence, hence the ubiquitous children’s choirs in the works described above. (But that is nothing new: children’s voices have long been exploited as an insurance policy by traders in romantic nostalgia: Mahler’s Second, Third, and Fourth Symphonies all feature real or metaphorical child-performers, as did the work of Soviet composers at times of particularly intense political pressure.) The success of “Holy Minimalists” like Pärt, Gorecki, and Tavener in the 1980s was more specifically related to the coming Bobo phenomenon. It already bespoke the desire for a way to return “aesthetically” or “appreciatively” to a world of “spiritual wholeness” without assuming the burdens of an actual religious commitment.


  The added attraction of “multiculturalism”—eclecticism writ large—in the works of the 1990s completes the parallel with the Bobo mentality, which places the highest premium on “personal” pastiche. A Princeton University study of contemporary religious practices, cited by David Brooks, turned up an extreme but characteristic example: a twenty-six-year-old disabilities counselor, the daughter of a Methodist minister, who described herself to her interviewer as a “Methodist Taoist Native American Quaker Russian Orthodox Buddhist Jew.”89 Philip Glass’s postminimalist Fifth Symphony was made for her, indeed of her.


  The Adams-Sellars El Niño tapped into another time-honored trope of innocent authenticity, especially as it was performed during its initial run, with dancers interpreting the content of the words alongside the singers, and with a simultaneous film by Sellars adding yet another level of commentary. The film paralleled the unfolding story of the Nativity with footage showing the unaffected lives of anonymous members of Los Angeles’s Hispanic community: a Chicano couple stood in for Joseph and Mary, their baby for Jesus, some rookie policemen for the shepherds, some local fortune-tellers for the Magi, and so on. Audience members and critics alike exclaimed at the beauty of the film, of the nameless actors, and of their emotional lives.


  One of the most scathing passages in Brooks’s study is devoted to precisely this sort of updating of the old myth of neoprimitivism. The immediate subject is travel:


  
    The Bobo, as always, is looking for stillness, for a place where people set down roots and repeat the simple rituals. In other words, Bobo travelers are generally looking to get away from their affluent, ascending selves into a spiritually superior world, a world that hasn’t been influenced much by the global meritocracy… . Therefore, Bobos are suckers for darkly garbed peasants, aged farmers, hardy fishermen, remote craftsmen, weather-beaten pensioners, heavyset regional cooks—anybody who is likely to have never possessed or heard of frequent flier miles. So the Bobos flock to or read about the various folk locales where such “simple” people live in abundance—the hills of Provence, Tuscany, Greece, or the hamlets of the Andes or Nepal. These are places where the natives don’t have credit card debts and relatively few people wear Michael Jordan T-shirts. Lives therefore seem connected to ancient patterns and age-old wisdom. Next to us, these natives seem serene. They are poorer people whose lives seem richer than our own.90

  


  


  But as Adams and Sellars showed, you don’t have to travel so far to ogle “indigenous peoples” or “noble savages.” Any urban ghetto can supply them in quantity. Nor is it clear that displaying an estheticized, romanticized fantasy image of the poor for the edification or titillation of the affluent really furthers egalitarian ideals. Will imagining the poor as leading lives richer than one’s own inspire social action on their behalf? Or will such a notion foster complacency? Will it inspire a true reconciliation between material comfort and social conscience? Or will it allow the comfortable to congratulate themselves on their benevolence and silence the nagging voice within?


  Is the new spirituality, then, just another screen behind which high art engages in its traditional business of reinforcing social division by creating elite occasions? The old questions that bedeviled modernism have not gone away with the advent of postmodernity—which is another reason, perhaps, to doubt whether postmodernism is anything more than the latest modernist phase. Or are such moralizing concerns of dubious benefit to art or to artists, whose task of creating beauty is a constant imperative, transcending the politics (or the “political correctness”) of the moment? The debate goes on.


  And so we must take our leave of it without resolution. We have observed at least three coexisting if not contending strands of literate musical composition at the end of the twentieth century. There is a thinning faction of traditional modernists, mostly aging but not without younger recruits, who maintain the literate tradition at its most essentially and exigently literate. There is a vastly overpopulated stratum of composers, as yet virtually without a nonprofessional audience, who avail themselves of new technologies that presage the dilution and eventual demise of the literate tradition. And there is a small elite of commercially successful caterers to the needs of a newly ascendant class of patrons who currently control the fortunes of the mainstream performance and dissemination media, insofar as these remain open to elite art. All three are energetically active, productive, endowed with genuine talent. Which will prevail in the long run?


  In the long run, it has been wisely observed, we are all dead.91 That long a run is of no concern to the historian. At present, things remain in motion. That is all we can ask for. The future is anybody’s guess. Our story ends, as it must, in the middle of things.
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emice den Hof e Mah und Noe:

o et A s Ml i

"My son, why do you hide your face so fearfully™™
“Father,donie you see the EIf King?

“The EIf King with his crown and eaind”

“My son, s 2 patch of mise”

Come dear chikl o with me!
il play beauril gmes with you:
many ae che bright owerson theshore,
my mother has many robes of gold.™

“My father, my fachr, and do you not hear
what the EIf King sfdly promises me?”
“Be calm, keep calm, my chikd:

in dry leaves the wind isrusling.”

Will you go with me, brave boy?
My daughtersshal end you nicly.

My daughters will lead the dancing cach i
and willlll and dance and sng for you.™

“My fcher, my father, don'e you e over there
the EIf King' daugheer in that descred spor?”
“My son, my son | see i perfecly,

the old willows ook so ray.”

Thove you, T am charmed by your good looks,
and i youare noe willin, | shal have o use force”
“My facher, my Faher, he' lutching me now!
“The EIf King has hure me"”

The fache shuckdes, he rdes apace:
i i arms e holds the groaning child.
Sweatng and seraining he rcachesthe courtyard:
T Mo e il etk
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Au tens pascour

Tuit li pastour

Diune contrée

Ont it assembléc
Desous une valée.
Hebers en la prée

A de la pipe et dou tabour
Ia danse demence;

Robin pas n'agré

Quan il 2 esgardée;
Mais par aatic

Fera micudre estampic.
Lors a saisi son fourrel,
Prist son chapel,

S'asa cote escourcie,

Sa it Lescanpie

Jolie

Pour Famour de samie.
Rogers, Guios et Gautiers
en ont mone grant envie,

At Eastertime
Al the shepherd folk

from one locale

gachered cogether

at the bottom of a valley.

Herbers, in the meadow,

with pipe and tabor

led the dance.

Robin did not like it

when he saw it,

but out of conceit

thought he'd do a berter estampie.
So he grabbed his bagpipe,

put on his hat,

cucked in his coar,

and did an estampie,

ajolly one,

€0 impress his girl

Roger, Guy and Gautier

are right full of jealousy,
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Vos amis.”
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Ralés en vo contrée,
Jaim Robin sans fausseté,
ntamor i ai donnée,

Plus [aim que riens néc;
T sen st alés juer

au bois, sous [a ramée;
Villenie feroie,

Se je ne [amoie,

Car il maimme sans trechier,

T

I'spied a shepherdess

and watched her a while.

She was all alone,

singing of love,

and T said:

“Guileless and bashful gir,”
gladly would I be,

IFic would pleasure you,

Your lover.”

She replied, choughully:
“Sir, let me be,

go back where you came from.
T love Robin without deceit;
Tve pledged him my love.

1 love him more than any born thing.
He's gone offto play

in the woods eath the trees;
I'd do an awful ching

i1 didn't love him back,

For he has loved me faichfully,
A Td never leave iy fot the likes oF o
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Li regart de ses vers euz
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The glance of her green eyes
Juse kills me.

What can I do, good Lord?
‘The glance of her green eyes
Twill await in hopes of
betcer treatment.

‘The glance of her green eyes
Tust kills me.
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Sejai amé

Neen doi estre blasmé
Quant sui assené

A la plus cortose rens

de Paris la cité.

Ongues en mon vivant
Neen ai un biau semblant
Siesta touz fors (qu')a moi
franche et buniiliants

Mes sel seust de voir

Cunn je Laim sanz decevoir,
Ele nostast de doulor
Qu'ele me dounast s'amor.

If T have loved

1 should not be blamed,
Since I am pledged

To the farest lirtle

creature in Paris town.
Never in my life, though,
Has she given me so much as a friendly glance,
Yet to all but me she is
openhearted and meck.
Ifonly she could see

Hov guilelessly T love her,
She would take away my pain
By giving ime her love:
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 found a shepherdess, and  watched her.
She was alone,singing of lov, and i
Sweet and gende one,

Twould gladly be your lover,
Fit pleases you.”
She repled most snsibly,
Leave me alone i, recurn o your region.
Hove Robin ruly and  have given him my love,
Hove i more than anyone.
He has gone to play in the woods

bencath the bower.
e would b vile of me noc o love him,
for he loves me Fihfully.
Never would I seck o leave i for you.”

Wiotees,
A Eascetide all he shepherd olk
from one region
gachered togecher atthe bartom of  valley.
Inche meadow Herbert led the dance
with pipe and tabor.
Robin was not pleased when he saw it
buc outof defiance would do a beter campic
Then he grabbed his drone, seized his b,
cucked up his uric,
and didthe joly stampic forthelove
of his sweesheare.
Rogier, Guior, and Gauter
arevery enviousindecd.
Not one ofthem Laughs, but they say defandly
chacbefore ighfalhis pipe will b broken.

Tenor
ey
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Good love has caught me off guard
and made me love a prized beauty,

Comely of form and fair of face.
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However much I love her.

Nevertheless T will I live with fine true heart,
for the hope I have

of singingall the while

Keeps megay.
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